Mission Command and Mental Block: Why the Army
Won’t Adopt a True Mission-Command Philosophy

by MAJ Thomas A. Rebuck

“Just before | moved on, some staff officer present said, ‘Why, your men are not loaded. Why do you not
make them load?’ | replied, ‘Because if we do not do the business with the bayonet, without firing, we shall
not be able to do it at all, so I shall not load.” | heard Lord Wellington, who was close by, say, ‘Let him
alone; let him go his own way.”” -MAJ George Napier, 52" Foot (from his account on the storming of
Ciudad Rodrigo, Jan. 19, 1812)}

For two decades, the U.S. Army has attempted andfailed to implement effective institutional reform. Although its
efforts have seemingly resulted in significant modifications to organization and doctrine, these changes have had
minimal,ifindeed any, positiveimpact. Besides the adoption of top-heavy and unsustainabletables of organization
and equipment (TO&E), it has done littleto cultivateadaptive, flexibleleaders orimplement a true mission-
command philosophy.

This is not surprising given our bureaucratic, managerial mindset, withits pathological fear of uncertaintyand
squeamish aversion torisk. Rather than cultivating the qualities and virtues thatenhance operational
effectiveness, we focus on the quantifiableaspects of scientific management, obsessing over administrative
minutia and check-the-block procedural methodology. Without significantchange to this institutional perspective,
the odds of us “transforming” the Army into a truly “expeditionary” force —commanded by adaptiveand flexible
leaders who use mission command to execute decisiveaction—are, frankly, dismal.

This has particular significance for the Armor/Cavalry Branch. The dispersion and rapid tempo of mounted
combined-arms warfarerequires a high degree of initiativeand independence by subordinates for its effective
execution — initiative and independence enabled by a mission-command philosophy. Conversely, a mission-
command philosophy requires the cultivation of adaptiveand flexibleleaders, the development of which is
undermined by the demand for adherence to check-the-block procedural methodologies and processes. Finally,in
the fiscally austere environment we currently face (caused to a great extent by the TO&E bequeathed to us under
modularity),itis our mounted “heavy” forces that are firstinlinefor the chop when Army bureaucrats determine
which units to cut.

This articlewill offer an alternate framing of both the problem and the requisitesolutions for resolving this
dilemma. First,itwill providean alternate perspective of mission command. Second, itwill discuss how scientific
management undermines the development of leaders capable of usingmission command. Third, itwill explain why
our current modular, brigade-based structure does not supporta mission-command philosophy.

Mission command

Mission command is the practice of decentralizing decision-makingand authority down to the lowest possible
echelon, to include cultivating theinitiative of the individual Soldier. It permits the immediate execution of decisive
actioninthe event there is noguidancefrom higher headquarters or that guidance no longer conforms to the
situation.ltis an outcomes-based philosophy with littleusefor hard and fastprinciples or rules of war. “Soldiers
must be thoroughly conscious of the factthat only results matter,” writes Martin Van Creveld.2 Rigid adherence to
protocols, checklists and processes areanathema to mission command since this stifles theinitiative, creativity and
innovation of subordinates.

Mission commandis also a philosophical contractbetween the commander and his subordinates based on mutual
trust, understanding and confidence. This relationship requires thatthe commander provideclearand
unambiguous guidance whileallowing Soldiersthe greatest possiblelatitudeinaccomplishingthe assigned task(s).
Notes Van Creveld, as part of this relationship, “[I]limits as to the method of execution withinthe framework of the
higher commander’s will areimposed only where essential for coordination with other commands.”3 In turn, the
subordinate exercises this latitude within the parameters of his assigned mission unless “itno longer suffices for



the basis foraction, orifitis overtaken by events.”* Inthis case, the subordinate who “changes a mission or does
not carryitout must report his actionimmediately and ... assumes responsibility for the consequences.”®

Mission commandis nota doctrineinthe sense thatit canbe codifiedinregulations. Neither shoulditbe lumped
together with technology or check-the-block procedural methodologies and artificially categorized as a
“warfighting function.” Mission command is a personal and organizational mindsetthat must permeate every
aspectof an institution’s existence.

Army’s perception of mission command

The U.S. Army has a different conception of mission command. Accordingto Army Tactics, Techniques and
Procedures (ATTP) publication 5-0.1, Commander and Staff Officer Guide, mission commandis defined as “the
exerciseof authority and direction by the commander using mission orders to enable disciplined initiative within
the commander’s intent to empower agileand adaptiveleaders.... Itis commander-led and blends the artof
command and the science of control [emphasis added].”®

Whilemission commandis indeed “commander led” andrequires “agileand adaptiveleaders” forits
implementation, the similarities end there. Itis nota “blend” of artand science, for itfunctions entirely within the
realm of art. It has nothing to do with control sincethe entire concept of missioncommand is based on the
premise that control, under the dispersed and fast-paced conditions of modern warfare, is problematicif not
impossible. Finally,itplaces no caveats on the exerciseof initiative.

The implicationsareobvious;subordinateleaders cannotbe trusted to actresponsibly (disciplined initiative)
outsidethe directsupervision (control) of higher headquarters. Conformance is to be imposed upon subordinates
rather than relying on innate professionalismand conscientiousness to guide their actions. Such thinkingis
antithetical toa mission-command philosophy: “Itis noless importantto educate the soldier to thinkand actfor
himself. His self-relianceand sense of honor will then induce him to do his duty even when he is no longer under
the eye of his commanding officer [emphasis added].””

The compulsion to overmanage subordinates reflects a tendency withinthe U.S. Army to “try and foresee
situations and lay down modes of behavior in great detail.”8 This was noted by former German officers convened
inthe 1950s to comment on a revised Field Manual 100-5. In contrastto the hesitance exhibited by the U.S. Army
to unleashits subordinateleaders, these gentlemen noted:

“The task of regulations —besides transmitting basicinformation and points of view concerningcommand and
battle — is to educate. The main goal of this education should be to inculcate:
e Ahighdegree of independence of all grades of command;
e The need for mission-oriented discipline--i.e., the inner duty always to handle in accordance
with the mission given [emphasis added];
e Free creativity;and
e Making‘whole’ (i.e., clear and unambiguous decisions) and carrying them out by concentrating
all forces.”

Note that “mission-oriented discipline” places no caveats on the exerciseof initiative, nor does itpromote external
supervisory control over the actions of subordinates. Italso unequivocally asserts thatart, not science, is the
essential element of mission command. The U.S. Army’s inability or refusal to make similar explicitassertions
makes its endorsement of mission command —and, by extension, the empowerment of “agileand adaptive
leaders” — meaningless.

Of all the Army’s assertions regarding mission command, “science of control” is the least applicable description.
Missioncommandis a responseto the dispersed and fast-paced nature of modern warfare. This dispersionand
speed makes itdifficult,if not impossible, to “control” subordinate units in the chaos of combat. Even if control
were feasible however, itis stillnotdesirable: “The emptiness of the battlefield requires soldiers who can think
and act independently, who can make calculated, decisive and daring use of every situation.”1%Onlyif events go
excessivelyawry or circumstances changedrastically will intervention by higher headquarters be justified.

The willingnessto allow subordinates the requisitelevel of freedom to attain decisiveresults —the essence of
mission command —is exemplified by the operations order written by Hans von Seeckt for the Gorlice Offensive in



May 1915. It provides eloquent testimony to the difference between an operationally orientedarmy and a
managerial, bureaucraticallyinclined and risk-averse organization: “The attack... must be pushed forward ata
rapid pace.... Thus the Army cannot assigntheattacking corps and divisions objectives for each day, lestby fixing
them the possibility of further progress may be obstructed. ... Any portion of the attackingtroops whichis
successful in pushingon will exposeitselfto the danger of envelopment. Thus, the troops that leastdeserve it may
meet with disaster as a resultoftheir own rapidadvance.Consideration of this possibility makes itnecessary for
the Army to fix certainlines, which should bereached by the force as a whole, andif possiblesimultaneously. Any
progress beyond these lines will bethankfully welcomed by the Army and made use of.”11

Note the contrastwith the extremely detailed orders typical of the U.S. Army, which sets “maximum, not
minimum, lines of advanceandinsists onan exact alignmentof advancingtroops as well as stricttimetables.”12
Von Seeckt’s order is the embodiment of mission command, encouragingsubordinateleaders to exercisegenius
and “exploit each situationin a thoughtful, determined and bold way.”13

The compulsion to micromanage extends beyond the tight control of subordinates.Italso encompasses the
unrealisticdesiretoimpose order on the chaos of combat itself rather than acceptthe inevitability of its tumult,
turmoil and confusion. Under these conditions, “[i]ncalculable elements often have the decisiveinfluence. One’s
own will is pitted againsttheindependent will of the enemy. Frictionand errors are daily occurrences.”'* The Army
would rather implement “scientific” management methods, procedures and planning processes (in other words,
military decision-making process (MDMP), joint operation-planning process and operational design) than develop
leaders and cohesive organizations thatthrivein and exploitthese conditions.

MDMP and genius suppression

The most troublingaspectof the Army’s bureaucratic mindsetis the relegation of commanders from the role of
leader to manager/administrator-in-chief. The cause of this is multifold, not the leastof whichis the Army’s latent
assumptionthatadministrative exactitudeis the penultimate expression of militaryvirtue. Itis also the result of
“scientific” management methods and planning processes —and the oversized staffs that support them.

Commanders have primary responsibility for operational planning, notthe staff! While delegating detailed
planningand supervision in specific functional areas, they must assume hands-oninvolvement in planningand
refinement of the scheme of maneuver. Simply tossing “guidance” to the staff, then pickingand choosinga course
of action based on their analysisand conclusions is notthe proper exercise of leadership or command andis
anathema to the concept of mission command.

This approach notonly marginalizes the participation of commanders in the planning process, itencourages
microanalysis, microplanning and micromanagement by the staff, thus suppressingthe exercise of genius at all
echelons. Itshould be noted that by genius we are not referringto anindividual possessing extraordinary abilities
but to the capacity for every Soldier to apply creativeandinspirational solutions to battlefield problems. Because
MDMP (etc.) revolves around the accumulation and analysis of quantifiablefacts and data rather than the
intangibleaspects of combat, itis unlikely to produce similar results since “[o]ften itis precisely thosefactors that
cannot be measured that areof the greatest importance.”15 Staff-centric planningand MDMP produce “safe”
plans;creativegenius attains decisiveresults.

Whileeffective leaders inviterecommendations andincorporategood ideas from the staff, itis ultimately the
commander’s abilityto planandactdecisively thatmatters. No procedural methodology or bureaucratically
oriented decision-making process can changethis: “[I]tis simply notpossibleto constructa model for the artof
war that canserve as a scaffolding on which the commander canrely on for supportat anytime. Whenever he has
to fall backon his innatetalent, he will find himself outsidethe model andin conflictwithit; no matter how
versatilethe code. Talent and genius operate outsidethe rules, and theory conflicts with practice.!®

Streamlining bureaucracy

Whilethe Army acknowledges the advantages of operating within the decision cycle of our opponents, its current
staff-centric doctrineinhibits rapid decision-making by following check-the-block procedural planning
methodologies. Regardless of its concession thatintuitivedecision-makingand abbreviated MDMP are acceptable
alternatives to the full-blown process —albeiton a limited basis —the fact remains that the Army’s stafftraining,



exercises and evaluations arebased on the ability to adhere to process and doctrinerather than attainrapidand
decisiveresults.

This has led to oversized staffsizes at battalion level and above, a situation exacerbated by the acquisition of
Command Post of the Future and the massiveinfrastructureand plethora of technicians required to supportthe
system. Asidefrom the unsustainable expensethis adds to the Army’s budget, there is noevidence to indicatethat
larger staffs or technological infrastructureadds to efficiency — their sizeand complexity actuallyimpedethe
planningand decision-making process. “There can be no doubt that there exists a point beyond which the
expansion of headquarters no longer contributes to efficiency and may indeed reduce it,” notes Van Creveld.l”

Thisisillustrated by contrasting current U.S. Army staff sizes with those of the German army during World War Il.
For example, a panzer division’s command staff contained seven officers (three majors and four captains)!8with
the staff company as a whole totaling only 19 officers, 12 warrantofficers, 29 noncommissioned officers and 67
enlisted personnel .1® This reflected at lower echelons as well. Panzer-regiment command staffs operated with five
officers;2% panzer battalions functioned with four.2! Even if we accept the notion that modern conflictis so much
more sophisticated thatitrequires considerably larger staffs (wedon’t), itis doubtful whether itjustifies the
massive expansion represented by current U.S. Army headquarters.

Itis notablethat “German staffs at all levels wereoperational andtactical organsaboveall ... devoting the
minimum effort possibleto all other tasks.”?2 This emphasis on operations is reinforced by the manner in which
the army as a whole viewed administration: “[T]he General Staff was reluctant to increasethe burden of
paperwork restingon the troops and to turn them into collectingagencies for data that would benefit the Army as
a whole but not them directly. ... Thus, the organization department did not demand dailyreports on actual
strength, casualties and the need for replacements; instead, itused establishmentstrength andlosses, reported
every [10] days, to make its own calculations. ... The system consciously attempted to minimizethe amount of
paperwork and was quite prepared to take the resultinginaccuracies in stride.”?3

Whilethis approach has been criticized for not placing enough emphasis onlogistics, such assertions aredebatable
(although beyond our scope of our discussion). Nevertheless, there is noreasonwhy an operationally focused
organization cannotbe proficientin the areas of supplyandlogistics as well.

BCT and mission command

There are three problems with the Army’s brigade-based structure and the brigadecombat team (BCT) concept
itself.One is the failureto recognize the advantages of cohesion provided by a regimental structure and how this
facilitates the exercise of mission command. Two is the BCT’s bloated organization and massiveinfrastructure—
designed more for static operations thantacticaland operational maneuver.Three is the dispersal of low-density
military-occupation specialty (MOS) positions across the BCT, complicating equipment fielding and training within
the brigadeas well as distractingitfromits core function as a fighting organization.

Unit cohesionis an essential element of mission command because itfosters trust, faithand familiarity amongthe
members of a unit. This allows an organization to maintain unity of effort and purpose despite the friction,chaos
andstress of combat. The Germans thought that “[u]nits that are only superficially held together ... easilyfailin
moments of grave danger and under the pressureof unexpected events.”2* On the other hand, the adoption of a
brigadesystem was intended to facilitate task-organization by looseningthe ties that existed within the regiment.
Not only was this counterproductive, it was unnecessary.

The Germans, masters inthe use of the task-force concept, felt no compunction to eliminatethe regiment as an
operational entity, usingitas a core element inthe formation of its “kampfgruppes” during World War ll.
Following experiments that led to the adoption of the pentomic reorganizationinthe 1950s, MG George E. Lynch
noted that the regimental combat team was justas suitable for the formation of task forces as the armored
divisions’ combatcommands (i.e., brigades).

Lynch concluded that the Army should return to the traditional division organization with three regimental
combat teams, which, he believed, were as flexibleas combatcommands. Furthermore, Lynch thought
regimental organization fostered morale; encouraged teamwork between subordinateand superior



commanders, as well as their staffs; provided knowledge about capabilities and weaknesses of units and their
leaders;and stimulated cooperative working methods [emphasis added].?®

The brigade provides no such benefits, its amorphous organization failing to provide the same sense of corporate
identity as the regiment. Further invalidating this systemis the fact that brigades have assumed the same level of
administrativeand logistical responsibilities as theregiments they replaced. The adoption of a combined-arms
organization below brigade-level (the combined-arms battalion) has also eliminated the need for the type of task-
organization envisioned by the brigade system.

The BCT is also a productof the same mindset, which threatened the development of a sustainableand
expeditionary Army during World War I1. Referred to as “empire building” by Leslie McNair, it reflected a desireto
organize units “so they could handleevery contingency, not justthe ones most likely to occur.”26 There was alsoa
tendency to burden units with “comforts, conveniences, gadgets, technicians, ‘experts,’ special servicesand
complex command-control systems.”?” As in the caseof the BCT, “once these additions gotstarted, they multiplied
exponentially.”28

As the head of Army Ground Forces, McNair sought to counter these trends by stripping modified TO&Es of
anything not directly contributingto an organization’s corefunction. By streamlining sustainmentand
headquarters elements and poolingspecial purposeand supportassets athigher echelons, McNair believed the
Army could economize on resources and reduce shippingspacefor movingunits overseas.Yet he retained combat
power by leaving maneuver elements essentially untouched by these economies.

Whilethe Army rejected the concept of poolingafter World War |1, ostensibly on the basis ofimproving cohesion,
inthe caseof low-density MOS positions this approachisessential. Notonly does it facilitate the equippingand
training of these personnel by consolidatingthem into special-purpose organizations, itavoids theexpense of
makingthem organic to every maneuver formation despite the fact that their services do not contribute directly to
the conduct of combat operations. Most of all, itfrees maneuver units to focus on their core functions rather than
managinga complex variety of non-combat-oriented component elements.

Conclusion

The U.S. Army’s failureto institute comprehensive reform, specificallyin thearea of mission command, can be
attributed to its bureaucratic, managerial culture. This culture, addicted to check-the-block procedural
methodology and processes, fosters a pathological fear of uncertainty and a squeamish aversiontorisk, each of
whichis anathema to a true mission-command philosophy.lthas also failed to introduce streamlined, cohesive
TO&Es that facilitate mission command and has offered little substantive supportfor the cultivation of adaptive,
flexibleleaders.Only by a massivereorientation away from its preference for scientific management and
bureaucratic routinewill itachieveits proclaimed goal of creatingan expeditionary forceled by adaptive, flexible
leaders using mission command to execute decisiveaction.
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