Commander’s Intent —
Theory and Practice

by Lieutenant Colonel Walter N. Anderson

The publication of the newM 101-5, porting the commander’s interthe op- It is not an end state, but a point where
Staff Organizations and Operations, erations tempo, duration, effect on the decisive results can be achieved. The
passed last year with hardly an acknow-enemy, and terrain that must be control- commander can describe it verbally, with
ledgment from commanders in the field. led are examples of key tasks. a sketch, or on a map. It should explain
Significantly, the new FM disposes of o . how hevisualizesthe array of forces at
the multiple decision-making processes Clﬂgg t%%mnr]%?ﬁggrbsy mﬁgﬁ t?]%e?o)ﬁclg will the decisive point, what effects he sees it
provided for in previous editions in favor : having on the enemy, and how these ef-

. o i oo get from its current state to the end state : o Ay
process (MDVIP), which the commander (e method s the concept of operatons 10 "t Gecisve point “conveys 10
Tl el o, he lactea) SN i Risk s stated i the commanders SUECTANELes & polental poit of decacn
view, the new FM revises substantively agwdar_me and is addressed In all course hrough his estimate process to apply
concept we've been trying to get our of action. If the purpose is addressed Inoverwhelming combat power.
arms around for vears — commander’sthe intent statement, it does not restate )

y | don't propose to offer a judgment as

- . , the “why” (purpose) of the mission
intent. Just when we believe we've come g - L
to grips with purpose, method, and eng Statement. Rather, it is a broader purposdo whether the new doctrinal description

state, we're turned on our doctrinal ear that looks beyond the why of the imme- of commander’s intent is correct. Rather,

by the May 1997 edition &M 101-5

The new FM describes the com-
mander’s intent as, A' clear, concise
statement of what the force muki to
succeed with respect to the enemy an
the terrain and to the desired end state.
provides thelink between the mission
and the concept of operatioihy stating
the key tasksthat, along with the mis-
sion, arethe basis for subordinates to ex-
ercise initiative when unanticipated op-
portunities arise or when the original
concept of operations no longer applies.’

If the commander wishes to explain a annex to the OPORD will contain a con-
broader purpose beyond that of the mis-

sion statement, henay do so. Intent is
normally expressed in four or five sen-
tencesand ismandatory for all orders.

The mission and commander’s intent

must be understood two levels down.

Key tasks are those that must be per-
formed by the force, or the conditions

dEPORD or OPLAN. The intent state-
[

tion.

diate operation to the broader operationall would assert that, unless we commit
context of the mission. ourselves fully to the study arapplica-

Commanders from company level up tion of commander’s intent, our new ver-

; sion of intent will be no better under-
prepare an intent statement for eaChstood or, more importantly, no better

practiced,than was our old rendering. |
would offer further that, while doctrine
offers a conceptual framework for intent,

ent at any level must support the intent
f the next higher commander. For any
OPORD or OPLAN, there is only one ¢ : " :
commander’s intent — that of the com- field solutions may vary dramatically in

: ; form, yet be equally effective. Thus, m
mander. Annexes (and their subordinate urpoge is to gtimallate thought and di)s(-
appendixes, tabs, and enclosures) to th‘gussion of commander's intent among
OPORD or OPLAN do not contain an

intent statement; they contain a conceptProfessional soldiers by offering some
of support. For example. the fire support practical considerations for achieving an
bport pi€, PPOM offective commander's intent. The end

; state is commanders and leaders who are
ﬁfeprgtc’f support, but not an intent state- better able t@pply our doctrine in com-
' bat — that is, put the theory into prac-
After the commander approves the re-tice. The focus of this discussion is com-
stated mission and states his intent, hemander’s intent as it applies at the bri-
provides the staff with enough additional gade level and below — armies win bat-
guidance (preliminary decisions) to fo- tles with companies and platoons.

cus staff activities in planning the opera- , ost commanders have a good idea of
what they want their intent to achieve.

that must be met, to achieve the stated If, during the estimate process, the Indeed, the desire@ffect of the com-

purpose of the operation (paragraph 2 ofcommander has identified one or moremander’s intent is a concise expression
the OPORD or OPLAN)Key tasksare decisive points, or an action he considersof the commander’s vision of the opera-
not tied to a specific course of action; decisive, he should convey this to his tion thatfocuses subordinates on a com-
rather, they identify that which is funda- staff when he issues his planning guid-mon goal’® It's probably safe to say,

mental to the force’s success. In changedance. This should be a point where en-then, that ideally, the commander’s intent
circumstances, when significant opportu- emy weakness allows maximum combatwould define mission success in a way
nities present themselves, or the coursgower to be applied, leading to mission that provides commonality of pur-

of action no longer applies, subordinatesaccomplishment. This point can be a lo- pose/unity of effort and unleashes subor-
use these tasks to keep their efforts sup<€ation on the ground, a time, or an event.dinate leader initiative when either the
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original plan no longer applies or unex- convey first-hand, before the first fight, - Compelling, so as to cause subordi-
pected opportunities arise. The problemwhat his intent is going to look, feel, and nate leaders tact when the situation
is that few commanders achieve this ef-smell like. Second, and equally impor- dictates or opportunities arise.
fect with their intent. Either the intent is tant, it gives subordinate leaders the -
S0 vague as to be useless or so detailedhance to provide the commander feed—Whgf[omgletr%ussct’ 33 tgngell,viub%gjéﬂa;ensd
as to be a rehash of the scheme of maback on his intent — too long, too short, ur ose)yas well as defineysuccess for
neuver — both cases requiring subordi- poor format, ambiguous terminology, too '?hepunit in terms that amxecutable
nates to sift through and determine for detailed, etc. Then, armed with a com- :
themselves what the commander reallymon vision of what the intent should Ultimately, the commander must re-
wants. In few cases is the commander’sachieve and will look like, the com- member that he is providing his intent
intent truly understood one echelon be-mander and his subordinates practicefor leaders two levels below, leaders
low, let alone two. practice, and practice. Whether in a gar-with whom he is very unlikely to have

; rison-type order (units should replace face-to-face contact to ensure an under-

While there are many schools  of memgapnda of insgruction with OPC?RDS standing of his intent.
thought on commanders intent, two and FRAGOs), in simulation, or in the
stand out in my recent experience as ield. commanders at all levels should _* The commander’s intent mudéfine
CMTC trainer. The first is the task and never. ever pass up a chance to Conveguccessfor the mission. This definition
' P P f success is normally thend state of

purpose line of thinking. This involves o c
specifying to subordinates their key re- personally their intent for a mission. the operation and is the commander’s

sponsibilities for an operation and why Considerations for an Effective expression of the final desired relation-
(purpose) that task is important. The sec-Commander’s Intent Statement. ship between friendly forces or “self,”
ond — and less preferable, in my opin- e : the enemy, and terrafnAgain, the end
ion — school of thought is the “keys to comcrfgggpsder:rslggln :;ggzt\év'tgf t?ﬁestate must be expressed é@xecutable
success” method of expressing intent. situation and hPs visualization of how an terms. Expressions like “restore the in-
This method tends to lack specificity enaagement will flow. ternational boundary with 70 percent
with regard to who is going to do what, 9ag : combat power remaining for follow-on
when and why, and is open to broader Battlefield visualization is the missions” might be acceptable at the op-
interpretation by subordinates. In either process whereby the commander de- erational level, but leave us hanging at
case, an effort is normally made to velops a clear understanding of the the tactical level. Perhaps, at brigade
“nest” intent with higher levels of com-  current state with relation to the en- level and below, we would do better by
mand. Ideally, this nesting would pro- emy and environment, envisions a saying that we want “the bridge over the
vide the “horizontal and vertical links”  desired end state which represents Danube River secure, with Alpha and
to ensure mutual support throughout mission accomplishment, and then Bravo companies defending avenues of
echelons of command argynchroniza- subsequently visualizes the se- approach on the far side vicinity battle
tion at each level. In reality, at least as quence of activity that moves the positions 1 and 2, scouts screening in
they are applied to the CMTC battle- commander’s force from its current  front of them, and Charlie and Delta
field, neither method is achieving the ef- state to the end state. The com- companies providing flank and near side
fect that commanders desire. Confusion mander articulates his battlefield vi-  security from battle positions 3 and 4.”
about what the boss really wants gener- sion through his intent statement, . , -
ally exists throughout units, which stifles ~ which guides the development of of Eﬁgggsgn tr?ig Ci?]rtg?]}ansfgjddeggggf;
rather than enables subordinate leader in- the concept for the operation and clearly to subordinates theission es-

itiative. subs4equent execution of the mis- sential (vice “key”) tasks that must be

How do we address this? How do we S accomplished to achieve success, and
train commanders to render an intent TRADOC's battle command concept why (purpose) they are essential. After
statement that actually achieves the re-states further that “seeing the enemy,all, one indisputable effect we want to
quired effect and contributes to mission friendly forces, and terrain in terms of achieve with the intent statement is to
accomplishment? We start with a formal, time, space, and purpose form the basiexpress what the commander wants sub-
doctrinal acknowledgment that this busi- of the commander’s estimate.The in-  ordinates todo if all else fails (“secure
ness of commander’s intentngta one- tent statement does niocludethe com- the bridge over the Danube” or “defeat
size-fits-all proposition. Intent is as mander’s visualization of the fighter  the security zone MRC").
unique as a commander’s personality, asse but certainly is aesult of that proc- De ; e _

: pending on the mission, the com
well as a function of the levels of cohe- ess. mander may want to specify in his intent

i:'gr? ﬁgsvg,ag?Ingré);cl”gévggﬁl]eunétfsﬂygge  The format of the commander’s in- the operation’s main effort and how sup-
factors the commander should take into €Nt Statement should be that which isporting efforts relate to it. I'll take this
account when developing his intent determined to be most effective by and opportunity to digress a bit, to a topic
statement for the unit. Regardless of the format, that | believe is vitally important to our
. however, the intent statement should ad-overall discussion. This is a true story.
The commander must seriously study here to the following standards for effec- Several months ago, during a post-battle
the concept of intent before he ever putstive communication: huddle of senior trainers at the CMTC, a
pen to paper for his first OPORD. He ; visiting senior officer made the comment
must come to grips with the notion of st_an(c:llaearé astc:e:ssic t\t/t/)o Fe(f/egaggovldnder' that “Brigades synchronize operations,
intent in his own mind before he ever ) task forcesintegratethem.” Intrigued, |
tries to convey it to subordinates. When - Concise so as to eliminate verbiage did some research and have since con-
that's done, he must continue the studywhich leads to ambiguity and misinter- cluded that | disagree with the assertion.
and discussions with his subordinate pretation; ensure priorities are defined; While we often use the terms synchroni-
leaders. This accomplishes two purposesand use precise, commonly understoodzation and integration interchangeably,
First, it allows him the opportunity to doctrinal terms whenever possible. there is a distinct difference between the
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two. Synchronization is “the arrange- nates greater clarity and a logical, se-fort to ask himself several questions re-

ment of military actions in space, time, quential focus for their efforts.

and purpose to produce the maximum : .
relati\l?e [c):ombat Sower at the decisive .. If the commander has identifiectie-
place and time”™I can find no doctrinal
definition for the term integration,
though it's critical at all echelons, par-
ticularly among members of a staff. |

cisive pointin the operation, he should

convey that to subordinates in his intent
statement. Doctrinally defined, the deci-
sive point is “a point, usually geographi-
cal in nature, that, when retained, pro-

garding the operation: What's the worst
thing that can happen to my unit at criti-
cal points in the fight? What if the unit

or a subordinate unit fails to accomplish
a mission essential task? What opportu-
nities for quick or unexpected success
might present themselves during the

prefer Webster’'s definition of integrate,

h . i ? i
vides the commander with a marked ad—ﬂght' The commander must consider

both sides of the coibeforethe mission,
failure and success, and judge whether
the answers to these questions are wor-
thy of mention in his intent. By includ-

which is “to form, coordinate, or blend
into a functioning or unified whole;
unite.” Ultimately, it's important that we
understand the difference between the
two terms to ensure that we do both.
Clearly, we desire to both integrate and
synchronize operations at the brigade,

vantage over his opponent. Decisive
points could also include other physical
elements such as enemy formations,
command posts, and communications; . :
nodes.® The commander must be able to "9 the result of his personal risk assess

express how the subordinate’s task and"eNt the commander doest want to
purpose relates to the decisive point(s) inaddress every possible branch or sequel
task force, and arguably, company Ievels.,[h e fight to the operation. Hdoes,however, want

Why this digression? Simply, | have to address any that are absolutely critical
seen too many operations that include a < If the commander deems it suffi- to mission success. The result of this ef-
supporting effort without the commander ciently critical to mission success, he fort might be the inclusion of a specific
specifying how it relates to the main ef- should include mission essential taskson order task and purpose to a subordi-
fort in time, space, and purpose; the sup-for other members of the combined armsnate leader.

porting effort is totally unrelated to the team (fire support, engineers, scouts,

main effort and is, therefore, no support- etc.). The commander must think in The Acid Test

ing effort at all. For example, if we're terms of the combined arms and how he : : :
going to use a supporting attack, wewants them to operate in time, space,cfsosrgg grbg\llleomge ggnz'delriig%?; '?ols-a
should define when, where, and why we and purpose to ensurgy/nchronization iven mission. Re Bgrdlesspgf what stvle
want that attack to occur with respect to (there’s that word again). For example, tghe commander ugses for his intent yhe
our main effort — so that we can get the the accomplishment of a critical fire sup- should be able to answer affirmativel
enemy to fight in two different directions port task at a certain time and place ONip e following auestions: y
at once, if that's our purpose, or deceivethe battlefield might be so important that 949 )
him as to our main effort, if that's what the overall success of the mission de- Does the intent

we want. Without this specified linkage, pends on it. Should that be the case, it : : :

we merely piecemeal our forces into would be worthy of note in the com- EosegfgyJgﬁnﬁgﬁﬁjﬁgﬁfn;nr'fisg%%ggi
combat ineffectiveness. The upshot of mander’s intent — less so for the fire gen?ial tasks and purpose in terms that
this digression is that an effective com- supporter, perhaps, than for the SUbordi'areexecutable(who pwh%t when, why}?
mander’s intent should contribute signifi- nate maneuver commander who has to ’ ' » WhyJ:

cantly to the synchronization of an op- execute the task.
eration.

commander’s intent doesot include
- Further, it is entirely possible that the “acceptable risk.” Nevertheless, his-
intent statement might lay out mission tent should, when appropriate, include

» Our new doctrine specifies that the

- specify mission-essential tasks and
purpose by phase of the operation, if ap-
plicable?

- define success in executable terms for
the parent unit and its subordinates, that

essential taskby phase of the opera-

the result of his personalmission risk

tion, if the commander deems this ap- assessment During his estimate, the
propriate. This simply provides subordi- commander must make a conscious ef-See INTENT, Page 52

Mission-essential

Task(s) Who? What? When? Why?

Division

Brigade

Task Force

Co/Tm 1

Co/Tm 2

Co/Tm 3

Co/Tm 4

Fire Support

Engineer

Scouts (Recon &
Security)
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|NTENT from Page 48

is, describe the operation’s end state inintent includes the critical information doesn’t come in an AAR van, but rather,
terms of the relationship between subordinates need to execute an operain combat.
friendly forces, the enemy, and terrain? tion and achieve the commander’s de-

- identify the commander’s apprecia- sired end state. Notes
tion of the decisive point(s) in the en- Once the commander has arrived at his , _
gagement, if possible? intent statement, he shoulgview it pe- FM 101-5,pp. 5-9 - 5-10. Emphasis, both bold

, o ) riodically as new information becomes print and underlined words, are the author’s.
reflect the commander's mission risk .available or as the situation evolves to °FM 101-5-1p. 1-47.

assessment, when appropriate, by speci o " 3
fying mission-essentiabn order tasks  cnsure that it is still relevant. And, °Batile Command Concept, CG, TRADOC, 22

: throughout the planning and preparation Feb 93, p.2-28. Emphasis added.
and purpose to subordinates? phasgs of an ogeratiptge commander TRADOC pamp:let 525-70, October 1995,
- meet the standards of communicationmust never miss an opportunity to  pp. 2, 4.
(clear, concise, compelling, and com- convey personally his intent to subor-  Sgattie Command Concept, p.2-18.
plete) so as to be understood two levelsdinates Opportunities to do this present 65 o+ «nox Small Group Instructor teaches
below? t.hems.elves at orders b”efs’ dl‘!nng CoN-ihe acronym SET, for Self, Enemy, and Terrain.
- enable subordinate leader initiative in firmation and back-briefs, during unit ’EM 101-5-1,p. 1-155

et and subordinate unit rehearsals, and dur-
. . . . . ! . 8
the event that the original plan no longer ing informal discussions with subordi- FM 100-5 June 1993, Glossary 2.

applies or an unexpected OppOMUNItY 405 around the battlefield prior to exe- °Since, on the fluid modem batiefield the

presents itself? Ir.‘ other Word%w" the. cution. “where” is the most likely piece of the equation
intent make a difference during mis- o . to change, I've intentionally omitted it.

sion execution and contribute to mis- In the end, the commander’s intent, in

sion success? terms of form and substance, is likely as

; . - unique as the commander himself. Doc- LTC Walter Neal Anderson is a 1978
Finally, though the last thing we might 0" (o™ 2" framework and the com- graduate of the United States Military

poeoeldtcl)s ;?g\}vh%romﬁtlgﬁdﬁsl'kaené%?ﬁfhr e?r ments above offer additional suggestionsAcademy and has served in a variety of
staffs to do a quick cross-check to ensurel€ commander may want to take into command and staff positions in armor
that the intent achieves the standards disconsideration as he wrestles this issue toand cavalry units, both in CONUS and
cussed above. A task force might use a9round: The reader may not agree with USAREUR. He was an S3 observer con-
simple matrix like the one on Pag e 48 %ome or any of the thoughts expressedtroller at the NTC from 1993-1995. He
P 9€ 2% above, which is fine. The challenge is commanded 1-37 Armor, 1st Brigade, 1st
This matrix is not meant to replace or for the commander to think and work it Armored Division, in Friedberg, Germany,
duplicate the unit's synchronization ma- through to come up with what works for until last June, when he was assigned as
trix. Rather, it's a quick quality control him and his unit. The real acid test of the the Senior Armor Task Force Trainer at
check to ensure that the commander’seffectiveness of the commander’s intent the Combat Maneuver Training Center.
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