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EXERCISE PLANNING PROCESS

"There are no secrets to success. It is the result of preparation, hard work, and learning from failure."
General (Ret.) Colin Powell
The former U.S. Secretary of State and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff

A

QUICK LOOK AT THE CVs1 of most NATO
commanders at the joint operational level
shows that they have followed broadly the
same career progression from commissioning
to their NATO command. Their staffs have a
similarly homogeneous career profile regardless of the nationality or branch of service. The
Joint Warfare Centre (JWC) in Stavanger, Norway, delivers higher command and staff collective training at the operational level for NATO's
three- and four-star headquarters. And, despite
their similarities, some of the Centre's training
audiences adapt to the challenges presented by
the JWC exercises more effectively than others,
and are ultimately more successful.
Similarly, history is peppered with examples of wars being lost, not on the battlefield
but in the headquarters; the 1967 Arab-Israeli
War, for example, where the combined might
of Egypt, Jordan, Syria and Iraq was defeated by
Israel's much smaller armed forces in six days.2
So, what is it that allows a headquarters
to successfully react to the evolving operational
environment? Why do some commanders find

it easier to make timely and informed decisions?
What are JWC's exercises designed to develop?
The answer is cognitive resilience.
Cognitive resilience is the ability to deal
with increased stress and uncertainty,3 to recognise, adapt to and absorb variants, changes,
disturbances and surprises.4 These principles
reflect the Allied Command Transformation's
(ACT) NATO Warfighting Capstone Concept,5
which highlights the key capabilities needed to
operate in an environment that is fraught with
ambiguity and the importance of rapid adaptation to changing circumstances.

Cognitive resilience is
developed during planning
Luckily for three- and four-star headquarters'
staffs, the NATO Crisis Response Planning
(CRP) process is structured to assist in the development of cognitive resilience. The first four

phases of CRP, as detailed in the Comprehensive Operations Planning Directive (COPD),6
are focused on planning during which the
depth of understanding of the operating environment, problem set and broad solution, are
developed by both staffs and commanders.
The JWC has identified a link between
"shortcutting" the CRP process and weak
cognitive resilience during CRP Phase V, also
known as the "execution phase". A lack of a
comprehensive understanding of the crisis
situation and the adversary's likely responses
during this phase can lead to a linear plan
with little consideration for "what happens if "
- and, with it, an inability to develop branch
and sequel plans. This, in turn, places a headquarters in a position where they are required
to deal with greater uncertainty and a higher
number of operational dilemmas than those
headquarters who were fully engaged in the
CRP process.

BELOW: Incident Development Workshop for Exercise STEADFAST JUPITER-JACKAL 2020. Photos by JWC PAO
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ABOVE: JWC Training Advisory Team Coordination Meeting during Crisis Response Planning for Exercise TRIDENT JACKAL 2019 in Valencia, Spain. Photo by JWC PAO

Where a commander fails to communicate their
assessment of the mission (based on the available information at that time), as well as their
Intent to the Joint Operational Planning Group
(JOPG), the plan will not reflect their vision
for execution. The commander will not "own"
the plan, and this will hamper, rather than assist, staffs in supporting decision-making during execution. The challenge for commanders
is to ensure that planning groups at all levels
understand their thinking and Intent without
promoting a group-think approach. This can be
achieved if commanders brief their staffs and
subordinate commands on their personal interpretation of the operating environment and
their thoughts on the mission and their Intent
early in Phase III A (Mission Analysis).

T

HE SIX-DAY WAR is a striking
example of how these factors impact on the development of cognitive resilience. The Egyptian Sinai
Campaign Plan, OPERATION
KAHIR, was linear, and did not
have a clearly defined military objective or
operational design. Furthermore, it had been
recently redrafted at the political/military strategic level, but not communicated to the operational or tactical level. Whilst there was unity
of command, this led to no unity of effort, with
tactical commanders acting without consideration or knowledge of each other's actions or
objectives. This was in direct contrast to the
Israelis who did not have unity of command
at the operational level but had unity of effort.
This was based on the three main commanders
and their staffs having a shared understanding
both of the military objectives and the opera-

tion design; they understood what they needed
for the plan to be successful.7, 8

The development of cognitive
readiness through training
Battle Staff Training (BST), or pre-deployment
training for an operation, is the best opportunity, following the commencement of CRP
Phase I, to train in a no-risk environment. It
is, therefore, essential for both assessing and
developing cognitive readiness, which in turn
develops cognitive resilience.9 This is achieved
through the development of a thorough collective understanding of the situation, plan,
and standard operating procedures. In NATO
terms, BST should therefore train and pre-

“Battle Staff
Training is essential
for both assessing
and developing
cognitive
readiness, which
in turn develops
cognitive
resilience.”

pare the headquarters to effectively execute
the Commander's Decision Making Cycle.10
The most effective BSTs are those which focus
on training and exercising this process, while
asking the "what if" questions, as opposed to
merely utilising BST as a "dry run". In doing so,
a headquarters ensures that all staffs, including
augmentees, understands the purpose of each
battle rhythm event, and when the planning is
war-gamed. As a result, the whole headquarters, including the command group, gains an
understanding of what a commander requires
from each event and how events interlink. This
appreciation of how the commander thinks
and what they require to make effective decisions is a key, but often overlooked, element of
cognitive readiness.
Within the Commander's DecisionMaking Cycle, the Crisis Action Team (CAT)
process is specifically designed to adapt to and
manage time critical dilemmas, and deal with
surprise elements by modifying the executed
plan in a timely fashion. This is key in obtaining
cognitive readiness and resilience. Being able to
effectively execute a CAT process is therefore
central to developing both cognitive readiness
and resilience. How to set up a CAT is usually a
training objective and evaluation criteria within
exercises. Its central role within cognitive readiness and resilience indicates that the execution
of the CAT should be evaluated.
Whilst recognising the financial cost
and commitment, it is nevertheless essential
to include augmentees during the BST. If not,
it affects the headquarters' performance during
the first few days of the execution phase, when
augmentees are meant to familiarise themselves
with the headquarters and their role within it.
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In many cases, elements of the headquarters,
which rely heavily on input from augmentees,
struggle to "catch up" within the 10-day exercise
execution period.
Once again, the Six-Day War clearly
demonstrates the importance of pre-deployment training. The Egyptians had not exercised their plan the way the Israelis had. Despite the protracted "road to war" between
the two sides and previous skirmishes, Egypt
had not conducted any joint operational level
training. This lack of training meant that they
failed to have clear military objectives, which
again meant that they had no tactical level interoperability. Additionally, subordinate commanders were woefully unprepared to provide
higher headquarters with the right information in a timely manner. Combined with the
lack of a well-rehearsed CAT process and no
clear plan, this led to a chaotic response with
the rapid issuing order and counter order undermining the chain of command.
Furthermore, the Egyptians' lack of cognitive resilience meant that even after their Air
Force had been made ineffective by the surprise
attacks which started the war, they failed to recognise that they were dealing with something
different to what they had expected from the Israelis. The plan to absorb the first wave of attack
before launching a counterattack had clearly
failed, but they continued to sit and wait, trusting their defensive positions and use of artillery
in a static role.11 It was as if commanders and
their staffs were frozen, unable to accept or even
see the reality of what was unfolding in front of
them; in other words, they were unable to deal
with the fog and friction of war.
This was in direct contrast to the Israelis who had exercised every element of their
plan from the sub-tactical to the political level,
leading to a fully comprehensive plan with
seamless interoperability. Critically, this meant
that when the unexpected happened, such as
the challenges faced by the paratroopers during the attack on Abu Ageila, the Israelis were
able to respond promptly; adapt and provide a
coordinated response.12

Avoiding pitfalls by
learning from others
Whilst many headquarters will review lessons
from previous exercises when considering the
nuts and bolts of designing and delivering an

exercise, there is little evidence of individual
staff functions looking to build on the performance of others. Operating procedures are often used by successive training audiences, who
use them as "shortcuts" to reduce preparation
time instead of as a "baseline" supported by
honest engagement about what did and did not
work, and this not only contributes to a lack of
cognitive resilience, but also the reoccurring of
challenges that each headquarters face.
This article suggests two distinct themes
for the development of cognitive resilience:

I. DEVELOP COLLECTIVE
UNDERSTANDING
The CRP process and BST assist a headquarters
in developing a collective understanding of the
situation, mission, and plan. However, it will
only do so if all staffs, including the command
group, augmentees, and subordinate commands, are fully committed to the process and
invest in developing a shared understanding.
The more comfortable the staff are with the situation, plan and their operating procedures, the
better they will be at identifying and adapting
to change, and better prepared to deal with the
stress and uncertainty of military operations.

II. PREPARE TO MAKE DECISIONS

ing cycle, (and CATs), rather than rehearsing
boards and working groups, it becomes easier
to address the unexpected and demonstrate
cognitive resilience.
The JWC exercises and the CRP process
are designed to help NATO Force and Command Stuctures develop cognitive resilience.
How successful it will be is dependent on how
much headquarters invests in the development
of collective understanding and how well prepared its staffs are to support their commander
in his decision-making. Whilst the JWC has
the experience and tools to assist headquarters
with this, it is ultimately for a commander to
determine how much they invest in developing
cognitive resilience. 
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