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Key Judgments

* External strategic nodes increasingly shape escalation control in networked conflicts.
Allies, proxies, forward deterrence assets, and institutionalized security partners can absorb
pressure, redirect risk, or amplify escalation.

* Lebanon / Hezbollah and Israel are both high-value external strategic nodes, but they
perform different functions. Lebanon / Hezbollah serves as Iran’s forward deterrence node
against Israel. Israel serves as the United States’ institutionalized alliance node 1n the Middle
East.

* Iran is unlikely to abandon Hezbollah under normal pressure. The more likely pathway
1s adaptation: reduced wvisibility of support, indirect resupply, logistical adjustment,
operational restraint, or incorporation of Lebanon into a broader de-escalation framework.

 The United States is unlikely to abandon Israel. However, U.S. support may become
more conditional if Israeli operations undermine Washington’s escalation control, maritime
stabilization, freedom of navigation, or diplomatic sequencing with Iran.

* The core risk is not immediate abandonment, but conditionalization: high-value
external nodes may remain formally intact while their operational content narrows under
pressure.

Executive Summary

The U.S.—Israel-Iran conflict highlights the role of external strategic nodes: allies, proxies,
forward deterrence assets, chokepoints, and institutionalized security relationships that can shape
escalation beyond their own capabilities. These nodes can strengthen deterrence and bargaining
leverage, but they can also export risk, create policy divergence, and raise the cost of strategic
control.

This brief compares two strategically consequential relationships: Lebanon / Hezbollah for
Iran and Israel for the United States. The comparison does not equate Hezbollah and Israel as
actors. It examines how each functions as an external strategic node within the security
architecture of a larger power.
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Policy Brief For Iran, Lebanon matters primarily through Hezbollah’s role as a forward deterrence asset.
Hezbollah gives Tehran a proximate mechanism for pressuring Israel, sustaining the “resistance
axis,” and preserving strategic depth outside Iranian territory. Its severe degradation would
weaken Iran’s western deterrence architecture, even if it would not eliminate Iran’s regional
strategy.

For the United States, Isracl matters as a deeply institutionalized alliance partner. Israel
supports U.S. regional posture through intelligence cooperation, military interoperability, defense
innovation, deterrence signaling, and domestic political integration. Yet Israel can also complicate
U.S. strategy when 1ts operational objectives diverge from Washington’s priorities of escalation
control, maritime stabilization, alliance management, and long-term cost containment.

The central finding is that both relationships involve high strategic dependency, but their
vulnerabilities differ. Iran 1s more likely to adapt its support for Hezbollah than to abandon the
relationship. The United States 1s more likely to condition or narrow support for Israel than to
rupture the alliance.

Why This Matters

The policy challenge 1s not simply that external nodes matter. The challenge 1s that high-value
nodes can become costly without becoming disposable.

This distinction 1s central to escalation control. A node may extend deterrence, provide

operational access, absorb pressure, or sustain credibility. Yet the same node may also export
escalation risk, constrain diplomacy, or increase the cost of strategic management.

Lebanon / Hezbollah and Israel 1llustrate this problem 1n different ways. Lebanon / Hezbollah
strengthens Iran’s forward deterrence against Israel, but also ties Tehran to escalation dynamics in
the Levant. Israel strengthens the U.S. regional posture, but can also complicate Washington’s
efforts to manage escalation, stabilize maritime risk, preserve freedom of navigation, and
maintain diplomatic flexibility with Iran.

The key policy question i1s therefore not whether either node 1s valuable. Both are. The
question 1s when a high-value node begins to require adjustment, conditionalization, or strategic
distancing.

Methodological and Source Note

This brief develops an MCCM extension layer for assessing how external strategic nodes
affect escalation control, relationship durability, and conditionalization risk.

The analysis relies on author-coded estimates informed by open-source assessment of alliance,
proxy, deterrence, and escalation dynamics. The ESNDI, SRBT, and ESNRI scores are illustrative
and comparative, not empirical measurements or predictive probabilities.

The values are designed to support structured comparison across cases. They should be
interpreted as expert-coded assessments of relative dependency and relationship pressure, rather
than as statistically estimated indicators.




EPINOVA-2026-PB-54

Policy Brief 1. The ESNDI-SRBT Framework

This brief uses three indicators to compare external-node dependency and relationship
pressure. ESNDI measures strategic dependency; SRBT measures pressure toward degradation or
conditionalization; and ESNRI combines the two to 1dentify high-value nodes under stress.

The framework 1s not a statistical prediction model. It is an expert-coded comparative tool
designed to assess how external nodes affect escalation control, bargaining leverage, and
relationship durability.

1.1 External Strategic Node Dependency Index

The External Strategic Node Dependency Index measures how important an external node
1s to the primary actor.

ESNDI
= Wp XD +wgX0+wpXP+weXC+w, XL+ w; XI+ wpXR

(1.1)

where D 1s deterrence value, O 1s operational utility, P 1s political symbolism, C is coalition or
network centrality, L 1s strategic loss cost, I 1s institutional embeddedness, and R 1s replacement
constraint.

The default weights are: D = 0.20, O = 0.20, P=0.15, C=0.15, L=0.10, I = 0.10, and R =
0.10.

Higher scores indicate stronger strategic dependency. The interpretation bands are provided in
Table 1.

1.2 Strategic Relationship Break Threshold

The Strategic Relationship Break Threshold measures the degree to which a strategic
relationship 1s approaching degradation, conditionalization, freezing, strategic distancing, or
abandonment.

SRBT = N[(BPC + RCC + DCF + CSC + LEC)/ (SVC + RCR + ISC)]
(1.2)

where BPC 1s burden pressure cost, RCC 1s risk contagion cost, DCF 1s divergence coherence
friction, CSC 1s control sustainability cost, and LEC 1s legitimacy erosion cost. These variables
capture pressures pushing the relationship toward downgrade or rupture.

The denominator captures stabilizing factors: SVC 1is strategic value core, RCR 1s
replacement constraint ratio, and ISC 1s institutional or symbolic cost. N i1s a normalization
function that rescales the ratio into the 0—1 range.

Higher SRBT scores indicate greater pressure toward downgrading, conditionalization, or
rupture. Scores between 0.60 and 0.75 indicate conditional maintenance; scores above 0.75
indicate high-risk degradation.
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Policy Brief 1.3 External Strategic Node Risk Index

The External Strategic Node Risk Index combines dependency and break pressure:

ESNRI = ESNDI X SRBT
(1.3)

A high ESNRI does not mean abandonment 1s imminent. It means that a primary actor
depends heavily on a node that 1s becoming costly, risky, divergent, or difficult to manage.

For policy use, the framework applies the following bands:

Table 1. Indicator Interpretation Bands for ESNDI, SRBT, and ESNRI

Score Range ESNDI Dependency SRBT Relationship State ESNRI Risk

INI[ZIR BN  Low to limited dependency  Stable relationship Low risk

0.40-0.60 Significant dependency Pressure relationship Moderate risk
(NI AN High dependency Conditional maintenance Elevated risk
IMESIRIBN  Very high dependency High-risk degradation Severe risk
0.90-1.00 Critical dependency Break / abandonment zone  Critical risk

Note: ESNDI measures strategic dependency; SRBT measures pressure toward degradation, conditionalization,

freezing, strategic distancing, or abandonment; and ESNRI combines the two to i1dentify high-value nodes under
relationship stress. Score ranges are interpretive bands rather than statistical confidence intervals.

Source: Author’s expert-coded assessment using the MCCM External Strategic Node Dependency and Break
Threshold Module.

2. Lebanon / Hezbollah: Iran’s Forward Deterrence Node

For Iran, Lebanon matters primarily through Hezbollah’s role as a forward deterrence node.
Hezbollah provides Tehran with geographic proximity to Israel, a mature pressure mechanism on
Israel’s northern front, and a central link 1n Iran’s broader regional network. Its value 1s not

limited to military capability; 1t also reinforces Iran’s political narrative of “resistance” and
supports the credibility of Iranian backing among aligned actors in Syria, Iraq, Yemen, and
Palestinian factions.

Using the ESNDI framework, Lebanon / Hezbollah scores approximately 0.85, placing it in
the very high-dependency range. The score reflects Hezbollah’s deterrence value, operational
utility, political symbolism, network centrality, and replacement constraint. Although Hezbollah 1s
not institutionalized in the way a formal alliance partner would be, its strategic function is
difficult for Iran to replace.

Using the SRBT framework, the relationship scores approximately 0.68, placing it in the
conditional maintenance range. This indicates meaningful pressure on the relationship, but not a
near-term abandonment threshold. Hezbollah generates escalation risk and legitimacy costs for
Iran, but its strategic value, replacement difficulty, and symbolic importance make outright
abandonment unlikely.
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Policy Brief The combined ESNRI score is approximately 0.58, indicating elevated strategic-node risk.

I'he most likely Iranian pathway is not abandonment, but adaptation. Under severe pressure,
Iran may reduce the visibility of support, rely more heavily on covert or indirect resupply, use
intermediaries, encourage operational restraint, or incorporate the Lebanon 1ssue into a broader
de-escalation or bargaining framework. A true break would require several conditions to
converge: Hezbollah losing meaningful deterrence capability, continued support exposing Iran to
intolerable homeland retaliation, domestic legitimacy costs outweighing resistance-axis benefits,
and the emergence of alternative deterrence nodes.

Lebanon / Hezbollah should therefore be assessed as a high-value adaptive pressure node:
costly to sustain under escalation, but too central to Iran’s deterrence structure and regional
credibility to be easily abandoned.

3. Israel: The United States’ Institutionalized Alliance Node

Israel occupies a different position in U.S. strategy. It 1s not comparable to Hezbollah as a
proxy actor. It i1s an institutionalized alliance partner with extensive military, intelligence,
technological, diplomatic, and domestic-political linkages to the United States. Its value lies 1n
regional deterrence, intelligence cooperation, missile defense, cyber and defense innovation,
congressional support, and the broader credibility of U.S. security commitments.

Using the ESNDI framework, Israel scores approximately 0.82, placing it in the high-
dependency range for the United States. This reflects Israel’s institutional embeddedness,
coalition centrality, strategic loss cost, and operational utility. The relationship 1s durable because
it 1s not merely transactional; it 1s embedded 1n U.S. domestic politics, defense cooperation, and
regional strategy.

Using the SRBT framework, the relationship scores approximately 0.80, placing it in the high-
risk degradation range. This does not imply imminent alliance rupture. It indicates rising pressure
toward conditionalization. Israel can 1mpose significant escalation-management costs on
Washington when its operational objectives diverge from U.S. priorities, including regional de-
escalation, maritime stabilization, force allocation, energy-market stability, and diplomatic
sequencing with Iran.

The combined ESNRI score is approximately 0.66, indicating elevated strategic-node risk.

The United States 1s highly unlikely to abandon Israel. The institutional, political, strategic,
and symbolic costs of doing so remain substantial. However, the threshold for conditional support
1s lower than the threshold for formal rupture. Conditionalization could involve limiting
diplomatic cover, conditioning military resupply, restricting specific categories of operational
support, increasing pressure for de-escalation, separating U.S.—Iran diplomacy from Israeli
maximal objectives, or requiring stronger consultation before escalatory operations.

This would not constitute alliance collapse. It would represent a shift from automatic
alignment toward managed strategic support. Israel should therefore be assessed as a hard-to-
abandon, conditionalization-prone node: highly valuable to U.S. strategy, yet increasingly capable
of generating costs for U.S. escalation control.
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Table 2. Comparative External Strategic Node Risk Scores

Relationship ESNDI SRBT ESNRI Classification

Iran—Lebanon / 0.85 0.68 0.58 High-value adaptive

Hezbollah pressure node
Hard-to-abandon,

U.S.—Israel 0.82 0.80 0.66 conditionalization-prone

node

Note: ESNDI measures strategic dependency; SRBT measures break pressure or conditionalization pressure; and
ESNRI combines the two to identify high-value nodes under relationship stress. Scores are expert-coded estimates
on a 0—1 scale and should be interpreted as comparative indicators rather than statistical predictions.

Source: Author’s expert-coded assessment using the MCCM External Strategic Node Dependency and Break
Threshold Module.

The comparison produces a clear but limited finding. Lebanon / Hezbollah scores slightly
higher as a dependency node for Iran because of its direct role in Iran’s forward deterrence
architecture against Israel. Israel scores slightly lower on dependency for the United States, but

higher on break pressure because Israeli operations can 1mpose significant escalation-
management, diplomatic, and legitimacy costs on Washington.

The higher ESNRI score for U.S.—Israel does not suggest imminent alliance rupture. Rather, it
indicates that a highly valuable alliance node 1s operating under elevated divergence and control-
sustainability pressure. By contrast, Iran—Lebanon / Hezbollah remains highly valuable and
costly, but its pressure 1s more likely to produce adaptation than abandonment.

In practical terms, Iran 1s more likely to conceal, restructure, or institutionalize support for
Hezbollah than to sever the relationship. The United States 1s more likely to condition, manage,
or narrow support for Israel than to abandon the alliance.

5. Break-Condition Logic

A strategic relationship becomes vulnerable when the costs and risks of maintaining the node
begin to exceed the value it provides and the costs of abandoning it:

COStmaintain + RiSkspillover > Valuestrategic + COStabandon
(5.1)

In operational terms:

BPC + RCC + DCF + CSC + LEC > SVC + RCR + ISC
(5.2)
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Policy Brief This condition should not be read as a mechanical rupture trigger. High-value nodes usually
move through intermediate stages—managed support, conditional support, restricted support, and
strategic distancing—before formal abandonment. The key policy question is therefore not only
whether a patron abandons a node, but whether support becomes narrower, less visible, more
conditional, or tied to a broader negotiation framework.

6. Degradation and Break Conditions
6.1 Iran—Lebanon / Hezbollah

Iran 1s unlikely to abandon Hezbollah under ordinary pressure. A more plausible adjustment
would be downgrading, concealing, or partially freezing support if Hezbollah’s deterrent value
declines while the costs of sustaining the relationship rise.

Several conditions would push the relationship toward degradation: Hezbollah losing the
ability to impose meaningful pressure on Israel; Israeli or U.S. retaliation linking Hezbollah
support directly to Iranian homeland wvulnerability; rising domestic costs inside Iran; the
availability of alternative deterrence nodes 1n Iraq, Syria, Yemen, or direct Iranian missile
capabilities; and the possibility that continued support for Hezbollah undermines Iran’s broader
de-escalation, sanctions-relief, or regime-stability objectives.

Even under these conditions, full abandonment would remain unlikely. The more probable
pathway 1s a shift from overt support to lower-visibility support, indirect resupply, operational
restraint, or the incorporation of Lebanon into a wider bargaining framework.

6.2 U.S.—Israel

The United States 1s unlikely to abandon Israel. The more relevant risk 1s conditionalization: a
shift from automatic support to more managed, restricted, or politically conditioned support.

Such a shift becomes more likely 1f Israeli operations repeatedly undermine U.S. de-escalation
objectives; expand the conflict into Lebanon, Syria, Iran, or other fronts in ways that raise U.S.
costs; complicate maritime stabilization, freedom of navigation, or energy-market management;
erode domestic political support for unconditional alignment; or make Israel appear less like an
order-stabilizing asset and more like an escalation amplifier.

The threshold for U.S. abandonment of Israel remains extremely high. The threshold for
conditionalization 1s materially lower. The likely outcome 1s not alliance rupture, but a gradual
narrowing of diplomatic cover, military resupply, operational support, and strategic alignment.

7. Policy Implications
7.1 Separate Alliance Preservation from Unconditional Support

For the United States, preserving the U.S.—Israel relationship does not require accepting every
Isracli operational preference. If Israeli actions undermine U.S. escalation control, maritime
stabilization, freedom of navigation, or diplomatic sequencing with Iran, conditional support may
become necessary to preserve broader strategic sustainability.
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Any U.S.—Iran de-escalation framework that excludes Lebanon risks creating an asymmetric
pause: Iran would be restrained while Israel retains freedom to continue operations against
Hezbollah. Tehran is likely to view such an arrangement as incomplete. Lebanon should therefore
be treated as a structural condition for wider de-escalation, not as a peripheral theater.

7.3 Avoid Assuming Iran Will Trade Away Hezbollah

Lebanon / Hezbollah 1s not a marginal bargaining chip for Iran. It is a forward deterrence node
tied to regional credibility, proxy-network cohesion, and political legitimacy. Analysts should
expect Iran to preserve the relationship, even if Tehran adjusts the visibility, intensity, or channels
of support.

7.4 Monitor Conditionalization Before Rupture

Formal alliances and proxy relationships may remain intact even as their operational content
changes. Early indicators of conditionalization include slower resupply, altered public messaging,
restricted operational coordination, new consultation requirements, and diplomatic separation
between primary objectives and node-specific objectives.

8. MCCM Integration

The External Strategic Node Dependency and Break Threshold Module can be integrated into
MCCM as a relationship-level extension layer. It does not replace existing escalation indicators.
Instead, 1t adds a structured method for assessing how external strategic nodes transmit, absorb,
or amplify escalation pressure.

In this brief, MCCM v2.1.1 1s treated as the baseline framework, while MCCM v2.3.4
reflects the updated version incorporating the external-node layer.

Under MCCM v2.1.1, the module functions as an analytical extension connected to existing
variables such as actor coupling, decision friction, proxy warfare pressure, maritime volatility,
information amplification, and loss-of-control dynamics. Its main contribution 1s to shift part of
the analysis from direct escalation pressure to the durability of the relationships through which
escalation 1s transmitted.

Under MCCM v2.3.4, the module 1s formalized as the External Strategic Node Dependency
and Break Threshold Layer, incorporating three indicators: ESNDI, SRBT, and ESNRI. This
allows MCCM to assess whether a high-value external node remains stable, becomes
conditionalized, enters a degraded support relationship, or approaches a break threshold.

This extension improves MCCM’s ability to evaluate conflicts in which escalation 1s shaped
not only by direct military activity, but also by allied behavior, proxy resilience, maritime nodes,
forward deterrence structures, and the political cost of sustaining external relationships.
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The scores do not capture classified capabilities, private diplomatic commitments, undisclosed
intelligence arrangements, or internal decision-making. They may change as battlefield
conditions, domestic politics, leadership calculations, or mediation dynamics evolve.

The comparison is functional, not normative or legal. It compares how Hezbollah and Israel
operate as external strategic nodes for larger powers; 1t does not equate their status, legitimacy, or
institutional character. A high SRBT score should not be read as evidence of imminent rupture; in
high-value relationships, pressure 1s more likely to produce conditionalization, restricted support,
reduced visibility, or strategic distancing before formal abandonment.

Conclusion

Lebanon / Hezbollah and Israel are both high-value external strategic nodes, but they generate
different forms of dependency and pressure.

For Iran, Lebanon functions as a forward deterrence node. Its loss would weaken Iran’s ability
to pressure Israel from close range, reduce resistance-axis credibility, and narrow Tehran’s
regional leverage. Iran’s abandonment threshold is therefore high.

For the United States, Israel functions as an institutionalized alliance node. Its loss would
damage U.S. credibility, regional posture, and alliance politics. Yet because Isracli actions can
also generate escalation risk and policy divergence, the threshold for conditional support 1s lower
than the threshold for rupture.

The central finding 1s that both relationships are durable, but neither 1s static. Iran—Lebanon /
Hezbollah 1s more likely to shift from visible support to concealed, indirect, or institutionally
protected support before abandonment. U.S.—Israel 1s more likely to shift from automatic
alignment to conditionalized support before rupture.

Within the MCCM framework, these should not be treated as simple proxy or alliance
relationships. They are high-value external strategic nodes operating under different pressure
thresholds. Identifying these thresholds 1s essential for assessing escalation control, negotiation
design, and regional-order durability under stress.
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