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The Chief’'s Toolbox:

The Art and Methods of Leading a Productive Staff

by COL Andy Morgado

Army Field Manual (FM) 6-0, Com-
mander and Staff Organization and
Operations, identifies the chief of staff
as the commander’s principal assistant
responsible for coordinating and di-
recting the work of the staff, and for
establishing and monitoring the battle
rhythm.* As in most doctrinal manuals,
the science is often clear, but the art
of application sometimes leaves much
to the imagination. This is clearly my
perception of the chief of staff posi-
tion, a role | performed at the two-
and three-star level commands (a di-
vision and field army). | also served as
assistant to the chief of staff at a four-
star major command.

The chief of staff position is the ful-
crum or nexus of action on the staff,
empowered to translate the com-
mander’s directions and intent into ac-
tion and achieve results. Doctrine as-
signs roles and responsibilities, but
the practical means of governing ac-
tion, processing information and ap-
preciating the context for action re-
quired at any level of command lack
precise definition. This article serves
as a practitioner’s guide for chiefs of
staff and executive officers who must
interpret doctrine and employ the re-
sources available to accomplish the
mission. This is simply one practitio-
ner’s perspective and is given with the
hope that others may learn from the
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trials, errors and successes of another
to apply to their given circumstances.

Role of integration

The chief of staff’s role is primarily one
of integration. The chief of staff brings
multiple people, tasks, efforts and
functions together to solve problems
and produce results.

The commander is ultimately respon-
sible for organizing and training the
staff, driving the operations process,
building and maintaining situational
understanding and solving problems.?
However, the chief of staff is the per-
son who brings it all together, finding
the ways and means to attain the de-
sired ends. Doctrine provides many
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Figure 1. Eighth Army staff employ six common tools to help regulate headquarters actions and processes.
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well-defined processes to help the
commander and staff meet these re-
sponsibilities. This includes the mili-
tary decision-making process, intelli-
gence preparation of the battlefield,
the targeting process, risk manage-
ment and knowledge management.?

The staff must manage and synchro-
nize each of these discrete processes
in @ manner that provides the com-
mander with timely and relevant infor-
mation to make decisions. These pro-
cesses must further integrate into a
system of command and control. This
includes how the commander issues
orders and guidance, and how subor-
dinates provide feedback. The com-
mander establishes “just enough” con-
trol to affect essential coordination to
allow subordinates leeway in accom-
plishing the mission.* The commander
must also establish an “arrangement
of people, processes, networks and
command posts.”®

Again, the true challenge for the chief
of staff is combining these multiple
functions into a comprehensive sys-
tem. The chief of staff must often
“read between the lines,” defining
specified and implied tasks and over-
all intent. The chief of staff must also
understand that not only must he or
she support the commander, but also
must enable the operations of subor-
dinate units. The chief of staff must
also inform and integrate higher head-
quarters’ and adjacent organizations’
actions. In the end, the chief of staff
must lead people and manage pro-
cesses that bring multiple systems to-
gether into a cohesive whole.

Through much trial and error, | found
a core of functions or tools that help
bring these multiple strands of re-
sponsibilities into a manageable sys-
tem. They are the chief of staff’s “Big
6.” These six tools aid the chief of staff
in meeting the commander’s and
staff’s needs. They are (1) terms of ref-
erence (ToRs); (2) standing operating
procedures (SOPs); (3) battle rhythm;
(4) seven-minute drills; (5) task list;
and (6) executive summaries (EX-
SUMs). All these tools help the chief
of staff manage work flow, modulate
the decision tempo, receive and give
guidance, and allow commanders and
staffs to plan, prepare and execute the
commander’s vision. These tools

account for people, processes and or-
ganizations that must come together
to achieve results.

It starts with people

The process of organizing a staff and
employing the tools starts with peo-
ple. Defining a person’s role and estab-
lishing a basis for action are the start
points for effective administration.

A ToR document is a means to create
a common understanding on the lati-
tude for action afforded to each mem-
ber of the team. Commanders cannot
exercise command and control alone.®
The ToR is a means by which a com-
mander delegates authority without
absolving the ultimate responsibility
for a decision or action.

Establishing clear roles and responsi-
bilities is also one of a leader’s essen-
tial tasks in Army team building.” Set-
ting clear boundaries or zones of ac-
tion in a clear, concise way empowers
individuals within their sphere and
creates efficiencies. A commander,
through the chief of staff, creates a
stable structure of delegation that, de-
spite any changes or turbulence,
builds continuity with this basic struc-
ture.

A good ToR spells out zones of action
and responsibilities, defines relation-
ships and, most importantly, delin-
eates decision-making authority. The
ToR, an act of delegation, clearly artic-
ulates the scope and degree of dele-
gated powers. Particularly in a large
headquarters, there is always too
much work for the commander to do.
Definitively assigning that responsibil-
ity from the outset saves time and or-
ganizational energy.

The ToR establishes “who” can act and
in what sphere; the SOP specifies the
“how.” A staff’s reaction to an SOP
usually falls into one of two catego-
ries: they ignore it or give it scant at-
tention. A staff will work frantically to
create an SOP to pass the next inspec-
tion but then soon discard it when the
short-term requirement passes away.

The much-maligned SOP is often an
item to have and not use. Fundamen-
tally the problem is one of construc-
tion and design. It’s not that SOPs are
without value. When a staff creates an
SOP in haste or with an ill-defined

scope and purpose, the resulting con-
struction is also poor. They end up be-
ing massive tomes, fit more for prop-
ping open a door or window than be-
ing put into use. However, SOPs are
not only essential, but when properly
constructed, they are an effective tool
for efficiency and continuity.

With this in mind, SOPs should focus
on business rules and set procedural
steps to guide the uninitiated and ca-
sual practitioners on how tasks get
done. Effective SOPs use checklists
and flow charts instead of dense text.
SOPs work when they are simple,
easy-to-read and written without
technical jargon. A good SOP takes
time to build, but it’s an investment in
time at the front end that creates
many efficiencies later.

Time management and decision flow
are at the heart of the third tool: the
battle rhythm. Arguably, the battle
rhythm is the most important of all the
chief of staff’s tools. The battle rhythm
“provides structure for managing a
headquarters’ most important internal
resource: the commander’s and staff’s
time.”®

A battle rhythm is a deliberate daily
schedule to make the best use of avail-
able time. It helps synchronize head-
quarters activities horizontally and
vertically. A good battle rhythm facili-
tates commander and staff interac-
tion, helps create shared understand-
ing inside and outside the headquar-
ters, and sets a routine for coordina-
tion and interaction.’® The battle
rhythm ultimately manages the orga-
nization’s workflow by setting expec-
tations and tempo.

A chief must ensure the battle rhythm
meets the commander’s decision-
making style and that it is nested with
higher headquarters’ information re-
quirements when establishing the unit
battle rhythm. It must not only allo-
cate time for presentation and deci-
sion, but it must also ensure there’s
time for the staff to do analysis and
“real work.”1®

The battle rhythm has to be flexible,
but a chief of staff must tread careful-
ly when contemplating ad hoc or spon-
taneous adjustments. Shifts in the
rhythm may have larger, more damag-
ing impacts on subordinate
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Figure 2. The battle rhythm supports a clear, critical path to decisions.

commands. Every event on the battle
rhythm must have a clear purpose and
a deliverable. It must have clear inputs
and outputs. Thus, the battle rhythm’s
close companion and accompanying
tool that assists in meeting the input
and output criteria is the seven-min-
ute drill.

The seven-minute drill is a concise
“how-to” and content guide to aid
staff officers in organizing, running
and producing the desired results of a
battle-rhythm meeting. A seven-min-
ute drill exists for each item on the
battle rhythm. Every battle rhythm
must be connected in a decision-mak-
ing pathway or chain.

Each seven-minute drill describes how
a given meeting fits into the overall
scheme. It must describe what comes
before it and what its outputs must
feed. It also must clearly state who
must contribute, in what sequence
and to what end. A good seven-minute
drill designates a lead, provides an
agenda, specifies what staff sections
or leaders must be present and sets
the frequency of meeting. Most im-
portantly, the battle rhythm and sev-
en-minute drill, working in concert,
identify the critical path for staff mem-
bers, leaders and subordinates to gar-
ner a decision from the appropriate

leader or commander.

The ToR and battle rhythm provide a
pathway for decisions when taken to-
gether. Once a leader or commander
makes a decision, it must be commu-
nicated. Staffs communicate most de-
cisions via an order, but many deci-
sions made in the planning process do
not lend themselves well to publica-
tion in an order. To capture these out-
comes, staffs must publish results in a
routine way. Publishing an EXSUM is a
simple and effective means of dissem-
ination.

Reporting the outcome of a meeting
through an EXSUM is a key enabler in
the staff process. Along the decision
pathway, the commander, his subordi-
nate leaders and staff interact in mul-
tiple ways. The most common interac-
tion is when the commander or subor-
dinate leader gives or receives guid-
ance. The recommended plan or
course of action changes or undergoes
revision in this dialogue.

Preferably, every activity on the battle
rhythm is captured by an attentive
staff member and published to the en-
tire staff and subordinate commands
via an EXSUM. This summary captures
the key points of the engagement, de-
cisions made, requests for information

and due-outs. These summaries are
then fed into the headquarters’ knowl-
edge-management system, where the
staff views and processes them. The
EXSUM provides a record of action and
decision, a base of knowledge to en-
able follow-on action.

In the daily course of operations, not
all guidance or directives fit neatly
into the command’s decision pathway.
Therefore, a commander and staff fre-
quently identify problems, initiatives
or opportunities that require more
study or analysis before the com-
mander decides to take more defini-
tive action. The commander will issue
guidance and tasks in any venue.

A staff must be able to record these
tasks, assign responsibility, establish a
suspense and provide feedback to the
commander. A consolidated command
task list is a means to capture and fol-
low through on these directives. The
chief of staff is uniquely suited to help
define the task and identify which
staff section has the required exper-
tise. The chief should also determine
what other staff entities may have a
supporting role, assign a suspense,
prioritize effort and establish the
amount of effort to apply to the given
task. Assigning a staff lead is also not
always as easy as it seems.

FM 6-0 establishes clear responsibili-
ties, but some staff-action items may
not fit neatly into a coordinating or
special-staff director’s purview. As-
signing the right action entity is not al-
ways readily apparent. This discretion
is clearly an art; appropriately assign-
ing appropriate roles and responsibili-
ties can save time and effort.! The de-
cision depends on capability, capacity,
expertise or experience.

The final bit of additional discretion
applied by the chief of staff requires
him or her to determine the level of
effort or degree of completion neces-
sary for the given task. Not every
product can be perfect, or even needs
to be perfect, particularly in a time-
constrained environment. The chief of
staff must make a deliberate call to de-
termine the level of development a
staff product must meet and who will
conduct the first review of this prod-
uct to provide guidance for its further
refinement. A common task list,
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Figure 3. Essential information of a seven-minute drill. (Source: Department
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routinely reviewed, helps ensure that
the staff captures and answers com-
mander’s directives and questions.

Takeaway

The chief of staff’s “Big 6” are not the
“be all and end all” of properly admin-
istering a staff. These are but observa-
tions and accumulated lessons I've
learned over time. My hope is that
these observations add to the discus-
sion and provide others the thoughts
and possible means to expand on and
improve the performance of their own
organizations.

These tools are not meant to restrict
human creativity. As a recent article
on staffs warned, competent staff of-
ficers “must be able to drive the staff
process instead of becoming victim to
them.”*2 Therefore, the “Big 6” creates
a structure for interaction, and it’s a
means to regulate the function of
complex and complicated organiza-
tions. The ultimate aim is that this is
“a process and chain of events that
starts with an idea and ends with an
advantage.”?

Staff officers must always strive to
promote the staff virtues of compe-
tence, clarity of thought, initiative,
adaptability and flexibility.!* These
qualities, coupled with efficient pro-
cesses, will enable an organization to
achieve results. My wish is that they
may help to empower your organiza-
tion.
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Honoring our Armor and Cavalry
Medal of Honor Heroes

Derived from Center of Military History information provided
at https://history.army.mil/html/moh/civwaral.html. Listed
alphabetically. Note: Asterisk in the citation indicates the
award was given posthumously.

LUCAS, GEORGE W. PVT

Unit: Company C, 3rd Missouri Cavalry. Place and date of action: Benton, AR,
July 25, 1864. Entered service: Mt. Sterling, Brown County, IL. Born: Adams
County, IL. Date of issue: December 1864. Citation: Pursued and killed
Confederate BG George M. Holt, Arkansas Militia, capturing his arms and
horse.

LYMAN, JOEL H.

Rank and unit: Quartermaster sergeant, Company B, 9th New York Cavalry.
Place and date of action: Winchester, VA, Sept. 19, 1864. Entered service:
East Randolph, NY. Born: Cattaraugus, NY. Date of issue: Aug. 20, 1894,

Citation: In an attempt to capture a Confederate flag, he captured one of the
enemy’s officers and brought him within the lines.

LYON, FREDERICK A. CPL

Unit: Comganv A, 1st Vermont Cavalry. Place and date of action: Cedar Creek,
VA, Oct. 19, 1864. Entered service: Burlington, VT. Born: June 25, 1843,
Williamsburg, MA, Date of issue: Nov. 26, 1864, Citation: With one
companion, captured the flag of a Confederate regiment, three officers and
an ambulance with its mules and driver.

MADISON, JAMES SGT

Unit: Company E, 8th New York Cavalry, Place and date of action:
Waynesboro, VA, March 2, 1865. Entered service: Fairport, NY. Born: Niagara,
NY. Date of issue: March 26, 1865. Citation: Recapture of GEN Crook's
headquarters flag.

MANDY, HARRY J, 15G

Unit: Company B, 4th New York Cavalry. Place and date of action: Front
Rnyal, VA, Aug. 15, 1864. Entered service: New York, NY. Born: England. Date
of issue: Aug. 26, 1864. Citation: Capture of flag of 3rd Virginia Infantry (CSA).
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