
“One who is confused in purpose
cannot respond to his enemy.”

Sun Tzu

Planning time saved is combat time
gained. Battle command is the “art of
decision-making, leading, and motivat-
ing soldiers and their organizations into
action to accomplish missions.”1 Battle
command is executed in the dynamic
environment of combat, a two-sided
competition immersed in the friction
and fog of war. On the modern battle-
field, commanders must execute battle
command in rapid pace to ensure that
his tempo of battle outmatches that of
his adversary. To accomplish this, the
command-staff team must conduct
rapid decision-making.

The first step in gaining time and
conducting rapid decision-making oc-
curs with the commander’s guidance to
his staff. Commanders direct their
staff’s planning effort through verbal or
written guidance. From this guidance
the staff frames, sharpens, and eventu-
ally implements the commander’s deci-
sion. Unambiguous commander’s guid-
ance saves staff planning time by con-
centrating the staffs effort on what the
commander deems critical. The com-
mander’s guidance then provides a
starting point for course of action
(COA) development and the issue of
combat orders. Bad guidance — guid-
ance that does not specifically assist
the staff to focus the planning effort —
can slow orders development and
wastes staff planning time. Loss of
planning time often produces tragic re-
sults on the battlefield.

Most commanders believe that they
know how to issue guidance. Few
commanders, however, have ever re-
ceived any formal instruction on how
to issue clear, concise, and effective
guidance in a logical, sequenced man-
ner. Platitudes concerning “kicking the
enemy’s rear” or “moving swiftly with
speed and agility to destroy the enemy
in zone” do not provide the detailed in-
formation required by staffs to prepare
effective tactical plans. Commanders
who cannot communicate clear plan-
ning guidance hobble their staffs and

degrade staff planning performance.
Such degradation can increase the level
of friction and cause the planning effort
to fail.

“A leader must meet battle situations
with timely and unequivocal deci-
sions.”2 The concept of timely and un-
equivocal decisions is vital to effective
and rapid staff operations. Nowhere is
this more important than at the begin-
ning of the planning process. Clear
commander’s guidance provides the
foundation for effective tactical plan-
ning. Without clear guidance from the
commander, time is wasted. Command-
ers who can issue clear and concise di-
rections will increase the speed and ef-
ficiency of the staff’s planning process.
Staffs that are trained to receive com-
mander’s guidance in a sequential, sys-
tematic way are better equipped to
quickly translate this guidance into ef-
fective tactical plans.

The minimum elements of com-
mander’s guidance are: a restatement
of the unit’s mission; an explanation of
the initial concept of operation; a de-
scription of the initial scheme of ma-
neuver; and information concerning the
commander’s desires concerning tim-
ings, order techniques and rehearsals. A
diagram of the elements of com-
mander’s guidance is provided below:

Commander’s Guidance

1. Restated Mission

a. Commander’s Intent
b. Battlefield Framework

2. Initial Concept of the Operation

a. Movement
b. Objectives
c. Responsibilities
d. Formations/Dispositions (optional)
e. Maneuver Options

3. Initial Scheme of Maneuver

4. Time Plan, Orders Technique, and
Rehearsal Technique

Restated Mission

The first element of the commander’s
guidance is the restated mission. The
restated mission is the commander’s
mission statement for his unit. It is his
means of clearly expressing his will.
The restated mission is derived from
the commander’s understanding of the
higher commander’s mission and the
higher commander’s intent. The re-
stated mission must address the WHO,
WHAT, WHEN, WHERE, and WHY
of the assigned task. The element of
WHAT is a listing of the key and ulti-
mate essential tasks.

The communication of the restated
mission is the commander’s responsi-
bility. The commander should be able
to develop the restated mission on his
own, without the aid of his staff. The
commander deduces the content of the
restated mission from his understanding
of the higher commander’s mission and
intent. Normally, the commander has
the closest and most direct access to
the higher echelon commander. Often,
he will receive the mission directly
from the higher commander, either in
person or over the radio or telephone.
The commander, therefore, should have
the best understanding of his higher
commander’s mission and intent. The
staff, however, can assist the com-
mander in developing the restated mis-
sion when time allows. If the staff de-
velops the restated mission statement,
then the commander must approve the
staff’s product.

To complete a restated mission state-
ment the commander must understand
and use precise terms. A mission is de-
fined as “the task, together with the
purpose, that clearly indicates the ac-
tion to be taken and the reason for tak-
ing it.”3 A task is a “clearly defined and
measurable activity accomplished by
individuals or units. It is a specific ac-
tivity that contributes to the accom-
plishment of the mission.”4 Missions
must be explained as specific tasks that
translate into specific actions that can
be executed by the unit to a recogniz-
able standard. Explaining the reason
for the action helps to explain the
standard.
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An example is the mission to “clear
in zone.” This mission requires that the
commander “destroy or force the with-
drawal of all enemy forces in his zone
of operations and reduce obstacles that
may interfere with subsequent opera-
tions.”5 The task is to destroy or force
the withdrawal of enemy forces, and
reduce obstacles that impede future
operations. The mission has two tasks;
1) destroy or force the withdrawal of
enemy forces in zone and, 2) reduce
obstacles in zone that impede future
operations.

The first part of the first task requires
that the friendly force destroy enemy
forces. The definition of destroy is
clear: “to physically disable or capture
an enemy force.
6 The second part of the first task is to
“force the withdrawal of the enemy,” if
he cannot be destroyed. Importantly, if
the accomplishment of this mission is
to secure the higher commander’s in-
tent, the enemy must be forced to with-
draw in the “right” direction. The di-
rection that the enemy is forced to
withdraw is a central piece of informa-
tion in developing a successful course
of action.

The second task is to reduce obstacles
that impede future operations. A clear
understanding of the higher com-
mander’s mission and intent is required
to determine which obstacles, and how
many obstacles (if any), must be re-
duced in the zone of attack. A clearly
defined task, coupled with an explana-
tion of why the action is being con-
ducted, can make the difference be-
tween a successful mission and a lot of
wasted effort. Tasks (clear, delay, de-
stroy, deny, isolate, retain, and seize,
for example) that confer precise condi-
tions and standards enhance synchroni-
zation. A list of tactical missions and
their definitions appears at right.

Concept of the Operation

The second step in the commander’s
guidance is to explain the concept of
the operation. The concept of the op-
eration consists of the statement of
commander’s intent and addressing the
battlefield by the elements of the bat-
tlefield framework.

Commander’s Intent - The com-
mander’s intent is defined as “the com-
mander’s stated vision of the battle
which defines the purpose, the end
state with respect to the relationship
among the force, the enemy and the

terrain and how the end state will be
achieved by the force as a whole.”7

The concept of commander’s intent is
critical to successful tactical operations.
“Communications will be interrupted
by enemy action at critical times and
units will frequently have to fight while
out of contact with higher headquarters
and adjacent units. Subordinate leaders
will be expected to act on their own in-
itiative within the framework of the
commander’s intent.”8 Commander’s
intent, therefore, cannot simply be a
restatement of the scheme of maneu-
ver. It must explain much more than
one way to accomplish the assigned
mission.

The acid test of commander’s intent
is the ability of a subordinate to act
“correctly” when the situation has

changed, the initial order is no longer
valid, and the subordinate cannot re-
ceive instructions in time to get a deci-
sion on a new course of action. The
subordinate must either act or wait for
instructions and run the risk of being
defeated. If the subordinate’s initiative
is guided by a well-thought-out and
clearly communicated commander’s in-
tent, then the chances of acting “cor-
rectly” will increase.

The commander’s intent, therefore,
must express what is expected of sub-
ordinate commanders and troops in or-
der to secure the overall mission. It
must explain a “way to act” for all situ-
ations. The intent must define the final
end state and relate this end-state with
the goals of the friendly force as a
whole.
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DEFINITIONS: TACTICAL MISSIONS

Attrition (Attrit) - The reduction of the effectiveness of a force caused by the loss of
personnel or material. (JCS PUB-1)

Block - Deny the enemy access to a given area or prevent enemy advance in a given
direction. It may be for a specified time. Units may have to retain terrain and accept deci-
sive engagement. (FM 101-5-1)

Breach (ing) - The employment of any means to secure a passage through an enemy
minefield or fortification. (JCS PUB-1)

Canalize - To restrict operations to a narrow zone by use of existing or reinforcing obsta-
cles which may interfere with subsequent operations. (Tactics Div, Infantry School, Ft. Ben-
ning 18 April 90)

Clear - To destroy or force the withdrawal of all enemy forces and reduce any obstacles
which may interfere with subsequent operations. (Tactics Div, Infantry School, Ft. Benning
18 April 90)

Contain - To stop, hold or surround the forces of the enemy or to cause the enemy to
center activity on a given front and to prevent his withdrawing any part of his forces for use
elsewhere. (JCS PUB-1).

Delay - To trade space for time, inflict maximum damage on the enemy force and preserve
the force within the limits established by the issuing commander. (Tactics Div, Infantry
School, Ft. Benning 18 April 90)

Destroy - To physically disable or capture an enemy force. (Tactics Div, Infantry School, Ft.
Benning 18 April 90).

Fix - Actions taken to prevent the enemy from moving any part of his forces from a specific
location and/or a specific period of time by holding or surrounding them to prevent their
withdrawal for use elsewhere. (FM 101-5-1)

Interdict - To prevent or hinder by any means the enemy’s use of any area or route. (JCS
PUB-1)

Neutralize - To render ineffective or unusable. (JCS PUB-1)

Retain - To occupy and hold a terrain feature to ensure it is free of enemy occupation or
use. (Tactics Div, Infantry School, Ft. Benning 18 April 90)

Secure - To gain possession of a position or terrain feature with or without force, and to
deploy in such a manner which prevents its destruction or loss to enemy action. (FM
101-5-1)

Seize - To gain physical possession of a terrain feature from an enemy force. (Tactics Div,
Infantry School, Ft. Benning 18 April 90)

Support Force - Those forces charged with providing intense direct overwatching fires to
the assault force. (FM 101-5-1)

Withdrawal - A retrograde operation in which a force in contact with the enemy frees itself
for a new mission. (FM 101-5-1)



This definition of commander’s intent
is enhanced by an explanation of the
definition of command climate found
in ST 100-9, The Tactical Decision-
making Process (July 1993). This text
translates the commander’s intent as
the PURPOSE, METHOD AND END
STATE. This is a handy memory aid to
assist commanders and staff officers in
writing the commander’s intent.

•••• PURPOSE (The reason for the op-
eration with respect to the mission of
the next higher unit. The purpose ex-
plains within the context of the mission
of the higher unit [WHY the operation
is occurring.]);

•••• METHOD (The end state with re-
spect to the relationship among the
force, the enemy and the terrain and
the HOW in doctrinally concise termi-
nology, explains the offensive form of
maneuver, the alternative defensive
pattern, or the retrograde operations to
be used by the unit. Details as to spe-
cific sub-units are not discussed.);

•••• END STATE (How the end state
will be achieved by the force as a
whole and how far to go to achieve
that end state in terms of combat
power).

PURPOSE, METHOD, and END-
STATE act as memory aids for the
commander to write clear and effective
intent. The commander should train
himself to ask focused questions to en-

sure that his intent is clear. What is the
purpose of my mission? What is the
method that my superiors will use to
secure the end state? How does this ac-
tion accomplish the end state with re-
spect to the relationship among the
force, the enemy and the terrain? What
is the importance of this end state and
how will the end state be achieved by
the force as a whole? What is success,
and how much combat power can I risk
losing to secure success?

Battlefield Framework - The con-
cept of the operation is then expressed
in the terms of the battlefield frame-
work.9 The offensive battlefield frame-
work consists of addressing the main
attack, reserve, reconnaissance and
security operations, deep operations,
and rear operations. The defensive
framework consists of security force
operations, the main battle area, re-
serve, deep operations, and rear area
operations.

The battlefield framework is a logical
way to describe the geometry of the
joint-combined battlefield. The frame-
work provides the commander a
method to briefly describe his guidance
for each critical area of the battlefield.
At the battalion level and below, a
commander emphasizes the close op-
eration (main attack for the offense and
main battle area in the defense) and
need only tell his staff how battle in the
other areas of the framework will affect

the engagement of his force. At brigade
level and higher, the commander must
explain how he will fight the battle in
each area of the framework. In these
instructions, the commander should
clearly define how he expects to fight
and win in each area of the framework.

Scheme Of Maneuver

The next step in commander’s guid-
ance is the explanation of an initial
scheme of maneuver. This can involve
a detailed analysis of the initial plan or
merely a few words and graphic con-
trol measures placed on a map overlay.
The scheme of maneuver is the “cen-
tral expression of the commander’s
concept for close operations.”10 The
scheme of maneuver should:

• Outline movement
• Identify objectives
• Assign responsibilities for zones,

sectors or areas
• Prescribe formations or dispositions

(when necessary)
• Identify maneuver options

In describing his scheme of maneu-
ver, the commander relates his “best
plan” to accomplish the entire mission
assigned to the command. The scheme
of maneuver can be developed by the
commander (in periods where time is
short) or can be developed by the staff
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Restated Mission (WHO, WHAT, WHEN, WHERE, AND WHY)

Concept of the Operation:
Commander’s Intent:
Purpose (The purpose of the action.)

Method (The end state with respect of the relationship among the
friendly force, the enemy and the terrain.)

Endstate (How the end state will be achieved by the force as a whole
and how far to go in terms of combat power to achieve that end)

Battlefield Framework: (Offensive: Main Atk, Res, Recon & Sec,
Deep, and Rear) (Defense: Sec, MBA, Res, Deep, and Rear)

Scheme of Maneuver
Outline of Movement:

Identify Objectives:

Assign Responsibilities for Zones, Sectors, or Areas:

Prescribe Formations (optional):

Identify Maneuver Options:

Time Light Actions
Data

ORDERS TECHNIQUE: ORAL OVERLAY MATRIX FILL-IN-THE-BLANK WRITTEN

REHEARSAL TECHNIQUE: RADIO MAP SKETCH TERRAIN KEY LEADER FULL

MODEL



and approved by the commander (in
periods when plenty of planning time is
available). Regardless of the time avail-
able, the commander must instruct his
staff on each of the five elements of the
scheme of maneuver, or acquiesce to
the staff’s best judgment. It is more ef-
fective for the commander to issue his
instructions on the five elements of the
scheme of maneuver early, and deci-
sively, rather than to waste time mud-
dling through confusion and changing
courses of action later in the planning
process.

Time Plan, Order Technique &
Rehearsal Technique

The last step of the commander’s
guidance involves specific instructions
on time planning, order techniques, and
rehearsals. Time planning is essential to
avoid wasting time. The commander
should plan his available time using a
reverse planning process. Critical
times, such as the crossing of the line
of departure, the time of the battle up-
date briefing,11 and the issue of the op-
erations and warning order must be
considered. A time plan should be in-
cluded with the warning order. A warn-
ing order that contains a time plan can
aid subordinate units in using their own
planning and preparation time more ef-
fectively.

The commander must also designate
what type of order he wants the staff to
prepare for subordinate units. Seldom
will a singular order technique fit all
possible planning situations. Some situ-
ations will require fast oral orders,
while other situations will allow for a
more deliberate approach. Experienced
commanders usually develop a “tool-
box” of order techniques and train their

staffs on a variety of or-
der options. The com-
mander armed with a va-
riety of techniques can
then selects the appropri-
ate “tool” to fit the tacti-
cal situation. This capa-
bility increases flexibil-
ity.

There is no single
“best” way to prepare
operations orders. Sev-
eral proven techniques
are available (oral, over-
lay, matrix, written order
with matrix annexes, or
written order with writ-
ten annexes).12 Each of
these techniques, based
on the standard five-
paragraph field order, of-
fers a trained command-staff team a
time-saving option to the written opera-
tions order.

The commander’s guidance should
designate the order technique that fits
the time constraint of the tactical situ-
ation. Time is wasted if the staff does
not know the desired format to prepare.
To select a technique based on time,
the commander must know the capabil-
ity and quality of his staff and the time
requirement for his staff to prepare
various types of orders.

Lastly, the commander should pre-
scribe what type of rehearsal technique
to use. Again, several techniques are
available (radio rehearsal, map rehears-
al, sketch map rehearsal, terrain model
rehearsal, key leader rehearsal, or full
rehearsal).13 Each of the rehearsal tech-
niques presented above take a pre-
scribed amount of time and effort to
produce and provide a varying degree
of explicit instruction. Each technique

is appropriate for a specific amount of
time and a specific situation.

Conclusion

In battle, success comes to the side
that knows how to take decisions and
to deliver strikes more rapidly. To win
time is to win battle. Commander’s
guidance is the most significant tool
that the commander has to increase the
speed and the effectiveness of the plan-
ning process. Planning time saved is
combat preparation time gained.

In the past, especially in staff school
instruction, commander’s guidance has
been given too little attention. This
situation has conditioned many staff of-
ficers to expect vague and incomplete
guidance from commanders. Com-
manders are responsible for correcting
this deficiency. Commander’s guidance
requires early decisions by the com-
mander. The commander is uniquely
suited to provide this guidance. He is,
or should be, the most experienced of-
ficer in the unit. He is responsible for
everything his unit does or fails to do
and, in the final analysis, abrogates his
decisions to his staff if he fails to issue
specific guidance. When time is short,
commanders must issue specific guid-
ance.

Commanders who can issue clear and
substantive guidance will improve their
speed and effectiveness at battle com-
mand. Time and effort can be saved by
using a standard and sequential method
to issue and record commander’s guid-
ance. The format presented in this arti-
cle is one way to avoid beginning the
battle confused in purpose.
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operations. This short briefing is designed to
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line of departure. In the defense, the BUB is
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enemy attack or before the “defend no later
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plan that best fits the situation as it is known at

the time of the briefing. This “decision point”
offers the commander a formal means to change
plans if required. The decision to execute the
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