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Understanding the factors that influence Course of Action (COA) development is fundamental for
military planners and decision-makers. According to Joint Publication 5-0 (JP 5-0), specifically Chapter
V, V-20, COA development is a critical step in the military decision-making process that ensures
feasible, suitable, and effective options are crafted to achieve mission objectives. This process is
driven by a combination of strategic intent, operational environment factors, intelligence inputs, and
command guidance. In this article, we will explore what drives COA development comprehensively,
emphasizing the principles, factors, and considerations that shape the creation of viable options in
military planning.

Understanding Course of Action (COA) Development

Before delving into what influences COA development, it is essential to understand what a COA is and
how it fits within the broader military planning framework.

What Is a Course of Action?

A Course of Action (COA) is a specific, feasible, and suitable course of action that a commander
considers to accomplish a mission or achieve objectives. COAs are developed during the deliberate
planning process and are evaluated for their effectiveness, feasibility, acceptability, and risk.

The Role of COA Development in Military Planning

COA development is a creative and analytical process that results in multiple options for achieving
desired end states. The process ensures that commanders have a variety of options, allowing
flexibility and adaptability in response to changing circumstances.

Key Factors That Drive COA Development

The development of COAs is influenced by several interrelated factors, each contributing to the
shaping of potential options. These factors include strategic guidance, operational environment,
intelligence inputs, and command intent. Understanding these factors helps ensure that COAs are
aligned with overarching goals and situational realities.

1. Strategic Guidance and Intent

Strategic quidance, derived from national, theater, or joint strategies, provides the overarching
objectives and desired end states. The commander’s intent clarifies the purpose of the operation and
guides the development of COAs.



¢ Defines the scope and focus of planning efforts.
e Ensures all COAs align with higher command priorities.

¢ Provides flexibility to adapt to unforeseen circumstances.

2. Operational Environment

The operational environment encompasses the physical, informational, and cognitive domains in
which the operation occurs. Factors influencing COA development from this environment include
terrain, weather, enemy capabilities, friendly forces, and civil considerations.

1. Terrain and Weather: Impact mobility, concealment, and operational tempo.

2. Enemy Capabilities and Dispositions: Shape the possible enemy responses and
vulnerabilities.

3. Friendly Force Capabilities: Determine what is feasible given available assets.

4. Civil and Cultural Factors: Influence stability operations and population interactions.

3. Intelligence and Reconnaissance Inputs

Accurate, timely intelligence is critical in shaping COAs. Intelligence assessments about enemy
strength, disposition, and likely courses of action inform planners about feasible options and potential
risks.

* |dentify enemy vulnerabilities to exploit.

¢ Anticipate enemy reactions and countermeasures.

e Refine COAs for better effectiveness and survivability.

4. Commander's Guidance and Intent

The commander's guidance provides specific directions, constraints, and priorities that influence COA
development. This guidance ensures options are consistent with the commander's strategic and
operational vision.



5. Available Resources and Constraints

Resource availability, including forces, equipment, logistics, and time, directly impacts which COAs
are feasible.

e Limited resources may restrict options.

e Logistical constraints can influence the timing and scope of COAs.

Principles Governing COA Development

Several foundational principles underpin the process of developing effective COAs, ensuring they are
practical, aligned, and ready for evaluation.

1. Feasibility

COAs must be realistic given the current and projected resources, capabilities, and operational
conditions.

2. Suitability

Options should directly contribute to achieving the specified objectives and align with the
commander's intent.

3. Acceptability

The risks involved in each COA must be acceptable in relation to the potential benefits.

4. Distinguishability

Different COAs should be sufficiently distinct to allow for meaningful comparison during evaluation.

5. Completeness

COAs must address all critical aspects of the operation, including maneuver, fires, logistics, and civil
considerations.

The Development Process of COAs

The process of developing COAs involves several deliberate steps, each driven by the factors
discussed above.



1. Initial Planning and Guidance

- Establish mission objectives and commander's intent.
- Gather intelligence and understand the operational environment.
- Identify constraints and available resources.

2. Brainstorming and Creative Development

- Generate multiple options based on the understanding of the environment and guidance.
- Use creative thinking to explore unconventional solutions.

3. Refinement and Analysis

- Assess each COA for feasibility, suitability, and acceptability.
- Incorporate intelligence updates and reconnaissance findings.
- Adjust COAs to mitigate identified risks.

4. Validation and Comparison

- Compare COAs against evaluation criteria.
- Select the most promising options for further analysis and decision-making.

Conclusion: The Dynamic Nature of COA Development

Understanding what drives COA development, as outlined in JP 5-0, Chapter V, V-20, reveals a
complex interplay of strategic guidance, environmental factors, intelligence, and command intent.
Effective COA development is not a static process but a dynamic and iterative one, requiring
flexibility, creativity, and rigorous analysis. By considering all relevant factors and adhering to core
principles, military planners can craft a range of viable options that enhance operational effectiveness
and adaptability. Ultimately, the success of military operations hinges on the quality of these
developed courses of action, making the understanding of their drivers essential for effective
decision-making and mission success.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary purpose of Course of Action (COA)
development according to JP 5-0, Chapter V, V-20?

The primary purpose of COA development is to identify and analyze feasible options that effectively
accomplish the mission, supporting decision-makers in selecting the best course of action based on
operational considerations and constraints.



Which factors influence the development of COAs as outlined
in JP 5-0, Chapter V, V-20?

Factors include mission objectives, intelligence assessments, available resources, enemy capabilities
and courses of action, environmental conditions, and the commander's intent and guidance.

How does intelligence influence the COA development process
in JP 5-0?

Intelligence provides critical information about enemy intentions, capabilities, and vulnerabilities,
enabling planners to craft COAs that effectively counter threats and exploit opportunities.

What role does analysis of risks and benefits play in
developing COAs according to JP 5-0?

Analyzing risks and benefits helps determine the feasibility, acceptability, and suitability of each COA,
ensuring the chosen option minimizes risks while maximizing operational advantages.

How are multiple COAs evaluated during the development
process as per JP 5-0, Chapter V, V-20?
COAs are evaluated through criteria such as suitability, feasibility, acceptability, distinguishability,

and completeness, often involving wargaming and comparative analysis to identify the most effective
option.

What is the significance of commander's intent in guiding COA
development?

The commander's intent provides overarching guidance and objectives, ensuring that all developed
COAs align with strategic goals and desired end states.

How does the environment influence the selection and
development of COAs in JP 5-0?

Environmental factors such as terrain, weather, and civilian considerations impact the feasibility and
execution of COAs, requiring planners to adapt options to operational realities.

Additional Resources

Course of Action (COA) Development is a fundamental process within military planning, providing a
structured approach to generating options for achieving mission objectives. As outlined in JP 5-0,
Chapter V, V-20, understanding the factors that drive the development of COAs is essential for
effective decision-making, ensuring that planners create feasible, suitable, and acceptable options
that can adapt to dynamic operational environments. This article explores the key drivers behind COA
development, analyzing the influences, considerations, and constraints that shape the creation of
options in military planning.



Understanding the Significance of COA Development

Before delving into the drivers, it’s important to grasp why COA development is a critical component
of the military planning process. It involves generating a variety of options that commanders can
evaluate to select the most effective course of action. Effective COA development ensures that
planners consider multiple perspectives, incorporate intelligence and operational constraints, and
foster innovative solutions that can adapt to real-time changes on the battlefield.

Primary Drivers of COA Development

The development of COAs is influenced by a combination of operational, strategic, tactical, and
environmental factors. These drivers ensure that options are realistic, aligned with command intent,
and capable of addressing the complex nature of modern warfare.

1. Mission and Commander's Intent

Overview:

The mission and the commander's intent are the foundational drivers behind COA development. They
define what needs to be achieved and the desired end state, guiding the scope and focus of potential
courses of action.

Features & Considerations:

- Clear understanding of the mission helps eliminate impractical options.

- The commander's intent provides the strategic vision, ensuring COAs align with overall objectives.
- Drives the level of ambition and risk acceptable in options.

Pros:

- Ensures coherence with higher-level objectives.

- Facilitates focused and relevant COA development.
Cons:

- Overly rigid adherence can limit creativity.
- Misinterpretation of intent can lead to misaligned options.

2. Intelligence and Situational Awareness

Overview:



Accurate and timely intelligence informs the development of COAs by providing insights into enemy
capabilities, terrain, weather, and other operational factors.

Features & Considerations:

- Identifies enemy strengths, weaknesses, and likely courses of action.
- Highlights environmental constraints and opportunities.

- Supports risk assessment and feasibility analysis.

Pros:
- Leads to more realistic and effective options.
- Enhances anticipation of enemy actions.

Cons:
- Intelligence gaps or inaccuracies can misguide COA development.
- Overreliance on incomplete data may result in flawed options.

3. Operational Environment and Terrain

Overview:
The physical environment significantly influences COA options, dictating what is feasible and what is
not.

Features & Considerations:

- Terrain features such as urban areas, mountains, or open plains affect mobility and concealment.
- Weather conditions impact timing and execution.

- Urban vs. rural settings require different approaches.

Pros:
- Ensures options are tailored to real-world conditions.
- Helps identify natural advantages or vulnerabilities.

Cons:
- Complex terrain can limit options.
- Environmental factors may change rapidly, requiring flexible planning.

4. Available Resources and Capabilities

Overview:
Resources, including personnel, equipment, logistics, and technology, shape what options are
practically executable.

Features & Considerations:
- Resource constraints may limit the scope of options.



- Capabilities determine potential operational approaches.
- Logistical considerations influence sustainment and tempo.

Pros:
- Promotes realistic and implementable COAs.
- Highlights resource gaps early in planning.

Cons:
- Limited resources can narrow the spectrum of options.
- Overestimating capabilities can lead to unfeasible plans.

5. Political, Legal, and Ethical Constraints

Overview:
External constraints influence COA development to ensure options are compliant with laws of armed
conflict, international treaties, and political considerations.

Features & Considerations:

- Rules of engagement (ROE).

- Diplomatic sensitivities.

- Ethical considerations, such as collateral damage.

Pros:
- Ensures legitimacy and compliance.
- Prevents options that could undermine broader strategic relationships.

Cons:
- Constraints may limit aggressive options.
- Potential for conflict between operational effectiveness and compliance.

6. Risk and Uncertainty Management

Overview:
Inherent uncertainties about enemy actions, environmental conditions, and resource availability
influence COA development, requiring planners to consider risks associated with each option.

Features & Considerations:

- Developing multiple options mitigates risk.

- Contingency planning is essential to adapt to unforeseen circumstances.
- Risk assessment tools help evaluate potential outcomes.

Pros:
- Promotes robust and flexible options.



- Prepares commanders for contingencies.
Cons:

- Overly cautious options may limit operational effectiveness.
- Excessive focus on risk can stifle innovative solutions.

Additional Factors Influencing COA Development

Beyond the primary drivers, several other considerations impact the development process:

7. Time Constraints

- Tight timelines necessitate rapid generation and evaluation of COAs.
- May limit the depth of analysis, leading to more straightforward options.

8. Interagency and Multinational Considerations

- Coordination with allied or partner forces can influence feasible options.
- Shared objectives and constraints shape available courses.

9. Past Experiences and Lessons Learned

- Historical data and lessons inform innovative approaches and avoid previous mistakes.
- Institutional knowledge helps refine COA options.

Conclusion: The Interplay of Drivers in COA
Development

The development of Courses of Action is a complex, multidimensional process driven by an interplay
of operational, strategic, environmental, and external factors. The mission and commander's intent
set the overarching goal, while intelligence, terrain, resources, constraints, and uncertainties shape
the feasible options. Recognizing and balancing these drivers ensures that COAs are not only realistic
and achievable but also innovative and adaptable to the fluid dynamics of modern warfare.

The strength of a well-developed COA lies in its capacity to address these diverse influences,
providing commanders with a range of viable options to choose from, each with an understanding of



their risks, benefits, and alignment with broader objectives. Ultimately, the effective integration of
these drivers enhances military effectiveness, operational agility, and mission success.

In summary, the process of COA development is driven by a comprehensive understanding of the
operational environment, strategic objectives, available resources, and external constraints. By
thoroughly considering these factors, military planners can generate options that are both practical
and innovative, capable of guiding success in complex operational theaters.
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