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Plan like the professionals 

Military people have always understood the value of good planning – more than many people, 
since they place more than many people at stake.  Perhaps surprisingly to some, they also place 
a high value on empowering grass roots decisions, as evidenced by this quote from the 1989 
edition of “Warfighting”, the manual of the US Marines Corps: 
 

First and foremost, in order to generate the tempo of operations we desire and to best 
cope with the uncertainty, disorder, and fluidity of combat, command must be 
decentralized … a competent subordinate commander who is at the point of decision will 
naturally have a better appreciation for the true situation than a senior some distance 
removed. 
 
“Warfighting”, US Marine Corps, 1989 

 
This sophisticated attitude is reflected in an understanding of how to create multi-Stage, multi-
level Plans for complex operations.  Consider, for example, the June 2001 release of the US 
Army Operations manual, which sets out simply and clearly in Chapter 3 a standard way to 
implement the complex business of “Force Projection”: 
 

Force projection is the military component of power projection. It is a central element of 
the national military strategy. Projecting the force anywhere in the world involves AC and 
RC units, the mobilization base, DA civilians, and industry. Army organizations and 
installations, linked with joint forces and industry, form a strategic platform to maintain, 
project, and sustain Army forces, wherever they deploy. 
 
3-39. Force projection encompasses a range of processes: mobilization, deployment, 
employment, sustainment, and redeployment (see Figure 3-4). These processes occur in 
a continuous, overlapping and repeating sequence throughout an operation. Force 
projection operations are inherently joint and require detailed planning and 
synchronization. Decisions made early in the process may determine the success of the 
campaign. 
 
“Operations”, US Department of the Army, p.66 

 
However, military people like everybody else are constrained by the lack of a way to implement 
this understanding – a way to create simple, re-usable Plans of action that can be managed at 
multiple levels and changed on-the-fly.  In fact, many officers consider their work to be hindered 
rather than supported by the planning tools with which they are currently provided.  This situation 
hit the news in 2008 when the commander of Britain’s SAS troops in Afghanistan resigned in 
disgust over the equipment available to his forces, blaming the Ministry of Defence for “gross 
negligence” (http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/newstopics/onthefrontline/3332417/Exclusive-SAS-
chief-quits-over-negligence-that-killed-his-troops.html). 
 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/newstopics/onthefrontline/3332417/Exclusive-SAS-chief-quits-over-negligence-that-killed-his-troops.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/newstopics/onthefrontline/3332417/Exclusive-SAS-chief-quits-over-negligence-that-killed-his-troops.html
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The root cause of the problem is that traditional management techniques for describing work 
arose in manufacturing (the “Scientific Management” of Frederick Taylor and Henry Ford), in 
which you specify outputs in advance, define a sequence of tasks to deliver them, then schedule 
the tasks.  This approach fails to deal with the modern adaptive, collaborative workplace – and 
with work such as military operations - for which a new management science is required: Human 
Interaction Management, or HIM. 
 
The outcome of over 20 years of research, HIM is a complete theory of collaborative human work 
based on 5 universal principles – effective teams, structured communication, use of knowledge, 
use of time, and collaborative re-planning.  HIM provides a simple, powerful alternative to 
traditional planning techniques.  Rather than attempting to treat collaborative work as a fixed set 
of tasks to be carried out in sequence, HIM provides a means of describing and managing 
purposeful human activity based on Stages, Roles and Deliverables. 
 
In this Column, I will illustrate the HIM approach to planning with reference to a fictitious example 
of military force projection, showing how each of the 5 principles is handled naturally. 
 
Readers more familiar with corporate strategy and tactics may well see analogies with their own 
working environment. 
 

Restore Democracy in East Pyronesia 

 
Let’s suppose that a dictatorship in the imaginary country of West Pyronesia has invaded 
neighboring East Pyronesia, and that the UN approves joint use of force by third parties as a 
means of restoring the toppled democratic government. 
 
I will show how the Human Interaction Management System (HIMS) HumanEdj can be used to 
describe, execute and manage a Plan for the required military action.  Note, however, that 
HumanEdj is used here solely for the ease of creating screenshots.  The HIM approach to 
planning can be used via any spreadsheet application.  HIM does not require specialized 
software – a HIMS just makes it quicker to design Plans, ensures that Plans are internally 
consistent, and provides a means to execute (as well as design) Plans online. 
 
First, let’s look at a high-level overview of the Plan.  Figure 1 shows a Grid with the key Roles 
along the top and the different Stages (or Phases) down the side: 
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Figure 1: Grid view of a military operation in HumanEdj 

 
5 main players are shown: 
 

1. Gen. Al Farnham, the Joint Force Commander 
2. Col. B. Raveau, the Deployed Forces Commander 
3. Col. Charlie Chaplin, the Reserve Forces Commander 
4. Maj. Del Tapley, in charge of Logistics 
5. Maj. E. Coley, the Quartermaster 

 
Each of these people has work to do in 1 or more of the following Stages (or Phases, if you 
prefer): 
 

1. Mobilization - Assemble and organize military resources to support national objectives - 
bring armed forces or part of them to a state of readiness for war or other national 
emergency 

2. Deployment - Move forces and materiel from their point of origin to the Area of 
Operations (AO) 

3. Employment - Conduct operations to support the JFC 
4. Sustainment - Provide and maintain levels of personnel and materiel required to sustain 

the operation throughout its duration 
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5. Redeployment - Reposture units and materiel in the same theater; transfer forces and 
materiel to support another JFC’s operational requirements; or return personnel, 
equipment, and materiel to the home or demobilization station upon completion of the 
mission 

 
Where a player has work in a Stage, their Activities are shown with due dates and margins.  The 
Activities are colored Red-Amber-Green to indicate which ones need attention from the manager 
of the Plan as whole.  By default, this manager (or owner) is the first Role in the Plan, in this case 
Gen. Farnham, who has the ability to change anything about the Plan in real time, including 
adding or removing players and Stages.  Such changes will be immediately visible to the other 
players, who themselves have a more limited ability to make changes – they can give themselves 
new Activities and new deliverables, but not affect anyone else.  This is the 5

th
 principle of HIM, 

collaborative re-planning in real time. 
 
The Stages in the Plan are numbered sequentially, but that is merely indicative - they could be 
carried out in any order, and typically several Stages will be in use at any one time.  Gen. 
Farnham can start, stop, cancel, re-open or abandon Stages as he wishes, as shown in Figure 2. 
 

 
Figure 2: Stages of a military operation in HumanEdj 

 
So what is everybody actually doing in this Plan?  Mainly, making sub-Plans, for specific aspects 
of the operation.  In other words, most of the Deliverables in each Stage are more detailed Plans. 
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These sub-Plans are automatically visible to everyone else in that Stage, for review and to share 
understanding.  Similarly, any messages sent within the Stage go to all (and only) the people in 
that Stage, and are displayed in the context of the Stage.  A HIMS ensures that teams know who 
they are, communicate effectively and share knowledge automatically – the first 3 principles of 
HIM. 
 
Figure 3 shows the normal view of a Plan in HumanEdj, from where you can click on a Stage to 
see what each Role uses and delivers via their Activities in that Stage: 
 

 
Figure 3: Normal view of a military operation in HumanEdj 

 
For the modern military, this is nowhere near enough.  War costs money, and like everybody 
else, military commanders must forecast expenditure, justify it, and attempt to reduce it.  Figure 4 
shows how a HIMS is able to automatically calculate and display total and remaining effort and 
costs for a Plan, at multiple levels, in a tabular format that can be copied and pasted into a 
spreadsheet for manipulation if required: 
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Figure 4: Summary view of a military operation in HumanEdj 

 
Then there is timeline.  Commanders must be able to see at a glance when everybody is 
expected to do what.  Figure 5 shows what appears to be a conventional Gantt chart – but there 
is no need to create this visualization by dragging and dropping Activities onto a timeline.  Rather, 
the HIMS uses key information about each Activity to calculate dependencies and estimate 
completion dates. 
 
Further, and vitally for real time management of the critical path, dependencies in a HIMS are 
more fine-grained than with traditional project management tools.  The earliest date on which an 
Activity can start is estimated by calculating the latest availability date of any of its inputs.  This 
means that potential slippage can be corrected in ways not available using traditional tools – for 
example, by directing an Activity to make use of only those deliverables of a preceding Activity 
that are ready now, and to ignore any deliverables that are not yet available. 
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Figure 5: Timeline view of a military operation in HumanEdj 

 
Finally, let’s consider the remaining, 4

th
, principle of HIM – use of time.  How can Gen. Farnham 

manage his own time efficiently and effectively?  Figure 6 shows the To Do view in HumanEdj – a 
nested list of your own current Activities, grouped by Plan, from where you can jump straight to 
an Activity by clicking on it.  If an Activity is of the nature of a reminder (such as Gen. Farnham’s 
“Review Mobilization”, which has no Deliverables), you can save time by simply checking the box 
to indicate that the work is complete. 
 
If you are working in several Plans at once, you can focus in on all Activities of a specific kind by 
clicking the + button next to any of them.  This is useful when it makes sense to do all such 
Activities at once.  For example, if you are organizing several recce expeditions, you could order 
supplies for all of them at once. 
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Figure 6: To Do view of a military operation in HumanEdj 

 
Gen. Farnham will also wish to know whether people have been allocated enough time to fulfill 
their duties.  To see this, he can consult the Details view shown in Figure 7. 
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Figure 7: Details view of a military operation in HumanEdj 

 
Here he sees that his own Role is highlighted as a potential problem, since it has 39 days work to 
do but only 35 days allocated.  This is because the person playing the Role (i.e., Gen. Farnham) 
is expected to spend 70% of their work time on this Plan.  To solve the problem, he has a number 
of alternatives – reduce the amount of work for the Role, increase the percentage time for the 
Role, or simply accept that he needs to find an extra 4 days somewhere. 
 
The latter may require Gen. Farnham to work a longer day than usual, since this Plan already 
assumes that participants work over both weekends and holidays, as shown in Figure 8. 
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Figure 8: Working weekends and holidays for a military operation in HumanEdj 

 
 

Conclusion 

The military is just one area in which professionals are demanding new tools to support their work 
properly – and the HIM approach to collaborative work is one of many new and transformational 
approaches emerging in response to a working world that is more connected than ever. In today’s 
rapidly changing business environment all organizations must collaborate both internally and 
externally to meet stakeholder needs, make the best use of resources and optimize the benefits 
they deliver. 
 
This is a challenge, since organizations are aware of the need to develop collaboration strategies 
but the range of collaboration tools is bewildering. New techniques, methods and technologies 
emerge continually and hundreds of these tools overlap in functionality.  In short, there is no 
standard way to identify the right combination of tools for your own needs – the best tools to 
support your collaboration strategy. 
 
If this challenge resonates with you, then you may be interested to know of a new international 
research project: the Architecture for Collaboration Tools (ACT) Initiative.  The ACT Initiative 
brings together organizations and individuals with collaboration expertise in order to provide a 
generic, independent collaboration framework that will enable organizations to develop their 
future collaboration strategy and identify the most appropriate supporting collaboration methods, 
techniques and technologies. 
 
Organizations already participating in ACT include leading commercial companies, government 
departments, communities, and industry bodies in many different sectors, as well as research 
organizations, management schools, universities and independent thought leaders in the 
collaboration field.  If you would like to join them, get involved with ACT and be among the first to 
use the ACT framework, then the first step is to support our work by taking our survey: 
 
http://bit.ly/act-survey-2011 
 
Your input forms a critical part of our research, and we value it highly. 

http://bit.ly/act-survey-2011
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