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Introduction to 7 Step Military Problem Solving

In the high �stakes world of defense and security, the ability to solve problems efficiently and decisively can mean the 

difference between mission success and failure. Military leaders are trained to confront complex, dynamic 

challenges that evolve under pressure, often with limited information and time. The 7 step military problem 

solvingframework distills this rigorous process into a clear, repeatable sequence that can be applied across

strategic, operational, and tactical levels. By mastering these seven stages—define, gather, analyze, develop,

evaluate, select, and execute—officers and planners sharpen their decision �making skills, reduce uncertainty, and

increase the probability of achieving desired outcomes.

Why Military Problem Solving Matters

Unlike many civilian domains, military problem solving operates within a unique set of constraints: rapidly changing 

environments, adversarial intent, and the imperative to protect lives and national interests. Traditional 

problem �solving models such as the scientific method or business decision trees often fail to address the immediacy 

and ambiguity inherent in armed conflict. The 7 step military problem solvingmodel was developed through

decades of experience in joint operations, counter �insurgency, and cyber warfare, and it incorporates lessons from

both historical battles and modern technology.

Key benefits of this approach include:

•  Systematic thinking that ensures no critical element is overlooked.

•  Enhanced risk assessment by evaluating multiple courses of action.

•  Improved communication across units and agencies.

•  Greater resilience against unexpected developments.

Adopting a disciplined, step �by �step methodology also promotes a culture of continuous learning and adaptability—

qualities that are essential in today’s fast �evolving threat landscape.

The 7-Step Military Problem Solving Framework

Below is an overview of the seven stages that constitute the core of the framework. Each step builds on the

previous one, creating a logical chain from problem identification to post �action review.

1.  Define the Problem

2.  Gather Intelligence

3.  Analyze Options

4.  Develop Courses of Action (COA)

5.  Evaluate COAs

6.  Select and Plan

7.  Execute and Review

While the terminology may vary across services, the underlying principles remain consistent. Let’s dive into each

step in detail.



Step 1: Define the Problem

The first and arguably most critical stage is to articulate the problem with precision. A vague or incorrect problem

definition can lead to wasted resources and mission failure. The process involves:

•  Identifying the mission objective and desired end state.

•  Clarifying the constraints—time, resources, political considerations.

•  Distinguishing between symptoms and the root cause.

•  Formulating a clear question statement that guides subsequent analysis.

For example, during a counter �insurgency operation, the problem might be “How can we reduce insurgent attacks in

Sector A by 50% within 90 days?” This statement provides a measurable target and a time frame, setting the stage

for focused intelligence gathering.

Step 2: Gather Intelligence

Intelligence is the lifeblood of military problem solving. Accurate, timely data transforms uncertainty into actionable

insight. This step encompasses:

•  Human Intelligence (HUMINT)—interviews, interrogations, local informants.

•  Signals Intelligence (SIGINT)—intercepted communications, electronic emissions.

•  Imagery Intelligence (IMINT)—satellite, aerial photography.

•  —publicly available information.

•  Integration of geospatial data and environmental factors.

Effective intelligence gathering also requires understanding the information environment—identifying potential

misinformation, assessing source reliability, and recognizing the adversary’s intent. The output of this step is a

comprehensive intelligence report that feeds directly into the analysis phase.

Step 3: Analyze Options

Once the problem and intelligence are defined, analysts evaluate the range of possible actions. This involves:

•  Identifying operational constraints such as terrain, weather, and logistics.

•  Assessing capabilities and limitations of friendly forces.

•  Understanding the adversary’s capabilities and doctrine.

•  Mapping interdependencies among different units and agencies.

Analysts often employ tools like SWOT (Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, Threats) analysis, risk matrices,

and scenario planning. The goal is to generate a set of plausible, realistic alternatives that can be developed into

courses of action.

Step 4: Develop Courses of Action (COA)

In this step, each viable option is fleshed out into a detailed COA. A COA typically includes:

•  Objectives and desired end state.

•  Key military tasks and support tasks.

•  Timelines, milestones, and resource allocation.

•  Contingency plans for potential failures.

•  Assessment of intelligence gaps that need to be addressed before execution.

Developing multiple COAs—usually three to five—provides flexibility and allows commanders to adapt to changing

circumstances. Each COA should be internally consistent, feasible, and aligned with the mission’s strategic

objectives.



Step 5: Evaluate COAs

Evaluation is where the art and science of military decision making converge. Analysts and commanders compare

COAs against a set of criteria, such as:

•  Effectiveness—how well does the COA achieve the mission?

•  Feasibility—does the plan consider resource constraints?

•  Acceptability—will the plan be approved by higher command?

•  Risk profile—what are the potential costs and unintended consequences?

•  Speed of implementation—can the COA be executed within the required timeframe?

Tools like the Decision Matrix and Cost �Benefit Analysishelp quantify trade �offs. The outcome is a ranked list of

COAs, with the most promising one identified for planning and execution.

Step 6: Select and Plan

With the best COA chosen, the focus shifts to detailed planning. This stage involves:

•  Developing a mission statement that encapsulates the plan.

•  Creating order of battle and task organization.

•  Allocating logistics, communications, and intelligence support.

•  Establishing command and control (C2) procedures.

•  Defining rules of engagement (ROE) and legal constraints.

Planning is iterative; planners refine the COA as new intelligence arrives or as constraints shift. The final plan

should be clear, concise, and actionable, enabling all units to understand their roles and responsibilities.

Step 7: Execute and Review

Execution is the culmination of the process, where the plan is put into action. Key aspects include:

•  Maintaining situational awareness through real �time intelligence feeds.

•  Ensuring communication fidelity across all levels.

•  Monitoring performance metrics and milestone achievement.

•  Adapting to unexpected events through rapid decision cycles.

•  Collecting after �action reports (AAR) to capture lessons learned.

Reviewing the operation is essential for continuous improvement. A structured AAR examines what went well, what

didn’t, and how future missions can benefit from these insights. This feedback loop completes the cycle and

prepares the organization for the next challenge.

Real-World Applications of the 7 Step Military Problem Solving

The framework is not just theoretical; it has guided operations across the globe. Below are three illustrative case

studies that demonstrate its versatility.

Case Study 1: Urban Counter �Insurgency in Iraq

During the 2003 invasion, coalition forces faced the challenge of securing urban districts while minimizing civilian

casualties. By applying the 7 step framework, planners defined the problem as “secure District X with minimal

collateral damage.” Intelligence gathering identified insurgent hideouts and civilian hot spots. Analysts developed

COAs that balanced kinetic operations with community engagement. The chosen COA emphasized

intelligence �driven raids, followed by rapid humanitarian assistance. Execution and review highlighted the

importance of local partnerships, leading to refined engagement protocols in subsequent operations.



Case Study 2: Cyber Defense against State �Sponsored Threats

In 2018, a NATO member state detected a sophisticated cyber intrusion targeting critical infrastructure. The

problem was defined as “prevent disruption of the national power grid.” Intelligence comprised network logs, threat

actor indicators, and vulnerability assessments. Analysts evaluated options such as network segmentation, threat

hunting, and rapid patching. The selected COA combined defensive and offensive cyber measures, including

deception technology. Execution required coordination between IT, defense, and law enforcement. Post �action

review informed the development of a national cyber resilience strategy.

Case Study 3: Rapid Deployment in the Arctic

With emerging maritime routes in the Arctic, a naval task force needed to establish a presence quickly. The

problem: “deploy a deterrence posture within 30 days.” Intelligence on ice conditions, weather, and regional actors

guided the analysis. COAs ranged from amphibious landing to airlifted rapid response. The chosen COA leveraged

joint air and sea assets, integrated with indigenous knowledge for navigation. Execution emphasized interoperability

and real �time communication. The review underscored the value of pre �deployment simulations and cross �service

training.
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