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By CPT Seth G. Hall and  
1LT Sean D. Bilichka

Success can be defined in many different ways. In some  
 cases, success is transitioning a “bad” unit to a “good” unit.  
 In other cases, it can be defined as helping a “good” unit 

become a “great” unit. All commanders and first sergeants inherit 
unique circumstances and challenges that must be addressed as they 
assume leadership of their units. This article discusses the Army 
transformation experience, specifically, changing two batteries in a 
field artillery brigade at Fort Sill, Okla., into two batteries in a fires 
brigade at Fort Lewis, Wash.

 The description of these two units is not an indictment of the 
Soldiers or their previous command teams. Instead, the following 
ideas have broader applications. A potential unintended consequence 
of lifecycle units is the loss of institutional knowledge of the day-to-
day operating systems and collective attitude of a unit. These changes 
can be overcome by the unit’s leaders, but it is easier on the unit if the 
changes are massaged gently, instead of being broken completely and 
rebuilt forcibly.

 Our command team, the first sergeant, battery executive officer and 
commanding officer, believed that the battery’s environment resulted 

Changing the culture of  
small unit organizations

from Soldiers’ attitudes and actions. Therefore, to affect lasting 
change in our unit, we had to change the unit’s environment, 
the attitude and expectations. We reasoned that once the proper 
environment was established, it naturally would follow that new 
Soldiers could be incorporated to the “way we do things here.” 
Through policies, attitudes and actions, we carefully cultivated 
the environment we desired, believing that Soldiers’ behaviors 
would follow.

 Without formal knowledge of the theoretical background, we 
had implemented our plans for change using Schneider’s Model 
(1987), which claims that the environment is a product of people 
and their behaviors. Therefore, by focusing on developing a 
healthy environment we could receive new Soldiers and socialize 
them to the environment that we were creating. Our goal was 
to foster an environment where leaders could come and go, but 
the organization would maintain its standard of excellence.

First impression. During my in-brief with my first battalion  
 commander as a new lieutenant, he told me, “You’re lucky. 

You’re going to A battery, and their commander is the best in 
the battalion — one of the best in the brigade.” His decision 
to rate his battery commanders to a brand new lieutenant was 
his prerogative, but in my mind, he was absolutely right. For 
my first four months in the battery, we were the best by every 

SGT Samuel Ward of Headquarters and Headquarters Battery, 17th Fires Brigade, teaches a class on high crawling while SPC Korey Siltman 
demonstrates it at Fort Lewis, Wash.,Oct. 23, 2008. (Photo by SPC Lucas Swihart, U.S. Army)
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tangible measure. Morale was high. Inspections went well. Gun 
sections always were competing among themselves for best firing 
times in the battalion. The maintenance crews kept our operational 
readiness rating several points above the battalion average and well 
above the Army standard.

 Drastic demise. Then, the battery changed command. Three 
months after that, we changed first sergeants. In a period of six 
months, the battery went from the best in the battalion to the worst. 
Morale was terrible. The battery scraped by on inspections; guns 
crews and maintenance performance dropped off considerably. 
Despite the change of the commander, first sergeant and a few other 
Soldiers, the battery remained 95 percent the same. How could 
such a dramatic turn for the worse occur so quickly? The Soldiers 
hadn’t physically changed, but their collective performances had 
changed.

 Multiple factors contributed to this battery’s drastic demise, 
including the natural adjustment phase that inevitably occurs when 
key leaders change, but this article focuses on previous commander’s 
inability to build an organization that could survive his departure. 
He was such a dynamic leader that his personality and charisma 
overcame many of the battery’s shortcomings. He was extremely 
successful while in command, but ultimately the battery suffered 
when he left.

 Leadership void. Instead of trained subordinate leaders who 
shared the load during the new battery commander’s adjustment, 
the platoon leaders and platoon sergeants did not understand 
deeply enough how to continue the tradition of excellence. A 
good commander’s unit excels while he is in command. A great 
commander’s unit continues to excel during that vulnerable 
period when a key dynamic key leader leaves and a new leader 
emerges.

Establishing a baseline. In addition to complying with Army 
  Regulation 600-20 Army Command Policy, a command 

climate survey allows an incoming commander to dig deeply 
and search for any underlying issues in the battery that, if not ad-
dressed, could prevent progress. For example, during my change 
of command inventories, I did my best to get to know the Soldiers 
and the prevailing issues the battery faced. This battery deployed 
twice in three years and, though battle hardened, was tired. Initially, 
no major issues came to the surface, but there was an underlying 
tension the command team could not pinpoint.

 New course. Approximately three weeks into command, we 
conducted a command climate survey, and a racial divide was 
evident. We immediately conducted an equal opportunity sensing 
session and learned there were unit members who were engag-
ing in racist speech and actions. The perception was the chain of 
command knew about the behavior and chose not to act. It was no 
wonder the culture of the organization needed changing. If Soldiers 
do not know their leaders will take care of them in all situations, 
they cannot be expected to have positive attitudes and good work 
ethics.

 We removed cancerous actions and speech from the unit through 
the equal opportunity process. But beyond simply righting a wrong, 
these actions galvanized the remaining Soldiers, who were the broad 
majority of the battery. These actions also signaled the command 
team had begun a new course and communicated to the Soldiers no 
one was above the standard — even hard working, popular NCOs. 
The Soldiers needed to know without a doubt all equal opportunity 
measures would be enforced. Knowing the unit’s direction allowed 
the leadership to move forward purposefully and begin to make 
appropriate changes.

 Inspections. The command maintenance evaluation team is a 
Fort Lewis specific inspection team that provides commanders an 
independent evaluation of important unit functions. Every post has 

or should have a similar organization. From day one, we worked 
with the evaluation team to ensure we not only met Fort Lewis’ 
standards, but we eventually would exceed them. Some commanders 
may shy away from inspections, but it is important to know these 
organizations exist to make your unit functional. It is up to you to 
use them to the best of your ability and for the unit’s benefit.

 When the unit arrived at Fort Lewis, our facilities didn’t have a 
pre-existing arms’ room. To get us to the point where our arms were 
stored properly and within Army regulations, we had at least three 
courtesy visits from the team. A fault-by-fault, detailed listing of 
what needed to be fixed was given to the unit level commander.

 From this point, we worked point-by-point through the list 
with the armorer. We had a weekly brief on where we stood with 
the inspections. Some problems simply required a memo to fix. 
Other problems were more complex and required us to order parts 
or tools. By prioritizing this list, we gave ourselves plenty of time 
to prepare for a real inspection.

 Commanders shouldn’t be afraid of staff-assisted visits and other 
inspections. It is an independent evaluation of your unit’s readi-
ness in a particular area. While it may cause you some heartburn 
with your boss in the short term, you can measure progress in the 
long term and be confident your equipment is being maintained, 
inventoried and stored properly.

Realistic progress. Every leader has heard the old cliché,  
  “Soldiers don’t care how much you know until they know 

how much you care.” This statement is especially true when a 
leader is attempting to rebuild his unit. If NCOs and Soldiers 
perceive a “there’s a new sheriff in town” attitude they may be 
resistant to change — even if they acknowledge the unit needs a 
major overhaul.

 To guard against this, leaders must develop a genuine rapport 
with their Soldiers. In this book Undaunted Courage, Steven 
Ambrose wrote that CPT Meriwether Lewis “… knew his family. 
He was the head of his family.” An important part of being the 
head of a military unit is knowing how to motivate Soldiers on an 
individual level.

 This is especially true in a headquarters element where military 
occupational specialties vary from 13F Fire Supporters to 71L Ad-
ministrative Specialists and everything in between. Commanders 
have the power to punish and reward. The science of command 
lies in knowing how to do each correctly. The art of command — 
really knowing your “family” — includes knowing when to use 
the proverbial carrot or stick.

 For example, if “Soldier A” and “Soldier B” committed the 
same serious infraction, a commander may be tempted to give 
the same high-volume explanation of why the behavior will not 
be tolerated to each Soldier. A commander who knows his or her 
“family” understands “Soldier A” will respond to that high-volume 
explanation and correct his or her actions. On the other hand, “Sol-
dier B” needs only a quiet correction to change the behavior.

Expectation management. When changing a unit’s 
 organizational culture, leaders must attack expectations from 

two fronts. The first front directly relates to you and the way you 
are perceived by your superiors. Nothing is more discouraging to 
a unit than watching Soldiers pour their blood, sweat and tears 
into a project only to have a battalion or brigade commander or 
command sergeant major tell them they’ve fallen short when they 
perceived they had succeeded.

 This lesson was evident after moving posts, fielding a new weap-
on system and live-firing all in less than three months. We watched 
a battalion’s collective ego deflate after the brigade commander told 
all of the chiefs the live-fire shoot was done using fake or “canned” 
data. Although he was probably technically correct, it angered the 
unit, launcher chiefs and, especially, the fire direction control NCOs. 
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All of Soldiers’ pride and good feelings that 
developed during the shoot were erased  
in two words — canned shoot.

 The unit leaders potentially could have 
avoided this disappointing comment by 
simply “prepping the objective” with the 
commander. If the subordinate unit leaders set 
the stage of the shoot as a unit that deployed 
twice to Iraq in three years, moved posts, 
fielded a new weapon system and live-fired 
three months later, the shoot may have been 
considered a homerun. Since expectations 
were not managed properly, an event that 
should have been celebrated as an important 
step in an ongoing process, instead, was 
perceived as a negative.

 For example, your boss thinks you are 
operating at 60 percent efficiency after six 
months in command. Then, two months 
later, he sees you actually operating at a 
70 percent efficiency rating; he won’t be 
too impressed. It is your duty as a leader 
to articulate accurately where you are, for 
example, 45 percent versus 60 percent, to 
celebrate your progress — instead of being 
lamented. Be honest with your superiors. 
Things will surface eventually as to the true status of your unit. 
Openness about your strengths and weaknesses only works  
in your favor.

 The second front where expectation management must be ad-
dressed is at the operator-level. During the early rebuilding phases 
of the two batteries, the phrase “It’s not your fault right now, but 
in six months it will be,” must have been said 100 times. Soldiers 
who are asked to solve systemic problems in their sections need 
several things to be successful. First, they need to know their leader 
understands the extent of the problem, and usually, it is not the 
Soldier’s fault. By simply acknowledging there were major issues 
within a section and asking a Soldier be the primary catalyst for 
the solution, a leader empowers his Soldiers and unleashes a power 
that’s existed since the Army of the Potomac — the Soldier’s ability 
to improvise, problem solve and adapt.

 “Genius knows no rank,” was a phrase my brigade commander 
often used. While changing the units’ organizational cultures, we 
followed the brigade commander’s quote, “We placed the right 
people in the right spots, resourced them and let them solve prob-
lems.” It worked far better than if the commander, first sergeant 
and executive officer developed all of the plans and forced Soldiers 
to execute them.

Making performers. As GEN (Retired) Colin Powell said, 
 “Perpetual optimism is a force multiplier.” Early during the 

rebuilding phase of my second battery command, I was speaking 
to a friend of mine who had just been assigned to the 1st Special 
Forces Group at Fort Lewis. We were talking about our units and 
Soldiers. I made a comment to him that it must be easier working 
with Soldiers who had volunteered for Special Forces duty and had 
been mentally and physically strong enough to be selected for that 
prestigious assignment.

 He praised his Soldiers and their extremely demanding ac-
complishments, but then said something I found compelling, “It’s 
just like a conventional Army unit; I have studs, middle of the 
road guys and substandard performers. Our charge as leaders is to 
make performers out of who you’re given.” Ordinary leaders can 
lead great men extraordinarily, but it takes a great leader to lead 

ordinary men extraordinarily. The mark of true leaders is taking 
center-of-mass-Soldiers — incidentally these are the Soldiers who 
make up the majority of the ranks — and getting them to perform  
at higher levels.

 As a unit that was generating, we were receiving personnel from 
the Army at large. Most of them were straight out of Advanced 
Individual Training. Some Soldiers were discipline problems that 
other units didn’t want. A few others were just Soldiers who never 
had enough attention from their leadership to develop them.

 We tried to evaluate the Soldiers quickly and deal with each of 
them individually. Some were chaptered out of the Army. Most of 
the underperforming Soldiers were placed under the supervision 
of one of our several stellar NCOs and mentored to become better 
Soldiers. This all occurred with an end state in mind. We avoided 
creating “stud” platoons and “dud” platoons. Soldiers were assigned 
where we thought they would receive the best level of mentorship 
in accordance with their needs.

Celebrate the baby steps. There is no “one size fits all” timeline  
 for changing the organizational culture of a unit. Some units 

that just need small changes may begin to show progress in a 
matter of months. Other units, where a complete paradigm shift 
is required, may take a year or more for true change to take hold. 
Either timeline is tolerable. As long as the unit is making progress, 
you are on the right path.

 Remember, progress seldom comes in quantum leaps; typically, 
it comes in the form of “baby steps.” That is why it is so important 
to establish a true baseline of the unit’s systems. It will be easier to 
measure even the smallest amount of progress if you are accurate 
with your assessment.

 In addition to painting an accurate picture of your unit’s readi-
ness to your boss, it also allows you to celebrate the baby steps. For 
example, my battery restarted completely when we moved from 
Fort Sill to Fort Lewis. Not only were we stationed at a new post, 
but we went from 126 Soldiers to 27.

 For a more specific example, refer to the previously mentioned 
arms’ room problems. We left an arms’ room at Fort Sill that passed 
all inspections with flying colors. Now, we had no school-trained 

SGT Christopher Trimmer, 2LT Theodore Dilla and SGT Steven Bragg, all of the 17th Fires Brigade, 
road march  to a training area at Fort Lewis, Wash.,Oct. 23, 2008. (Photo by SPC Lucas Swihart, U.S. Army)
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armorer or certified storage room. At first, it was a tough process 
to get everything on track, but my first sergeant, executive of-
ficer and I began with the end state in mind. The end state was a 
fully functioning arms’ room that met all security requirements, 
performed all maintenance and passed all inspections with a 100 
percent success rate.

 It was no small task. Two weeks after our arms’ room was cer-
tified to store weapons, we established a baseline. The command 
maintenance evaluation team failed us with a 72 percent on our first 
courtesy inspection. We weren’t surprised, upset or discouraged. 
With regard to unit transformation, failure is never desired but if 
you begin with the end state in mind and approach each event as 
a process to reach the end goal — it allows you to celebrate the 
small successes. In this case, that was the highest score for an arms’ 
room in our battalion to date and the highest score any section had 
received from the courtesy inspection team.

 We publicly celebrated the baby step by praising the armorer 
in formation and issuing a challenge to the other sections to beat 
that score. But we did not rest on that score. Two months later, the 
courtesy inspection team came again. This time, the armorer scored 
an 88 percent. A month later, the score was 100 percent. The nuclear, 
biologic, and chemical room rose to the challenge and scored a 99 
percent on its inspection. The supply room did not want to be the 
weak link in the chain and followed through with a 98 percent.

On the right track. Very intentionally in the beginning of my  
 command, the first sergeant and I used specific phrases 

when addressing our Soldiers. This was done to gauge when our 
messages were starting to sink into our Soldiers and when they 
were adopting our vision for the battery as their own. We knew 
adopting our language was a sign that the Soldiers were listening 
to our messages. My first sergeant returned every salute and every 
greeting of the day with “hooah, kill, death from above!” Soldiers 
ate it up. Medics, fuelers, clerks and guys who would never dream 
of Air Assault School were using Top’s phrase to each other. They 
were listening.

 Eternal optimism. This technique was effective only because 
we had applied the following principles. We knew our Soldiers. No 

one was above the “threat.” We practiced eternal optimism, and we 
constantly were building them up. Without those foundations, the 
Soldiers would not have been receptive to our messages, especially 
mine. But because they knew us and knew we cared for each of 
them, their families and careers, they received the harsh language. 
They were listening.

 Striving to be the best. Back to the example of the competi-
tion to be the best among our arms’ room; nuclear, biological and 
chemical room; and supply room, it was only a matter of time before 
every section in the battery strived to be the best in all areas. The 
Army Physical Fitness Test, weapons qualification, internal and 
external inspections — anything to which an objective could be 
applied — soon became an opportunity to display a section’s skill 
and proficiency.

 The motivation no longer came from the first sergeant and 
commander; it came from every Soldier, striving to be the best 
and refusing to be the worst. It wasn’t because he had been sat 
down and formally told to excel, but because the unit’s organiza-
tional culture encouraged healthy competition, rewarded winning 
and did not tolerate losing. Mary Parker Follet, a leading 20th 
century writer on leadership, espouses the idea that rather than an 
individual leading an organization, the, “invisible leader” is the 
task or mission that organization is charged to accomplish. She 
believes that if everyone in the organization works for the “invis-
ible leader” [read unit standard], then the importance of individual 
leaders is minimized and unit success more readily can continue 
during leadership change. Like a perpetual motion machine, once 
the standards and conditions were established, the Soldiers were 
resourced. The commander and first sergeant got out of the way; 
the Soldiers excelled, and success came naturally.

 Command, at any level, is a blend of science and art. The 
commander must blend tactical and technical knowledge of Army 
doctrine with the ability to push, comfort, inspire, sometimes an-
ger, but always lead his Soldiers. More powerful or effective than 
the Uniform Code of Military Justice, commanders set their units’ 
organizational cultures — the driving force in a unit’s success. ▪

Captain Seth G. Hall, field artillery, is a graduate 
student at Columbia University with a follow 
on assignment to  the U.S. Military Academy 
as a company tactical officer. Previously, he 
commanded Headquarters and Headquarters 
Battery, 17th Fires Brigade at Fort Lewis, Wash., 
and Headquarters and Headquarters Battery, 5th 
Battalion, 3rd Field Artillery, at Fort Sill, Okla., later 
moving to Fort Lewis, Wash. He served as the 
Squadron Fire Support Officer for the First Squad-
ron, 11th Armored Cavalry Regiment, deployed in 
support of Operation Iraqi Freedom; a battalion 
ammunitions officer, battery executive officer 
and platoon leader in the 6th Battalion, 32nd Field 
Artillery, Fort Sill; and an executive officer in D 
Battery, 1st Battalion, 79th Field Artillery, Fort Sill. 
 
First Lieutenant Sean D. Bilichka, field artillery, is 
the administrative officer for the Multi-National 
Corps–Iraq Joint Fires and Effects Cell, stationed 
at Fort Lewis, Wash., deployed in support of 
Operation Iraqi Freedom. Previously, he was 
the executive officer for Headquarters and 
Headquarters Battery, 5th Battalion, 3rd Field 
Artillery, and a platoon leader for C Battery, 5-3 
FA (HIMARS), Fort Lewis, Wash.

SGT Steven Bragg of Headquarters and Headquarters Battery, 17th Fires Brigade, pulls security 
while his fellow Soldiers enter a training area at Fort Lewis, Wash., Oct. 23, 2008. (Photo by SPC  

Lucas Swihart, U.S. Army)
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We prefer action digital photographs 
— Soldiers, Marines or systems 
in actual operations or training 

vice posed or static. “Hi-Mom” shots of 
Soldiers or Marines in a group smiling 
and waving usually don’t add value to the 
article—unless, of course, the photographs 
were shot immediately following the 
cessation of combat operations. 

Here are some guidelines you can follow to 
give us high enough resolution photographs 
in formats we can use.

Shoot the picture at the highest  
 resolution possible. Set your digital 

camera on the largest image size and the 
highest quality resolution the camera will 
allow. The highest resolution settings 
usually are called “High,” “Super Fine” 
or “Ultra-High.” 

Cameras set at “Standard” or “Basic” 
quality can sometimes produce images only 
good enough for websites or PowerPoint 
presentations, not publication in a magazine. 
Just because a photograph looks good on 
your computer screen does not mean it is 
printable in Fires.

At Fires, we need high-resolution digital 
photographs. Translated into “megapixel 
talk,” the photographs should be no smaller 
than 2 megapixels, which is approximately 
4-by-6 inches at 300 pixels per inch or 16-
by-24 inches at 75 ppi. For magazine covers 
and larger feature photographs, we prefer 6 
megapixels or more, which is approximately 
6.5-by-10 inches at 300 ppi or 26-by-40 
inches at 75 ppi.

You will be able to take fewer photographs 
with your camera on the highest setting, but 
those you take most likely will be usable 
in the magazine. The cost of photograph 
storage cards, or memory cards, has 
drastically decreased in the past few years; 
larger storage cards allow you to take 
more photographs at the higher quality 
settings.

We can use tif, but we prefer photographs 
saved as a jpg. When saving a file as a jpg, 
choose a “Quality” setting of “Maximum” 
or “10” and the “Format Option”  
of “Baseline (Standard).”

Depending on the compression ratio 
when the photograph is saved in jpg, the 
closed file size of the photograph will be 
150 kilobytes (KB) or more.

 To find out the closed file size, right 
click on the photograph file thumbnail, 
scroll to the bottom of the menu  
and select “Properties.”

Do not manipulate the photograph.  
 Do not crop, resize or try to edit the 

image in any way. This includes adjusting 
the brightness and contrast. We know 
what settings work best according to 
the specifications of our printer. We also 
have the latest professional digital image 
manipulation software. Let us take care 
of that.

And, please, don’t try to “beef up” the 
resolution of the small, low-resolution 
photograph you’ve shot. Shooting a one 
megapixel image and increasing the ppi 
after you’ve shot it will not make the image 
clearer or more usable — it only will make 
the image larger. You are limited by the 
resolution setting at the time the photograph 
is taken.

Do not place the photographs in Microsoft 
PowerPoint or Word and send them to us. 
They are unusable in those formats.

Send us the digital photograph.   
 Following the first two steps may result 

in a large file for each photograph.
Do not send more than 20 megabytes per 

email. You can send several photographs 
in multiple emails. Include caption 
information (when, where and who’s 
doing what — including each person’s 
rank, full name and unit) for each 
photograph attached and the title/name of 
the associated article/author. Also include 
the photographer’s full name, rank and unit  

for credit in the magazine.
This information can be embedded in the 

photograph properties or sent as a separate 
text document. To embed information in the 
photograph properties, right click on the 
photograph’s icon; scroll down and select 
“Properties”; click on the “Summary” tab; 
type the information in the “Summary” 
window; click “Apply” and close the 
“Properties” window. Caution: unless you 
are using Adobe Photoshop software to 
embed information, only the information 
typed in the “Summary” window that is 
visible when you first open the “Summary” 
screen (without scrolling down) will be 
saved.

You also can mail your photographs. We 
accept photographs saved on either a CD 
or DVD.

All submissions become the property of 
the magazine and cannot be returned.

Magazine information. If you have 
questions about shooting digital 

photographs, call the Fires staff at DSN 
639-5121/6806 or commercial (580) 442-
5121/6806. Our email is firesbulletin@
conus.army.mil. 

Our mailing address is Fires, P.O. Box 
33311, Fort Sill, Oklahoma 73503-0311. 
If you want to overnight your photographs 
to us, the address is Building 758, Room 
7, McNair Road, Fort Sill, Oklahoma 
73503-5600. ▪

An Iraqi soldier photographs Iraqi police on the firing range during his Combat Camera training 
at the 24th Battalion, 6th Iraqi Army Training Academy in Baghdad, Iraq, Aug, 19. (Photograph by SPC 
Jennifer Reed, U.S. Army)
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By MAJ Rob Taylor

Many units arrive at the National Training Center, Fort  
 Irwin, Calif., unprepared to integrate aviation support  
 into their operations. Army leaders understand the five 

paragraph operations order and mission brief, but ground leaders 
frequently neglect to use this format when briefing aviators for 
mission support. As a result, their briefings to supporting aviation 
units lack proper format and content, leaving the aviators without 
a common operational picture of the mission and its impact in the 
brigade combat team’s area of operations.

 Ground commanders know and expect the benefits of aviation 
support in the close fight, but often do not train their units on the 
fundamentals of coordinating with aviation units. Frequently, this 
lack of familiarization leaves 
ground elements and aircrews 
fighting the same fight, but 
poorly integrated, resulting in 
poor mission coordination and 
less than ideal execution.

 As a force multiplier, 
aviation can provide significant 
combat power for ground commanders when used properly. Ground 
maneuver commanders use air ground integration to synchronize 
aviation support into their concept of maneuver and communicate 
mission information to supporting aviation elements. Like any 
supporting effort, aircrews need specific mission details to execute 
the ground commander’s intent. This article emphasizes the necessity 
and simplicity of air ground integration readiness.

Observations. Failure to integrate aviation assets starts with  
 mission planning and extends through execution. Ground 

leaders routinely overlook the fact that aviators need mission details 
just the same as their own organic elements. Supporting aircrews 
need a mission statement, concept, intent, graphics, control measures, 
and a task and purpose. Ground leaders tend to provide an informal 
overview of the mission — rather than crucial information — when 
briefing aviators.

 Due to this lack of integration, aviators often execute missions 

without details, such as a specific reconnaissance objective, a 
universal urban area numbering system, a list of locations, limits 
of named areas of interest and a timeline for mission execution. 
This greatly reduces aviation’s influence on the ground scheme 
of maneuver, causes confusion on the objective and could lead to 
fratricide in the case of conflicting building numbering systems. 
Ground leaders can maximize the effect of aviation support by 
conducting proper air ground integration planning before and during 
mission execution.

 Unacceptable. During a period of several training rotations, 
National Training Center observer/controllers witnessed examples 
of poor air ground integration briefing techniques. In one incident, 
after conducting a pre-mission brief with his company, a ground 
commander stood in the middle of his carefully prepared terrain 
model and gave the supporting pilots an abbreviated concept 

statement that did not include his 
intent or scheme of maneuver 
for the attack aviation team. He 
proceeded to ask questions about 
the aircrew’s capabilities during 
the mission without giving them 
a mission statement, intent, task 
or purpose. Unfortunately, this 

style of air ground integration brief is closer to the norm, rather 
than the exception.

 On another mission, the ground commander gave an abbreviated 
brief to the crew chief, instead of the pilots. He only told the crew 
chief that he wanted route reconnaissance for his movement to the 
objective and then aerial security for the duration of the mission. 
He failed to give the aircrew his maneuver plan, reconnaissance 
objectives, a timeline, a task and purpose for the aircrews, the 
location of the objective and a mission statement. This left the 
aircrew without situational awareness about these critical mission 
details. In this instance, the air mission commander advised the 
ground commander that she needed additional mission details to 
provide specific aviation support. The ground commander then 
returned to provide a more thorough brief.

 Acceptable. Even though many ground commanders have trouble 
integrating aviation, many do not. During these same rotations, 

Force Multiplier: 
how to integrate aviation support 
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combat power for ground commanders when used 
properly.”

An AH-64 Apache Attack Helicopter hovers before takeoff in 
Balad, Iraq, Jan 3, 2008. (Photo by MSgt John Nimmo, Sr., U.S. Air Force)
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Figure 1: Minimum essential details to execute support for ground 
missions 

The benefit of the meeting card elements of air 
ground integration is ground leaders can pass this 
information  over the radio: 

• Mission: Provide aviation support team with the 
mission statement.

• Task/purpose: The deliberate task and purpose for 
aviation support.

• Graphics and control measures: All graphics 
and control measures pertinent to missions. 
If necessary, refer to ground reference points, 
buildings, trees, etc. to provide a common 
operational picture to the supporting aircrew.

• Communication plan: All possible elements of 
communication, including frequencies for the 
ground commander and all necessary supporting 
elements.

• Rehearsal: When possible, pilots read back 
instructions for hasty air ground integration. If more 
time is available, leaders can use a more developed 
rehearsal.

• Downed aircraft recovery team and personnel 
recovery plan: Plan for recovering aircraft and 
isolated personnel.

observer/controllers saw a limited number of well-planned air 
ground integrations. In one case, the ground commander provided 
an outstanding air ground integration package to his supporting 
aircrew. He gave them a copy of his mission graphics and briefed 
them on his plan of execution. He clarified his concept of maneuver 
and aviation support, the aviation task and purpose, and his personnel 
recovery plan. He concluded with a back brief rehearsal to confirm 
the aircrew understood his intent.

 In general, the lack of coordination with supporting aviation teams 
illustrates the fact that most ground leaders are unfamiliar with air 
ground integration and do not train their units in these techniques. 
These leaders can greatly improve their combat readiness by 
becoming familiar with the essentials of air ground integration.

Essentials. Field manual 5-20 Army Planning and Orders  
 Production states, “Planning is the means by which the 

commander envisions a desired outcome, lays out effective ways 
of achieving it, and communicates to his subordinates his vision, 
intent, and decisions, focusing on the results he expects to achieve.” 
The ground commander uses air ground integration procedures 
to communicate his intent to the aviation supporting effort. Air 
ground integration starts with the ground commander’s concept 
of execution and must integrate aviation throughout the planning 
process for proper synchronization. For aviation to augment the 
commander’s combat power, supporting aviators must understand 
the ground maneuver plan and the commander’s concept for aviation 
support completely.

Planning. The best method of communicating an air ground 
integration plan to aviators is to conduct a standard five-

paragraph operations order brief — given to aircrews as the air 
mission brief. The ground commander should include the supporting 
aviation team as a maneuver element. Observer/controllers at the 
Joint Readiness Training Center, Fort Polk, La., routinely note that, 
when ground units coordinate with supporting aviation elements 
like one of their own maneuver supporting elements, they succeed 
in air ground integration. This requires ground leaders to include 
aviators in the planning and briefing process and to give them all 

pertinent mission details. This should include the intent, concept 
of operation for ground and aviation elements, task and purpose, 
graphics and control measures, communications plan, and the 
desired end state.

 Before executing operations, the aviation task force, in 
conjunction with the brigade combat team brigade aviation element 
and the ground task force, should establish the minimal essential 
planning information required to dedicate aviation assets to specific 
missions. Suggested planning requirements include timelines, 
graphics, concept and objective sketches, imagery, landing zone/
pickup zone locations, target list worksheet, no fire/restricted fire 
areas, and the command and control plan. Aviators also need to know 
the marking techniques for friendly, enemy and target positions; 
who has authority for clearance of fires; applicable aviation rules 
of engagement; the ground commander’s personnel recovery plan; 
and if there are any restricted operating zones in effect (See the 
Center for Army Lessons Learned Handbook 04-16, Cordon and 
search, July 2004).

 The more information aviators have regarding the mission, 
the better support they can provide. Ground leaders also can 
keep radio traffic to a minimum by ensuring aviators have all 
necessary mission information before mission execution. The 
air mission request or pre-mission brief techniques best serve 
this purpose. The minimum essential information will vary with 
the type of mission. For example, attack teams who conduct 
hasty support of troops in contact will have much less time and 
therefore can operate on less information than assault aircrews who  
plan a deliberate limited-objective air assault.

 Preparing a five-paragraph operations order, including the 
supporting aviators in the process, is the best approach for 
coordinating aviation supported missions. When time does not 
allow for deliberate preparation, the hasty mission brief, such as a 
close combat attack request over the radio, must provide as much 
information as possible for supporting aviators to maximize the 
effects of their support. The acronym MTGCRD “meeting card” 
serves as a mental checklist that simplifies the minimum essential 
details required for aviators to execute support for ground missions 
(See Figure 1). The meeting card should include the mission, task/

Figure 2: Essentials of deliberate and hasty coordination 
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• Five paragraph 
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• Brief all mission details, 

products and rehearsal
Pre-mission planning and
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Air crew to ground:
• Number of aircraft
• Time on station
• Munitions number and 
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• Number of casualties the 

aircraft can carry
• Aircraft marking
Pilots participate in 
pre-mission planning when
possible

Ground to air: 
• Situation update
• MTGCRD elements
• Friendly, enemy and 

target locations; 
description and 
marking technique

• Location of landing 
zones/pick up zones in 
case of contingencies

Air to ground:
• Number and type of 

aircraft
• Time on station
• Munitions number and 

type
• Number of casualties 

the aircraft can carry
• Aircraft marking
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Figure 3: Air ground integration smart card

General comments Aviation mission

• Aviation assets have limited station time; use your aviation 
efficiently.

• Task organize aviation assets as a maneuver element.
• Maintain communication with aviation units as other maneuver 

elements.
• Give specific task and purpose.
• Weapons systems can cause collateral damage.
• Weapon systems can not differentiate between friendly and hostile 

personnel.
• Plan should not be dependent upon aviation.
• Plan for aviation on all missions. 

• Security (area, screen and air assault)
• Attack (hasty, deliberate, shaping, deci-

sive and close combat attack
• Reconnaissance (zone, area and route)
• Defend

Aviation tasks:
• Destroy
• Neutralize
• Delay
• Block
• Defeat

Employment Check in brief Clearance of fires

• Direct fire
• Observation
• Reconnaissance (zone, area 

and route)
• Security

Aircraft Check In:
• Call sign
• Number and type aircraft
• Ordnance on board and laser 

code
• Current location and estimated 

time of arrival
• Time on station
• Task and purpose
• Attack by fire/battle position

Supported unit attack brief:
• Unit identification and call sign
• Target description
• Target location
• Type of mark/laser code
• Location of friendly forces and 

unit markings
• Proposed attack by fire/battle 

position (include direction of fire)
• Fire support (Include control of 

fires and clearance of fires)
• Threat situational report (SITREP) 

(not limited to ADA systems)
• Support unit attack helicopter 

control measures and anti-
fratricide measures

• Establish communications with aircraft
• Ensure air crew knows task and purpose
• Know subordinate unit locations
• Pass information per check in brief
• Ensure rules of engagement criteria are 

met

Operational graphics Marking techniques

• Attack by fire 
• Support by fire
• Battle position
• Observation post

Day:
• VS-17 panel
• Smoke
• Star cluster
• Signal mirror
• Reverse polarity paper/panel
• Laser designator
• Combat identification panel
• Tracer fire

Night:
• Infrared strobe
• Spotlight
• Chemical light on a string (buzzsaw)
• Infrared spotlight
• Infrared laser pointer
• Laser designator
• Combat identification panel
• Tracer fire

Communications

• Use command net and 
maintain communication with 
air mission commander.

• Ensure you have primary, 
alternate, contingency and 
emergency communications.

• Other aircraft may monitor 
alternate frequencies (fires, 
platoons, operations and 
intelligence.

• Use plain and simple 
language.

• Rehearse with air crews if 
possible.

Aircraft capabilities
AH-64 A/D:
• Optics: target acquisition system and designation sight (forward-looking infrared)
• Video recorder
• Weapons: 30-mm cannon (300-600 rounds), 2.75-inch rockets (20-38), Hellfire missiles (4-8)
• On station time: 2.5 to 3.5 hours
 
OH-58D 
• Optics: Day TV, video recorder 
• Weapons: .50-cal machine gun (300 rounds), 2.75-inch rockets (7), Hellfire missile (2) 
• On station time: 2 hours
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An Army Apache helicopter provides air support for 3rd Squadron, 7th Cavalry, 3rd Infantry Division, during a squadron cordon and search mission 
in the Adhamiya District of Baghdad, Iraq, Nov. 17, 2007. (Photo by SPC Jeffery Sandstrum, U.S. Army) 

purpose, graphics and control measures, communications plan, 
rehearsal and downed aircraft recovery team plan. Figure 2 (on 
Page 45) outlines ground and air briefing requirements for deliberate 
and hasty mission coordination.

While many ground commanders do not understand the technical 
details of specific aviation missions, they can provide an adequate 
mission statement by establishing the desired outcome of the 
aviation support. They can accomplish this by using the simplest 
terms possible, such as “Destroy the [target] at [location].” Once 
the supporting pilots understand the intent, they can execute the 
task appropriately to accomplish the mission.

Practice and rehearse. The rehearsal is essential to ensure 
understanding between the ground commander and the 

supporting aviation unit. Air mission and ground commanders can 
use a variety of rehearsals, ranging from a verbal back brief over the 
radio to a “full dress” walk through with a terrain model to ensure 
everyone understands the 
mission and their subsequent 
roles. A rehearsal is critical to 
air ground integration because 
it serves to identify possible 
points of uncertainty in the 
ground and aviation units’ 
understanding of the operation 
as the walk through its execution.

Techniques. Army units have produced significant amounts of  
 documentation highlighting air ground integration techniques 

and lessons learned, including several Center for Army Lessons 
Learned publications and unit air ground integration material 
such as the 3rd Infantry Division Warfighter Handbook. These 
resources present valuable techniques and are available for units 
to implement in their training. One example is the air ground 
integration smart card (See Figure 3) and the target handover 
event matrix found in the Center for Army Lessons Learned 
(CALL) Handbook 04-16, Cordon and Search. This smart card 
serves as a checklist for coordinating with aviation elements, 
providing an effective baseline of air ground integration procedures.  
 The air ground integration smart card includes minimal essential 
items based on their importance. For example, the initial check-in 

Figure 3: Air ground integration (AGI) smart card

sets the conditions for success by alerting the ground commander 
to the supporting aviation team’s call sign, total number of aircraft, 
available ordnance and time on station. The ground leader then 
updates the aircrew on applicable items as shown on the smart card. 
Ground leaders can use the air ground integration card as a planning 
checklist as well as a quick reference for aviation employment, 
clearance of fires, marking techniques and communications.

 Both aviation and ground leaders should use the “push/pull” 
method of exchanging mission information. If either the ground or 
the aviation element has information the other needs, each leader 
needs to “push” it to the appropriate unit. For example, aircrews 
notify convoy commanders about enemy activity or obstacles along 
their routes, and convoy commanders push enemy surface-to-air 
weapons reports to the aircrew as soon as they detect a threat. On the 
same note, if either element needs specific information, each leader 
should “pull” it, meaning he should request it from the appropriate 

source until he gets it. In this 
manner, leaders can construct 
a continuous situation update 
by requesting information as 
needed from other units.

Co o r d i n a t i o n .  O n c e 
deployed to a combat 

theater,  ground mission 
commanders rarely conduct face-to-face coordination with 
supporting aircrews before missions. At best, ground units see a 
liaison officer from the supporting aviation unit during mission 
planning. Rather, ground units use air mission requests to request 
aviation support and inform aviation units about mission details 
through their brigade combat team. Units send air mission requests 
from the battalion S3 to brigade staff for approval and tasking. The 
brigade aviation element, the division and the combat aviation 
brigade provide further coordination. Following approval, the 
respective units coordinate as necessary through various means to 
ensure mission success. The Army Command Post of the Future 
collaborative planning system best facilitates this process. Another 
way to refine the plan is for units to exchange liaison officers to 
coordinate in person.

 When using the air mission request process, ground units 

“The rehearsal is essential to ensure understanding 
between the ground commander and the supporting 
aviation unit.”
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Figure 4: Home station air ground integration (AGI) training
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should include as much detailed mission information as possible, 
such as the mission statement, task and purpose, graphics and 
control measures, communications plan, time for rehearsal, the 
downed aircraft recovery team and personnel recovery plans, the 
commander’s intent and concept of maneuver, and a copy of the 
operations order. This conserves valuable mission by clarifying 
details prior to execution rather than over the radio in the middle 
of a firefight. Ground and air elements can then conduct further 
mission refinement via radio on site during mission execution.

 Both ground and air teams often experience communication 
problems during mission execution. Ground leaders find that they 
can communicate with aircrews better if they fully integrate them 
into the maneuver ground scheme and both ground and air elements 
have a common terminology. Leaders can ensure communications 
success by developing a primary, alternate, contingency and 
emergency plan for radios and frequencies, ensuring they have 
alternate methods of communication should any one method fail.

Home station training. To prepare for close combat, basic  
 tasks must be completed during home station training (Field 

Manual 3-04.126 Attack Reconnaissance Helicopter Operations). 
The time to train air ground integration is not the day of the fight. 
Rather, units must prepare as part of normal unit training during the 
months before deployment. This training produces high payoffs, 
training unit leaders to integrate and work with aviation teams 
during combat missions. Figure 4 depicts the development and 
resources that support home station training.

Training methods.  Units can train leaders on the full sequence 
of mission operations from pre-mission planning through 

execution and debriefing. Ground leaders can improve their 
comprehension of aviation capabilities by becoming acquainted 
with aviation manuals and Center for Army Lessons Learned 
publications that refer to air ground integration, as well as their 
supporting aviation unit’s standing operating procedures and air 
ground integration smart card.

 Unit leaders can use academic classes to familiarize both ground 
and aviation personnel on integration procedures, highlighting 
essential information to the successful coordination of aviation 
supported missions. Important topics should include the mission brief 
format and content, and the capabilities of Army tactical aircraft. 
As a baseline of familiarization, unit leaders should use their unit’s 

tactical standing operating procedure and an air ground integration 
smart card — similar to Figure 3 — to ensure they include essential 
information during air ground integration training.

Integration. Once they have a good understanding of the air  
  ground integration process, key leaders can integrate air-ground 

support into their normal home station training. For example, units 
can coordinate aviation support for all training, such as situational 
training exercises for cordon and search missions, reconnaissance, 
combat mounted patrol missions and convoy operations, with the 
intent of training air ground integration skills. Lanes can focus 
on hasty operations, for example, requiring ground leaders to use 
the essentials of hasty air ground integration. Ground leaders can 
maximize the benefits from aviation support if their air ground 
integration battle drill competence reaches down to the lowest level 
and is as common as the call for indirect fire battle drill. Sergeant’s 
time is a prime example of a training opportunity.

The payoff. The results of this competence already have paid off    in the combat theater. For example, aviators who return from 
Afghanistan relate stories of junior enlisted Soldiers who use air 
ground integration to direct aircraft during close combat attacks, 
air assaults and air strikes from U.S. Air Force close air support. 
Units can improve their air ground integration skills by including 
them in their tactical standing operating procedure.

 Units may not have the luxury of face-to-face coordination in 
the combat zone. Ground commanders will use air mission requests 
for aviation support and will find themselves conducting air ground 
integration over the radio once the aircraft arrives on station. 
Training on essential coordination tasks and familiarization with 
aviation units long before deployment will prepare ground leaders 
to add the combat power of aviation teams to their capabilities in 
the close fight. ▪

Major Rob Taylor, aviation, is conducting in-country training in Maputo, 
Mozambique, for the FAO Proponent. Prior to serving as an observer/
controller, he served as company commander of A company, 1st 
Battalion, 58th Air Traffic Services Battalion and also as the brigade 
assistant S4 of 18th Aviation Brigade, both at Fort Bragg, N.C. He also 
served as platoon leader with A Company, 2nd Battalion, 2nd Aviation 
at Camp Stanley, South Korea. 

Legend:
AGI = Air ground integration
CALL = Center for Army Lessons 

Learned
TACSOP = Tactical standing  

operating procedure
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A well-rounded knowledge of how 
 assets work for a unit can become 
 a force multiplier. Soldiers working 

on the ground can be limited, so adding 
aviation support to their mission increases 
the distance they can see and the fire 
power available. But knowing the in-depth 
details on how to use these air assets is 
not common knowledge – that is when 
the 1st Air Cavalry Brigade steps in. 
 Working to help build air-ground 
integration, the aviators of 1st Air Cavalry 
Brigade, 1st Cavalry Division, Multi-
National Division – Baghdad, sat down 
and discussed the abilities of the AH-64D 
Apache attack helicopter with Soldiers of 
2nd Squadron, 107th Cavalry Regiment 
of the Ohio National Guard, during an 
air-ground integration workshop, Aug. 10. 
 “We are bui lding t rust  [and] 
relationships – trying to let the ground 
brigade combat teams know the 1st Air 
Cavalry is here to support them,” said 
CPT Charles Disston, commander of 
Company C, 1st Battalion, 227th Aviation 
Regiment, 1st Air Cavalry Brigade. 
 Educating the ground commander on what 
the aircraft is capable of doing is important. 
That way the ground Soldiers can use the 
Apaches’ capabilities effectively to their 
utmost ability, said Disston. The workshop 
started off with some classroom instruction 

Apache Crews promote air-ground integration

where the 2-107th Cavalry Soldiers learned 
the in and out of the Apache – focusing on 
capabilities that can benefit their missions. 
Next, they headed out to the flight line to 

sit in the aircraft to get a feel for what the 
pilots see and deal with when they are called 
to support their brethren on the ground. For 
a unit just coming into Iraq, the Soldiers in 
2-107th Cavalry appreciated the willingness 
of the aviators to teach them how to call on 
the Apaches and bring them to the battle. 
 “This meeting showed us that the 
Apaches are available, the crews are 
willing to do their jobs and how we 
can utilize the aircraft during convoy 
operations,” said 2LT Martin Crowe, a 
convoy commander in 2-107th Cavalry. 
 One of the biggest things learned was 
how close the weapon systems of the Apache 
can shoot near friendly forces without 
causing damage to them, Crowe said.  
 “They are going to get in there and do 
their job, it is a sense of security,” said 
Crowe. Once the 2-107th Cavalry troopers 
were pulled away from the Apache and the 
workshop, they had a better understanding 
of what battlefield capabilities they now 
harness from the ground. “If I was going 
to attack an American convoy and saw 
Apaches coming, I would probably think 
twice before I did anything,” said Crowe.

By SGT Travis Zielinski
1st Air Cavalry Brigade, 1st Cavalry 

Division Public Affairs

CW2 Brent Gruber (left), an AH-64D Apache attack helicopter maintenance test pilot in C Company, 
1st Battalion, 227th Aviation Regiment, 1st Air Cavalry Brigade, 1st Cavalry Division, Multi-National 
Division-Baghdad, explains how the weapons systems of the Apache work to 2LT Martin Crowe, 
a convoy commander in 2nd Squadron, 107th Cavalry Regiment, Ohio National Guard, during an 
air ground integration workshop at Camp Taji, Iraq, Aug. 10. (Photo by SGT Travis Zielinski, U.S. Army)

1LT Carolyn Wagnild (left), an Apache pilot in C Company, 1st Battalion, 227th Aviation Regiment, 
1st Air Cavalry Brigade, 1st Cavalry Division, Multi-National Division-Baghdad, explains how the 
sighting system of the Apache works to SFC Jonathan Duffey, the tactical operations center NCO-
in-charge for 2nd Squadron, 107th Cavalry Regiment of the Ohio National Guard, Camp Taji, Iraq, 
Aug. 10. (Photo by SGT Travis Zielinski, U.S. Army)



A U.S. Soldier calls for an airstrike on the hills surrounding Barge Matal, during Operation Mountain Fire in Afghanistan's eastern Nuristan province, July 12. Afghan 
national security forces and International Security Assistance Forces battled with insurgent forces in the late afternoon, after quickly securing the village's key 
areas early in the morning. (Photo by SGT Matthew Moeller, U.S. Army)

Fires
(USPS 309-010)
P.O. Box 33311 
Fort Sill, OK 73503-0311

Periodicals Postage
PAID

San Bernardino, CA

PIN 085726-000




