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Support is a command authority that aids, protects, complements, or sustains another 
force.  It is used when neither operational control (OPCON) nor tactical control 
(TACON) is appropriate.  The Secretary of Defense (SecDef) specifies support 
relationships between combatant commanders (CCDRs); the CCDR may establish 
support relationships between components assigned or attached to the command.   
 
Over several years of experience, the most common example of this between CCDRs is 
seen when a functional CCDR (e.g., Commander, USTRANSCOM) is established by 
the SecDef as a supporting commander and a geographic CCDR (e.g., Commander, 
USCENTCOM) is established as the supported commander.  Within a combatant 
command, the best example is the last several years of experience within 
USCENTCOM, in which the commander, Air Force forces (COMAFFOR) (Commander, 
USAFCENT) is the supporting commander with the joint force commanders in 
Operations IRAQI FREEDOM (redesignated Operation NEW DAWN) and ENDURING 
FREEDOM designated by Commander, USCENTCOM as supported commanders.   
 
The supported commander should ensure that the supporting commanders understand 
the assistance required.  The supporting commanders should then provide the 
assistance needed, subject to a supporting commander's existing capabilities and other 
assigned tasks.  When a supporting commander cannot fulfill the needs of the 
supported commander, the establishing authority should be notified by either the 
supported commander or a supporting commander.  The establishing authority is 
responsible for determining a solution. 
 
An establishing directive is normally issued to specify the purpose of the support 
relationship, the effect desired, and the scope of the action to be taken.  It also should 
include: the forces and resources allocated to the supporting effort; the time, place, 
level, and duration of the supporting effort; the relative priority of the supporting effort; 
the authority, if any, of the supporting commander to modify the supporting effort in the 
event of exceptional opportunity or an emergency; and the degree of authority granted 
to the supported commander over the supporting effort. 
 
There are four defined categories of support that a CCDR may direct over assigned or 
attached forces to ensure the appropriate level of support is provided to accomplish 
mission objectives.  These include general support, mutual support, direct support, and 
close support.  
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 General support. That support which is given to the supported force as a whole 
rather than to a particular subdivision thereof. 

 Mutual support.  That support which units render each other against an enemy 
because of their assigned tasks, their position relative to each other and to the 
enemy, and their inherent capabilities. 

 Direct support.  A mission requiring a force to support another specific force and 
authorizing it to answer directly to the supported force’s request for assistance. 

 Close support.  That action of the supporting force against targets or objectives that 
are sufficiently near the supported force as to require detailed integration or 
coordination of the supporting action with the fire, movement, or other actions of the 
supported force. 

A supported relationship does not include authority to position supporting units but does 
include authority to direct missions or objectives for those units.  An example would be a 
COMAFFOR’s request for a supporting commander, Army forces or joint force land 
component commander to provide joint fire support to engage a time-sensitive target 
(TST).  It would be up to the supporting commander to choose whether to use an Army 
Tactical Missile System, long range artillery, or some other weapon system as long as 
the TST is engaged with the effect and timing as directed by the supported commander.  
Under a supported relationship, the supporting unit is responsible for ensuring 
connectivity. 
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