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INTRODUCTION








(05 Min)

1.  GAIN ATTENTION.    How many of you are football fans? Let’s say you are an offensive coordinator and you’re faced with 4th and one. What options do you have?  You can punt, pass, or run.  Before you make the choice, you compare your options to determine which will give you the best chance of success.  Run or pass in hopes of getting the first down or punt to keep the other team out of your territory.  That’s similar to what takes place when comparing and decided on courses of action for a military operation.  You weigh the options of each feasible course of action and go with the one that will give you the best opportunity to accomplish the mission.   After this class you will understand what goes into a course of action comparison and decision.  

(SLIDE #2)  

2.  OVERVIEW.  Good morning I am…The purpose of this class is to show you what goes into a COA comparison and decision.  I will do this by covering the inputs, process, and outputs of the COA comparison and decision  This class relates directly to the other classes you have received on the Marine Corps planning process.  
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3.  INTRODUCE LEARNING OBJECTIVES.

TERMINAL LEARNING OBJECTIVE  

1.  With the aid of references, properly compare courses of action and arrive at a commander’s decision within the framework of a selected exercise scenario per MCWP 5-1. 

ENABLING LEARNING OBJECTIVES 

1.  Without the aid of references, identify the purpose of a COA comparison and decision. 

2. Without the aid of references, identify the principle inputs for a COA comparison and decision.  

3.  Without the aid of references, identify the principle outputs for a COA comparison and decision. 
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METHOD / MEDIA.  This lesson will be taught by lecture supported by computer-generated graphics.

5. EVALUATION.  You will do a COA comparison decision as a part of your practical application.

TRANSITION.  Are there any questions on what will be covered, how this class will be taught, or how you will be evaluated?  To understand how to conduct a COA comparison decision we must first understand it’s purpose.    

BODY










(40 Min)

(SLIDE #5)  

PURPOSE .  To ensure understanding of each COA by the staff and MSC commanders and to decide which COA best fits the requirements of the mission by comparing the COAs and gaining feedback from the staff and MSC commanders. 
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STEP 4: COA COMPARISON AND DECISION.   So far, the commander has:  approved the mission statement, provided guidance on COA development and approved the COAs that the OPT developed,  established an evaluation criterion and picked which COAs are to be tested in the war game, and  tested the  courses of action based on the evaluation criteria.  
During the COA comparison and decision step, the commander will choose the COA to be executed. 
Lets take a look at the mechanics of the comparison decision step.
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COA COMPARISON TEAM.  The COA comparison team consists of the principle staff members, the commander, and the MSC commanders.  The OPT is now in the backseat, providing details when directed.  The commander will drive the process but may designate the chief of staff to be the facilitator.  
The principal staff and the MSC CMDRs will provide their staff estimates and estimates of supportability on each of the COAs.  
Now that we know who the players are, lets take a look at what they will do.
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COA COMPARISON AND DECISION.   This diagram illustrates the primary inputs from the previous MCPP step, COA Wargaming, and identifies those processes that occur as the commander weighs the options for a decision. Remember during COA wargaming we tested our COAs against a thinking enemy. In this step, we are comparing those refined COAs against each other. 
  It is the first time COAs are compared side by side.  COAs are evaluated and compared based on commander’s evaluation criteria.  Staff members called on to answer questions concerning supportability, advantages, and disadvantages.  Based on this process, the DECISION is made.  The commander may accept COA as is, modify COA,  or reject all COAs.  
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COA EVALUATION.   The evaluation criteria are based on the CMDRS experience, judgment, and assessment of METT.  
This is where the CMDR makes this “HIS” plan so he will probably lead the discussion with his staff and MSC CMDRS. They will talk about the advantages and disadvantages of each COA with regard to the evaluation criteria. They can look at each COA one at a time or do them each against one criteria at a time depending on what makes the CMDR comfortable.  Each COA may be briefed sequentially with respect to all comparison criteria results, to give the commander a view of the entire COA or the comparison results for each criterion may be briefed simultaneously for all COAs, so that commander gains a perspective from each separate criterion.  
One final note, someone needs to be the scribe for these discussions! Much of what is discussed here will be addressed again.  
Now lets look at an example of some specific evaluation criteria.
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EVALUATION CRITERIA.   MCWP 5-1, Appendix E contains a lengthy list of possible evaluation criteria the commander may direct for consideration.  It is critical that these criteria be succinct and allow the OPT to provide the granularity and detail required.  An evaluation criteria based on the Principles of War may be so broad and vague as to provide little utility during the COA evaluation.  Again, the requirement for precise terminology that allows the staff to make some objective analysis is evident.  
As you can tell, it is critical that all planners understand these criteria prior to conducting the war game so they can note pertinent information in regard to the commander’s criteria.  
Now lets move on to the evaluation itself.
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COMPARISON/DECISION INPUTS.  As you can see, the inputs for this step are outputs from the war game step. The two essential items, are highlighted in red: 
 The COA Graphics and narratives and the  commander’s evaluation criteria.  
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TRANSITION.  We have just covered COA comparison and decision inputs.  Are there any questions?   What criteria must a COA meet before it can be considered for comparison and decision?  (ANSWER: It must be feasible, acceptable, distinguishable, and complete and meet the commander’s evaluation criteria).   Now that we understand the comparison and decision inputs, we can look at the comparison and decision process. 
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COMPARISON/DECISION PROCESS.  The COA comparison and decision process may be broken down into three elements:  COA evaluation, COA comparison, and the commander’s decision.  COA evaluation examines each COA against the commanders established criteria. Recall that the evaluation criteria came from COA development in step two. During the war game, we recorded how each of the COA’s stacked up against this evaluation criteria.  Next, the COA comparison examines the COAs in relation to each other, looking at advantages, disadvantages and risk.  After evaluation and comparison, the commander will make a decision.
 Lets talk about the the evaluation. 
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EVALUATION MATRIX.  Here is an example of the evaluation matrix. As you can see the commander’s evaluation criteria are on the left side of the matrix and we have room to annotate comments on the right. 
The bottom line is that we want to make sure we accurately record all the empirical data- the advantages, disadvantages and risk, including who made each comment and what command they are representing.

The specific method for briefing this information is something that the CMDR needs to be comfortable with. It can include use of various colors, up or down arrows, checks and minus symbols or it could be all narrative.   
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COA ADVANTAGES/DISADVANTAGES.   Here are some annotations for COA 1.  In this example,  advantages are annotated in blue and disadvantages in red. This will be done for each COA. When we move on to comparison, one method is to modify this matrix for the number of COAs going through the comparison.  
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EVALUATION/COMPARISON MATRIX.   This is not as easy as it may appear. We have just gone through a qualitative evaluation and now are trying to conduct a quantitative comparison.   
The results of this quantitative comparison do not equal the decision.  Although we’ve taken a shot at quantifying the value of each COA, the commander’s decision is not a science—he is working within the realm of the ART of WAR.  It may be that the COA with the most advantages does not get the best or highest value.
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COA COMPARISON.  In this example, we are using both color and narrative to display how we have evaluated each COA against the CMDRs criteria. Note that all of the discussion about advantages, disadvantages, risk, and supportability has been “Quantified” to one word for each criteria.
This provides the commander a visual snapshot that is backed by staff analysis. 
Lets look at another idea.
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COA COMPARISON.  This example also uses color but now turns the single word into a numerical value.
We’ve moved from Good-Fair-Poor to a numerical representation that may offer a better point for comparison.
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COA COMPARISON.   Applying weighted value to the individual evaluation criteria provides even more granularity.  It maintains the same Good-Fair-Poor evaluation but establishes relative value between the criteria. 
It isn’t difficult to see that weighting has changed the results of our comparison: now COA 3 appears to best meet the stated criteria.
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DECISION OPTIONS. The CMDR has more than one option at this point: 
He can select one of the COAs as is- advantages, disadvantages and accept any risk brought out during the evaluation, h
e could modify a COA to reduce the risk and overcome disadvantages, 
or he could combine  the good parts of multiple COAs resulting in a new COA.  
Remember,  modifications or changes to a COA will not have gone through the wargame,  the OPT should go back and test the COA with the changes.  
The last option indicates that there was a break down in the process. The MCPP prevents this result. Remember our tenets, the process is driven from “top down” the commander has been involved in every step, it is a “single battle concept” and is “integrated” across the MEF and all the war-fighting functions. We should never end  up here. If we do it is because something has changed dramatically and now  we  have a new mission.
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COA DECISON.  A military decision is not merely the product of a mathematical computation.  
The commander must synthesize all of the provided information.  He will use the analytical information provided by the OPT and staff.  He will also rely on a healthy dose of intuition- gut instincts- in order to decide what we will execute.   Everything that has happened so far is to support this moment.  

What is the right mix?  Depends on the commander, depends on time, depends on the ability to accept risk.  Now that we have a decision lets look at the outputs of this step.
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COMPARISON/DECISION OUTPUTS.  The outputs of the comparison decision step are refinements of all the products we have been working on up to this point. Obviously the key output is the concept of operation. It is the basis for supporting concepts such a fires, logistics, and force protection. It includes a generic description of actions we are going to take and our organization for combat. A complete and detailed COA graphic and narrative go a long ways toward development of the concept of operations.
Also note that the OPT is not finished yet. Any branches and sequels identified will need to be war gamed and evaluated as well.
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TRANSITION.  We have just covered the COA comparison and decision process and outputs.  Are there any questions?  Why is it important to war game each COA prior to doing a comparison?  (ANSWER-Doing a war game will help to determine if the COA meets the commander’s criteria.  If a COA does not meet the commander’s criteria, it should be discarded and not considered for comparison to other COAs).   

SUMMARY











So far we discussed the inputs, process, and outputs of a COA comparison and decision.
.  Take a ten-minute break.
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