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Clear and effective command relationships are central to effective operations and 
organizations.  In order to apply the principles of war and tenets of airpower to any 
organization, Airmen should fully understand the terms of command and support that 
underpin today’s organizations and operations.  A working understanding of command 
terminology and how forces are gained or placed in support is essential to 
understanding the relationships among components and the responsibilities inherent in 
organizations. 
 
The authority vested in a commander should be commensurate with the 
responsibility assigned.  In other words, the commander with responsibility for a 
particular mission should have the authority necessary to carry out that mission.  
The four types of operational command relationships are—combatant command 
(command authority) (COCOM), operational control (OPCON), tactical control 
(TACON), and support.  These authorities flow through joint channels, from the 
Secretary of Defense to the combatant commanders (CCDRs), to subordinate joint 
force commanders (JFCs), and to Service and/or functional component commanders.  
The CCDR attaches various forces to the JFC and specifies the degree of control over 
each force element in terms of OPCON, TACON, or support.  The JFC either retains 
and exercises these authorities directly, or (more normally) delegates appropriate 
authorities to the various subordinate component commanders.  Thus, a commander, 
Air Force forces (COMAFFOR) actually exercises only those operational authorities 
delegated by the JFC.  As an example, if the COMAFFOR is delegated OPCON, the 
COMAFFOR has the authority to move forces as required to accomplish the assigned 
missions.  However, if the JFC retains OPCON, the COMAFFOR only has the authority 
to move forces as directed by the JFC. 
 
Administrative control (ADCON) is that control, which flows from the Services' Title 10 
responsibilities to "organize, train, and equip" their forces.  Thus, ADCON is a Service 
command authority, which flows through Service, not joint, chains of command. 
 
Two other relationships, coordinating authority and direct liaison authorized 
(DIRLAUTH) are useful for establishing collaborative relationships between 
organizations.  Formal establishment of these relationships often assists in determining 
priorities among, for example, continental US-based organizations tasked to support 
multiple organizations overseas. 
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These authorities and controls when applied appropriately are the bedrock of effective 
joint and Service C2 and organization.  They are more completely described in 
Appendix A. 
 
The following topics are relevant to this discussion: 
 
 The differences between “assignment” and “attachment” of forces, and forces that 

are “unassigned” or “retained”. 

 The four general command relationship models for Air Force forces. 

 Considerations for transferring functionally organized forces to a geographic 
command. 

 A discussion on reachback and distributed operations. 

 A discussion on multinational and interagency considerations. 
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