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Advantages of 
Assigning Forces
Lt. Col. Heather Reed, U.S. Army

The Department of Defense (DOD) has tradi-
tionally looked to save money through reform 
and efficiencies in procurement. With the pres-

sure it now faces from shrinking budgets, the time has 
come to look beyond a narrowly focused, materiel-cen-
tric approach to effective management of forces. One 
solution is to reform the DOD process for distributing 
forces to combatant commands: global force management 
(GFM). This article demonstrates that by using GFM 
to assign forces to combatant commands (CCMDs, 
depicted in the figure), the DOD could manage forces 
more effectively within reduced budgets while balancing 
the interests of the services and the combatant com-
mands. In addition, the DOD would meet the intent 

of the Goldwater-Nichols Department of Defense 
Reorganization Act of 1986 to “place clear responsibility 
on the commanders of the unified and specified com-
mands for the accomplishment of missions assigned to 
those commands and ensure the authority of those com-
manders is fully commensurate with that responsibility.”1

The first section of this article gives a brief explana-
tion of the key elements of GFM—allocation, apportion-
ment, and assignment. It includes a discussion of admin-
istrative control (ADCON) in relation to assignment. 
The next section provides recommendations on how to 
assign the force. The third section applies those recom-
mendations to show why assigning forces to CCMDs 
would be beneficial to accomplishing the DOD’s mission. 
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U.S. Northern Command
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Figure. Unified Combatant Command Areas of Responsibility
(Graphic courtesy of Wikipedia)
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The final section discusses specific factors needed to 
support implementation.

How Global Force Management 
Works

GFM addresses allocation, apportionment, and 
assignment. It is also important to understand how 
ADCON relates to GFM, especially to assignment.

Allocation: distributing forces and resourc-
es for specified missions. Allocation is a familiar 
construct to many service members who have sup-
ported Operations Iraqi Freedom and Enduring 
Freedom. According to the Global Force Management 
Implementation Guidance, allocation is the temporary 
transfer of control of a force (normally, operational 
control [OPCON]) for a specific mission.2 Since about 
2003, the DOD has distributed forces to support 
worldwide operations by filling requests for forces 
through allocation as published in the Global Force 
Management Allocation Plan.3

Apportionment: estimated availability of forc-
es for planning. Apportionment does not represent a 
command relationship. Apportionment estimates the 
availability of forces and capabilities for planning purpos-
es to help combatant commanders know their resource 
constraints when writing or evaluating contingency plans. 
Apportionment tables provide details about force capa-
bilities and timelines showing when units will be available 
for deployment. Apportionment tables have evolved 
recently to provide more details on capabilities and better 
estimates of when forces will be available for deployment.

Assignment: distributing forces through endur-
ing command relationships. The focus of this article is 
assignment of forces to CCMDs. Service secretaries are 
directed to assign all operating forces to specified and 
unified commands.4 Combatant commanders direct op-
erations through combatant command (command author-
ity), a term often shorted to “COCOM” or “COCOM 
authority.” According to Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of 
Staff Manual (CJCSM) 3122.01A, COCOM authority 
is the “nontransferable command authority established 
by title 10 (Armed Forces), United States Code, section 
164, exercised only by commanders of unified or specified 
combatant commands unless otherwise directed by the 
President or the Secretary of Defense.”5 COCOM author-
ity includes all aspects of OPCON (controlling military 
operations). In addition, it includes certain daily support 

associated with an assigned force, including authority to 
assign or reassign subordinate commanders or officers, 
reassign forces, conduct internal discipline and training, 
and direct logistics.6 Assignment decisions are made 
in support of Unified Command Plan (UCP) missions, 
which are approved by the president of the United States. 
Assignment of a unit represents an enduring relationship, 
documented in the Forces for Unified Commands.7 As of 
2016, many U.S. forces are not assigned to CCMDs.

Before Operation Iraqi Freedom, all operating forces 
were assigned to CCMDs. Most forces based in the 
continental United States were assigned to U.S. Joint 
Forces Command (USJFCOM). When USJFCOM was 
disestablished in 2011, forces and service components 
assigned to USJFCOM reverted to their respective 
military departments.8 They became known as “ser-
vice-retained forces.” This decision allowed the DOD to 
continue operations as usual while providing rotational 
forces to U.S. Central Command (USCENTCOM) for 
operations abroad.
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Administrative control: generating the 
force. ADCON is the joint term for the collective 
responsibilities of the service secretaries to manage 
the affairs of military units—such as support, train-
ing, and readiness, based on title 10, U.S. Code.9 Each 
service manages administrative functions within that 
service. Each service determines who performs all of its 
administrative functions, and each service maintains 
flexibility in managing its title 10 mission regardless of 
how forces are assigned.

Opposition to assigning forces to CCMDs is some-
times based on the erroneous idea that ADCON will 
accompany COCOM authority or that ADCON and 
COCOM authority will be two competing chains of 
command. By definition, ADCON only flows through 
service lines, and ADCON functions differ from 

COCOM functions. Although joint force com-
manders may perform some functions considered 
administrative (such as preparing evaluations and 
approving leave requests), those functions are reg-
ulated through service regulations and managed by 
service components. Additionally, the operational 
and administrative authorities merge at the service 
component command level. The service component 
command synchronizes the functions of ADCON 
and COCOM, limiting the chance of competing 
interests occurring at the unit level.

Moreover, the only person who holds 
ADCON in its entirety is the service secre-
tary, who exercises it through the service chief. 
ADCON functions are performed by multiple 
service organizations in support of each service 
member and unit within and outside this defined 
“administrative chain of command.”

How Assignment to Combatant 
Commands Could Benefit the 
Joint Force

Assignment establishes formal relationships 
and gives authorities to combatant commanders 
commensurate with their UCP responsibilities. 
According to joint doctrine, the UCP establishes 
CCMD missions and responsibilities, delineates 
the general geographical area of responsibility for 
geographic CCMDs, and provides the framework 
used to assign forces.10 More specific guidance and 
prioritization is provided by the secretary of de-

fense in the Guidance for the Employment of the Force.11

Regional knowledge. The Army’s regionally aligned 
forces and the Marine Corps’ regional orientation 
capstone concept (with both constructs usually keep-
ing units service-retained) acknowledge the need for 
familiarity with a given region’s cultures, terrain, and 
languages, among other considerations.12 If the services 
took regional alignment and regional orientation one 
step further and established a command relationship 
between the CCMDs and the units, subordinate com-
manders could receive direction from and provide input 
to the combatant commander and staff. Assignment of 
such forces to CCMDs could facilitate both steady-state 
and contingency operations by improving forces’ knowl-
edge, experience, and relationships within certain re-
gions and shortening the response times during crises.

(Photo by Master Sgt. Chad McMeen, U.S. Marine Corps)

U.S., Norwegian, Dutch, and British troops train 2 March 2016 during 
Exercise Cold Response 16 near Namsos, Norway. Norway’s cold 
environment challenges the air, land, and sea capabilities of the thirteen 
participating NATO allies and partners while improving their collective 
capacity to respond and operate as a team.
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Joint planning. Although assigned forces may not 
always be the first to deploy to a theater (due to read-
iness levels and availability), formalizing an enduring 
relationship between a unit and a CCMD by assigning 
the unit would improve the readiness of the overall 
force to meet specific contingencies. Although valuable 
for any unit, an enduring relationship is particularly 
important for those service units that may assume the 
role of a joint task force headquarters in an operation 
led by a CCMD. Assigning units would also help the 
CCMD develop effective plans by allowing the units 
that will potentially execute the plans to actively partic-
ipate in the planning process. Units without this focus 
are not more trained in the range of military opera-
tions, just less knowledgeable of any theater of opera-
tions. In addition, division and corps headquarters have 
planning capabilities that are largely dormant when 
units are not operationally employed. Their partici-
pation in developing plans and concepts of operation 
would not only help them build proficiency but also 
could lighten the load on a CCMD’s planning staff for 
contingency response planning.

Unit leaders’ participation in contingency planning 
and exercises helps them gain knowledge about their 
assigned regions and the capabilities needed to support a 
commander’s operations or contingencies. This knowledge 

makes unit leaders bet-
ter informed to advise 
service capabilities and 
budget prioritization in 
future jobs. For exam-
ple, many field grade 
officers will leave a divi-
sion or corps headquar-
ters (or other service 
equivalent) job to work 
within the generating 
force (for example, in 
the Joint Staff, a service 
headquarters, or an 
institutional command), 
and they will bring 
their understanding of 
a CCMD’s issues to the 
new job. By assigning 
forces to each CCMD, 
the units’ leaders would 

gain direct knowledge and understanding of the needs 
of that command and be better able to advise the Joint 
Staff and the services in future jobs.

Assigning forces would give combatant command-
ers a greater role in the Planning, Programming, 
Budget, and Execution (PPBE) cycle. It would 
make CCMD planning horizons mirror those of 
the services in planning steady-state use of forces. 
Campaign planning must include resource and force 
planning through the Future Years Defense Program, 
and the Joint Strategic Planning System. Now, how-
ever, CCMDs, particularly those without assigned 
forces, tend to have limited knowledge of long-term 
resources. This prevents them from fully engaging in 
planning processes and restricts much of their input 
to the budget year and year of execution (current year 
and next year) rather than the longer term for their 
theater campaign plans.13 CCMDs do not have large 
budgets and must rely on the services and govern-
mental organizations to pay for steady-state activities. 
Through assigned forces and dedicated employment 
funding, CCMDs could fully participate in these 
processes, which would allow them to better negotiate 
funding with the services. The current GFM process 
looks no more than two years out on the use of the 
force, as it relies largely on allocation.

(Photo by Pfc. Lloyd Villanueva, U.S. Army)

Soldiers assigned to the 3rd Infantry Division and soldiers from Albania and Bulgaria discuss mission ob-
jectives while conducting a combined-arms rehearsal 24 May 2015 during Exercise Combined Resolve 
IV at the U.S. Army’s Joint Multinational Readiness Center, Hohenfels, Germany.
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Joint training. Another advantage of assigning units 
to CCMDs is that joint force commanders would control 
joint training. In 2011, when USJFCOM was dises-
tablished, a number of its roles were given to the Joint 
Staff. Many tasks and responsibilities transferred easily. 
However, those previously associated with command au-
thorities cannot be fulfilled without COCOM authority. 
As the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff is not in the 
military chain of command, and the Joint Staff is prohib-
ited from exercising executive authority by law, the chair-
man and the staff may not exercise command and control 
over any forces. This limits their role in joint training.14

Service-retained forces have no joint commander 
responsible for ensuring joint training is resourced and 
prioritized. This results in joint training by happenstance 
or buddy networks rather than command direction 
and oversight. The benefits of giving joint commanders 
control over joint training include improved proficiency 
of the joint force and better relationships between units 
that may deploy together.

Why Services Should Not Be Wary of 
Assignment

Assigning forces to CCMDs does not modify or 
limit a service secretary’s management of service forces. 
COCOM and ADCON are separate authorities, 
through the secretary of defense to the CCMD (for 
COCOM authority) and through the service secretary 
(for ADCON).15 Assignment does not infringe on ser-
vice authorities as outlined below:

• Assignment of a force to a CCMD does not 
entail a restationing action.

• Services always determine ADCON.
• Assignment is not tied to readiness.
• Assignment is not an unrestrained authori-

ty to employ the force.
• Assigning the force does not mean the 

secretary of defense will not reallocate to higher 
priorities.
Restationing not required. Assignment reflects a 

change in command authority. Assignment does not 
require a stationing change.

Administrative control determined by the ser-
vices. Only the service determines which organizations 
manage administrative functions for any service unit, 
so daily support remains at the service’s discretion. 
Most or all units on an installation should be assigned 

to one CCMD so ADCON would go through the 
senior mission commander.

Additionally, the services may determine that 
some ADCON functions are best controlled by one 
organization for the entire force or all forces based 
in the continental United States. For example, U.S. 
Forces Command performs much of the day-to-day 
support for forces based in the United States and 
assigned to U.S. Pacific Command (USPACOM); it 
shares ADCON responsibilities with the Army service 
component command for USPACOM and U.S. Army 
Pacific Command.

Assignment not tied to readiness. Assignment is 
not directly tied to readiness—when the secretary of 
defense allocates a force, he or she does so for a specific 
period for a specific mission. The force must be trained 
and resourced to perform that mission in that specified 
period. If a force were assigned to a CCMD, its readiness 
levels would rise and fall through the service’s rotational 
model like any service unit. The combatant commander 
would account for these fluctuations in planning em-
ployment of forces.

Authority for employing forces. Assignment is 
not an unrestrained authority to employ forces. A joint 
commander cannot employ a service unit for operations 
without coordinating with the service and ensuring 
funding is available. The services develop most of the 
DOD budget, including funding for the employment of 
forces. This, as well as the secretary of defense’s guidelines 
on dwell time (time at home between deployments), 
allows the services to constrain employment to support-
able levels. Additionally, the authority for the use of force 
against a potential enemy rests with the president of the 
United States and the secretary of defense.16 This limits a 
combatant commander’s use of the force to steady-state 
operations. Further restrictions may be defined as part 
of the assignment process, such as the recommendations 
later in this article.

Reallocation possible. Assignment places no limita-
tions on allocation. The secretary of defense has the au-
thority to transfer forces from one command to another 
in accordance with the U.S. Code. In terms of allocation 
or assignment, this is not an “either/or” discussion; as-
signing forces does not mean the secretary of defense will 
no longer allocate forces. The joint force will still plan 
and budget to allocate forces. There will be unplanned, 
unbudgeted allocations due to crises.
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Some argue that assigning forces to CCMDs would 
make it harder to allocate forces for crises. This is not a 
valid argument against assignment for two reasons: first, 
if forces were assigned appropriately, the volume of allo-
cations would be reduced. The combatant commanders 
who used forces the most would already have a com-
mand relationship with those forces, as USPACOM and 
U.S. European Command do now. Employment would 
not require a temporary transfer. Allocations would 
receive greater scrutiny as they would always require 
weighing one commander’s priorities against another’s 
before transferring a requested unit. Second, the secre-
tary of defense can allocate any force at any time for a 
military mission. The secretary is not limited to units 
not assigned to CCMDs. Combatant commanders may 
nonconcur with allocating their forces, but the secretary 
of defense can overrule the combatant commanders. 
Currently those with assigned forces can nonconcur 
when the Joint Staff or the services recommend allocat-
ing away from one CCMD to another.

As of 2016, CCMDs with a large number of as-
signed forces rarely request allocation because they 
have enough forces to perform their steady-state 
missions. Commands without assigned forces submit 
many allocation requests, particularly USCENTCOM. 
Service-retained forces have no operational mis-
sion; they are simply a pool of forces. Thus, any time 
USCENTCOM has requested allocation of a force, the 
services have had no counterargument if a force was 
ready and available because that force had no other 
competing mission. A combatant commander with an 
assigned mission, however, could produce a counterar-
gument. Since 2011, Army units based in the continen-
tal United States (mostly service-retained) have rotated 
more often than optimal; the health of the force has 
suffered. When assigned forces have been recommend-
ed for allocation to a CCMD, the other CCMDs have 
opposed transferring OPCON of their units, resulting 
in the greater scrutiny needed.

If all forces were assigned, the Global Force 
Management Board would scrutinize every unpro-
grammed use of forces against the owning CCMD’s 
needs before recommending the secretary of defense 
approve allocation. Allocating less and scrutinizing allo-
cations more would be a good thing for the health of the 
force and for prioritizing globally—a powerful argument 
for assigning all operating forces.

How to Implement Assignment 
Effectively

The DOD needs to determine how to assign forces 
before it completes the planned structure reductions. 
The joint force needs to develop a strategy for prioritizing 
assignment of units to CCMDs. Consideration must be 
given to steady-state and contingency operation require-
ments. Additionally, units that provide a service such 
as lift or intelligence collection may be best assigned to 
functional CCMDs for centralized management.

Service considerations for administrative control of 
assigned units. The services should consider stationing 
in determining which units to assign to each CCMD—a 
single operational chain of command at an installation is 
most beneficial, and the operational chain should parallel 
service administrative chains. The services need to review 
who executes their Title 10 authorities and the manner 
in which they do it. In addition, the services need to de-
termine which administrative tasks should be performed 
by service component commands and which should be 
performed by a centralized service organization. Once 
these decisions are made, the services need to adjust force 
structure by installation to reflect changes.

DOD considerations for assigned forces. An alloca-
tion-centric mindset has meant that combatant com-
manders had to explicitly define the use of forces every 
time they desired a new capability—this situation would 
change with assignment. With assignment, the secretary 
of defense would define which missions could be exe-
cuted through COCOM authority and which would re-
quire secretary of defense approval before execution. The 
services would budget an appropriate level of funding for 
steady-state operations, and for deployments—at a sus-
tainable level. Any additional unprogrammed employ-
ment would be approved by the secretary of defense for 
overseas contingency operations funding or reprogram-
ming. The DOD would develop employment, readiness, 
and budget guidelines for the use of the force.

Finally, the secretary of defense would direct read-
iness and response requirements both regionally and 
globally—this may include regional and global response 
forces. Directing these requirements prevents CCMDs 
from mortgaging contingency response abilities with 
steady-state operations. These requirements should 
help shape apportionment tables by defining availabil-
ity of forces, as directed by the secretary of defense, for 
contingency planning.
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A Balance of Interests
Goldwater-Nichols was largely about balance: bal-

ancing service and CCMD interests and influence and 
balancing combatant commanders’ authorities with their 
responsibilities.17 Assigning the force was one aspect of this 
balance that has not yet been realized. Assignment does 

not take away any service title 10 authorities. Even with all 
forces assigned, services have all the authority they need 
to perform their ADCON responsibilities. Assigning the 
force to CCMDs would benefit the services and CCMDs 
and ultimately better synchronize DOD planning and 
resourcing to support national security objectives.
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