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STUDENT OUTLINE LESSON TOPIC 2.8

COURSE OF ACTION COMPARISON AND DECISION
INTRODUCTION:  The purpose of this period of instruction is to familiarize you with the information necessary to understand the course of action comparison and decision step of the Marine Corps Planning Process.

ENABLING OBJECTIVES: 

11.1

With the aid of references, select from a list, the purpose of COA comparison and decision step.




11.2

With the aid of references, select from a list, the principal inputs for COA comparison and decision. 




11.3

With the aid of references, select from a list, the options available to the commander when reaching a decision during COA comparison and decision. 

OUTLINE

1. Purpose of COA comparison and decision step.

2. Inputs for COA comparison and decision.

3. Comparison tools.

4. Commander’s guidance.

5. Comparison criteria.

6. Comparison process.

7. Comparison and decision matrix.

8. Decision options.

9. COA comparison and decision outputs.

INFORMATION SHEET – LESSON TOPIC 2.8

COURSE OF ACTION COMPARISON AND DECISION

REFERENCES:

MCWP 5-1 Marine Corps Planning Process
1. PURPOSE.
Comparison and decision process allows the commander the opportunity to verify the results of the war game.  Wargaming helps the commander to identify additional mission essential tasks and advantages or vulnerabilities that were not previously apparent.  The commander may also make modifications that significantly improve a COA.

a. The central event of the comparison and decision process is a facilitated discussion (commander’s wargame) guided by the commander or his designated representative and supported by his planners and subordinate commanders.  Unlike the other steps, this step requires complete involvement (from start to finish) of the commander and staff, and if available, MSC commanders and their staff.  (Ideally, this action takes place in one collective meeting.  In practice, however, it may not be possible to gather all of the relevant commanders and staff simultaneously. In that case, the commander may interact with subordinates in several separate meetings or through electronic conferences).

b. On the basis of the results of the wargame, the commander identifies the COA that has the highest probability of success and explains his decision to his planners and subordinate commanders.  During this process, the commander may refine his intent and concept of operations.  He then identifies which branches of the chosen COA should receive further staff attention.  Finally, a warning order may be issued to subordinate commanders.

2. INPUTS.  COA comparison and decision require wargamed COA(s) graphics and narratives and information on the commander's evaluation criteria.  Other inputs useful in COA comparison and decision may include:

· Updated intelligence estimate

· Planning Support tools

· COA war game worksheet

· Synchronization matrix

· War game results

· Initial task organization

· Identification of assets required and shortfalls

· Updated CCIRs

· List of all critical events and decision points

· Refined staff estimates

· Subordinate commander's estimates of supportability

· Branches and sequels identified for further planning

3. COMPARISON TOOLS

a. The commander or chief of staff/executive officer facilitates the COA comparison process.  Unlike the other steps, this step requires complete involvement (start to finish) of the commander and battlestaff, and if available, MSC commanders and battlestaff.  In any event, there is no “back brief” here.

b. Planners use maps, battlespace overlay products, and graphics depiction's of each COA during the 

comparison and decision process.  They also use the update event template, decision support template, decision support matrix, and synchronization matrix.  The facilitator and recorder bring notes from the wargame.  A comparison/decision matrix also serves as a tool for this process.

4. COMMANDER’S GUIDANCE.  The Commander identifies the sequence in which COAs will be briefed  - including any emphasis on certain evaluation criteria results, and if any discrete event or phase is to be specifically discussed.  The commander also specifies which battlestaff members should provide estimates.

5. COMPARISON CRITERIA.  The commander’s evaluation criteria are the foundation of the comparison/decision matrix.  The principal staff members, MSC representatives, and functional area representatives incorporate their estimates into expanded criteria that support those of the commander.  Against these criteria, each COA’s results are briefed and noted on the matrix for later comparison.  These include the full range of criteria that the commander identified prior to COA war game as tracked by the recorder.  Examples of comparison criteria are; acceptable risk, time, surprise, sustainment support, defeating threat COGs, footprint ashore, friendly casualty’s vs. future ops, concentration of combat power, etc.

6. COMPARISON PROCESS
a. Evaluation of Each Course of Action.  In a facilitated discussion driven by the commander, the group 

examines each COA against the commander’s evaluation criteria.  The commander must be mindful of the criteria established earlier for COA development and comparison.  Unlike the staff, however, the commander is not bound by these criteria.  As the group works through the projected course of events, it may focus on the essential tasks or on major activities leading to the essential tasks.  The commander or his designated representative may use a comparison-decision matrix to guide his discussion.  This tool will allow him to visually track the conduct of the battle along with the advantages and disadvantages (strengths and weaknesses) that each COA offers relative to the stated evaluation criteria.  Subordinate commanders, battle staff, and planners provide their assessment as they work through events.  MSC commanders provide assessment based on their prospective COAs.  The battle staff and planners provide feedback as it relates to their areas of expertise.  

b. The actual comparison of COAs is critical.  The staff may use any technique that facilitates the staff 

reaching the best recommendation and the commander making the best decision.  The most common technique is the decision matrix, which uses evaluation criteria to assess the effectiveness and efficiency of each COA.

c. Two ways to approach this process.  Each COA may be briefed sequentially with respect to all evaluation 

criteria results, to give the commander a view of the entire COA.  Or, the comparison results for each criterion may be briefed sequentially for all COAs, so the commander gains a perspective from each separate criterion.  It’s the commander’s choice.

d. Regardless of the approach used, principal staff members and subordinate commanders provide estimates 

and judgments to the commander.  Subordinate commanders provide risk assessments and planners discuss and justify each DP and potential CCIR.  The comparison/decision matrix is completed by noting advantages and disadvantages for each COA in each evaluation category.

7. COMPARISON/DECISION MATRIX.  The completed comparison/decision matrix should be an easy-to-read array.  The recorder lists evaluation criteria on one axis and COAs on the other axis.  As the evaluation criteria for a specific COA are discussed, the recorder notes associated advantages and disadvantages in the intersection of the columns.  Upon completion, the recorder provides the commander this synopsis of all discussion for use as a decision tool.

	COA COMPARISON
	COA 1
	COA 2

	RISK (2)*


	1 (2)*
	2 (4)*

	TIME (4)*


	1 (4)*
	2 (8)*

	FRIENDLY CASUALTIES (1)*
	2 (2)*
	1 (1)*

	SUPPORT (3)*


	1 (3)*
	2 (6)*

	MANEUVER


	1 (2)*
	2 (2)*

	SIMPLICITY


	2 (3)*
	1 (3)*

	FIRES


	1 (1)*
	2 (1)*

	INTEL


	2 (1)*
	1 (1)*

	ADA


	1 (1)*
	2 (1)*

	TOTAL
	19*
	27*








* Weight assigned by Commander, Chief of Staff, or XO

Table 1.  Comparison Matrix - Numerical  (and weighted) analysis

	COA COMPARISON
	COA 1
	COA 2

	ADVANTAGES


	MAIN ATTACK AVOIDS MAJOR TERRAIN OBSTACLES.

ADEQUATE MANEUVER ROOM FOR MAIN ATTACK AND RESERVE


	MAIN ATTACK GAINS GOOD OBSERVATION EARLY.

SUPPORTING ATTACK PROVIDES FLANK PROTECTION TO MAIN ATTACK

	DISADVANTAGES


	MAIN ATTACK FACES STRONGER RESISTANCE AT BEGINNING
	INITIALLY, RESERVE MAY HAVE TO BE EMPLOYED IN ZONE OF SUPPORTING ATTACK.  NEEDS DETAILED AND REHEARSED PROCEDURAL & POSITIVE CONTROLS.


Table 2.  Comparison Matrix (Narrative) - Most subjective matrix

	COA COMPARISON
	COA 1
	COA 2

	RISK


	+
	-

	TIME


	-
	+

	FRIENDLY CASUALTIES
	+
	-

	SUPPORT


	0
	0

	MANEUVER


	+
	-

	SIMPLICITY


	-
	+

	FIRES


	0
	0

	INTELL


	+
	-

	ADA


	+
	-


Table 3.  Comparison Matrix (Net + favored)

8. DECISION OPTIONS.

a. Commander’s decision brief.  After completing its analysis and comparison, the staff identifies its 

preferred COA and makes a recommendation.  If the staff cannot reach a decision, the Chief of Staff/XO decides which COA to recommend at the commander’s decision briefing.  The decision-briefing format includes:

(1)  The intent of the higher headquarters (higher and next higher).

(2) The restated mission.

(3) The status of own forces.

(4)  An updated IPB.

(5) Own COAs, including:

· Assumptions used in planning

· Results of staff estimates

· Advantages and disadvantages (including risk) of each COA (decision matrix)

(6) The recommended COA.

b. Once all COAs and all criteria have been briefed, and all personnel have had an opportunity to comment, the commander decides on a COA.  The commander chooses among several options, for example he may:

(1) Select a course of action without a modification

(2) Modify a course of action to overcome noted disadvantages

(3) Adopt a new course of action by combining favorable element of multiple courses of actions

(4) Discard all courses of action and resume mission analysis or COA development, as required

c. Once the commander has made a decision, he should conduct a review of the course of action with subordinate commanders.  He must review his mission statement to ensure that he has captured all essential tasks required by the selected course of action.  The commander's decision guides the preparation of the concept of operations and orders development. 


d. Prepare the Concept of Operations.  The staff prepares the concept of operations that is the basis of the next step, orders development.  The concept of operations is the basis for supporting concepts such as the concept of fires, logistics, or force protection.  Included in the concept of operations is a general description of actions to be taken and a generic organization for combat.  The concept of operations includes a complete description with graphics and narrative.


e. Issue the Warning Order.  With the preparation of the concept of operations, the commander may issue another warning order to allow subordinate commanders to begin concurrent planning.


f. Refine Intelligence Preparation of the Battlespace Products.  The staff refines and prepares IPB products as a result of COA comparison and decision.

9. COA COMPARISON AND DECISION OUTPUTS.

a. The output of COA comparison and decision provides a basis for orders development.  The required output 

is the concept of operations.  Additional outputs may include:



· Updated IPB products

· Planning support tools

· Updated CCIRs

· Staff estimates

· Commanders identification of branches for further planning

· Warning order
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