
“Speed is the essence of war.”1 Sun Tzu

One hundred and sixteen M1A1 tanks
and fifty-four Bradley Fighting Vehicles
waited in position for the attack to begin.
At 0730, on 26 February 1991, the “Ti-
ger Brigade” of the U.S. 2d Armored Di-
vision, passed its final orders to its bat-
talions. The brigade, which was attached
to the Marine Central Command, had
been given the mission to attack to se-
cure the Al Mutla Pass, northwest of Ku-
wait City. Securing the pass would block
the Basra-Kuwait City Highway and trap
the Iraqi forces trying to escape to the
north. 

At 0730, the brigade commander is-
sued an oral order over the FM radio to
begin the attack at 0930. Between 0730
and 0930, the brigade’s mission, bounda-
ries and final objective changed five
separate times!2

“The most important lesson from re-
cent operations is that close combat op-
erations remain violent, fast-paced, and
hard to predict.”3 Time is the one quan-
tity of the battlefield that can never be
saved, slowed, or reversed. “Loss of
time,” Napoleon once said, “cannot be
made good in war. Delays alone cause
operations to fail.”4

A major source of delay in combat op-
erations is the vital need to decide, dis-
seminate the plan, and issue the com-
mander’s intent to subordinate com-
manders and soldiers. A study of U.S.
Army operations orders determined that
the orders issued on seventy operations
(eight divisions, thirty-two brigades and
thirty battalions) were of such poor qual-
ity, fraught with redundant information
and needless detail, that the order hin-

dered the units’ ability to accomplish the
assigned mission.5

A smaller, more agile Army XXI force
cannot afford this type of command-staff
ineffectiveness. If time is the common
denominator of all military operations,
then the side that can seize a time advan-
tage gains a dominant benefit.  Time is
gained by thinking and acting faster than
your opponent. Time is gained by mak-
ing clear, reasonably correct decisions
quickly. Time gained in making the deci-
sion, therefore, is time gained for com-
bat.

The goal of the command-staff process
for Army XXI must be to assist the com-
mander in making correct decisions in
time. The ability to act faster than the
enemy, to gain agility over an opponent,
is largely dependent upon rapid and cor-
rectly timed human decisions. In war,
commanders and staffs must be experts
at using all the available decision-mak-
ing tools to accomplish successful battle
command.6

How commanders make decisions, and
how we teach generations of soldiers to
make combat decisions, is crucial to how
we will fight wars and what command
and control equipment we buy. Previous
versions of FM 100-5 emphasized
“flexibility and speed, mission-type or-
ders, initiative among commanders at all
levels, and the spirit of the offense.”7 An
effective tactical decision-making proc-
ess must aid the commander to accom-
plish these goals.8

The Commander’s Role

The first demand in war is decisive ac-
tion. Decisive action requires clear, suc-
cinct, and timely orders. The com-

mander’s primary role is to make deci-
sions. The commander’s decisions are
translated by his staff into plans for exe-
cution. The purpose of the command-
staff process, therefore, must be to sup-
port the commander’s ability to make
decisive decisions in time. Muddled,
confused, or late decisions produce com-
bat orders that often set the stage for de-
feat.

In the past, the preparation of explicit
plans to accomplish battlefield synchro-
nization required lengthy staff interaction
and extensive, detailed planning. In these
procedures, particularly the procedures
taught at all of the Army’s staff schools,
commanders often play a peripheral role
in developing the tactical plan. Once the
staff labored over various courses of ac-
tion, the commander would magically
appear and select one of the available
options. The quality of the commander’s
decision, however, was often framed by
the skill — or lack thereof — of the
staff.

National Training Center [NTC] expe-
riences are replete with examples where
the staff has consumed the majority of
the planning time on courses of action
that are suddenly discarded by the com-
mander, based on information either ne-
glected or unknown by the staff prior to
the decision briefing. Moltke’s dictum
that “no plan survives the first shot,” re-
inforces this trend.

In the future, the tempo of Army XXI
operations promises to be faster than
ever before. Distributed information will
stream to the commander in a process
called data fusion. The side that can use
this information to decide and issue or-
ders faster than its opponent can gener-
ate a decisive, battle-winning advantage.
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To gain this time advantage, the tactical
planner must create and transmit the
minimum essential elements of the order
within the limitations of the available
planning time. To use the information
provided by the information revolution
to advantage, commanders will be re-
quired to decide rapidly. On the Army
XXI battlefield, rapid decision-making
will be an essential tactical skill.

The Role of the Staff
Staff officers assist the commander.

Staff officers provide information and
analysis to assist the commander in mak-
ing decisions. The staff also assists the
transmission of the commander’s deci-
sions to subordinates and ensures the
execution of the commander’s decisions.
The staff also identifies unforeseen op-
portunities or situations which might re-
quire more guidance. Throughout the de-
cision-making process, the commander
relies on his staff to provide technical
expertise in their functional areas. The
staff’s primary role is to provide experi-
enced judgments and analysis to the
commander. These judgments are de-
rived from their study of the available
information and their experience, train-
ing, intellect, and intuition. An effective
tactical staff provides the commander
with a means to ensure that his decision
and commands are timely and sound.

Traditionally, American military staffs
employ a very deliberate orders process.
This deliberate process is designed to de-
crease the risk of analysis conducted by
inexperienced staffs. Using the logic that
“two heads, or more, are better than
one” the staff is expected to provide a
series of educated options for the com-
mander’s selection. This process empha-
sizes detailed evaluation of options with
a goal to provide explicit instructions to
synchronize the force. This orders-inten-
sive approach complements the tradi-
tional American style of attrition war-
fare.9

In the past, the traditional response to
the chronic American weakness in com-
mand and control was to plan more thor-
oughly and leave as little to chance as
possible. In their excellent book, Amer-
ica’s First Battles, Charles E. Heller and
William A. Stoft remarked that “thor-
ough planning, with its natural de-em-
phasis of unexpected situations (beyond
the scope of contingency plans), led to
rigidity and, often, heavy losses. In other
words, the command-and-control weak-
ness and its chosen professional remedy
were but two aspects of a single larger
problem: inadequate preparation of com-
manders and staffs for the real world of
combat.”10

The effectiveness of the current com-
mand-staff process is an item of close
scrutiny at the CTCs. Lessons learned
from the NTC suggest that units have
difficulty conducting time-critical tacti-
cal planning. This problem often devel-
ops because planners spend too much
time trying to complete a detailed syn-
chronization plan for a single course of
action without enough information con-
cerning the enemy.11 The question that
has yet to be proven is whether the input
of more raw data from the new informa-
tion systems we are fielding with Army
XXI will increase human decision-mak-
ing abilities.  Recent Army Warfare Ex-
periments (AWE) seem to show that too
much information merely saturates the
human decision-making system and
freezes action.12 If so, is this because we
are wedded to an industrial age decision-
making process?

In addition, even with new technology,
most units practice inefficient and inef-
fective command-staff process tech-
niques. The average staff arrives at the
NTC poorly trained in time-critical or-
ders techniques. Planners are told merely
to work faster in these time-critical situ-
ations. The products (task and standard)
of an order are seldom defined. The pri-
ority of orders products is seldom
thought through. The results are that tac-
tical planners often attempt too much
planning in too little time.

The reason for these failures may lay
in the chaotic nature of combat and its
inability to conform to linear logic. Tac-
tical decision-making is conducted in an
environment of great uncertainty, unpre-
dictability, and constant change, and has
therefore been viewed by many as more
an art than a science. Doctrine attempts
to bridge this gap by providing com-
manders and staffs with pragmatic
guidelines to accomplish planning in the
chaotic environment of war.

War, however, is chaos. Detailed plans
seek order in an environment that rejects
order. The analytical decision-making
approach is an attempt to bring order out
of chaos by applying overwhelming
mass. Current U.S. Army and Marine
Corps doctrine on the command-staff
process emphasizes this analytical ap-
proach to combat problem-solving.

Frequently, commanders must make
decisions in combat without the benefit
of a time-intensive, deliberate analysis.
In combat, the commander may have to
proceed through the decision-making
process and issue oral orders based on
his own knowledge of the situation,
without taking the time to formally in-

clude the staff in the process. This sug-
gests that commanders must possess a
flexible set of decision-making strategies
that can meet the demands of planning
when there is plenty of time and during
time-pressured situations. The com-
mander must then choose the correct de-
cision-making process, based on his as-
sessment of the situation and upon the
available planning time.13

It appears obvious that a doctrine that
provides only one way to accomplish
tactical planning, and a training system
that emphasizes only one way, will lack
the flexibility to meet the varied de-
mands of war. It is not enough merely to
teach and practice the deliberate deci-
sion-making method and expect com-
manders and staffs to improvise in time-
pressured situations. Under such condi-
tions, the deliberate process is truncated
without rhyme or reason. It is as if a
marathon racer was now asked to run the
50-yard dash using his normal pace.
Against racers trained in the 50-yard
dash he’d lose. An effective Army XXI
command-staff process, therefore, should
provide command and staff methods that
will work in both deliberate and time-
pressured situations.

Faced with two general situations —
deliberate and rapid — the first com-
mander should choose an appropriate de-
cision-making approach. This choice can
be simplified to two choices — the ana-
lytical and the recognitional decision-
making strategies.14 A simple way to
view this decision is the analogy of deci-
sion-making techniques as tools in a tool
box. The tools in the box are designed to
solve tactical planning problems. An ef-
fective command-staff process should
provide the right kind of tools for each
specific task.

Analytical Decision-Making

The first tool in the decision-maker’s
tool box is analytical decision-making.
The United States Army has taught ana-
lytical decision-making since World War
II as a technique for making decisions
based upon the review and comparison
of available information. It is a systemic
approach to arrive at the best possible
solution to a given problem. A system-
atic approach to decision-making fosters
effective analysis by enhancing applica-
tion of professional knowledge, logic,
and judgment. The best decision is deter-
mined from evaluation of sets of options,
and then comparison of the options by a
list of essential battlefield factors. It also
creates a systems approach to decision-
making easily taught in staff schools.
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In analytical decision-making the staff
plays the dominant role. The general ap-
proach is for the staff to “select a set of
alternative decisions to evaluate subjec-
tively the utility (or value to the deci-
sion-maker) of outcomes expected under
each decision, and to select the decision
maximizing the utility.”15 The com-
mander gives general guidance and the
staff defines the problem, gathers the
facts, and makes assumptions necessary
to determine the scope of and the solu-
tion to the problem. The staff then devel-
ops several possible solutions, analyzes
each solution through wargaming, re-
cords the wargaming results, and com-
pares the outcome of each solution. Fi-
nally, the staff briefs the commander,
and he selects the best solution.

In executing an analytical decision-
making process, the staff follows a step-
by-step approach to determine the single
best solution. If conducted properly, sev-
eral effective plans will be developed
from which the commander will select
only one. If the staff wargames each
plan thoroughly, the analytical process
will produce a series of workable options
for the commander. The analytical proc-
ess also double or triples the time
needed to produce an effective plan. If
the staff takes shortcuts, and does not
completely wargame each set of options,
it is not conducting analytical decision-
making. “Jumping at a solution” because
of a lack of planning time usurps the
commander’s authority and presents him
with a fait accompli — a flawed analyti-
cal result.

This situation typically occurs, how-
ever, when brigade and battalion staffs
are hard-pressed to prepare plans in lim-
ited time using the analytical process.
This practice typically presents the com-
mander with one well-thought out plan,
and several half-completed, straw-man
plans. During the decision briefing, most
commanders reject the straw-man plans
out-of-hand and are forced to accept the
decision of the staff because time is run-
ning out.

This analytical decision-making proc-
ess, as established in the Command Esti-
mate format, can be highly effective un-
der certain circumstances. The analytical
approach is the preferred approach when
the information concerning the enemy is
too abstract to recognize a discernible
pattern, when justification is a prime re-
quirement for the final decision (coali-
tion planning for example), when the
goal of the decision-making process is a
single optimized solution, and, most im-
portantly, when there is plenty of time to
analyze all the facets that impact on the

solution to the tactical
problem. The problem
with the analytical
process is that it re-
quires a lot of time to
develop, wargame,
brief several workable
courses of action, and
then select the best.
The emphasis is on
finding the best solu-
tion, not in finding a
workable solution
within the constraints
of the available plan-
ning time. Efficiencies
can be gained by prac-
tice, but even the best
staff runs out of time
when they attempt to
use analytical decision-
making techniques, as
represented by the
Army’s Command Esti-
mate, to develop tacti-
cal plans during time-
sensitive tactical situ-
ations. The stories from
the field, of subordinate
unit commanders wait-
ing at the brigade or
battalion command post
for the operations order to be completed,
are legion.

In years of training experiences at the
National Training Center, it is common-
place that the command-staff team sel-
dom practices analytical decision-mak-
ing much beyond the initial tactical plan
at the beginning of the rotation. After the
initial order, all subsequent planning and
preparation periods seldom permit the
full implementation of the analytical ap-
proach.16 

This is particularly true because bri-
gade and battalion staffs rarely have
enough information on the enemy during
planning to select a single best course of
action. In most cases, the selection of the
best course of action is based solely on
the terrain and not the enemy.

Basing the scheme of maneuver solely
on the terrain places the commander and
his staff in a dangerous dilemma. With
the decision made without adequate in-
formation to select a best approach, the
commander either ignores the enemy
and forces his synchronized plan to
work, or ignores the plan and issues oral
orders to change the scheme of maneu-
ver. Commanders are, therefore, often
forced to ignore the detailed decision-
making doctrine in order to make the
vast majority of time-pressured tactical
decisions during training exercises.17 The

bottom line is that the analytical deci-
sion-making process is a time-intensive
staff process that is seldom useable in
time-pressured situations.

Recognitional Decision-Making

The term recognitional decision-mak-
ing (also known as: recognition prime
decision-making) is a technique for mak-
ing decisions based upon the intuitive
knowledge or experience of the deci-
sion-maker. In recognitional decision-
making, the commander plays a promi-
nent role. This technique emphasizes the
quick mental jumps at a solution to a
problem and the wargaming of this solu-
tion and its branches. The recognitional
decision-making strategy applies when a
decision-maker recognizes a situation as
typical, recognizes the typical reaction to
the situation, evaluates the reaction for
feasibility, and then either implements it,
improves it, or rejects it for a branch
plan.18

Recognitional decision-making focuses
on the commander’s ability to recognize
tactical patterns, decide the correct
counter-pattern, and apply that solution
rapidly to meet the demands of time-
pressured situations. Staff work is still
essential, it is merely focused on imple-
menting the commander’s base plan and
then developing one or two branch
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plans. Decision points suddenly become
understandable — they are the points in
time, space or event where the com-
mander will execute branch plans. Expe-
rienced commanders frequently conduct
this kind of decision-making.

Recognitional decision-making has the
commander playing a major role in de-
termining the course of action (decision),
while his staff focuses its effort on im-
plementing his decision. Rather than
searching for a “single best solution,”
and conducting thorough analyses of
each promising course of action, the
commander uses his knowledge of the
situation and the latest reports to rapidly
decide on one specific course of action.
The commander decides upon this
course of action based upon an assess-
ment of the situation, the recognition of
the patterns involved, and by applying
his intuition and tactical judgment. The
commander “hedges his bets” by execut-
ing branch plans that were triggered by
“reconnaissance pull”19 operations. To
accomplish this effectively takes a com-
mander and staff trained in a rapid deci-
sion-making process.

The recognitional strategy is implied
by the Army’s tried and tested Abbrevi-
ated Command Estimate and the Troop
Leading Procedures. In the abbreviated
process, the commander issues specific
guidance to his staff, and the staff imple-
ments the commander’s decision (rather
than optimizing several possible solu-
tions). The Troop Leading Procedures, in
particular, were designed to aid the com-
mander to apply his judgment to decide
quickly a course of action when he did
not have a staff.

The analytical and recognitional meth-
ods should not be considered competing
decision-making strategies. They are, in-
stead, complimentary options for deci-
sion-making, designed to fit special con-
ditions. The commander must decide
which decision-making strategy to
choose based upon his assessment of the

enemy and
friendly situation.
The ability to se-
lect either an ana-
lytical or recogni-
tional approach
provides com-
manders a flexibil-
ity that has not yet
been institutional-
ized by the United
States Army or
Marine Corps.

Every tactical
decision in war

must be based on the enemy. Command-
ers who attempt to execute their plans,
regardless of the enemy situation, open
themselves up to fall into a trap. Com-
manders who determine their courses of
action based solely on the terrain, like-
wise set themselves up for failure.
“What is of supreme importance in war
is to attack the enemy’s strategy.”20

Commanders must, therefore, quickly
analyze the enemy situation, estimate the
time available for planning, and rapidly
select the appropriate decision-making
strategy.

Rapid decision-making is simply the
ability of a commander to streamline the
decision-making process by making a
quick decision on the base plan and es-
tablishing guidelines for branch plans.
This procedure focuses on the enemy,
minimizes planning time, and maximizes
preparation and execution time. The dif-
ference between the analytical and the
recognitional approach is the level of
commander involvement and the role of
the staff. In the recognitional approach
the commander makes the decision
quickly, without the benefit of a lengthy
decision briefing of several thoroughly
wargamed courses of action. The staff
then implements the commander’s deci-
sion, synchronizes the effort, develops at
least one branch plan, and produces the
operations order. By making the decision
early, the commander streamlines the en-
tire process and saves time.

If the commander has a staff, and has
the time to conduct analytical decision-
making, an analytical approach can be
employed. If the commander has a staff,
but does not have time to conduct the
complete analytical decision-making
process, a recognitional approach is ap-
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propriate. If the commander does not
have a staff due to the combat situation,
a recognitional approach is the only al-
ternative.

Conclusion

To paraphrase Sun Tzu, decision-mak-
ing is too important not to be studied.21

Today we are experiencing a rate of in-
formation exchange that is unprece-
dented in human history. Tomorrow, in-
formation will race across electronic hy-
pernets at increasing speeds, making to-
day’s information exchanges look like a
race between a message delivered by
runners compared to a message deliv-
ered by computer modem. If we do not
discuss and improve the way we think
about making decisions more rapidly, we
may create a situation that requires auto-
mated decision-making.

Military organizations now operate on
a digital battlefield. In the information
age, mental and physical agility will
dominate the battlefield. Army XXI de-
cision-making doctrine, therefore, must
emphasize that plans are a basis for
changes. Human decision-making will
play a dominant role in fusing the power
of information systems if decision-mak-
ing can be done rapidly enough to take
advantage of the promises of the infor-
mation systems currently being de-
ployed. “The mental agility of the com-
mander, organizational agility of his
staff, and physical agility of his units are
vital to success.”22 Those organizations
that can process accelerated information
and produce effective orders from their
decision-making apparatus gain a deci-
sive advantage. Those that cannot will
be defeated while the staff officers in the
tactical command post watch the battle
lost on their computer screens.

Until the fateful day when someone de-
cides to fully automate military decision-
making, tactical decision-making will be
executed by people. Information accel-
eration has not increased the speed of
human decision-making — it has merely
increased the time required to gather in-
formation. Rapid decision-making re-
quires sharp commanders assisted by
finely honed staffs. Understanding deci-
sion-making is an important key to un-
locking rapid thinking. This ability —
the critical, human, skill to decide rap-
idly — can be practiced and learned.
Technology can assist rapid decision-
making, but how we think is a specifi-
cally human capacity.

Army XXI envisions an agile, preci-
sion force that will require precision
command as much as it will rely on pre-
cision fires Army XXI will require an
agile decision-making process that will
permeate all three levels of war — strat-
egy, operational art, and tactics. As these
levels are compressed and blurred, the
decision-making needs of the tactical
commander become critical, for this
level is the cutting edge of battle. In a
smaller Army XXI, tactical operations
will often have operational and strategic
effects.

Rapid decision-making can assist the
information age-equipped command-
staff team to visualize decisive advan-
tages in time. Decisive advantages that
are visualized in time can be turned into
victory. The key to accelerated agility,
therefore, is still measured more by the
thinking ability of our people — espe-
cially the command-staff team. As the
example of the Tiger Brigade clearly il-
lustrates, combat situations often require
rapid decision-making. Recognitional
decision-making enables the command-
staff team to make rapid decisions on a
rapid, fast paced 21st century battlefield.
As with your personal computer, it is ul-
timately not the megahertz rating that
determines how effectively you can use
your computer, it is the speed of the op-
erator.
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