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UNDERSTANDING THE MILITARY
DECISION MAKING PROCESS

When military leaders face complex
operational challenges, they rely on a
structured, analytical framework known
as the Military Decision Making Process
(MDMP). This proven methodology
ensures that commanders and their
staffs can develop, analyze, and select
the best course of action in a timely
manner. Far from being a bureaucratic
checklist, the MDMP is a dynamic tool
that balances speed with thoroughness,
enabling forces to adapt to uncertain
environments while maintaining a
shared understanding of the mission.
This article offers a comprehensive look
at the MDMP, its core steps, its practical
applications, and why it remains
indispensable for modern military
operations.

What Is the
Military Decision
Making Process?

The Military Decision Making Process is a
planning model used by armed forces
worldwide, most notably within the
United States Army and NATO allies. It
provides a logical sequence for analyzing
missions, developing options, and

producing orders that guide troops in the
field. The MDMP is designed to be
flexible—it can be applied to everything
from battalion-level tactical operations
to large-scale joint campaigns. Its
primary goal is to reduce uncertainty,
foster collaboration, and produce a clear,
executable plan under time constraints.

The process is typically divided into
seven steps, each building upon the
previous one. While the steps appear
linear in theory, real-world application
often requires recursion and parallel
work, especially when time is limited.
Understanding these steps helps leaders
anticipate challenges and communicate
effectively across diverse units.

The Seven Steps
of the MDMP

1. RECEIPT OF MISSION

Everything begins when a commander
receives a warning order or a new
mission from higher headquarters. This
initial step triggers the planning process.
The commander conducts a preliminary
analysis, identifies immediate
constraints, and issues initial guidance
to the staff. Key outputs include a
restated mission statement and a list of
critical facts and assumptions. The
commander also establishes a time
schedule to ensure the planning process
stays on track.
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2. MissioN ANALYSIS

Mission analysis is arguably the most
critical step. Here, the staff examines
the higher commander's intent,
identifies specified and implied tasks,
and determines limitations on freedom
of action. They analyze the operational
environment using factors like terrain,
weather, enemy capabilities, and civil
considerations. The team also develops
a mission statement that clearly defines
the who, what, when, where, and
why of the operation. This step
concludes with a mission analysis brief
to the commander, who then issues
updated planning guidance and a refined
commander's intent.

3. CoursE oF AcTioN (COA)
DEVELOPMENT

With a clear mission, the staff begins
generating feasible courses of action.
Each COA must meet specific criteria: it
must be suitable, feasible, acceptable,
distinguishable, and complete. During
this step, planners sketch out concepts
of operations, including the main effort,
supporting efforts, and scheme of
maneuver. Creativity is encouraged, but
every COA must adhere to the
commander's guidance and resources.
Typically, two to three courses of action
are developed for further analysis.

4. COURSE OF ACTION ANALYSIS
(WAR GAME)

War gaming is the heart of the MDMP.
The staff uses a structured process to
test each COA against the most likely
enemy courses of action. They assume
the role of friendly and enemy forces,
simulating interactions and assessing
outcomes. This step identifies strengths,
weaknesses, risks, and branches in the

plan. The war game produces a
synchronization matrix that details when
and where each critical event occurs.
The goal is to refine the COAs and
prepare for the next step.

5. COURSE OF ACTION
COMPARISON

After war gaming, the staff evaluates the
COAs against established criteria such as
risk, resource requirements, and
probability of success. They may use
decision matrices, cost-benefit analyses,
or other tools to compare options
objectively. The staff then presents its
recommendation to the commander,
highlighting which COA best supports
the higher commander's intent while
minimizing risk. The commander reviews
the analysis and makes the final
decision.

6. COURSE OF ACTION APPROVAL

Once the commander selects a course of
action, it is formally approved. The
commander may refine the plan, adjust
the main effort, or add specific tasks.
The approved COA is then turned into a
detailed concept of operations. This step
also includes confirming the
commander's intent and issuing any
additional guidance required for order
production.

7. ORDERS PRODUCTION

The final step transforms the approved
COA into a clear, usable order. This
typically takes the form of an Operations
Order (OPORD) or Fragmentary Order
(FRAGO). The order includes the
situation, mission, execution,
sustainment, command and signal
instructions. Once produced, the order is
disseminated to subordinate units, who
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then begin their own planning processes.
Orders production ensures that
everyone—from the lowest soldier to
supporting elements—knows their role
and timeline.

Key Principles
and Best
Practices

To make the Military Decision Making
Process effective, leaders must adhere
to several underlying principles. First,
parallel planning is essential: while the
main staff works on the next step,
subordinate units begin their own initial
assessments, saving valuable time.
Second, commander's intent must be
clear and concise, empowering
subordinates to exercise initiative when
the situation changes. Third, the process
is designed to be collaborative—it
requires input from all staff sections,
including intelligence, operations,
logistics, and civil affairs. Finally,
flexibility is critical: in combat, plans
rarely survive first contact, so the MDMP
emphasizes branches and sequels to
handle contingencies.

Common
Challenges and
How to
Overcome Them

Despite its robust structure, the MDMP is
not immune to pitfalls. One common
challenge is analysis
paralysis—spending too much time

perfecting a plan at the expense of
timely action. Leaders combat this by
setting strict time limits and using
reverse planning techniques. Another

issue is groupthink, where staff
members avoid challenging flawed
assumptions. To counter this,

commanders encourage constructive
dissent and assign a "devil's advocate"
during war gaming. Additionally,
information overload can overwhelm
junior planners. Using digital tools,
simple templates, and clear
communication norms helps keep the
process manageable.

Adapting the
MDMP for
Modern
Operations

While the MDMP was originally
developed for conventional maneuver
warfare, it has proven adaptable to
counterinsurgency, peacekeeping, and
disaster response. In today's
multidomain operations, planners must
incorporate cyber, space, and
information warfare into their COA
development. The process is also
increasingly used in civilian emergency
management and business strategic
planning, demonstrating its versatility as
a decision-making framework.

Modern technology enhances the MDMP.
Collaborative software, real-time
geospatial data, and artificial intelligence
tools can accelerate mission analysis
and war gaming. However, human
judgment remains irreplaceable. The
MDMP is ultimately a thinking process,



not just a checklist. It trains leaders to officers and NCOs gain experience
consider multiple perspectives, in critical thinking and staff
anticipate second-order effects, and coordination.

make sound decisions under pressure. e Time Efficiency: Though it seems

lengthy, the MDMP actually saves

Be nEﬁtS Of U S| N g time by preventing wasted effort
on unfeasible options.
the Militar .
. Y , Conclusion
DeC|S|0n Ma kl ng The Military Decision Making Process is
far more than a procedural exercise—it
PFOCESS is a disciplined approach to solving
complex problems under the most
» Standardization: All units sharea demanding conditions. By guiding

common planning language, commanders and staffs through a logical
reducing confusion between joint sequence of analysis, creativity, and
and coalition forces. comparison, the MDMP transforms
e Thoroughness: Every critical uncertainty into actionable plans.
factor—mission, enemy, terrain, Whether on the battlefield, in
troops, time, and civil humanitarian missions, or even in
considerations—is systematically corporate boardrooms, the principles of
examined. this process have proven their worth.
* Risk Management: Explicit Mastering the MDMP equips leaders with
analysis of risks and branches the clarity and confidence to make

leads to safer, more resilient plans.  sound decisions when it matters most.
e Leader Development: Junior
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