Preventing the Collapse
Fighting Friction after First Contact
at the National Training Center
Lt. Col. Brian P. Schoellhorn, U.S. Army
The commander stepped outside the stuffy command post tent and breathed in the night air as he
tried to contain his growing frustration. His staff had
just finished an update, painting a grim and incomplete picture of the brigade combat team’s (BCT)
current state. The commander struggled to understand

what had gone so wrong. The fight had started successfully with air insertions of deep observation posts,
seizure of key terrain, and the successful prosecution of
enemy targets with indirect fire, attack aviation, and
fixed-wing aircraft. In short, the BCT had seized the
initiative from the enemy.
An M2 Bradley Fighting Vehicle provides security for the 2nd
Armored Brigade Combat Team, 1st Cavalry Division’s tactical
operations center 5 April 2019 during the brigade’s 19-06 Decisive Action Rotation at the National Training Center, Fort Irwin,
California. (Photo by Maj. Carson Petry, U.S. Army)

That was over thirty-six hours ago. Since then, reporting had ceased, communications had collapsed, and units
had repeatedly failed to attain their designated objectives.
The cavalry squadron had not yet achieved its planned
reconnaissance and security objectives, resulting in repeated
surprise attacks and costly penetrations of the BCT’s zone.
It had gained only two to three kilometers since its initial
deployment. The field artillery battalion, which had started
so well, had since fired only a few ineffective missions after
the initial targets planned for the operation’s opening phase.
Close air support (CAS) and attack aviation had ceased
inflicting the devastating effects of the first day. Combined
arms battalions had either stumbled into contact with significant losses for no appreciable gain or had been repeatedly
surprised by the enemy in their attack positions. To make
matters worse, the brigade support battalion commander
had complained to him earlier in the day that every unit
was clamoring for “emergency resupply” of all commodities.
He had no idea how many casualties the BCT had taken in
the recent contacts. Finally, the brigade engineer battalion
operated in a constant state of crisis as insurgents and special
purpose forces wreaked havoc across the BCT rear area with
asymmetrical attacks and deadly accurate indirect fire that
seemed to materialize out of nowhere and everywhere.
The BCT tactical operations center (TOC) was faring no
better. Although everyone was working frenetically trying to
resolve the friction that had ground the BCT to a halt, these
efforts had resulted in no greater understanding of the BCT’s
situation nor had they provided any realistic means to get
it moving again. Some staff officers had started pointing to
failures at the subordinate level, while others had exceeded
their ability to process the multiple simultaneous issues that
bombarded the BCT on an hourly basis. Few had slept more
than a few fitful hours slumped over at their stations or in
their vehicles. This included the BCT commander himself. The
attempted “two-minute” update had taken forty-five minutes
but made clear that staff running estimates remained wildly
inaccurate and incomplete. To make matters worse, the BCT
executive officer (XO) had just completed a scratchy and
decidedly one-way telephone call with the division operations
officer, who demanded that the BCT regain the offensive as
soon as possible. The commander was supposed to receive a
staff planning update for the operation to seize the provincial
capital, but he thought it would merely waste time given the
TOC’s current state. The commander was unsure how to restore order and resume offensive action akin to that of the first
day. It was frustrating and bewildering. What to do?
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Introduction
The situation described above happens nearly
every month at the National Training Center (NTC).
Most BCTs come to the NTC with a solid baseline of
training and preparedness for the first day of the fight.
They routinely attack the contested reception, staging,
onward movement, and integration (RSOI) process
with alacrity. Many BCT leaders think that their unit
is ready to go on the offense as soon as the fourth day
of RSOI. No matter how far geographically or fast
physically the BCT gets on the first day, however, the
initial mission invariably devolves into twenty-four to
forty-eight hours of what can be described as a BCTwide collapse of offensive action.1 The BCT’s subunits
and staff make contact with the enemy and are hampered by the terrain, which in turn produces a deleterious effect on time available to continue planning.
These inputs compound, producing a level of friction
that most units have not experienced in training. Units
and staffs enter survival mode, trying desperately to
work through the pressing problems in front of them
to the detriment of the larger mission. In this situation,
reporting, sustainment, communication, and planning
break down, leaving battalion and BCT staffs in the
dark as to the state of units and their adherence to
orders. Any enemy contact reverberates throughout
the BCT, causing further confusion. The net result of
friction at every level causes a collapse in tempo and
offensive action, resulting in paralysis across command
posts and attack positions. Why does this happen?
As a reasonable approximation of combat, the NTC
induces a level of friction not re-created anywhere
else. Home-station training cannot replicate the space,
terrain, time, enemy, and stress that the NTC produces
at the tactical level. The first forty-eight hours probably
represent the first simultaneous deployment of every
BCT element at doctrinal distances under combat
conditions against an enemy capable of dominating all
forms of contact.2 In this light, the general collapse of
tempo and offensive action is understandable and part
of the training process. The first few days also expose the
BCT’s systems to friction in a way that no other training event short of combat can. In many ways, the most
powerful drivers of friction are BCT- and battalion-level
staff organization, processes, and procedures. Most staffs
are not adequately organized according to plans, current operations (CUOPs), and mobile command group
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sections. Even if they are, staff functions rarely remain
clearly defined as the BCT makes contact, and everyone
tries to understand the current problem to resolve the
immediate threat. The BCT often outruns the plan; the
staff does not continue planning, and consequently fails
to prepare to transition the BCT from one operation
to another. In this situation, battalions and companies stumble into unplanned contact with the enemy,
unsupported by BCT-level enablers. These independent
and desynchronized actions rarely result in BCT-wide
offensive action and increased tempo.
Communications difficulties due to range, terrain,
load, training deficiencies, and mistakes cause difficulties
even understanding what is happening, much less directing actions of subordinate units.3 To resolve this, BCT
commanders often resort to understanding and directing
the BCT by talking directly to battalion commanders
on tactical radios. Although this can prompt action, it
often results in plans developed in isolation from staffs
and lacking BCT-level enablers. These radio conversations can also generate additional friction as battalion
commanders often “talk their way out of” directed tasks
because they lack assets, need more time, or their situation (combat power, casualties, sustainment, and communication) prevents continued offensive action.
How to shorten this inevitable loss in tempo is a topic
of much discussion at the NTC, and its answer is existential in nature given the enemies and situations we are
likely to face throughout the world. The following discussion is meant to spark thought, but it is not a prescriptive
guide to resolving the friction inherent in combat.

Know the Collapse Is Coming
One of the main causes of the collapse is physiological. Units, leaders, and soldiers spend RSOI in a heightened state of alert and activity that cuts into sleep and
interrupts the normal rhythms of garrison. RSOI at the
NTC is designed to help a unit “see itself ” in a way not
possible in garrison. While enormously beneficial, this
process can stress a unit and its leaders as unforeseen
problems emerge and must be dealt with quickly, often
at the expense of planning, eating, and rest. The planning
and preparation for combat, as well as the unit’s exposure to the NTC, Operations Group, and its observer,
coach, trainers (OC/Ts), only add to task and time
demands, causing further stress. RSOI also introduces
the unit to NTC’s contested environment, wherein it
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faces insurgent attacks, rocket strikes, and drone swarms,
to name only a few forms of contact with which leaders
must contend while building combat power. Finally,
nervousness, anxiety, adrenaline, and a desire to prove
oneself are intermingled to the point that the first twelve
to twenty-four hours of action are a release from RSOI
and the logistics support area. These emotional and
physical conditions closely replicate those of precombat,
and if harnessed effectively, can be a positive impetus
for aggressive action.4 The costs of this heightened state,
however, often remain hidden until manifesting themselves across the force in the subsequent twenty-four to
forty-eight hours after the first operation.
BCT-level planning for the first attack is regularly
the most complete and detailed of the rotation despite some initial unfamiliarity with the environment.
OC/T coaching is also the least impactful at this stage
since OC/T suggestions are largely theoretical for the
unit until after it makes contact. As a result, plans are
frequently overly ambitious in their geographical objectives and rarely take the enemy, terrain, and time into
full account. Units also invariably fail to consider the
amount of friction that their own systems and processes will encounter after first contact. Units deploy, have
some success, and gain some ground but inevitably encounter the enemy at a time or place in an unplanned
manner. The friction and shock of this first surprise
encounter rapidly ripples up from the lowest unit and
across the BCT, causing confusion, and routinely, the
end of offensive action.
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training, equipment, and maintenance deficiencies
accumulate to cause BCT-wide failures in communications, control, and sustainment.
Countless historical descriptions of first contact,
from the phalanx to conflicts today, point to the commonality of this situation in combat.5 The adrenaline of
preparation, the frenetic activity prior to the mission,
followed by the shock of first contact create an unprecedented level of what Carl von Clausewitz described as
friction, or the fabled “fog of war” experienced by every
commander in conflict and training throughout military
history.6 The fog of war is often thought of as a lack of
information that leads to inaction. However, it is also
the multiplication of inputs to the BCT after contact
leading to a state of confusion that often results in
paralysis and inaction. The NTC can inflict a BCT with
every form of contact, stressor, and inducer of friction
simultaneously, which compounds the fog of war in the
first days. In fact, this is part of its mandate: to replicate
the stress of combat in a way that causes the BCT and
its soldiers “to have their hardest day in the desert so
that they do not go untrained into combat.”7
While the fog and friction of the first days of combat
cannot be completely eliminated, their time and effect can
be reduced. Knowing they are coming and preparing the
BCT’s leaders for the physical, mental, and emotional rigors of the first hours and days of the fight is the first step.
Physical fitness that results in combat endurance is critical.
Training the mind through historical examples in a leader
professional development/self-development program will
give leaders some context as they think about the trials
likely facing them in the first fight. Tactical decision games
that focus on actions after the breakdown of the plan and
absence of further orders will train junior leaders to think
through the fog of war.8 Leaders must develop and enforce
rest plans throughout RSOI and especially during the first
few days of contact, as the body and mind acclimate to
the shock and rigors of combat, simulated or otherwise.
Finally, leaders must share this understanding with their
soldiers, from the most junior to senior levels, through
discussion, and more importantly, training.

Lethality is a Necessary but
Insufficient Condition for Success
It is a truism that lethal squads, crews, platoons, and
companies form the building blocks of victory at NTC
and in combat. Although this is undoubtedly the case,
10

lethality at the small-unit level is necessary but not sufficient to fight through the fog of war. Too often, even
the most lethal formations are surprised by the enemy,
make contact at an unexpected place and time, and are
forced to fight on the enemy’s terms to shore up the
situation. Win, lose, or draw, these small-unit actions
inescapably result in combat losses that slow the tempo
of the company, the battalion, and the BCT, if not
immediately followed by a combined arms fight that
reinforces success. Observations at NTC also indicate
that deficiencies in the science and art of terrain and
enemy analysis, and the inability to execute actions on
contact at the platoon level contribute to combat losses,
even with favorable system-to-system kill ratios.
Platoons and companies rarely take the necessary
steps to sufficiently secure themselves in the attack
positions in a way that prevents the enemy from surprising them to tactical advantage. They infrequently
conduct quartering parties; practice security at a halt;
execute local patrolling or stand to/stand down; develop range cards, sector sketches, or platoon fire plans; or
the myriad other activities that constitute security.9
The enemy inevitably exploits these opportunities
and weaknesses. Consequently, a spoiling attack can
surprise a unit in a key location, penetrate its position,
and wreak havoc throughout the BCT. Platoons and
companies do not report in enough detail, eventually
leaving the BCT ignorant as to the enemy and friendly situation. Orders are then given without regard
or knowledge of the true situation, causing further
confusion and disorder. A lack of discipline in field
maintenance and during logistic package resupply also
causes BCT-wide effects, as units utilize limited assets
for “emergency” resupply and maintenance.10 The wear
and tear on sustainment units, systems, and soldiers
ultimately contribute to a collapse of tempo.
Preventing the accumulation of small-unit deficiencies that result in BCT-wide problems requires the discipline born of repetitive training. Leaders at the BCT
level should never have to order a platoon or company
to report, secure, and sustain themselves. The current
live-fire-centric model of unit training requires a great
deal of crew, squad, and platoon gunnery proficiency.11
This has yielded positive results for units at NTC. Live
fire alone, however, will not ingrain the skills of automatic reporting, security, and sustainment without
ruthless enforcement during training. Leaders should
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not assume that their small-unit leaders know how
to perform these tasks to standard. They may need to
start with a white board or a Micro-Armor (miniature
model) explanation followed by a walk-through.
A review of standard operating procedures (SOPs)
and reports may also prove necessary to ensure
standardization across the BCT. Finally, training that
requires small units to establish security, report, and
sustain themselves for long durations under combat conditions—repeatedly—best builds the muscle
memory required to perform these tasks in combat
or at NTC. Each repetition should be executed and
evaluated under increasingly more difficult conditions
(day, night, chemical attack, degraded communication, drone observation, etc.) and for longer duration.
Units must be evaluated on these tasks using training and evaluation outlines, be given an after action
review, and be required to do it again. This kind of
training can be done at a gunnery or at low cost in
local training areas.12

Mission Command Requires
Discipline and Accountability
Leaders routinely misunderstand the concept of
mission command regarding planning and execution of

operations at NTC. There is often a sense that orders,
timing, requirements, reports, and battle-rhythm
events are in some ways negotiable if they interfere
with or do not conform to lower-unit actions or expectations. Missed suspenses and tardy reporting, unperformed requirements, and a lack of communication
add to the general collapse as the BCT tries to understand why subordinate units have not accomplished
their assigned missions. A reluctance persists to enforce
these requirements either through direct or general
admonishment. This disinclination to require compliance is frequently coupled with planning mistakenly
deliberate in its lack of details, which the staff hopes
will enable commanders to exercise initiative. These
conceptual plans usually lack adequate graphic control
measures, timing, tasks, and triggers, subsequently
hindering the BCT’s ability to control the fight or

An opposing force soldier from Killer Troop, 2nd Squadron, 11th Armored Cavalry Regiment, fires a simulated tube-launched, optically
tracked, wire-guided missile from atop a visually modified vehicle at
an M1A1 Abrams main battle tank from 1st Armored Brigade Combat
Team, 1st Infantry Division, 3 August 2016 at the National Training Center in Fort Irwin, California. (Photo by Pvt. Austin Anyzeski, U.S. Army)

combine arms effectively. These two factors—a lack of
adherence to the plan and conceptual planning—often
lead to problems of land management, coordination,
synchronization, sustainment, and combining arms, as
each unit fights its own war according to its perceived
needs. Doing so does not result in a BCT fight that restores offensive action. Instead, it often leads to defeat
in detail and fratricide.

Controlling the BCT fight also necessitates detailed
planning of actions, triggers, and timing. This staff work
constitutes the science of combat and cannot be neglected if the BCT expects to combine arms effectively.14
NTC requires BCTs to conduct the meticulous work
necessary to use indirect fire, attack aviation, CAS, special munitions, and other assets in the way they would
have to in combat. Applying assets for a BCT fight

These two factors—a lack of adherence to the plan
and conceptual planning—often lead to problems of
land management, coordination, synchronization, sustainment, and combining arms, as each unit fights its
own war according to its perceived needs.
Decisive action requires a revitalization of command and control as the foundational pillars of mission
command.13 Units and leaders must understand that
fighting necessitates adherence to the plan, tasks, timing, and reporting. Many problems start with a lack of
communication that extends for hours and even days
without resolution. Leaders must realize that the subordinate units must gain and maintain communication
with their higher headquarters. They then must report
according to the battle rhythm; primary, alternate,
contingency, and emergency (PACE) communications
plan; and SOP accurately and on time. There can be no
exceptions or excuses for not doing so. Leaders must
also understand that every subordinate action happens
in time and space in conjunction and coordination with
other units, assets, and activities. This makes actions
such as making a designated start point and a line of
departure times, as well as the requirements to establish support by fire (SBF) positions, target prosecution,
and logistics release points nonnegotiable.
We are no longer in a situation in which subordinate leaders can decide that “the conditions are not set”
or that it really does not matter if units operate independently from one another, as in a counterinsurgency
fight where units were battlespace owners. This starts
with BCTs adhering to division requirements and ends
with soldiers executing their given tasks on time and on
target. Noncompliance under a misconceived notion of
mission command risks mission failure.
12

requires detailed graphic control measures and synchronization of actions in time and space. Therefore, leaders
must adhere to the plan if the conditions that the BCT
sets remain in effect in order to accomplish their given
tasks as part of the overall fight. If an internal condition
prevents battalion adherence to the plan, it is a subordinate commander’s responsibility to report and have
a discussion early enough for the BCT and the staff to
mitigate risks and modify the plan.
Although control limits a leader’s scope of action in
a theoretical sense, it actually provides the framework
for exercise of initiative because it tells a commander
what to do where and when, not how to do it.15 Ample
room remains for a commander to exercise initiative
and creativity in task organization, sequence, application of internal assets, etc. Good graphic control
measures and the applied science of control also lend
clarity to the situation, delineate boundaries, and allow
for the effective use of combined arms. Control does
not negate the art of command.16 Adhering to the plan,
understanding the intent, and being accountable to the
BCT reflect the tenants of mission command. It is the
discipline in disciplined initiative.17
The commander’s intent is also a powerful guide for
action, especially when the plan breaks down due to the
friction inherent in any fight. The key tasks in the intent
statement not only have to be accomplished but also
have to be done in time and space to be effective. Units
will have to fight through the enemy and friction to
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MILITARY REVIEW

NATIONAL TRAINING CENTER

accomplish these tasks that set the conditions for victory.
None of these considerations preclude a commander or
subordinate leader from assessing the situation, applying
the commander’s intent, and then acting to exploit an opportunity that not only achieves the intent but also places
the unit in a position of advantage vis-à-vis the enemy.
For example, a battalion or company tasked to establish
an SBF position could surprise the enemy and continue
to maneuver around or behind a position to achieve a
more decisive effect than a straightforward SBF. Doing
so achieves the required result while also exploiting an
opportunity inherent in mission-type orders. Conversely,
the commander and staff retain responsibility to communicate intent clearly and to design straightforward,
yet flexible plans, which allow for command, control, the
exercise of initiative, and the assumption of risk.
The concepts of command, control, discipline, and
accountability as they relate to mission command need
to be explained and trained at home station in order to
prevent misunderstanding and confusion for leaders
throughout the formation. Taking the time to discuss the
requirements of decisive action as they relate to mission
command through conversation and reading can go a
long way to building a shared approach to command and
control prior to the rotation. Additionally, trainers should
design scenarios that require leaders to exercise initiative
and assume risk to meet their stated objectives in time
and space according to the plan and the commander’s
intent. This can be done through tactical decision games,
training exercises without troops, and simulations.
Training leaders to think and adapt is the commander’s responsibility and will achieve the shared
understanding and mutual trust required of mission
command. Discipline and accountability, however,
must be ruthlessly enforced in garrison, training, at
NTC, and in combat. Leaders should attempt to find
ways to match battle-rhythm events and reporting formats and requirements in garrison to those that they
will use in combat. There can be no excuses for late
or inaccurate reports. A climate of accountability will
help to dissipate the fog of war quickly and allow the
BCT to act in concert to achieve its mission.

Shared Understanding
Is a Battle Drill
Units and leaders struggle to achieve shared understanding after the BCT makes and sustains contact. The
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friction of the fight and breakdown of reporting result in
a dearth of critical information required for the commander to visualize the fight. In this state, commanders
attempt to visualize based on the limited information
they have, but they are typically forced to rely on their
experience, intuition, and sense of the problem.
That critical commander’s visualization can be
hindered by a fog of war that prevents units, staffs, and
command posts from getting the information that allows the commander to understand the situation before
visualizing and prescribing a proper course of action.18
As emphasized above, reporting and enforcement of
the battle rhythm, SOPs, and procedures help generate
understanding. Staffs are the primary agents for taking
this information and generating the common operating
picture (COP) that helps everyone in the BCT understand the situation. The COP is often thought of as a
thing, as in “what is the COP?”19 That question really
concerns how the COP is transmitted and received,
whether through digital or analog means. These are the
media or means of transmission that make the COP
common. The inputs, overlays, reports, and updates
make the COP an operating picture. To be useful, the
COP, therefore, has to be complete (accounting for all
applicable warfighting functions [WfFs], overlays, and
control measures); it has to be duplicated using analog,
digital, or combined techniques; it has to be distributed; it has to be updated with timely and accurate
inputs; and it has to be used by subordinate units.20
Staff running estimates (SREs) that accurately reflect
the current state of the BCT across WfFs form the basis
for building a COP that allows for shared understanding.
Too often, SREs remain inaccurate because the reporting
required to maintain them is either erroneous or absent.
Consequently, the staff’s attempt to update the commander or inform plans is ineffective at best and leads
to poor decisions at worst. To be effective, SREs must be
standardized across WfFs and in subordinate units. The
format, content, display, and ability to be communicated
needs to be the same in the battalion and the BCT TOCs.
Doing so enables staffs to communicate quickly and
efficiently. It also lends clarity to not only what needs to
be reported when but also how it needs to be reported.
It is best to have both a digital and analog version of
the SRE to allow for continued use without power or
during jumps. Although each WfF section will have
different data they have to collect to inform the COP,
13

SREs can and should be standardized to allow for
clarity and brevity when conveying information. Each
WfF must have a set of tools: maps, graphics, references, products, and procedures to help with the analysis
inherent in a good SRE process. A standardized SRE
can also be used as the single format for staff updates,
“two-minute drills,” commander’s or battle update
briefs, and shift changes. They can be used face-to-face,
over the radio, or via digital means.
Each WfF should have its own PACE that allows for
reporting, collaboration, and coordination with subordinate and higher units. Liaison officers (LNOs) to the
BCT should have their own SREs that inform current
operations and plans. An internal WfF PACE and
LNOs who can inform the BCT keep unneeded traffic
off the command net, speed reporting, and reduce
friction by giving WfF leads the means to reach up and
across the formation for needed information. This is
why communicating over the tactical internet is so important in a decisive action fight. Without it, WfFs rely
on push-to-talk (radio) and type-to-send (lower tactical internet) systems and channels that are time-consuming and typically reserved for commanders.
With digital connectivity, WfFs and LNOs can use
chat, SharePoint graphic sharing, and most importantly, phones to coordinate. It also connects the systems
that allow for the application of combined arms and
allows BCT-level WfFs to pull information from and
coordinate the use of assets with division.
Focusing on accurate SREs standardized across the
BCT and WfFs, can help rapidly rebuild situational understanding after first contact. Doing so also allows staff
officers to move from making educated guesses to providing analysis and recommendations that allow the commander and subordinate units to visualize the fight and
direct the actions necessary to restore offensive action.
Like the other aspects of the BCT fight, standard
SREs and the tools that accompany them have to be
developed and used at home station to be effective at
NTC. Staffs, especially WfF CUOPs representatives,
must be trained and practiced on their use and analysis
before combat. Introducing new processes to untrained personnel during RSOI or the rotation rarely
works. The staff, like platoons and companies, must
have multiple repetitions under progressively more rigorous conditions to be successful in generating shared
understanding during the fight.
14

Planning While Fighting
One of the greatest drivers of friction after first
contact is the BCT’s staff struggle, and often failure, to
continue to plan and prepare for the next mission while
fighting the current one. It is common to see multiple
staff primaries, the XO, operations officer (S3), and
commander around a map desperately trying to understand the situation and forge a way forward after the first
twenty-four hours. These sessions, while typically long
in time, are short on answers and solutions. The chaos,
collapse, and fog of war often continue despite the staff ’s
willingness to forgo almost every other activity while
trying to find a way to restore order and action.
In the absence of order, BCT commanders will
often try to impose it by establishing radio communication with battalion commanders and directing BCT
actions through these discussions. In either case, the
BCT falls prey to a cycle of reaction followed by enemy counteraction, which requires another reaction.
Planning for the division-directed BCT mission and
transitions regularly breaks down or becomes neglected as the BCT, battalions, and companies stumble
into and out of fights that inflict additional losses and
further slow tempo. A lack of reporting, action, and
inaccurate data from incomplete SREs leave planners,
who are often precommand maneuver captains, without the means to effectively plan.
Staff primaries habitually find themselves consumed
with immediate problems to the detriment of their
vital contribution to planning. The result can be a plan
developed in a vacuum, not quality controlled by fieldgrade officers, issued too late, and without the detail
necessary to fight the BCT fight. As a result, rehearsals
usually degenerate into war games as commanders and
staff primaries struggle to rectify an incomplete and
conceptual plan with the realities on the ground.
Preventing the situation described above requires
the structure and discipline to continue to plan for
directed operations while fighting the current fight.
Primary staff officers must first understand the difference between the military decision-making process
(MDMP) and the rapid decision-making and synchronization process (RDSP).
MDMP primarily orients the BCT on the division-directed missions that must be executed in time,
space, and effect in coordination with other BCTs and
division actions.21 It also produces a plan that allows
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the BCT to transition from one phase to another to
maintain momentum. It constitutes a quasi-scientific
process that gives the commander the staff ’s best estimate of the situation and the means to resolve tactical
problems. Doing so requires the expertise resident at
the field-grade level. Majors, primary staff officers,
and noncommissioned officers have the responsibility
to apply the science necessary to transform concepts

XO, or primary staff officers. In reality, the commander
and XO may have to withhold some authorities at their
levels to ensure that assets are applied according to the
rule of law and the overall intent. These caveats should
be few to allow for BCT-wide freedom of action.
To be effective, staff articulation, field-grade officer
participation, and CUOPs responsibility for RDSP
must be practiced and enforced in garrison and during

One of the greatest drivers of friction after first contact
is the brigade combat team’s staff struggle, and often
failure, to continue to plan and prepare for the next
mission while fighting the current one.
into a detailed plan that can be rehearsed and executed. Therefore, staff primaries must be present and an
integral part of MDMP throughout. The BCT XO
enforces this requirement.
Additionally, BCTs cannot commit planners to
developing solutions for the immediate fight if the BCT
expects to continue to plan. Accurate SREs enable the
planners to base the steps, processes, and products on
the realities on the ground versus ones that are not
feasible because they fail to take the true situation into
account. BCT commanders must also be disciplined
enough to take only those officers who are absolutely
necessary with him in the mobile command group to
allow for continuous planning. This may mean leaving
not only the intelligence and fire support officers but
also the S3 at the TOC to allow for effective input into
and supervision of the MDMP.
If the MDMP constitutes the means for action, the
RDSP fulfills the requirement for reaction to enemy activity.22 The chief of operations (CHOPs) and those personnel that man the CUOPs floor must be empowered
to understand, coordinate, and act to resolve the current
situation or threat without disrupting the planning or
preparation for the next fight. Doing so requires timely
and accurate reporting, SREs that feed the COP, and the
means to direct action based on an established PACE
plan by WfFs. It also requires staff leads to train, inform,
and empower their representatives on the CUOPs floor.
Ideally, enemy actions or contingencies should be
dealt with without involving the BCT commander, the
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training events. Iterative command-post exercises
that place BCT staffs in a situation where they must
plan division-directed tasks while resolving immediate threats will build the systems, processes, and skills
necessary to maintain doing so at the NTC and in combat. Articulating the authorities necessary to fight the
BCT fight and training the CHOPs and his or her staff
to execute RDSP immediate action without relying on
the commander, S3, and XO will help the BCT remain
focused on planning while dealing with contingencies
and the friction of first contact.

BCT Enablers Have to Be Planned
to Be Used and Not Everyone
Can Get Them
A modern U.S. Army BCT deploys to the NTC
or combat with a set of enablers and capabilities that
allows it to fight a combined arms battle across a wide
frontage against a similarly capable enemy. The transformation of brigades into BCTs in the twenty-first
century has given commanders the ability and staff
the responsibility to coordinate and apply assets that
previously resided at the division level. Frustratingly,
BCTs typically struggle to apply this vast and powerful array of combat capabilities to sustained effect
after first contact. All of the various factors described
above contribute to this often maddening fact. The
main cause of the failure to apply assets effectively lies
in how they are routinely used after the BCT outruns
the plan. CAS, attack aviation, intelligence collection
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platforms, and electronic warfare assets are the weapons of first resort in an attempt resolve the friction
and the fog of war. In the absence of an effective
reconnaissance or security fight, BCTs will consistently commit their unmanned aerial sensor platforms
without effective suppression of enemy air defense or
priority intelligence requirements that focus collection and determine the enemy’s course of action.
CAS and attack aviation are often committed in the
same way in the hope that doing so will cause enough
attrition to allow for the restoration of offensive action.
Battalions will often demand that the BCT “enable”
their attempts to attack or restart their reconnaissance
with the same set of assets controlled at the battalion
level. These disjointed commitments of valuable assets
are usually more than mildly dissatisfying as they
not only fail to achieve their intended effect but also
routinely result in the costly loss of critical systems and
capabilities for the division-directed fight.
The hard truth is that these awesome capabilities
can only be utilized efficiently if the BCT staff does the
detailed planning necessary to employ them in time and
space for a BCT-level effect. Piecemealing or task-organizing assets might result in local successes, but these are
fleeting because the advantage they garner lasts minutes
to hours at the most if these efforts are not followed by
offensive ground maneuver. Additionally, the unplanned
application of BCT-level enablers inevitably results in a
restricted fires environment as these platforms violate
gun target lines and make air and ground difficult to
manage. This often results in lost systems, and tragically,
fratricide. Finally, the unplanned commitment of BCT
assets usually means that they are absent when the BCT
must execute its division-directed missions.
Detailed planning remains the best means for the
BCT to shape the deep fight, enable the close fight,
and combine arms at the decisive point. Using the
techniques described above will help staffs understand
the situation and provide the means to continue to
plan while fighting. The key is an unwavering focus on
the decisive point where the BCT must shape for, and
enable, the main effort of the decisive operation to accomplish the BCT’s mission. All other considerations
are secondary. This means that battalion commanders
must understand they may want fires, attack aviation,
CAS, and other enablers but should not count on
them if they are not the main effort.
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This is a difficult pill to swallow, especially for
leaders habituated to the counterinsurgency fight when
these assets were readily available and could be applied
by battalions, companies, and platoons with devastating results because of overmatch. This simply cannot
happen in a decisive action fight where the targets outnumber the systems available to engage them, and the
enemy can find, target, and destroy these assets with
relative ease. Husbanding these resources, planning
for their application, and delivering the might of a U.S.
BCT at the decisive point must be the staff ’s goal.
The conversation that informs leaders from platoon to
BCT levels of the realities of the enabler fight in decisive
action has to begin at home station. Doing so establishes expectations and trains the staff to stay focused on
the decisive point. It also lets small-unit leaders know
that they will have to rely on their own assets—scouts,
Raven unmanned aerial vehicles, mortars, and maneuver
forces—to resolve their tactical problems if they are not
the main effort. Too often, battalions ask for BCT assets
when they have not fully committed their own.
Staffs must practice the development and management
of the unit airspace plan, manage crew availability, and
deconflict fire support coordination measures with attack
aviation and CAS at training events. Intelligence officers,
fire support officers, and supporting staffs must be able to
develop high-value target lists, attack guidance, priority intelligence requirements, and attrition criteria to effectively
fight the BCT fight. Leader professional development
programs, command-post exercises, and reduced-force
fire coordination exercises that require detailed planning
are excellent means to achieve a level of proficiency and
understanding before deploying to NTC or combat.

Will and Action Resolve Friction
and Create Opportunities
Finally, and most critically, the commander
must exercise iron will to lead his or her formation
through the collapse. Doing so necessitates making
decisions in the face of uncertainty and having the
moral courage to see them through. Delaying a decision in the hope of perfect situational understanding
only exacerbates the state of collapse. It may also
require some uncomfortably direct, but necessary,
conversations between the commander, the staff,
and subordinate commanders. It might necessitate
specific or general admonishment when these leaders
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and units fail to adhere to the standards of reporting,
compliance, planning, and action required to fight
through friction. It could require the commander
to order battalions to continue to attack or resume
offensive action despite losses and a lack of enablers.
A BCT commander may need to move to a unit that
has repeatedly failed to meet its objectives to ensure
that it succeeds. None of these potentially unpleasant conversations need be personal, but they will be
necessary and better than inertia and defeat.
In any case, restoring offensive action will be born
of will, driven by intellect, and informed by tough
repetitive training. As Hans von Seeckt aptly stated,
The essential thing is action. Action has
three stages: the decision born of thought,
the order or preparation for execution, and
the execution itself. All three stages are
governed by the will. The will is rooted in

character, and for the man of action character is of more critical importance than
intellect. Intellect without will is worthless,
will without intellect is dangerous.23
This is why commanders are placed in charge of units
and given the awesome and burdensome responsibility
to lead them. It is one only a commander can shoulder.
But our soldiers and victory depend on it.
After several minutes of contemplation, a deep calm came
over the BCT commander as he realized that the situation
that he and the BCT faced was the very one they had trained
to fight through. With renewed vigor, he strode back into the
TOC and told his expectant staff, “We are trained for this.
XO, get the guidons ready for a battle update in an hour. S3,
assemble the WfF leads and the planners; I want to get an
update and issue guidance before we start. We are about to
start taking the fight to the enemy.”

Author’s note: The author would like to thank the leaders and soldiers of the brigade combat teams who trained at the National Training
Center from August to June 2018–2019 for their dedication, professionalism, and desire to learn valuable lessons in the desert. He would also
like to thank the professionals of the National Training Center, the Operations Group, and, especially, the brigade trainers (Bronco Group) for
their comments, corrections, expertise, and commitment to training. The descriptions, lessons, and suggestions contained in this article do not
reflect a particular unit and are the observations of the author alone. They do not represent official trends nor are its prescriptions those of the
National Training Center or Operations Group.
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