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Understanding Mission Command

Hbf - 2B (EERVam) BHT - 2022 4 7-8 A5k
(Military Review, July-August 2022)
fEZ - Lee Robinson %

B FIRE

You get the best effort from others not by lighting a fire beneath them, but
by building a fire within.
- Bob Nelson
2015, the Army published the “Mission Command Assessment Program”
to measure progress toward achieving the objectives of the Army Mission
Command Strategy." The first strategic objective in the Army Mission
Command Strategy is that “all Army leaders understand the mission command
philosophy.” As the Mission Command Assessment Program concluded in
2019, a series of articles published in Military Review made a persuasive case
that the institution fell short of this objective.” While there is undoubtedly
progress since 2019 on generating greater understanding of the mission
command philosophy, instilling an understanding of mission command is a
continuous process rather than a milestone fixed in time.
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! “U.S. Army Mission Command Strategy, FY 13-19” (Washington, DC: Headquarters, Department of t
he Army, June 2013), accessed 22 December 2021, https://api.army.mil/e2/c/downloads/312724.pdf;
“U.S. Army Mission Command Assessment Plan FY 15-19” (Washington, DC: Headquarters, Depart
ment of the Army, 19 June 2015), accessed 17 October 2021, https://usacac.army.mil/sites/default/file
s/documents/mccoe/AMCAP%2022%20Jun%2015.pdf.

2 “U.S. Army Mission Command Strategy, FY 13-19,” 1.
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In this article, | share some perspectives on the difficulties of educating
and training Army leaders on the mission command philosophy, and |
recommend a method to address shortcomings in our current approach. |
describe a tool grounded in the relationship between trust and competence as
an intuitive approach to coach subordinates and inform our practice of mission
command.
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Mission Command Confusion
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Gen. Stephen Townsend (then the commanding general of the U.S. Army
Training and Doctrine Command) and several coauthors discussed the Army’s
struggles with generating a shared understanding of mission command in
three articles published in Military Review in 2019. They focused on two
culprits. First, the Army’s rhetoric and actions were not consistent with mission
command, evidenced by centralized training processes that constrained
opportunities for subordinates to exercise initiative." Second, instead of
clarifying mission command, the 2012 version of Army Doctrine Reference
Publication 6-0, Mission Command, served as a source of confusion.
Removing the term “command and control” and replacing it with mission
command resulted in misunderstanding between mission command as a
philosophy and mission command as a warfighting function.
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® Stephen J. Townsend, Douglas Crissman, and Kelly McCoy, “Reinvigorating the Army’s Approach to
Mission Command: It's Okay to Run with Scissors (Part 1),” Military Review 99, no. 3 (May-June 2
019): 4-9; Stephen J. Townsend et al., “Reinvigorating the Army’s Approach to Mission Command:
Leading by Mission Command (Part 2),” Military Review 99, no. 4 (July-August 2019): 6-12; Stephe
n J. Townsend et al., “Reinvigorating the Army’s Approach to Mission Command: Training for Missio
n Command (Part 3),” Military Review 99, no. 5 (September-October 2019): 6-15.
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As | attended pre-command courses in preparation for battalion
command in the summer of 2019, Army senior leaders explained our
institutional struggles to understand and practice mission command routinely.
They implored our cohort of future battalion and brigade commanders to do
better. Updated doctrine published in the summer of 2019 provided us some
tools to coach subordinates on mission command.
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The revised Army Doctrine Publication (ADP) 6-0, Mission Command:
Command and Control of Army Forces, remedied the shortcomings of the
2012 version of Army Doctrine Reference Publication 6-0. As stated in the
introduction to this manual, “Labeling multiple things mission command
unintentionally eroded the importance of mission command, which is critical to
the command and control of Army forces across the range of military
operations.” This update restored command and control as a warfighting
function. It also clarified that mission command is the Army’s approach to
command and control with the goal of empowering subordinate decision
making and decentralized execution of operations that is appropriate to the
situation.

HUEETHY(2019 i) 6-0 sl ARt iRin Ry (EB U © EHE
AT EBLE ) - HAEIE 2012 FRRAVERES » sATEZAERIBIS At - " 452
TEEYIRG H R TS » BRI T e EZE M > mEF
PRI TR (EE S ERRTE PR R R E R S EZ - | BRI

* Donald E. Vandegriff, Adopting Mission Command: Developing Leaders for a Superior Command Cul
ture (Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 2019).

* Army Doctrine Publication (ADP) 6-0, Mission Command: Command and Control of Army Forces (W
ashington, DC: U.S. Government Publishing Office [GPO], 2019), vii.
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Unified Land Operations
How the Army seizes, retains, and exploits the initiative to gain and maintain a
position of relative advantage in sustained land operations through simultaneous
offensive, defensive, and stability operations in order to prevent or deter conflict,
prevail in war, and create the conditions for favorable conflict resolution.

* One of the foundations is... *

Nature of
Operations

Military operations are
human endeavors.

They are contests of
wills characterized

Mission Command Philosophy

Exercise of authority and direction by the commander using
mission orders to enable disciplined initiative within the
commander’s intent to empower agile and adaptive leaders
in the conduct of unified land operations.

Guided by the principles of...

by continuous and
mutual adaptation
by all participants.

Army forces conduct
operations in complex,

= Build cohesive teams through mutual trust
= Create shared understanding

« Provide a clear commander’s intent

« Exercise disciplined initiative

« Use mission orders

« Accept prudent risk

ever-changing, and
uncertain operational
environments.

To account for this, the Army exercises... ‘

The principles of mission command assist
commanders and staff in blending the

art of command with the science of control.

Executed
through
the...

Mission Command Warfighting Function
The related tasks and systems that develop and integrate those activities enabling
a commander to balance the art of command and the science of control in order to
integrate the other warfighting functions.

A series of mutually supported tasks...

Commander Tasks:

= Drive the operations process through
the activities of understand, visualize,
describe, direct, lead, and assess

* Develop teams, both within their
own organizations and with unified
action partners

» Inform and influence audiences,
inside and outside their organizations

Leads >
K_ Supports

Staff Tasks:

- Conduct the operations process (plan,
prepare, execute, and assess)

« Conduct knowledge management and
information management

= Synchronize information-related
capabilities

« Conduct cyber electromagnetic
activities

« Conduct military deception

Additional Tasks:

» Conduct airspace control

« Conduct information protection

« Conduct civil affairs operations - Install, operate, and maintain the network

Enabled by
a system... « Personnel

* Networks

Mission Command System:
* Information systems
* Processes and procedures

« Facilities and equipment

Together, the mission command philosophy and warfighting function guide, integrate,
and synchronize Army forces throughout the conduct of unified land operations.

Figure 1: ADP 6-0, Mission Command, 2012
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Nature of War
Military operations are inherently human endeavors representing a contest of wills,
characterized by violence and continuous adaption by all participants, conducted in dynamic
and uncertain operational environments to achieve a political purpose.

Operations must account for the nature of war. As such the Army’s operational conceptis...

Unified Land Operations
The simultaneous execution of offense, defense, stability, and defense support of civil
authorities across multiple domains to shape operational environments, prevent conflict,
prevail in large-scale ground combat, and consolidate gains as part of unified action.

The Army's operational concept is enabled by ...

Mission Command

The Army’s approach to command and control that empowers subordinate
decision making and decentralized execution appropriate to the situation.

Enabled by the principles of...
Competence | Mutual trust | Shared understanding | Commander’s intent
Mission orders | Disciplined initiative | Risk acceptance

Command and control is fundamental fo all operations...

Command and Control
Command and control is the exercise of authority and direction by a properly designated
commander over assigned and attached forces in the accomplishment of a mission.

Elements of Command Elements of Control

« Authority » Direction

* Responsibility * Feedback

+ Decision making + Information

» Leadership » Communication
Executed through...

Command and Control Warfighting Function
The related tasks and a system that enables commanders to synchronize and converge
all elements of combat. power.

Tasks Movement Command and
/ Control System
Command forces Competence ey oo
; Mutual Trust Understanding pie
Control operations
Y ivERsi. O + Processes
Drive the Risk D Missi
operations process Acceptance 1 Commander’s * Networks
Disciplined i Intent
Establish the itative. /" N\ T
command and posts
control system Mission Orders

—-—
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Figure 2: ADP 6-0, Mission Command, 2019
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With a firmer doctrinal foundation for mission command, | prioritized
coaching subordinate leaders on the practice of mission command. Company
grade leaders expressed skepticism on mission command in practice despite
the revisions to ADP 6-0 during my first leader development session on this
topic. | found that | needed a better leader development tool to coach
subordinates on mission command than what | found in doctrine. This session
began a two-year journey to increase the understanding and practice of
mission command in the formation. As Townsend noted, “At its heart, the
Army’s approach to mission command is about applying the appropriate level
of control so that, given the circumstances and information available, leaders
make the best possible decision at the right level and at the right time.”
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In our initial discussions on mission command, company grade leaders
expressed a perspective that close control of subordinate leaders was
antithetical to the spirit of mission command. From these conversations, | felt
that grasping the nuance of the appropriate level of control was the key to
unlocking the essence of mission command. A confluence of factors, among
them the reduction of mandatory training under Army Secretary Mark Esper’s
tenure, removal of the term “command and control” from doctrine, and
discussions in professional journals about the effects on the institution of
myriad reporting requirements, created the conditions under which control
was seen as a dirty word and inconsistent with mission command.’
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® Townsend, Crissman, and McCoy, “Reinvigorating the Army’s Approach to Mission Command (Part
1), 7.
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The revised ADP 6-0 provides a path away from the perspective that
control is antithetical to mission command, stressing that the appropriate level
of control is part of the art of command.® However, educating the force on
mission command by imparting the knowledge from ADP 6-0 is insufficient. It
must be accompanied by training in which the knowledge in ADP 6-0 is put
into practice. If you have ever picked up a musical instrument or a paintbrush,
you are familiar with the rough state of your early practice as a musician or
painting artist. Similarly, early practice of the art of command can be rough.
Some artists learn to employ their skills more quickly than others, but
familiarization and training on the basic tools of the practice provide a
foundation for experimentation and learning.
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If determining the appropriate level of control is part of the art of
command, perhaps the Army’s struggles with practicing mission command
stem in part from the tools provided to establish the foundations for the
practice of mission command. | sought a tool to help subordinates understand
that control measures or risk mitigation practices were not automatically
signals of distrust, but rather application of the appropriate level of control in a
given situation. ADP 6-0 discusses the use of mission variables and eight
other considerations to guide leaders in the exercise of control over
subordinate elements, but | found success with a more intuitive approach to

" Leonard Wong and Stephen J. Gerras, Lying to Ourselves: Dishonesty in the Army Profession (Carli
sle, PA: U.S. Army War College Press, 2015).
8 ADP 6-0, Mission Command, 1-5.
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enable the exercise of mission command.’
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Table 1: Mission Variables

Variable Description

Mission Commanders and staffs view all of the mission variables in terms of their impact on
mission accomplishment. The mission is the task, together with the purpose, that
clearly indicates the action to be taken and the reason therefore. It is always the first
variable commanders consider during decision making. A mission statement
contains the "who, what, when, where, and why" of the operation.

Enemy The second variable to consider is the enemy’s dispositions (including organization,
strength, location, and tactical mobility), doctrine, equipment, capabilities,
vulnerabilities, and probable courses of action.

Terrain and Terrain and weather analysis are inseparable and directly influence each other's
weather impact on military operations. Terrain includes natural features (such as rivers and
mountains) and manmade features (such as cities, airfields, and bridges).
Commanders analyze terrain using the five military aspects of terrain expressed in
the memory aid OAKOC: observation and fields of fire, avenues of approach, key
and decisive terrain, obstacles, cover and concealment. The military aspects of
weather include visibility, wind, precipitation, cloud cover, temperature, and humidity.

Troops and This variable includes the number, type, capabilities, and condition of available
support available | friendly troops and support. These include supplies, services, and support available
from joint, host nation, and unified action partners. They also include support from
civilians and contractors employed by military organizations, such as the Defense
Logistics Agency and the Army Materiel Command.

Time available Commanders assess the time available for planning, preparing, and execufing tasks
and operations. This includes the time required to assemble, deploy, and maneuver
units in relationship to the enemy and conditions.

Civil Civil considerations are the influence of manmade infrastructure, civilian
conslderations institutions, and attitudes and activities of the civilian leaders, populations,
and organizations within an area of operations on the conduct of military
operations. Civil considerations comprise six characteristics, expressed in the
memory aid ASCOPE: areas, structures, capabilities, organizations, people, and
events.

Source: Army Doctrine Publication (ADP) 6-0, Mission Command: Command and Control of Army Forces (Washington,
DC: U.S. Government Publishing Office [GPO], 2019), 3-6.

% Ibid., 1-6. 333} : Mission Variables (Mission, Enemy, Terrain and weather, Troops and support avail
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Source: Army Doctrine Publication (ADP) 6-0, Mission Command: Command and Control of Army Forces (Washington,
DC: U.S. Government Publishing Office [GPO], 2019), 3-6.

Table 2: Levels of Control

h More control ———————————————— | oss control q

Considerations

« Predictable
* Known

* Unpredictable

Situation « Unknown

= New team

» Inexperienced

+ Experienced

Unit Cohesion . Mature team

practice

= Untrained or needs

* Trained in tasks to be

Level of Training performed

+ Being developed

Level of Trust « Established

+ Top down

= Explicit communications
= Vertical communications

« Reciprocal information

* Implicit communications

« Vertical and horizontal
communications

Shared Understanding

* Restrictive

Rules of Engagement + Permissive

* Acceptable decisions

= Optimal decisions later

Required Decision

sooner

« Science of war
+ Synchronization

Appropriate To

« Art of war
* Orchestration

Source: Army Doctrine Publication (ADP) 6-0, Mission Command: Command and Control of Army Forces (Washington,
Government Publishing Office [GPO], 2019), 1-6.

DC: U.S.
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Source: Army Doctrine Publication (ADP) 6-0, Mission Command: Command and Control of Army Forces (Washington,
DC: U.S. Government Publishing Office [GPO], 2019), 1-6.

Relationship of Competence and Trust
BN EEEM G RIRE

My recommendation for a more intuitive guide for the practice of mission
command is rooted in the relationship between trust and competence. ADP
6-0 states, “Mission command requires competent forces and an environment
of mutual trust and shared understanding among commanders, staffs, and
subordinates” (emphasis added).” While not downplaying the importance of
the other variables a leader should consider in determining the appropriate
level of control for a given situation, conceptualizing mission command in
terms of the relationship between trust and competence provides a more
instinctive method to teach our warfighting philosophy.
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What do we mean by trust and competence? ADP 6-22, Army Leadership
and the Profession, states that the foundation of competence is
military-technical expertise. Trust is the “shared confidence between
commanders, subordinates, and partners that they can be relied on and are
competent in performing their assigned tasks.”' Competent leaders perform
duties with discipline and to standards while striving for excellence; display the
appropriate knowledge of equipment, procedures, and methods; and
recognize and generate innovative solutions.” Competence is therefore rooted
in a subordinate’s ability to perform tasks, while trust centers on the perception
between leaders and subordinates of their ability to accomplish a task. Of note,
trust depends on a “shared confidence,” meaning that if a leader trusts a
subordinate but the subordinate does not perceive that the leader trusts him or
her, trust is suboptimal.
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Characterizing mission command as the relationship between trust and
competence allows us to put these two concepts on a dichotomy (see figure).
On the x-axis, competence of subordinates ranges from low on the left side of
the dichotomy to high on the right side. The y-axis represents the perceived
trust between leaders and subordinates, ranging from an environment of low
trust on the bottom of the dichotomy to high trust on the top.
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Ibid., 1-7.
2 ADP 6-22, Army Leadership and the Profession (Washington, DC: U.S. GPO, 2019), 5-14.
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High Trust

A

Low Competence/High Trust

Macromanagement: Not enough
control for level of competence

&’i@w g

High Competence/High Trust

Mission command: Disciplined
initiative through competent
forces and mutual trust

Low P 2 High
Competence P e}oQ " Competence
oL

Low Competence/Low Trust

Compliance focused: Appropriate level
of control for level of competence

N

y

High Competence/Low Trust

Micromanagement: Too much
control for level of competence

Low Trust

Source: by Lee Robinson
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Source: by Lee Robinson

This diagram provides a visual representation of the relationship between
trust and competence to aid leaders in understanding the appropriate level of
control for a given situation. As an illustration, consider the case of a company
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tasked to conduct convoy protection platform gunnery. A leader faces many
decisions on risk management and control measures to ensure a successful
outcome and maximize this training opportunity. The appropriate level of
control for this training exercise rests on the relationship of trust and
competence as illustrated by each quadrant of the diagram.
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Macromanagement (upper left quadrant). When the competence of
subordinates is low but trust between leaders and subordinates is high, it is
likely that leaders will fail to exercise the appropriate amount of control for the
task. In our platform gunnery example, the inappropriate amount of control for
the level of subordinate competence may manifest in inadequate leader
presence at rehearsals or during execution. The risk in this situation is that
leaders do not apply the appropriate level of control given the low competence
of subordinates, leading to suboptimal outcomes due to an inappropriate level
of supervision. A little league baseball coach could schedule practices run by
his or her players, but of course the team will improve much more with
deliberate, supervised practice rather than relinquishing total control to the
players. Macromanagement is a quadrant to avoid; a hands-off approach for a
low level of subordinate competence will likely lead to suboptimal outcomes as
the leader is absent when subordinates need a coach to help them through
the fundamentals of a given task.
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Micromanagement (lower right quadrant). Suboptimal outcomes of a
different sort are likely to result when subordinate competence is high but trust
is low. Whereas subordinate competence and insufficient control limit
performance in macromanagement, too much control limits performance in
micromanagement. Performance limitations in this quadrant stem from the
harmful effects on motivation when leaders apply too much control in an
environment of high subordinate competence. Drawing on situational lead-
ership theory from the field of organizational behavior, delegation should
increase with subordinate maturity.” In this quadrant of high subordinate
competence, subordinates are likely to view a leader’s influence tactics as
inappropriate since they are not consistent with their needs. Suboptimal
outcomes result from the decrease in subordinate satisfaction and creativity
due to the mismatch of leader actions to the situation. Returning to our
platform gunnery example, micromanagement will lead to an environment in
which competence is not rewarded with increased latitude to apply creativity.
The potential for the training event will be therefore limited by the leader’s
actions rather than the collaborative power of the group.
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Compliance focused (lower left quadrant). This quadrant
demonstrates how a high level of leader engagement can lead to best case

B Paul Hersey and Kenneth H. Blanchard, Management of Organizational Behavior: Utilizing Human
Resources, 3rd ed. (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1977); Claude L. Graeff, “Evolution of Situa
tional Leadership Theory: A Critical Review,” The Leadership Quarterly 8, no. 2 (1997): 153-70.
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outcomes when subordinate competence and trust are low. The exercise of
compliance-focused leadership is appropriate when subordinate competence
is low and the perception of trust between leaders and subordinates is also
low. In sharp contrast to the expectations under micromanagement, the
coaching and influence tactics of a leader in this quadrant are likely to be well
received by subordinates because they are consistent with the subordinates’
needs, especially if the leader explains that the control measures are in place
to build trust and competence. In our platform gunnery example, detailed
planning and the use of backbriefs and rehearsals will lead to positive
outcomes rather than relying on intent-based mission orders.
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Mission command (upper right quadrant). This quadrant represents
mission command in its ideal state with high trust and high competence. In this
environment, mission orders focused on a clear commander’s intent with
latitude for subordinate creativity will maximize the potential outcome.
Returning to our platform gunnery example, this quadrant is the most likely
scenario for subordinates to draw upon their experience and creativity and
maximize the outcome of the training event within the commander’s intent.
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As the shading in the figure indicates, leaders should strive to operate
within the quadrant of the ideal state of mission command but should under-
stand that compliance-based leadership is appropriate in some situations. In
these quadrants, the leader applies the appropriate control for the given level
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of trust and competence among subordinates. The figure provides an intuitive
approach for leaders to decide on the appropriate level of control for a given
situation and communicates that compliance focused leadership is desirable
In some cases.
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Moving from Compliance-Focused to the Ideal State of Mission Command
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An appropriate analogy to think about the movement between these
guadrants is the relationship between a rider and a horse. When trust between
the rider and horse is low and the situation is unfamiliar, the rider holds the
reins tightly. As trust increases and competence grows through repetition, the
rider holds the reins more loosely. A well-trained horse may complete a
familiar ride without prompts from the rider. The rider seldom leaves the reins
in place; however, circumstances may change that cause the rider to tighten
or loosen the reins.
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Leadership is a constant process of adjustment of the reins with the goal
of applying the right level of control for the circumstances at hand. Variables
such as new leaders or unfamiliar circumstances may impact the perception of
trust and competence. In such cases, akin to a rider feeling nervous when the
horse may not be, a leader may tighten the reins out of caution, bumping the
level of control into an undesirable quadrant.
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As the figure indicates, the method to move to the ideal state of mission
command is leader development. Incorporating leader development in our
training management and risk management practices are two methods to
move from a compliance-focused form of mission command to the ideal state.
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Training management is the process by which leaders prioritize, plan,
resource, and execute training events. Mission command depends on
competence, so leaders must ensure that subordinates have sufficient
repetitions to build competence on mission essential tasks. As subordinates
demonstrate mastery of tasks, leaders introduce ambiguity and complexity to
allow subordinates to make decisions and learn from them. Incorporating
command-and-control systems is a critical aspect of training management to
train subordinates and leaders to operate from shared understanding. As
competence and trust increase, training management is the process that
commanders use to provide leader development opportunities to move from
detail-based to intent-based mission orders.
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ADP 6-0 provides a perspective on how risk management practices aid
an organization to move from compliance-focused leadership to the ideal state
of mission command. It explains that two ways of managing risk are
‘managing the number of tasks assigned to subordinates and by providing the
appropriate resources to accomplish those tasks.”® As subordinate
competence increases, commanders have more opportunities to add
complexity to an operation to further leader development while appropriately
managing risk. This complexity may involve varying resources such as
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information, forces, materiel, and time as described in ADP 6-0.
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The Mission Command Journey
EBAIEE R

The road to understanding mission command has been a bumpy one
through the way mission command was taught and practiced. Our ability to
practice mission command will increase with our efforts to communicate this
philosophy in a way that our subordinates easily grasp. Understanding the
relationship of trust and competence provides a useful pathway to a firmer
grasp of mission command among Army leaders. | found the tool described in
this article helpful to coach subordinate leaders on mission command. It
generated a constructive dialogue in our training management and risk
management practices. It also helped subordinates feel less guilty about using
compliance-focused leadership when it was appropriate.
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4 ADP 6-0, Mission Command, 1-5.
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