
 
 

Achieving Mass at the Decisive Point 
The Role of the Planning Staff 
 

by Captain Chris Rogers 

 

One of the primary challenges that 
units face at the tactical level is the 
ability to achieve mass at the decisive 
time and place. While there are many 
reasons why units struggle to mass, this 
article focuses on the role of the plan-
ning staff and the effect they have on 
their units’ ability to achieve mass. 

“Mass” is defined by FM 3-0, Opera-
tions, as the ability to “concentrate the 
effects of combat power at the deci-
sive place and time.”1 The concept of 
massing combat power is fundamental 
to doctrine. In addition to being listed 
among the principles of war, it is the 
only characteristic common to both of-
fensive and defensive operations. 

To be successful on the battlefield, 
units must increase the disparity be-
tween friendly and enemy forces by 
reducing enemy combat power. This is 
accomplished by synchronizing ele-
ments of friendly combat power to cre-
ate overwhelming effects at the deci-
sive time and place.2 Through synchro-
nization, commanders arrange battle-
field operating systems to mass effects 
so that they can overwhelm an enemy 
or dominate a situation. In essence, 
mass is a critical ingredient to success 
on the battlefield, and synchronization 
is the means to that end. 

As a battle staff trainer, I have ob-
served 15 different staffs conduct more 
than 75 iterations of the military deci-
sionmaking process (MDMP). The most 
prevalent observed trend is their collec-
tive struggle to achieve synchroniza-
tion across multiple battlefield operat-
ing systems (BOS). This lack of syn-
chronization during planning has a di-
rect impact on their unit’s inability to 
mass effects during execution; “With-
out synchronization, there is no mass-
ing of effects.”3 

Some might argue that this shortcom-
ing results from a faulty planning proc-
ess, that the MDMP is too cumbersome 
and time-consuming to be effective — 
particularly when constrained by uncer-
tainty and time. While developing and 
comparing multiple courses of action 
(COA) in a time-constrained environ-
ment is arguably counterproductive, our 

current process does not limit our abil-
ity to develop effective plans timely. 
Our doctrine identifies that tactical plan-
ning horizons are short and that com-
prehensive planning may not be feasi-
ble for continuous operations. Subse-
quently, it gives the commander and 
staff the flexibility to manipulate the 
process through timesaving techniques. 

The most timesaving technique is for 
the commander to limit the number of 
COA developed; the specific technique 
we most often see at the National Train-
ing Center is the commander elects to 
have his staff develop, refine, and war-
game a single COA. Unfortunately, this 
technique typically leads to a plan that 
is no more synchronized than those 
developed from choosing one of many 
multiple COAs. This happens because 
the staff accepts the commander’s di-
rected COA as if it was complete and 
moves directly into the wargaming 
process. Without developing the COA 
before entering the wargame, the staff 

lacks the tools necessary to reach the 
level of detail required to synchronize 
the plan. Despite the ability to manipu-
late the process and use timesaving 
techniques, staffs still struggle to pro-
duce synchronized plans because they 
do not understand what they are trying 
to achieve at the conclusion of each 
MDMP step, or at the end of the entire 
process. 

For staffs to understand how to syn-
chronize, they must first understand 
synchronization. According to FM 3-0, 
synchronization is “arranging activities 
in time, space, and purpose to mass 
maximum relative combat power at the 
decisive place and time.”4 Since we 
have already identified that synchroni-
zation is the means to achieving mass, 
we can deduce that the fundamental 
elements of synchronization are arrang-
ing activities in purpose, space, and 
time. The conceptual link then for the 
staff is to determine when during the 
planning process it is most efficient and 
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effective to arrange activities in pur-
pose, space, and time. 

During COA development, the com-
mander seeks to integrate the elements 
of his combat power with other po-
tential combat multipliers, combat sup-
port (CS) and combat service support 
(CSS), against the enemy. This integra-
tion culminates in developing a scheme 
of maneuver. According to FM 101-5, 
Staff Organization and Operations (soon 
to be replaced by FM 5-0), the scheme 
of maneuver includes much more than 
just how to incorporate maneuver for-
ces, it also includes reconnaissance and 
security operations, concept of fires, 
integration of obstacle effects, and pri-
orities for each CS and CSS element.5 
This fully developed scheme of ma-
neuver coordinates the operation to 
show the relationship of friendly forces 
to one another, the enemy, and terrain. 
Through this integration, we achieve 
two of the three elements of synchroni-
zation — we arrange the activities of 
our assets in terms of space and pur-
pose. 

Timing the operation is not incorpo-
rated into the scheme of maneuver be-
cause we do not yet have the tools to 
achieve this level of detail. This be-
comes apparent when we consider the 
tools used to portray the enemy during 
COA development. Typically the S2 
prepares one or more situational tem-
plates (SITTEMP) as part of the initial 
intelligence preparation of the battle-
field (IPB) conducted during mission 
analysis. It is these SITTEMP that drive 
our COA development process. A SIT-
TEMP is a graphical depiction of ex-
pected threat dispositions in a likely 
enemy COA, at the most critical point 
in the operation, as determined by the 
S2 and S3.6 A SITTEMP is essentially 
a snapshot of what we expect the en-
emy to look like at a given point in the 
operation. Since we are using a static 
template to depict the enemy during 
COA development, we gain little from 
attempting to apply timing to our ac-
tions in the form of triggers. Thus, it 
makes sense and provides a more man-
ageable process to first focus solely on 
integration — the space and purpose 
elements of synchronization. 

The final step of COA development is 
preparing a COA statement and sketch, 
which together describe who, what, 
when, where, how, and why for each sub-
ordinate element. By portraying friend-
ly maneuver units, pertinent targets, tar-
get groups, mobility/countermobility as-
sets, locations for CSS assets, and other 

applicable combat multipliers in the 
form of a sketch, we can fully visualize 
the entire scheme of maneuver. If used 
efficiently, these tools assist the staff in 
confirming that they have fully inte-
grated all available resources — the 
elements of combat power, including 
maneuver, firepower, protection, lead-
ership, and information with CS and 
CSS assets. This allows the staff to ver-
bally describe the scheme of maneuver 
(purpose), and visualize the spatial rela-
tionship of friendly forces to one an-
other, the enemy and terrain (space). 
What we lack at this point, however, is 
timing the operation. This final element 
of synchronization allows us to apply 
the appropriate sequence and triggers to 
our actions to create an overwhelming 
dilemma that limits the enemy’s ability 
to react. 

The wargame is the next step in the 
MDMP and the final step of a single 
COA scenario prior to the command-
er’s approval and producing the opera-
tions order. Because this is the final 
analytical task in the planning process, 
it is critical that timing, the final ele-
ment of synchronization, be accounted 
for during this step. While the purpose 
of the wargame is not simply to apply 
timing to the friendly COA, it should 
be one of the principal results we look 
to achieve from the process, given the 
importance of synchronization on our 
ability to mass. 

FM 34-130 tells us that during the war-
gaming session the staff “fights” the set 
of threat courses of action.7 We use the 
tools of the IPB, give them a doctrinal-
ly sound, purpose-based commander 
(S2) and allow him to fight the enemy 

COA against ours. The doctrinal meth-
od we use to do this is an iterative ac-
tion-reaction-counteraction process, fo-
cused on a series of critical events. 
Since this process attempts to visualize 
the flow of the battle and combines 
friendly and enemy force interaction, it 
is the logical step in which to incor-
porate timing with our actions. 

As the staff wargames each critical 
event, they evaluate each friendly-ene-
my interaction to determine that they 
have allocated adequate resources and 
identified appropriate actions for that 
scenario. If they determine an action to 
be time-sensitive (either in sequence or 
desired effect), they must then establish 
the appropriate trigger and capture in it 
whatever tool they have chosen to re-
cord the results of the wargame. For ex-
ample, an armor task force is planning 
to breach during a deliberate attack. 
They are establishing a company-sized 
support by fire (SBF) to provide direct 
fire suppression of the objective in con-
junction with indirect fire suppression 
and obscuration. To maximize force pro-
tection and retain combat power, they 
do not want to occupy the SBF, which 
is in direct fire range of the enemy, 
without the complementary effect of in-
direct fire. To ensure they maintain mo-
mentum, however, they do not want to 
unnecessarily stop the company short 
of the SBF to wait on the indirect fire. 
To achieve this effect, they establish a 
trigger for the indirect fires that takes 
into account the company’s rate of 
movement and any time associated with 
the call-for-fire, such as radio transmis-
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sion, clearance of fires, time of flight, 
and appropriate adjustments). The trig-
ger for the call-for-fire is then expressed 
in relation to the location of the com-
pany, such as Company A crosses Phase 
Line SAM, or some other clearly de-
fined event. 

By the end of the wargame, the staff 
has portrayed the best possible identical 
vision of the battle to help visualize its 
flow, anticipate events, and determine 
how to maximize employing available 
assets. The results of the wargame pro-
vide the staff with a great deal of infor-
mation ranging from casualty estimates 
to refined commander’s critical infor-
mation requirements. The staff must 
not, however, lose sight of their role in 
helping their unit achieve mass through 
synchronization. After identifying per-
tinent coordination requirements and in-
corporating sequence and triggers into 
the unit’s actions, they must clearly cap-
ture their efforts and incorporate them 
into the operations order. 

Executing the MDMP correctly and 
achieving synchronization in the plan 
does not necessarily lead to battlefield 

success. It does, however, give subor-
dinate units a greater probability of suc-
cess. Conversely, a plan that lacks syn-
chronization drastically reduces, but 
does not eliminate, the likelihood of 
success. Commanders mass the effects 
of combat power to overwhelm and ul-
timately defeat an enemy. While mass 
is achieved at the tactical level during 
the execution of battles and engage-
ments, it is the attainable result of a 
planning process that incorporates the 
three elements of synchronization. Staff 
training focused on the doctrinal proc-
ess of developing synchronized plans 
can greatly improve a tactical unit’s 
ability to achieve mass — ultimately 
leading to decisive victory on the bat-
tlefield. 
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