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CAPTAIN Green’s company moves
through surprisingly weak resistance
during the counterrattack and easily secures
its objective. Green hopes all is going as well
for the rest of the attacking forces so that
they will then easily reestablish the FEBA
(forward edge of the battle area) in prepara-
tion for the coming offensive. Suddenly he
notices enemy vehicles moving rapidly to
their rear. Grabbing the handset, Green
calls his commander, but radio communica-
tions are out. What a target, he thinks: do I
attack or stand fast on my objective?
Several kilometers to the north, Lieuten-
ant Colonel Grimm also finds the going
much easier than he had anticipated. Al-
though not yet at their objectives, his com-
pany commanders should be there shortly.
A call coming in from the commander of
Company C breaks these pleasant thoughts:
alucrative targetisinthebattalion sector to

the north of his attacking units. Grimm re-
alizes that he can swing his units north and
take advantage of this unexpected opportu-
nity, but that in so doing he would fail to
make his objectives on time. He ponders the
situation: do I strike nerth, or is the battal-
ion objective the prime target?

These two scenarios address simple exam-
ples in which the commander’s intent could
act to guide subordinate unit leaders in the
absence of direction from seniors. If Green’s
and Grimm’s commanders had properly
briefed these subordinates on their respec-
tive intents regarding the missions at hand,
each unit leader could quickly make a deci-
sion, confident that it would support the ob-
Jjectives of the larger force of which they
were a part.

The commander’s intent is receiving a
great deal of attention as a means of describ-
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ing the commander’s visualization of an op-
eration and what he expects to achieve as a
result of unit execution. Paragraph 3a of
unit operation orders (OPORD) states the
intent of the commander at the level to
which the OPORD applies. The intent of the
commander one level higher is in paragraph
1b. Some commanders in the field state
their intent during preoperation briefs in
three to five minutes; others take an hour
and expand upon the entire OPORD. What
is this commander’s intent, and how can a
commander effectively communicate it to
his subordinate unit leaders?

Current doctrine writers are wrestling
with the definition and best means of com-
municating the commander’s intent. One
Fort Leavenworth text, for example, defines
it as “the statement of what the higher com-
mander visualizes the battlefield will look
like as a result of accomplishing the mis-
sion. This is stated in terms of the status of
the enemy and the posture of the unit.”" In
other words, the intent communicates what
the result of an operation should be in the
mind’s eye of the commander. The Army’s
manual on terms and symbols, however, de-
fines the commander’s intent as the “com-
mander’s vision of the battle—how he ex-
pects to fight and what he expects to accom-
plish.”*

The critical difference between these two
definitions is scope. The first definition de-
scribes what the commander hopes to find
after the battle; the second also tells how to
achieve such an objective. Both definitions
require that the commander’s intent be
more than a restatement of the mission, but
the first. unlike the second, does not im-
pingeonthe territory covered by the concept
of the operation. However, neither ade-
quately provides the commander a workable
concept for specifying his intent in the field.

The importance of the debate is obvious.
The mission statemerit denotes the what,
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when, who and where of an operation. The
concept of operation details the how of mis-
sion accomplishment. The mission state-
ment cannot afford the space or the time to

B e e
The commander’s intent is
receiving a great deal of attention as a
means of describing the commander’s
visualization of an operation and what
he expects to achieve as a result of
unit execution. . . . Some commanders
in the field state their intent during
preoperation briefs in three to five
minutes; others take an hour and ¢x-
pand upon the entire OPORD.
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describe how to act in contingency situa-
tions such as those Green and Grimm faced.

The concept of the operation is a descrip-
tion of the commander’s battle execution: it
isthe how that denotes the means of mission
accomplishment. It too cannot cover all pos-
sible branches and sequels to the operation.
The commander’s intent spans the gap be-
tween the broad statement of mission ang
the details of the concept. It also sets the
framework within which the commander
structures his mission statement and con-
cept of the operation. The mission statement
and concept are both derivatives of the com-
mander’s intent, but neither fully achieves
the scope or depth of that intent.

The commander’s intent is the statement
of his purpose for initiating an operation. It
is that to which a subordinate can look for
guidance in the absence of orders. In his few
lines or several minutes, the commander
must communicate that which he wants his
leaders to remember when they face the un-
expected. Intent defines the essence of the
operation. Because it should be utmost in
the subordinate’s mind, it should be broader
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The commander must communicate what his unit is to do in the
frame of reference of the “big picture.” His statement of intent should
provide subordinates a framework for analyzing which branches or sequels
to the primary course of action would support the commander’s objectives.
This statement of intent must be concise.

in scope and more farsighted than the mis-
sion statement. When a subordinate faces a
situation outside the scope of the mission,
his superior’s intent should guide him. In
the absence of specific instructions, the sub-
ordinate should act in accordance with the
intent, knowing that his actions thereby fit
with the “master plan.” Intent does not in-
clude guidance on how to conduct an opera-
tion, for the commander realizes the impos-
sibility of identifying every contingency,
much less how to act when confronting each.
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How does the commander communicate
this intent to his leaders in a manner that
concisely conveys the critical information?
Envisioning the battlefield after the opera-
tion is difficult; to communicate such a vi-
sion tasks the most eloquent officer. Rather,
the commander must communicate what
his unit is to do in the frame of reference of
the “big picture.” His statement of intent
should provide subordinates a framework
for analyzing which branches or sequels to
the primary course of action would support
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the commander’s objectives. This statement
of intent must be concise, so the subordinate
leader can grasp it readily and retain it easi-
ly in his mind as he moves to mission accom-
plishment. The commander’s intent is a
statement of essence: what is the overriding
objective for this and related operations?

With an understanding of the com-
mander’s intent, both Green and Grimm
could act with confidence that they were
supporting their commander. Each could
see the situation at hand, analyze it with re-
gard to what he knew was his commander’s
intent, and act accordingly. Two examples
of the commander’s intent follow. Each
makes the overriding objective of the opera-
tion clear to subordinates without attempt-
ing to identify specific branches or sequels
to the original operation.

Intent 1: We will reestablish the FEBA in
preparation for the corps’s counterattack
through our division sector. Our job is to es-
tablish the launching pad for the corps’s
killing blow; you must secure the key ter-
rain assigned to each of you.

Intent 2: The division now wrests the ini-
tiative from the threat forces and puts them
to their heels. The primary objective is de-
struction of the enemy’s ability to fight.
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The commander’s intent spans
the gap between the broad statement
of mission and the details of the
concept. It also sets the framework
within which the commander struc-
tures his mission statement and
concept of the operation. The mission
statement and concept are both deriva-
tives of the commander’s intent,
but neither fully achieves the scope
ordepth of that intent.
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In the first case, the terrain objectives
specified in the mission statement are of pri-
mary importance, so Green and Grimm
know that they must forgo their targets of
opportunity. Inthe second intent statement,
the commander has clearly stated that de-
struction of the enemy is the number one ob-
Jective,soour leaders know that they should
immediately exploit any lucrative targets of
opportunity. The commander who carefully
and concisely states his intent greatly in-
creases the odds that his subordinates will
act as he would have them act when they
face the unexpected. ™g
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