
1-1 

PART ONE 

Tactical Fundamentals 

Chapter 1 

The Art of Tactics 

War is, above all things, an art, employing science in all its branches as 
its servant, but depending first and chiefly upon the skill of the artisan. 
It has its own rules, but not one of them is rigid and invariable. As 
new implements are devised new methods result in its mechanical 
execution; but over and above all its mechanical appliances, it rests 
upon the complex factors of human nature, which cannot be reduced to 
formulas and rules. The proper use of these thinking and animate 
parts of the great machine can be divined only by the genius and in-
stinct of the commanders. No books can teach this, and no rules define 
it. 

Captain Francis V. Greene, 1883 

Tactics is the employment of units in combat. It includes the ordered 
arrangement and maneuver of units in relation to each other, the 
terrain and the enemy to translate potential combat power into 
victorious battles and engagements (FM 3-0). 

1-1. This is the capstone 
manual for offensive and 
defensive operations at the 
tactical level. This is a 
manual for professionals 
and requires dedication 
and study to master. It is 
authoritative and provides 
guidance in the form of 
combat-tested concepts 
and ideas modified to take 
advantage of emerging 
Army and joint capabilities, focusing on the tactics used to employ available 
means to win in combat. Those tactics are not prescriptive in nature but require 
judgment in application. 
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1-2. The tactics and supporting 
techniques and procedures de-
scribed in this manual are only 
starting points for the tactician, 
who must understand the differ-
ence between tactics and tech-
niques and procedures. Tactics 
always require judgment and 
adaptation to the unique cir-
cumstances of a specific situa-
tion. Techniques and procedures 
are established patterns that can 
be applied repeatedly with little 
or no judgment in a variety of circumstances. Tactics, techniques, and 
procedures (TTP) provide the tactician with a set of tools to use in developing 
the solution to a tactical problem. The solution to any specific problem is a 
unique combination of these TTP or the creation of new ones based on a critical 
evaluation of the situation. The tactician determines his solution by a thorough 
mastery of doctrine and existing TTP, tempered and honed by experience gained 
through training and operations. He uses his creativity to develop solutions for 
which the enemy is neither prepared, nor able to cope. 

THE TACTICAL LEVEL OF WAR 
1-3. The levels of war are doctrinal perspectives that clarify the links between 
strategic objectives and tactical actions. Although there are no finite limits or 
boundaries between them, the three levels are strategic, operational, and tac-
tical. They apply to all types of military operations. 

1-4. The tactical level of war is the level of war at which battles and engage-
ments are planned and executed to accomplish military objectives assigned to 
tactical units or task forces. Activities at this level focus on the ordered ar-
rangement and maneuver of combat elements in relation to each other and to 
the enemy to achieve combat objectives (JP 1-02). It is important to understand 
tactics within the context of the levels of war. The strategic and operational 
levels provide the context for tactical operations. Without this context, tactical 
operations are reduced to a series of disconnected and unfocused actions. 
Engagements are linked to battles. One or more battles are linked to winning 
major operations and campaigns, leading to operational success, which can lead 
to strategic success. (FM 3-0 discusses major operations and campaigns.) 

1-5. A battle consists of a set of related engagements that last longer and involve 
larger forces than an engagement (FM 3-0). Battles can affect the course of the 
campaign or major operation. A battle occurs when a division, corps, or army 
commander fights for one or more significant objectives. Battles are usually 
operationally significant, if not operationally decisive. 

1-6. An engagement is a small, tactical conflict between opposing maneuver 
forces, usually conducted at brigade level and below (FM 3-0). An engagement 
normally lasts only a short time—minutes, hours, or a day. It can result from 
one side’s deliberate offensive movement against an opponent or from a chance 
encounter between two opponents, such as a meeting engagement. An 

Tactics is the employment of 
units in combat. 

Techniques are the general and 
detailed methods used by troops 
and commanders to perform as-
signed missions and functions, 
specifically the methods of using 
equipment and personnel. 

Procedures are standard and de-
tailed courses of action that de-
scribe how to perform tasks. 
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engagement can be a stand-alone event or one of several related engagements 
comprising a battle.  

1-7. Levels of command, size of units, types of equipment, or types of forces or 
components are not associated with a particular level of war. National assets, 
such as intelligence and communications satellites, previously considered 
principally in a strategic context, are an important adjunct to tactical opera-
tions. Actions are strategic, operational, or tactical based on their effect or 
contribution to achieving strategic, operational, or tactical objectives. Many 
times the accuracy of these labels can only be determined during historical 
studies. 

1-8. Advances in technology, information-age media reporting, and the com-
pression of time-space relationships contribute to the growing interrelationships 
between the levels of war. The levels of war help commanders visualize a logical 
flow of operations, allocate resources, and assign tasks to the appropriate 
command. However, commanders at every level must be aware that in a world 
of constant, immediate communications, any single event may cut across the 
three levels (see FM 3-0). 

THE SCIENCE AND ART OF TACTICS 
1-9. The tactician must understand and master the science and the art of tac-
tics, two distinctly different yet inseparable concepts. A tactician is an indi-
vidual devoted to mastering the science and art of tactics. Commanders 
and leaders at all echelons and supporting commissioned, warrant, and 
noncommissioned staff officers must be tacticians to lead their soldiers in the 
conduct of full spectrum operations. 

THE SCIENCE 

1-10. The science of tactics encompasses the understanding of those 
military aspects of tactics—capabilities, techniques, and proced-
ures—that can be measured and codified. The science of tactics includes 
the physical capabilities of friendly and enemy organizations and systems, such 
as determining how long it takes a division to move a certain distance. It also 
includes techniques and procedures used to accomplish specific tasks, such as 
the tactical terms and control graphics that comprise the language of tactics. 
While not easy, the science of tactics is fairly straightforward. Much of what is 
contained in this manual is the science of tactics—techniques and procedures 
for employing the various elements of the combined arms team to achieve 
greater effects. 

1-11. Mastery of the science of tactics is necessary for the tactician to under-
stand the physical and procedural constraints under which he must work. 
These constraints include the effects of terrain, time, space, and weather on 
friendly and enemy forces. However—because combat is an intensely human 
activity—the solution to tactical problems cannot be reduced to a formula. This 
realization necessitates the study of the art of tactics. 

THE ART 

1-12. The art of tactics consists of three interrelated aspects: the 
creative and flexible array of means to accomplish assigned missions, 
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decision making under conditions of uncertainty when faced with an 
intelligent enemy, and understanding the human dimension—the 
effects of combat on soldiers. An art, as opposed to a science, requires 
exercising intuitive faculties that cannot be learned solely by study. The 
tactician must temper his study and evolve his skill through a variety of 
relevant, practical experiences. The more experience the tactician gains from 
practice under a variety of circumstances, the greater his mastery of the art of 
tactics. 

1-13. The tactician invokes the art of tactics to solve tactical problems within his 
commander’s intent by choosing from interrelated options, including— 

?? Types and forms of operations, forms of maneuver, and tactical mission 
tasks. 

?? Task organization of available forces, to include allocating scarce re-
sources. 

?? Arrangement and choice of control measures. 
?? Tempo of the operation. 
?? Risks the commander is willing to take. 

1-14. These options represent a starting point for the tactician to create a unique 
solution to a specific tactical problem. Each decision represents a choice among 
a range of options; each balances competing demands requiring judgment at 
every turn. While there may be checklists for techniques and procedures, there 
are no checklists for solving tactical problems. The commander must not look 
for a checklist approach to tactics; instead, he must use his experience and 
creativity to outthink his enemy. 

1-15. There are three aspects to the art of tactics that define a competent tac-
tician. The first is the creative and flexible application of the tools available to 
the commander, such as doctrine, tactics, techniques, procedures, training, 
organizations, materiel, and soldiers in an attempt to render the enemy’s sit-
uational tactics ineffective. The tactician must understand how to train and 
employ his forces in full spectrum operations. The factors of mission, enemy, 
terrain and weather, troops, time available, and civil considerations (METT-TC) 
are variables whose infinite mutations always combine to form a new tactical 
pattern. (FM 6-0 discusses the factors of METT-TC in detail.) They never 
produce exactly the same situation; thus there can be no checklists that 
adequately address each unique situation. Because the enemy changes and 
adapts to friendly moves during the planning, preparation, and execution of an 
operation, there is no guarantee that a technique which worked in one situation 
will work again. Each tactical problem is unique and must be solved on its own 
merits. 

1-16. The second aspect of the art of tactics is decision making under conditions 
of uncertainty in a time-constrained environment and demonstrated by the 
clash of opposing wills—a violent struggle between two hostile, thinking, and 
independent opposing commanders with irreconcilable goals. Each commander 
wants to impose his will on his opponent, defeat his opponent’s plans, and 
destroy his opponent’s forces. Combat consists of the interplay between these 
two opposing commanders, with each commander seeking to accomplish his 
mission while preventing the other from doing the same. Every commander 
needs a high degree of creativity and clarity of thought to outwit a willing and 
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able opponent. He must quickly apply his judgment to a less than omniscient 
common operational picture provided by his command and control (C2) system 
to understand the implications and opportunities afforded him by the situation. 
The commander always uses the most current intelligence in order to facilitate 
his visualization of the enemy and environment. That same C2 system 
transmits the decisions resulting from his situational understanding to those 
individuals and units required to engage and destroy the enemy force. 

1-17. The third and final aspect of the art of tactics is understanding the human 
dimension—what differentiates actual combat from the problems encountered 
during training and in a classroom. Combat is one of the most complex human 
activities, characterized by violent death, friction, uncertainty, and chance. 
Success depends at least as much on this human aspect as it does on any 
numerical and technological superiority. 

The Human Dimension—Combat at Han-sur-Nied 

When only [300] yards from the bridge, the [1-317th IN] skirmish line was hit by 
high explosive shells from a detachment of sixteen 40-mm. antiaircraft guns…. The 
armored infantry froze in their places or tried to reach the shelter of the ditches 
alongside the road…, while projectiles…, fired with almost sniperlike accuracy, 
swept…their ranks. The 231st Armored [FA BN] turned its howitzers on the 
enemy…, but as the German gunners were blasted—arms and legs flying into the 
air—others ran forward to serve the weapons. 

…[1LT Vernon L.] Edwards’ [platoon of the 68th Tank BN] started across the 
bridge. The first tank crossed successfully. The second stalled on the bridge when 
the platoon commander was hit; for a brief while the tank stood there, [1LT] 
Edwards’ body dangling from the open turret. The third received a direct hit and 
burst into flame, but was backed off the wooden bridge by its commander after he 
had ordered his crew to leave the blazing tank. During this effort…[1LT] Daniel 
Nutter and [CPL] Charles Cunningham, B Company 25th Armored [EN BN], ran 
forward to cut the wires leading to the demolition charges. [1LT] Nutter, at the 
enemy end of the bridge, was killed just as he completed his task. [CPL] 
Cunningham, who had cut the wires at the western end…raced across the bridge, 
and returned with the body of his commander.  

Who [ordered] the final charge probably never will be known. Perhaps it was [LTC 
Sterling S.] Burnette, who had been standing erect in the open urging his lead 
company on and…was mortally wounded. [CPT James A.] Craig and a few men 
rushed the bridge, crossing the 100-foot span “faster than they knew how” amidst a 
hail of shell fragments and tracer bullets.… [CPT] Craig disposed his little 
force…and through the afternoon held the approach to the bridge against German 
tanks and riflemen. 

1-18. The tactician cannot ignore the human aspect. He seeks to recognize and 
exploit indicators of fear and weakness in his enemy, and to defeat the enemy’s 
will, since soldiers remain key to generating combat power. More than any 
other human activity, continuous combat operations against an intelligent 
enemy takes a toll on soldiers, severely straining their physical and mental 
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stamina. This creates in soldiers the tangible and intangible effects of courage, 
fear, combat experience, exhaustion, isolation, confidence, thirst, and anger. If 
left unchecked these effects can result in decreased vigilance, slowed perception, 
inability to concentrate, communication difficulties, and an inability to 
accomplish manual tasks. 

1-19. Leaders must be alert to indicators of fatigue, fear, lapses in discipline 
standards, and reduced morale in friendly and enemy soldiers. They must work 
to counteract the effects on the friendly force while taking measures to enhance 
these effects on the enemy. When the friendly force has the initiative, it can 
force the enemy to conduct continuous operations to react to friendly actions and 
then exploit the effects of continuous operations on the enemy. These conditions 
can have a cumulative effect on units that can lead to collapse. The tactician 
must understand how they affect human endurance and factor them into his 
plans. He must understand the limits of human endurance in combat. This is 
the subtle difference between pushing soldiers beyond their limits to exploit 
success versus resting them to prevent the collapse of unit cohesion. (FM 6-22.5 
discusses the effects of continuous combat operations.) 

HISTORICAL EXAMPLE 
1-20. The following vignette discusses the Battle of Cowpens fought during the 
American Revolution. It illustrates the need for the tactician to combine the 
effects of the science of tactics with his application of the tactical art. 

Cowpens, 17 January 1781 

On 17 January 1781, American BG Daniel Morgan defeated British LTC Tarleton at 
the Cowpens in South Carolina in a battle that captures the essence of the art of 
tactics—the use of intuitive faculties that cannot be learned solely by study. Al-
though outnumbered, Morgan’s troops fought and won against a previously un-
beaten opponent. The battle achieved decisive results with strategic significance. 

In December 1780, Morgan was sent with 600 men into the South Carolina high-
lands under orders to protect Americans, forage, and threaten British control of the 
highlands. Tarleton’s British Legion—numbering nearly 1,000 men and consisting 
of a combined cavalry-infantry force reinforced with additional infantry and two, 
three-pounder guns—was sent to pursue Morgan. By 16 January 1781, Tarleton 
had closed to within six miles of Morgan’s force. 

Having known of Tarleton’s mission since 14 January, Morgan obtained information 
on Tarleton’s tactical style while he began to retreat. With Tarleton so close on 16 
January and his own camp nearly six miles from the Broad River, Morgan decided 
to fight at the Cowpens. While the two forces were now roughly the same size, 
Morgan had only about one-third the cavalry, one-third the regular line infantry, and 
no artillery. However, his militia force’s rifles had a longer range than the British 
muskets, and the terrain allowed him to mask his reserves from view. Morgan de-
ployed his forces on the battlefield, confident that Tarleton would not attempt to 
flank his position. Rather, Morgan believed that Tarleton would initially attack him 
with part of his cavalry supported by infantry, wait for confusion, and then exploit 
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those vulnerabilities with his cavalry reserve. This had been his pattern of 
operations in previous engagements with the Americans. 

In the main line of battle, Morgan placed his Continentals and Virginia militia, who 
were former Continentals, on the military crest of the rise under COL Howard’s 
command. They numbered 450. About 150 meters downhill, toward the expected 
reaction of the enemy, he stationed the bulk of his militia under the command of 
COL Pickens. Another 150 meters down the hill, he positioned a skirmisher line of 
150 militia riflemen. Behind the 
hill, he placed LTC 
Washington’s 120-strong cav-
alry force in reserve. Each line 
was within rifle range but out of 
musket range of the line be-
hind it. As explained the night 
before, skirmishers only need-
ed to fire one or two shots and 
then retire to the second line. 
In turn, the militia in the sec-
ond line only needed to fire two 
volleys. Then they could retire 
to their left around to the rear 
of the hill and, protected by the 
cavalry, reform. The cavalry 
would counterattack British 
cavalry as the situation 
allowed, guard the militia 
horses, or cover a retreat if 
necessary. (See Figure 1-1.) 

Tarleton deployed his forces 
from their march formation into 
a line, with three light infantry 
companies on the right, the 
Legion infantry in the center, 
and one regular British battalion on the left of this main line. He stationed one troop 
of cavalry on each flank of the main line and one three-pounder gun on either side 
of the Legion infantry. He kept the other regular British battalion and the remainder 
of his Legion cavalry in reserve. The British immediately came under fire from the 
skirmishers. Tarleton sent a troop of dragoons to disperse them while his main 
forces deployed. The dragoons lost 15 of 50 men. The skirmishers retired to the 
American second line. 

Tarleton then assaulted the second line. His artillery opened fire, but apparently on 
the third line. The American rifle fire disrupted his formation. When his forces 
closed to within 50 meters of the second line, they received a volley from the militia 
that staggered and further disrupted them. The militia’s expected second volley 
was more ragged as it began to withdraw. Seeing this movement, Tarleton ordered 
his right-hand troop of dragoons to charge the militia as it withdrew. The American 
cavalry charged this troop and overwhelmed it, driving the dragoons off the field in 
accordance with Morgan’s plan. (See Figure 1-2.) 
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As the British moved hastily 
forward to assault the main 
American position, they fur-
ther lost their cohesion as a 
firefight between the two 
forces ensued. Tarleton or-
dered his reserve infantry 
battalion up to the left of his 
line for this assault, and the 
cavalry troop on his left to en-
circle the American line. This 
move outflanked the American 
line. Morgan and the third-line 
commander recognized the 
danger to their right flank and 
ordered the right flank units to 
“refuse” the flank. However, 
the American units adjoining 
those right flank units also 
commenced moving to the 
rear. This situation could have 
crumbled the American line 
except for Morgan’s personal 
order for the rest of the 
American line to move to the 
rear with those right flank 
units. 

Seeing this apparent general 
withdrawal, Tarleton ordered 
his forces to close with the 
Americans. They did, but suf-
fered further disorganization. 
Just as the British attempted 
to close, the Americans 
turned and fired a volley, fol-
lowed by a bayonet charge 
into the British lines. Simul-
taneously, Morgan’s cavalry 
attacked the British right from 
the rear. Meanwhile, the mili-
tia, having reformed, returned 
to the field on the American 
right and attacked the British 
left flank units. (See Figure 
1-3.) The battle was over with-
in an hour of Tarleton’s first 
assault. The British losses 
were 110 killed, 200 wounded, 
and 700 prisoners, although 
Tarleton personally escaped 
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with about 140 of his cavalry. The British could not replace the mobile forces that 
Tarleton lost at the Cowpens. Without a mobile force, the British no longer had an 
effective counter to American partisans and light forces. The British later won at 
Guilford Court House, but suffered such heavy losses that they had to abandon 
their operations in the interior of the Carolinas. 

Morgan combined the science of tactics with his application of the tactical art to 
defeat superior numbers of British forces under Tarleton. Morgan arrived at a unique 
and creative solution to his tactical problems. Trusted information about Tarleton’s 
style was a crucial part of his deployment plan. Morgan understood the diverse 
military and social elements of his force (untried militia, Continentals, and 
volunteers). He asked no more of any element than it could deliver and used the 
strengths of each to the fullest. Daniel Morgan used tactical art to convert his 
understanding of American troops, knowledge of human nature, and rapport with 
his soldiers into the vital components of a brilliant tactical victory. 

HASTY VERSUS DELIBERATE OPERATIONS 
1-21. A hasty operation is an operation in which a commander directs 
his immediately available forces, using fragmentary orders 
(FRAGOs), to perform activities with minimal preparation, trading 
planning and preparation time for speed of execution. A deliberate 
operation is an operation in which a commander’s detailed intelli-
gence concerning the situation allows him to develop and coordinate 
detailed plans, including multiple branches and sequels. He task or-
ganizes his forces specifically for the operation to provide a fully 
synchronized combined arms team. He conducts extensive rehearsals 
while conducting shaping operations to set the conditions for the 
conduct of his decisive operation. 

1-22. Most operations lie somewhere along a continuum between these two 
extremes. The 9th Armored Division’s seizure of the bridge at Remagen in 
March 1945 illustrates one end, a hasty operation conducted with the forces 
immediately available. At the other end of the continuum is a deliberate op-
eration, such as the 1st Infantry Division’s breach operation during the opening 
hours of Operation Desert Storm. Ongoing improvements in information and C2 
systems continue to assist in the development of a common operational picture 
of friendly and enemy forces while facilitating decision making and 
communicating decisions to friendly forces. These improvements can help 
diminish the distinction between hasty and deliberate operations; they cannot 
make that distinction irrelevant. 

CHOICES AND TRADEOFFS 

1-23. The commander must choose the right point along the continuum to op-
erate. His choice involves balancing several competing factors. He bases his 
decision to conduct a hasty or deliberate operation on his current knowledge of 
the enemy situation, and his assessment of whether the assets available (to 
include time), and the means to coordinate and synchronize those assets, are 
adequate to accomplish the mission. If they are not he takes additional time to 
plan and prepare for the operation or bring additional forces to bear on the 
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problem. The commander makes that choice in an environment of uncertainty, 
which always entails some risk. 

1-24. The commander may have to act based only on his available combat in-
formation in a time-constrained environment. Combat information is uneval-
uated data gathered by or provided to a commander that, due to its highly 
perishable nature or the critical nature of the tactical situation, cannot be 
processed into tactical intelligence or other staff products in time to meet the 
commander’s information requirements (FM 6-0). The commander must under-
stand the inherent risk of acting only on combat information since it is 
vulnerable to enemy deception operations and can be misinterpreted at any 
stage up through reporting channels. The unit intelligence staff helps the 
commander assign a level of confidence to combat information he uses in deci-
sion making. 

1-25. Uncertainty and risk are inherent in tactical operations and cannot be 
eliminated. A commander cannot be successful without the capability of acting 
under conditions of uncertainty while balancing various risks and taking 
advantage of opportunities. Although the commander strives to maximize his 
knowledge about his forces, the terrain and weather, civil considerations, and 
the enemy, he cannot let a lack of information paralyze him. The more intelli-
gence on the enemy, the better able the commander is to make his assessment. 
Less information means that the commander has a greater risk of making a 
poor decision for the specific situation. A commander never has perfect 
intelligence, but knowing when he has enough information to make a decision 
within the higher commander’s intent and constraints is part of the art of 
tactics and is a critical skill for a commander. 

1-26. The commander should take the minimum time necessary in planning and 
preparing to ensure a reasonable chance of success. Reduced coordination at the 
start of the operation results in less than optimum combat power brought to 
bear on the enemy, but often allows for increased speed and momentum while 
possibly achieving surprise. The commander must balance the effects of reduced 
coordination against the risk that the effects of increased coordination will not 
match the enemy’s improved posture over time. The more time the commander 
takes to prepare for the operation, including improving his situational 
understanding, the more time the enemy has to prepare and move additional 
units within supporting range or distance. Additionally, it reduces the time his 
subordinates have to conduct their own planning and preparations. If the enemy 
can improve his disposition faster than the friendly force can, the delays in 
execution decrease the commander’s chances of success.  

1-27. It is better to err on the side of speed, audacity, and momentum than on 
the side of caution when conducting military operations, all else being equal. 
Bold decisions give the best promise of success; however, one must differentiate 
between calculated risks and a military gamble. A calculated risk is an 
operation in which success is not a certainty but which, in case of failure, leaves 
sufficient forces to cope with whatever situations arise (FM 6-0). The willingness 
to take calculated risks requires military judgment to reduce risk by foresight 
and careful planning and to determine whether the risk is worth taking to 
grasp fleeting opportunities. MG Wood’s decision to advance east toward the 
German border with his 4th Armored Division after the breakout from the 
Normandy beachhead is an example of a justifiable calculated risk. A military 
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gamble is an operation that can lead either to victory or to complete destruction 
of one’s force (FM 6-0). Rare situations can arise where even a gamble may be 
justified; for example, when defeat is merely a matter of time and the only 
chance lies in an operation of great risk. LTC Chamberlain’s decision to conduct 
a bayonet charge with what was left of the 20th Maine on the second day of the 
Battle of Gettysburg is an example of a military gamble. 

1-28. The commander can be less deliberate in planning and preparing for an 
operation when facing a clearly less-capable and less-prepared enemy force. In 
these circumstances, the commander can forego detailed planning, extensive 
rehearsals, and significant changes in task organization. For example, an 
attacking battalion task force encountering enemy security outposts just mov-
ing into position will conduct actions on contact to immediately destroy the 
outposts without the loss of momentum. It then follows that against a larger 
and more prepared enemy, the commander needs more preparation time and a 
larger force to succeed. If the commander determines that he cannot defeat the 
enemy with the forces immediately at hand, he must determine what additional 
measures he must take to be successful. The measures can include any or all of 
the factors along the continuum. 

1-29. This does not imply that a commander conducting a hasty operation 
foregoes the advantages provided by his combined arms team. A commander 
who chooses to conduct hasty operations synchronizes the employment of his 
forces in his head as he issues FRAGOs. He uses tangible and intangible fac-
tors, such as the training level and experience of his subordinates, his own 
experience, perception of how the enemy will react, understanding of time-
distance factors, and knowledge of the strengths of each subordinate and sup-
porting unit to achieve the required degree of synchronization. 

RISK REDUCTION 

1-30. An important factor in reducing a commander’s risk is how much intel-
ligence he has about the enemy. As intelligence becomes available, the com-
mander determines where along the continuum of hasty versus deliberate 
operations he will operate to accomplish his mission. There is no set of rules to 
determine this point—any choice entails risk. If the commander decides to 
execute a hasty operation based on limited intelligence, he risks an uncoordi-
nated operation against an enemy about which he knows little. Moreover his 
forces may not be strong enough to accomplish their mission with minimum 
casualties. This could lead to piecemeal commitment and potential defeat in 
detail. He must balance this option against the risk of waiting to attack, which 
allows the enemy time to reinforce or conduct additional preparation. 

1-31. When higher headquarters determines the time to start an operation, or in 
a defense when the enemy initiates the operation, the commander has little 
flexibility regarding where to operate along the continuum of hasty versus 
deliberate operations. In these situations he must use all the time available to 
conduct planning and preparation. While the military decision making process 
tasks used in a time-constrained environment are the same as in the full 
process, many are done mentally by the commander or with less staff 
involvement. Each commander decides how to shorten the process. A 
commander may use the complete process to develop the plan, while a sub-
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ordinate headquarters abbreviates the process. (See FM 5-0 for a discussion of 
decision making in a time-constrained environment.) 

1-32. The commander can reduce the risk associated with any situation by in-
creasing his knowledge of the terrain and friendly, neutral, and enemy forces. 
He has a greater risk of making a poor decision if his situational understanding 
is incomplete or faulty. If the commander lacks sufficient information to make 
an informed choice, his first priority must be to gain the required information to 
support his decision making while at the same time taking precautions to 
protect his force from surprise. During an unexpected encounter with the 
enemy, often an acceptable way to gain that intelligence is to conduct a hasty 
attack to determine the size and disposition of the enemy force. The commander 
adapts his reconnaissance and intelligence efforts to the existing situation and 
picks the appropriate tools to answer his critical information requirements. For 
example, the commander can retask his reconnaissance assets or increase the 
size of his reconnaissance effort. 

1-33. A commander—supported by a digital C2 system that can access accurate, 
real-time information—takes advantage of a different operational environment 
than that facing a commander with an analog C2 system. Greatly improved 
knowledge of the enemy and friendly situations facilitates his employment of 
precision fires, his conduct of decisive maneuver at extended ranges, and his 
provision of responsive and flexible support of his forces. The integration of 
advanced information technologies, highly capable leaders, and agile 
organizational systems reduces risk and facilitates the conduct of full spectrum 
operations. 

1-34. Risk reduction does not always mean increasing knowledge of the enemy at 
the expense of time. A commander can partially compensate for a lack of 
intelligence by being flexible in his troop dispositions through an increase in the 
depth of the security area, size and number of security units, and size of the 
reserve. The commander’s choices of combat and movement formations provide 
the versatility to allow for initial enemy contact with the smallest possible 
friendly force. This allows the greatest flexibility in meeting unforeseen enemy 
dispositions. Another way to compensate for increased risk is to allow time and 
resources for subordinate elements to develop the situation. 

1-35. Because uncertainty exists in all military operations, every military 
decision contains risk. The commander exercises tactical art when he decides 
how much risk to accept. As shown in Figure 1-4, the commander has several 
techniques available to reduce the risk associated in a specific operation. Some 
of these techniques for reducing risk take resources from the decisive operation, 
which reduces the concentration of effects at the decisive point. 

1-36. The commander has the option to redirect the efforts of forces previously 
used to reduce his risk toward strengthening his decisive operation as more 
information becomes available. In any operation, the relationship between 
information, uncertainty, risk, size of reserves and security forces, and the 
disposition of the main body may change frequently. The commander must 
continually weigh this balance and make adjustments as needed.  
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1-37. These adjustments can create problems. Too many changes or changes 
made too rapidly in task organization, mission, and priorities can have negative 
effects on the operations process. For example, if a commander changes the task 
organization of his force too frequently, the force fails to develop the flexibility 
provided by teamwork. On the other hand, if he fails to change the task 
organization when dictated by circumstances, the force lacks flexibility to adapt 
to those changing circumstances. It is then unable to react effectively to enemy 
moves or act with the concentration of effects that lead to mission success. 

SOLVING TACTICAL PROBLEMS 
1-38. Success in tactical problem solving results from the aggressive, intelligent, 

and decisive use of combat power in an environment of uncertainty, disorder, 
violence, and danger. A commander wins by being on the offense, initiating 
combat on his own terms—at a time and place of his choosing. He never 
surrenders the initiative once he gains it. He builds momentum quickly to win 
decisively through the rapid application of available combat power, operating 
inside the enemy’s decision making cycle, and mastering the transitions 
between the defense to the offensive and vice versa. These rules of thumb allow 
the commander to maximize friendly and minimize enemy combat power by 
preventing the enemy from fighting as a combined arms force.  

1-39. Offensive action is key to achieving decisive results. Tactical commanders 
conduct offensive operations to achieve their assigned missions and objec-
tives? destroying enemy forces or seizing terrain? that cumulatively produce 
the theater-level effects required by the operational commander. Circumstances 
may require defending; however, tactical success normally requires shifting to 
the offense as soon as possible. The offense ends when the forces conducting it 
accomplish their missions, reach their limits of advance, or approach 
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culmination. Those forces then consolidate, resume the attack, or prepare for 
other operations. 

1-40. A commander wants to initiate combat on his own terms to give himself 
important advantages. This allows him to mass the effects of his combat power 
against selected inferior and isolated enemy units in vulnerable locations. 
Possession of the initiative allows a commander to continually seek vulnerable 
spots and shift his decisive operation when opportunities occur. A commander 
seizes, retains, and exploits the initiative by— 

?? Maneuvering more rapidly than the enemy to gain positional advantage 
(the place where the effects of fires are most destructive) over the enemy. 

?? Employing firepower to facilitate and exploit positional advantage. 
?? Sustaining his forces before, during, and after the engagement with the 

enemy. 
?? Achieving and maintaining information superiority. 
?? Planning beyond the initial operation and anticipating possible events. 

A commander never surrenders the initiative once he gains it. He presses the 
fight tenaciously and aggressively. He accepts risk while leading soldiers and 
pushing systems to their limits. 

1-41. The tactician, notwithstanding his status as a commander or a staff of-
ficer, seeks ways to build momentum quickly by seizing the initiative and 
executing shaping, sustaining, and decisive operations at a high tempo. Mo-
mentum helps to retain and complements the initiative. Concentrating the ef-
fects of combat power at the decisive place and time overwhelms an enemy and 
gains control of the situation. Rapid maneuver to place the enemy in a 
disadvantageous position also builds momentum. Momentum allows the tacti-
cian to create opportunities to engage the enemy from unexpected directions 
with unanticipated capabilities. Having seized the initiative, the tactician 
continues to control the relative momentum by taking action to maintain focus 
and pressure, controlling the tempo of operations, and creating and exploiting 
opportunities, while always assessing the situation and taking calculated risks. 

1-42. The commander’s C2 system assists the rapid building of momentum by 
allowing him to see and understand the situation so quickly that his forces can 
act before the enemy forces can react to the initial situation. His operations 
process focuses on executing rather than planning. Modern information systems 
allow compressed planning and effective incremental adjustments to the plan 
during execution. This allows the commander’s forces to adapt more quickly to 
emerging threats and opportunities as they are identified. Units whose 
commanders can make and implement decisions faster, even to a small degree, 
gain an accruing advantage that becomes significant over time; making 
decisions quickly—even with incomplete information—is crucial. 

1-43. The tactician chooses from a number of tactical options to create the so-
lution to the tactical problem facing him. (Chapter 2 lists these options as the 
types and forms of military operations and forms of maneuver.) Although he 
solves the specific tactical problem facing him by following the general princi-
ples outlined in this manual, there is no single, doctrinally correct, procedurally 
derived solution to any problem. The tactician who employs the more 
appropriate tactics given the existing situation has a distinct advantage over his 
opponent, even if their forces have equal combat power. 
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1-44. The tactician uses his mastery of the art and science of tactics, his 
understanding of the situation, and his judgment to create unique solutions 
appropriate to the mission and the other specific factors of METT-TC. There are 
usually several solutions that might work, although some will be more effective. 
He seeks a solution that defeats the enemy in the time available at the least cost 
in men and materiel. It should be a decisive solution that postures the unit for 
future missions and provides for the greatest flexibility to account for 
unexpected enemy actions or reactions. The solution must be in accordance with 
the higher commander’s intent. A thorough understanding of the enemy greatly 
assists the commander in his development of workable solutions. Commander’s 
visualization is the doctrinal term for this process. (FM 6-0 describes 
commander’s visualization.) 

1-45. The tactician learns to cut to the heart of a situation, recognize its impor-
tant elements, and base his decisions on those important elements as he 
masters his profession. The ability to do this cannot be acquired overnight. A 
tactician develops this capability after years of schooling, self-study, and 
practical training experiences, which eventually develop the intuitive faculties 
required to solve tactical problems. He rarely gets the opportunity to practice 
the science and art of tactics under actual combat conditions. 

1-46. Doctrine requires human judgment when applied to a specific situation. In 
choosing a solution to a tactical problem, applicable laws and regulations, the 
mission, the laws of physics, human behavior, and logistic realities constrain 
the tactician, not standardized techniques and procedures. The true test of the 
tactician’s solution is not whether it uses the specific techniques or procedures 
contained in this manual, but whether the techniques and procedures used were 
appropriate to the situation. Tactical proficiency is not defined by mastery of 
written doctrine, but by the ability to employ available means to win battles and 
engagements. A solution may not match any previous doctrinal example; 
however, the language used to communicate that concept must be technically 
precise and doctrinally consistent, using commonly understood and accepted 
doctrinal terms and concepts. 

1-47. Transitions between the types and forms of operations are difficult and, 
during execution, may create unexpected opportunities for Army or enemy 
forces. The tactician must quickly recognize such opportunities. He develops 
transitions as branches during the planning process and acts on them immed-
iately as they occur. Transition between one type or form of an operation to 
another is a complex operational consideration. 

1-48.  Tactical victory occurs when the opposing enemy force can no longer 
prevent the friendly force from accomplishing its mission. That is the end goal 
of all military operations. Decisive tactical victory occurs when the enemy no 
longer has the means to oppose the friendly force. It also occurs when the enemy 
admits defeat and agrees to a negotiated end of hostilities. Historically, a rapid 
tactical victory results in fewer friendly casualties and reduced resource 
expenditures. However, the tactician avoids gambling his forces and losing his 
combined arms synchronization in search of rapid victory. 

1-49. In closing, solutions to tactical problems are a collective effort. Success re-
sults from the commander’s plan and the ability of subordinates to execute it. 
The commander must have full confidence in his subordinates’ mastery of the 
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art and science of tactics and in their ability to execute the chosen solution. (See 
FM 6-0 for a full discussion of this concept.) 


