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The Air Force plans using the process known as the joint operation planning process for 
air (JOPPA).  The JOPPA is a seven-step process similar to the joint operation planning 
process (JOPP).  It culminates in the production of the joint air operations plan (JAOP) 
and supporting plans and orders.  The JOPPA is the process by which commanders, Air 
Force forces (COMAFFORs) and their staffs create the detailed plans they require to 
effectively employ airpower, including the JAOP, operation orders (OPORDs), and 
others.  Since the COMAFFOR is normally also the joint force air component 
commander (JFACC), the JOPPA is also the joint force air component’s equivalent of 
the joint force commander’s (JFC’s) JOPP and can be performed in parallel with it.  The 
JOPPA produces the JAOP and, as part of an ongoing battle rhythm, the guidance that 
helps create the air operations directive (AOD), which guides the tasking cycle through 
its iterative execution.  The JOPPA may also be used to produce required supporting 
plans and concepts, such as a long-range phased air targeting scheme (PATS), an area 
air defense plan (AADP), an airspace control plan (ACP), operation orders required by 
the COMAFFOR’s staff, and others.  The JOPP and JOPPA each consist of seven 
steps, as depicted in the illustration, “Joint Operation Planning Processes.”  Each of the 
stages is discussed below.  
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The air component’s senior strategists and other select members of the staff should join 
the JFC’s joint planning group (JPG) (or like body) to help create the JFC’s operation 
plan (OPLAN) and OPORD (and other plans and orders, as required).  They should 
review currently available forces and determine what, if any, additional forces or 
capabilities may be required and where all forces should be located.  When these 
strategists return to the AOC’s strategy division (SRD) and strategy plans team, they 
should then repeat the process, as the JOPPA, for their joint force component 
command, producing the JAOP.  Inside the air operations center (AOC), the SRD staff 
often leads operational-level planning, but is always supported by other COMAFFOR 
and AOC staff elements.   
 
Initiation 
 
Planning begins when an appropriate authority recognizes potential need to employ 
military capabilities in response to a potential or actual crisis and initiates strategy 
development and operational design.  At the strategic level, the initiating authority is 
national leadership—the President, Secretary of Defense (SecDef), and Chairman of 
the Joint Chiefs of Staff.  Below the national strategic level, that authority is usually a 
JFC (combatant commander [CCDR] or joint task force [JTF] commander).  At any 
level, however, a commander may deem it prudent to begin planning for a contingency 
when, in the commander’s judgment, the situation warrants it.   
 
Airpower strategists may have already been through several rounds of concept 
formation as part of operational design when the JFC initiates formal planning.  
Operational design may be a precursor to detailed planning and may help determine if 
military power is a suitable instrument for dealing with the problem or set of problems 
that national leaders wish solved.  Operational design focuses on framing ill-structured 
problems in general terms, while the JOPP and JOPPA focus on solving more specific, 
medium- to well-structured problems. 
 
It is vital for Airmen to become involved in the planning process at the JFC-level as 
soon as possible to understand the JFC’s design concept and ensure that the 
capabilities of airpower are properly represented, integrated, and employed. 
 
Mission Analysis 
 
The primary purpose of mission analysis is to understand the problem at hand, the 
purpose of the operation, and to issue appropriate commander’s guidance to focus the 
planning process.  Mission analysis may already have been accomplished as part of 
operational design, but there is significant value in conducting an “airminded” mission 
analysis in dialog with the commander and AOC strategists, reviewing the products or 
reiterating the process of framing the problem “the plan” is intended to solve. 
 
The commander’s mission and intent statements should be created in this step of the 
process if they have not already been created during earlier design effort.  These 
statements should include the military end state (MES) and the portions of it that the 
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JFACC is tasked to deliver.  If the problem the plan is intended to solve is not 
adequately framed, then the commander responsible for planning (e.g., the JFACC for 
the JOPPA) should “go back up the chain of command”—even to the level of national 
leadership—and request that it be further clarified. 
 
Key inputs to this step include higher headquarters planning directives and other 
strategic guidance, initial staff estimates (if they exist), and joint intelligence preparation 
of the operational environment (JIPOE).  JIPOE should be initiated in this step, if it has 
not been previously.  The value of JIPOE products is directly tied to the intelligence and 
information needs stated by commanders and their planning staffs.  In some cases, 
JIPOE may require that ISR assets be brought into an AOR long in advance of 
operations, which requires prior coordination and planning.  See Joint Publication (JP) 
2-01.3, Joint Intelligence Preparation of the Operational Environment, for thorough 
guidance on JIPOE. 
 
As a result of this step, the commander and staff should be able to: 

 
 Assemble facts and assumptions about the operation.  

 
 Analyze higher headquarters mission and intent. 

 
 Determine operational limitations. 

 
 Analyze centers of gravity1 (COGs) (adversary and friendly) to determine critical 

requirements and vulnerabilities. 
 

 Determine potential decisive points (DPs) that contribute to affecting the COGs (to 
the extent possible before detailed planning is conducted). 

 
 Establish specified, implied, and essential tasks. 

 
 Conduct initial force structure analysis. 

 
 Prepare a mission analysis brief and initial staff estimates. 

 
 Publish the commander’s planning guidance.   
 
COA Development 
 
A course of action (COA) consists of the following information: what type of action 
should occur; why the action is required; who will take the action; and the expected 
outcomes.  A valid COA is one that is:  
 
 Adequate—Can accomplish (or appropriately support) the JFC’s mission within 

given commanders’ guidance. 
                                                            
1 For a detailed discussion of COGs, also see JP 5-0, Chap. III. 
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 Feasible—Can accomplish the mission within the established time, space, and 

resource limitations. 
 
 Acceptable (Balanced)—Should balance cost and risk with the advantage gained 

and maintained. 
 
 Distinguishable—Should be sufficiently different from other COAs. 
 
 Complete—Should incorporate objectives, effects, and tasks to be performed; major 

forces required; concepts for deployment, employment, and sustainment; time 
estimates for achieving objectives; mission success criteria; and end state.  It may 
also delineate appropriate trigger points for pre-planed branches and sequels. 

 
Normally, strategists and other Airmen should have influenced the JFC’s COA selection 
process.  If this is so, both the JFACC’s and COMAFFOR’s staffs should be well 
informed to begin mission analysis for required supporting plan(s).   
 
COA Analysis and Wargaming 
 
COA analysis should identify the advantages of each proposed friendly COA on its own 
merits; COAs are not compared with each other in this step.  This analysis should 
reveal or elaborate upon a number of factors, including (but not limited to): 
 
 DPs (validating them and showing how they are organized into lines of effort). 
 
 Required task organization adjustments. 
 
 Data for use in an appropriate COA comparison and wargaming tools. 
 
 Identification of plan branches and sequels. 
 
 Identification of potential high-value, high-payoff, and JFC time-sensitive targets. 
 
 A risk assessment and potential risk mitigation (including probable opportunity 

costs). 
 
 COA advantages and disadvantages. 
 
 Recommended commander’s critical information requirements (CCIRs). 
 
 Determine additional information requirements. 
 
Wargaming provides a means for the commander and staff to analyze COAs in light of 
the adversary’s possible countermoves, improve their understanding of the operational 
environment, and obtain insights that they may not have otherwise gained.  Based on 
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time available, at a minimum, the commander should wargame each COA against the 
most probable and most dangerous adversary COAs identified through JIPOE.  
Wargaming is a conscious attempt to consider actions, reactions, and counteractions in 
order to visualize the flow of an operation.  Every effort should be taken to avoid “mirror 
imaging” the adversary’s intentions, capabilities, and decision-making.  COA evaluation 
should be a disciplined and imaginative process based on JIPOE.  Wargaming may also 
highlight plan, information, or resource shortfalls, generating branch and sequel 
planning requirements, requests for information, requests for forces, and refinements to 
COAs, time permitting. 

 
Wargaming is part of operational art, not science.  It can be as simple as a table-top 
discussion or a narrative that describes probable actions and counteractions, as well as 
the assets and time used.  It may be as complex as dedicated computer-aided modeling 
and simulation.2  If the commander has determined evaluation criteria, he or she should 
reveal these to the staff as soon as possible.  Wargaming may provide a number of 
potential COA evaluation criteria that the staff may select from during the subsequent 
COA comparison stage of planning.  Such criteria may also help focus the wargaming 
effort and provide a framework for data collection by the staff, thus aiding both 
situational understanding and the COA comparison and selection processes that follow 
wargaming.3 

 
Commanders should consider establishing a team dedicated to pursuing the 
adversary’s point of view (commonly referred to as “red teaming”).  Such a cell can add 
substantially to the value of wargaming efforts and can assist ongoing JIPOE if 
adversary COAs have not yet been analyzed.  This “red team” should role-play the 
adversary commander and staff.  The red team, in whole or part, can be delegated to 
the JFC’s JPG or like body to assist the JOPP at the JFC’s level.  If done properly, this 
should be a continuous process. 
 
COA Comparison 
 
COA comparison is a process where wargamed COAs are evaluated and compared 
against a set of criteria established by the staff and commander.  This process should 
be as objective as possible, but this is art, not science, and some degree of subjectivity 
is often unavoidable.  Having a “red cell” examine prospective COAs during and after 
wargaming may help mitigate subjective elements. 
 
The commander and staff should develop and evaluate a set of important criteria or 
governing factors against which to evaluate COAs.  Risks to forces and risks to mission 
should always be considered as evaluation criteria.  Elements of operational design 
(e.g., integration, synergy, timing, and tempo) operational limits, and principles of joint 

                                                            
2 See JP 5-0, Joint Operation Planning, Chapter IV, for sample wargaming steps. 
3 See JP 5-0, Chapter IV, for a detailed discussion of selecting evaluation criteria.  Airmen should note, as 
they review the JP 5-0 discussion, that some techniques mentioned therein, such as using geographical 
sketches of maneuvers, may not be well suited for conveying the contributions of airpower and thus will 
have to be modified—or new methods explored—in order to convey the Airman’s perspective. 
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operations4 are good sources of other potential COA comparison criteria.  COAs should 
be weighed against these criteria, advantages and disadvantages should be considered 
and efforts made to overcome disadvantages, reviews of feasibility and acceptability 
should be made, and relative merits should be evaluated.  This process should yield a 
COA that supports the JFC’s objectives and: 
 
 Obtains the highest probability of success. 
 
 Mitigates risk to the force and mission to an acceptable level. 
 
 Places the force in the best posture for future operations. 
 
 Provides the flexibility to meet unexpected threats and opportunities. 
 
COA Approval 
 
The staff should determine the best COA to recommend to the commander.  The 
recommendation should take the form of a commander’s estimate document or briefing.  
This document or briefing should include the commander’s intent—for the airpower 
component, the JFC, and US national leadership, including the military and strategic 
end states.  The commander selects a COA or forms an alternate COA based upon 
staff recommendations and commander’s personal estimate, experience, and judgment.  
Branches and sequels that the staff considers most likely or most dangerous may be 
reviewed and approved as part of this process as well.  The approved COA is then 
developed into the appropriate plan or order. 
 
Plan or Order Development 
 
Deliberate planning results in plan development (e.g., an OPLAN, contingency plan, or 
commander’s estimate); crisis action planning (CAP) typically leads to operation order 
(OPORD) development; and the JOPPA yields a JAOP, often a long-range PATS, and 
possibly other products.  During plan or order development the commander and staff in 
collaboration with subordinate and collaborating organizations, expand the approved 
COA into a detailed plan.  The detailed plan: 
 
 States (or restates) the commander’s mission and intent. 
 
 Describes the central approach the commander intends to take to accomplish the 

mission. 
 
 Provides for the application, integration, sequencing, and synchronization of forces 

and capabilities in time, space, and purpose (including interagency, multinational, 
and non-governmental organizations [NGOs]). 

 

                                                            
4 See JP 3-0, Joint Operations, Appendix A. 
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 Describes when, where, and under what conditions any supported commander 
intends to conduct or refuse combat, as required. 

 
 Focuses on adversary and friendly COGs and their associated critical vulnerabilities. 
 
 Avoids discernable patterns and makes full use of ambiguity and deception. 
 
 Provides for controlling the tempo of operations. 
 
 Visualizes the campaign or operation in terms of the forces and functions involved. 
 
 Relates the assigned operational objectives, identified tactical objectives and desired 

tactical effects to the JFC’s campaign plan and to other organizations’ schemes as 
necessary; this enables the subsequent development of detailed tactical tasks and 
schemes of maneuver, and support requests to supporting commanders. 

 
As part of the process, the AOC staff may develop a PATS.  This plan is valuable to the 
JFC, JFACC, and other component commanders, enabling them to understand the 
weight of effort required to accomplish objectives by phase.  This information flows from 
the JOPPA and should be recorded in a standardized plan format. 
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