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Deconflicting Exercises and 
Experimentation Under 
Global Integration
By Francis J.H. Park

S
ince its introduction to the 
joint force in the 2016 National 
Military Strategy (NMS), global 

integration has led to sweeping changes 
not only in strategy but also in the pro-
cesses and instruments that implement 
it. Initial explorations of global integra-

tion, expressed through the 2016 NMS 
and the 2017 Joint Strategic Campaign 
Plan, focused primarily on force 
employment in the years of execution 
of the Future Years Defense Program 
(FYDP). As it matured in subsequent 
strategic directions, including a major 
revision of the Joint Strategic Planning 
System in 2018 and the 2019 Capstone 
Concept for Joint Operations, global 
integration started to address aspects 

of the future force that might appear 
in the “out years” of the FYDP.1 Two 
instruments to realize global integra-
tion exist in exercises and experimenta-
tion. While they may look similar, they 
serve different purposes, and the dis-
tinctions between the two are often not 
apparent to those participating in these 
activities. However, the Department of 
Defense (DOD) literature that guides 
exercises and experimentation is not 
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well known outside of the joint force 
development and joint capability devel-
opment communities. A fuller under-
standing of those activities and their 
differences will better enable those 
responsible for visualizing tomorrow’s 
force and the strategic choices that will 
shape the future U.S. military.

Strategic Context
The 2018 National Defense Strategy 
(NDS) contains a charter to DOD “to 
out-think, out-maneuver, out-partner, 
and out-innovate revisionist powers, 
rogue regimes, terrorists, and other 
threat actors.”2 Implementing that 
charter to the Services and combatant 
commands (CCMDs) occurs through 
the 2018 NMS.

The 2018 NMS introduces a con-
tinuum of strategic direction comprising 
three strategy horizons to visualize the cur-
rent and future strategic environment. The 
first, force employment, focuses on attain-
ment of the NDS’s near-term objectives, 
typically from the present to 3 years in 
the future. The second, force development, 
adapts the current joint force for greater 
capability, generally 2 to 7 years in the fu-
ture. The innovation required to maintain 
competitive advantages over future adver-
saries is a function of the third, force design, 
which typically looks out 5 to 15 years.3

The reason for these overlapping 
time horizons is their interdependent 
relationship. Whereas force employ-
ment addresses immediate problems in 
the security environment, the lessons 
learned and readiness assessments in 
force employment inform the conduct of 
force development to address near-term 
capability gaps. Similarly, the evolutionary 
changes in force development also serve 
as a bridge to the more disruptive and 
revolutionary change that occurs in force 
design. Vetting activities across the con-
tinuum of strategic direction requires a 
clear eye as to which activities serve which 
horizons of the military strategy.

Differentiating Exercises 
and Experiments
Exercises and experiments may look 
outwardly similar but differ materially 
in their purposes. In the absence of any 

one authoritative source for definitions 
of these terms, the definitions that do 
exist are more descriptive than norma-
tive. Joint doctrine provides a starting 
point, but it is not sufficient to define 
this taxonomy.

Exercises. Consistent with its defini-
tion in doctrine, exercises build readiness 
against an established standard, which 
suggests training against an existing plan 
or mission-essential task.4 Given their ori-
entation on readiness, exercises primarily 
support force employment. Exercises 
may also identify capability gaps that can 
inform force development work.

Experiments. In the absence of 
a formal or normative definition, 
experimentation explores unknown rela-
tionships and outcomes that result from 
new technologies and concepts, new 
applications of existing capabilities, and 
emerging threats. Experiments drive fur-
ther research and inform decisions on the 
future force.5 Thus, defense experimenta-
tion is the appropriate process for matters 
relating to force design and its associated 
concepts and capability development.

Defense experimentation generally falls 
into three broad methods: workshops, 
wargames, and field experiments. All 
three share the exploration of unknown 
relationships and outcomes, but their 
conduct varies considerably. Workshops 
are forums for discussion of potential 
threats, technologies, and concepts, 
and they often form the basis for more 
detailed experimentation. Wargames are 
simulations that allow for evaluation of 
technology, concepts, and concepts of 
operation, a common example of which 
are tabletop exercises.6 Field experiments 
involve the use of military personnel and 
equipment in the anticipated operational 
environment.7 A clear distinction between 
exercises and experiments and the varieties 
of experimentation will create clarity and 
direction for their respective purposes, 
while helping stave off a conflation of the 
two. Allocating time and resources against 
force employment activities may not bear 
fruit if applied uncritically to force devel-
opment and force design activities.

While the continuum of strategic 
direction is a recent construct, it provides 
a lens to recontextualize previous exercise 

and experimentation activities. In the ab-
sence of publicly available reporting from 
more recent exercises or experiments, 
three case studies illustrate the comple-
mentary relationships that exist across 
force employment, force development, 
and force design and, in one case, high-
light the hazards of conflating the three.

Exercises for Force 
Employment: III Corps 
Battle Command Training 
Program Exercise (1989)
During the Cold War, the U.S. Army’s 
III Corps had a follow-on mission to 
deploy from its bases in the United 
States, draw prepositioned stocks, and 
reinforce the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization (NATO) defense of 
northern Germany against a Warsaw 
Pact invasion.8 In light of that mission 
and the Army’s capstone doctrine of 
AirLand Battle, Lieutenant General 
Crosbie Saint, commanding III Corps, 
developed a vision of a mobile armored 
corps that could fight after deploying 
with its own or prepositioned equip-
ment, be able to road-march over 100 
miles, and then fight from the march. 
Expressed through a concept paper 
written in 1987 by Lieutenant Colonel 
L. Donald Holder, that vision became 
the focal point for training the corps 
and its subordinate units.9

The first collective training event 
that allowed III Corps to exercise its 
corps-level command functions for an 
attack from the march occurred at Fort 
Hood, Texas, in January 1989, during 
the first corps-level exercise conducted 
by the Army’s Battle Command Training 
Program (BCTP). That exercise was 
predicated on Saint’s vision, Holder’s 
concept paper, and the exercise’s own 
implementation through a series of train-
ing events. Evaluated tasks for the corps 
included movement control, a corps-level 
refuel on the move, coordination of 
close air support and air interdiction, and 
command and control of the corps while 
facing long-range artillery fires and spe-
cial operations forces raids.10

The true validation for Saint’s vision 
and Holder’s concept occurred against an 
adversary far removed from the plains of 
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northern Germany. The theoretical and 
practical work that had come out of the 
III Corps BCTP exercise bore fruit when 
VII Corps and XVIII Airborne Corps 
conducted those approach marches not 
once, but twice during Operation Desert 
Storm. The first was to set the corps and 
all subordinate maneuver forces into the 
attack positions prior to the “left hook” of 
the main attack. That movement required 
XVIII Airborne Corps to pass through VII 
Corps, a challenging task made even more 
difficult by the need to screen the former’s 
movement prior to the attack. The second 
was the left hook itself, which included, 
among other activities, a corps-level refuel 
on the move (while in contact, in the case 
of VII Corps).11 Both corps had aug-
mentation from III Corps units that were 
deployed to the Desert Storm theater of 
operations. Holder, promoted to colonel 
in 1989, would eventually put his money 
where his mouth was: His 2nd Armored 
Cavalry Regiment was at the vanguard of 
the VII Corps attack in Desert Storm.

What had started as a vision and 
concept paper in 1987 had been fleshed 
out into procedural rigor 2 years later. 
The January 1989 BCTP was an exercise 
in the classical sense of the term—it was 
oriented on readiness for combat. The 
missions and requirements that III Corps 
faced in that exercise were known; the 
challenge remained to build readiness to 
execute those missions to standard. By 
1991, that readiness had spread across 
enough of the force to the point where 
two other corps did exactly what Saint 
and Holder had originally envisioned.

Exercises for Force 
Development: Nifty Nugget 
(1978) and Its Successors
The principal mission facing the 
U.S. military in Western Europe was 
reinforcement of NATO’s defense of 
the region. The first comprehensive 
examination of the readiness of the 
U.S. military for that wartime rein-
forcement mission was a Joint Chiefs 

of Staff command post exercise called 
Nifty Nugget, which occurred October 
10–31, 1978, and simulated a short-
warning Warsaw Pact attack on NATO. 
It also coincided with a national exercise 
to drill interagency partners in conjunc-
tion with DOD.12

Nifty Nugget certainly did not 
produce the envisioned outcomes. 
Occurring a year after the Defense 
Transportation System had been 
declared ready for operations, Nifty 
Nugget saw the majority of the forces 
deploying to Europe arriving piecemeal, 
without their equipment, or far too late 
to be operationally relevant.13 Units 
deploying from the United States coin-
cided with a noncombatant evacuation 
operation of more than a million depen-
dents from Europe, which generated a 
demand for airlift 10 times larger than 
the available mobility airlift force. In the 
meantime, in the words of an unnamed 
high-level Pentagon official, “The Army 
was simply attrited to death.”14

M-557 communication vehicles form one wall of command center at new location of 2nd Armored Cavalry Regiment during Operation Desert Storm, 

February 12, 1991 (U.S. Army/David Faas)



54  Features / Deconflicting Exercises and Experimentation	 JFQ 102, 3rd Quarter 2021

In the wake of Nifty Nugget, the 
Joint Chiefs of Staff established the Joint 
Deployment Agency (JDA), a combat 
support agency to coordinate deploy-
ment procedures among the Services. 
Unfortunately, the JDA had no authority 
to direct the Services or CCMDs to ad-
dress identified deficiencies. To add insult 
to injury, the Services fought successfully 
to keep their logistics and transportation 
planning systems separate from the JDA.15

In 1980, a successor exercise named 
Proud Spirit involved a much less ambi-
tious NATO reinforcement scenario, with 
equally dismal results. Proud Spirit ex-
posed critical gaps in the defense industrial 
base and DOD command and control sys-
tems at the national level.16 Improvements 
to those systems and some associated 
processes led to better results in 1982 in 
the Proud Saber exercise, which involved a 
global crisis response scenario.17

The issues raised by Nifty Nugget 
and its successor exercises, as well as the 

shortfalls of the JDA, became a touch-
point for discussions within DOD and 
in Congress. The first substantive step to 
filling the capability gaps appeared with 
the establishment in April 1987 of the 
U.S. Transportation Command, whose 
efforts were pivotal to deploying and sus-
taining the joint force during Operations 
Desert Shield and Desert Storm and their 
spectacular tactical and operational suc-
cesses.18 That success would have been 
impossible without the force develop-
ment work to address the problems in the 
DOD logistics enterprise first identified 
in exercises.

A Demonstration Packaged as 
an “Experiment”: Millennium 
Challenge (2002)
The onetime U.S. Joint Forces 
Command (USJFCOM) was unique 
among CCMDs. Rather than focusing 
on employment of the force, it was 
responsible for preparing forces as a 

joint trainer, providing tailored pack-
ages as a joint provider, and developing 
concepts and interoperability standards 
as a joint integrator so that other 
CCMDs could employ those capabili-
ties worldwide. Those authorities also 
uniquely complemented USJFCOM’s 
role as the DOD executive agent for 
joint experimentation.19

The 1999 Defense Planning Guidance 
directed USJFCOM to develop a new 
joint operations concept, called rapid 
decisive operations (RDO), that would 
tie together effects-based operations and 
network-centric operations as part of 
DOD transformation efforts.20 To vet the 
RDO concept, USJFCOM planned to 
integrate Service-level transformation ex-
periments in a series of field experiments 
called Millennium Challenge, the first of 
which occurred in 2000.21

Two years later, Millennium 
Challenge 2002 (MC02) would be the 
largest joint military experiment ever 

U.S. Marines assigned to Fleet Anti-Terrorism Security Team Central Command conduct close-quarters battle training during exercise Neon Defender 21, 

in Ras al Qarain, Bahrain, April 4, 2021 (U.S. Marine Corps/Victor A. Mancilla)
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conducted. It involved 13,500 personnel 
from all Services; 8 live land, sea, and air 
ranges; and 17 simulation sites—and it 
integrated those live and virtual activities 
into a single exercise.22 The integration 
of live activities required some training 
value for the tactical forces involved that 
resulted in limited availability of certain 
essential platforms.23 That confluence 
of training and experimentation created 
artificialities in the experiment, which 
included an opposing force (OPFOR) 
that would be allowed to operate freely, 
within the constraints of the scenario.24

Unexpectedly, the OPFOR destroyed 
most of the blue force maritime surface 
combatants minutes after commence-
ment of experiment play. The maritime 
component was resurrected with a 
change in the rules of engagement to 
prevent the OPFOR from initiating con-
tact. Furthermore, the experiment had 
been designed so that the first 15 days of 
force flow were already complete. Doing 
so avoided real-world interference with 
the Defense Transportation System but 
eliminated any antiaccess/area-denial play 
that might have undermined the RDO 
concept.25

Rather than an experiment, MC02 
was really a demonstration: highly 
scripted and orchestrated activities that 
minimize the likelihood that a solution 
will fail.26 That admission is buried in the 
middle of the USJFCOM official report: 
“As the exercise progressed, the OPFOR 
free-play was eventually constrained to 
the point where the endstate was scripted. 
This scripting ensured a Blue operational 
victory and established conditions in the 
exercise for transition operations.”27 The 
desire to retain some value for MC02’s 
live participants, who were conducting 
exercises for training, came at the expense 
of the experiment’s stated main objective 
to vet an unproven concept.

Placing Exercises and 
Experimentation Within 
Global Integration
While global integration has entailed 
major changes to the joint force’s 
functions and processes to account for 
strategic challenges that outstrip the 
ability of a single CCMD to address, 

the nature of the underlying relation-
ships between exercises and experiments 
(and especially their subcategories 
of wargames and field experiments) 
remains unchanged. The challenges 
in scheduling events among multiple 
CCMDs that span the entire continuum 
of strategic direction leave little room 
for wasted effort when developing exer-
cises and experiments. It is possible for 
them to intersect, but it cannot be done 
haphazardly, as both will suffer.

Global Integration for Today: 
Exercises for Force Employment
In force employment, the 2018 NMS 
introduces the notion of joint com-
bined arms, defined as “the conduct of 
operational art through the integration 
of joint capabilities in all domains.” 
The basis of joint combined arms is 
premised on competitors and adversar-
ies operating across multiple CCMD 
areas of responsibility and domains to 
offset or erode traditional joint force 
advantages.28 Readiness to meet those 
challenges starts with the adaptations 
that have been made to the joint plan-
ning processes to address campaign and 
contingency planning requirements that 
span more than one CCMD.

For day-to-day activities, global 
campaign plans (GCPs) guide the 
development of combatant command 
campaign plans (CCPs), which are the 
instruments for implementing the di-
rection in the GCPs. For contingency 
planning, global integration frameworks 
(GIFs, formerly known as globally in-
tegrated base plans) unify the direction 
of multiple war plans directed in the 
Contingency Planning Guidance and 
the Joint Strategic Campaign Plan. Both 
GCPs and GIFs provide a common view 
to requirements, resource allocation, 

risk, and decisionmaking across multiple 
CCMDs.29

For decades, combatant commanders 
have conducted exercises to train their 
joint mission-essential task lists, exercise 
CCMD contingency plans, and maintain 
trained and ready forces. It is entirely 
possible for those exercises to address the 
transition from a CCP to a contingency 
plan, but given limited time for training, 
it is more likely that an exercise will focus 
on actually fighting the CCMD with its 
assigned and attached forces in combat 
operations.

Since 2018, the Joint Staff has 
conducted globally integrated exercises 
(GIEs) to assess readiness across the 
joint force for contingencies and validate 
operational plans and mature joint con-
cepts. GIEs involve multiple CCMDs in 
operations against strategic challenges. 
Akin to the role that contingency plans 
play for combatant commanders, a GIF is 
the logical input into exercising execution 
across multiple CCMDs in a GIE.

Global Integration for the 
Future: Experiments for Force 
Development and Force Design
The 2011 disestablishment of 
USJFCOM eliminated the DOD execu-
tive agent for joint experimentation, and 
the responsibility for joint experimenta-
tion that accreted back to the Joint 
Staff was in turn eliminated in 2013. 
A subsequent revision of Chairman of 
the Joint Chiefs of Staff Instruction 
3010.02, Guidance for Developing and 
Implementing Joint Concepts, in 2016 
removed almost all language related to 
experimentation, replacing that umbrella 
term with references to tabletop 
exercises and wargames.30 Implement-
ing global integration through force 
development and force design has led to 

Force
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Force
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a resurgence of interest in experimenta-
tion; the 2018 NMS explicitly tasked 
the Joint Staff with reinvigorating 
experimentation to identify and refine 
emerging capabilities, concepts, doc-
trine, and lessons learned. The basis for 
that work is the force development and 
investment priorities in the NDS.

The first tangible step toward that 
revitalization occurred in 2019 with the 
Joint Staff’s inaugural globally integrated 
wargame (GIWG), which was intended 
to establish baseline areas for exploration 
in future exercises, experiments, and 
analysis. Building on the 2019 Capstone 
Concept for Joint Operations and the 
GIWG, work is now under way on a joint 
warfighting concept that will provide a 
basis for further experimentation across 
multiple CCMDs.31 In turn, experimen-
tation results provide a deep look at new 
capabilities to be validated through the 
Joint Requirements Oversight Council 
for inclusion into the FYDP.

Some Propositions for 
Exercises and Experimentation 
in Global Integration
Global integration offers an opportunity 
to unify exercises and experimentation 
in a way that will contribute to a unified 
view of readiness and future invest-
ments across all CCMDs and Services. 
Future work toward that end suggests 
a number of propositions to ensure 
that future exercises and experiments 
complement rather than impede one 
another.

A Globally Integrated Base Plan 
and Its War Plans Must Be Reconciled 
Before a GIE. A critical prerequisite for 
a GIE is a close relationship between 
its evaluated GIF and its complemen-
tary CCMD plans because execution 
of a GIF occurs through distributed 
execution by multiple CCMDs. In the 
absence of that close relationship, there 
is no basis to integrate CCMD exercises 
into a GIE. Additionally, a GIE and its 
complementary efforts at the CCMD 
level correspond to the same conceptual 
activity in the global campaign.

There are two dichotomies in exercise 
design that should be addressed for a 
GIE. The first is reconciling activities 

between the Joint Staff and the CCMDs. 
The risk exists that CCMD-internal ex-
ercise requirements may not correspond 
to or even conflict with the GIE training 
objectives. If not resolved, neither the 
Joint Staff nor the CCMD will gain train-
ing benefit from the GIE.

The second dichotomy is in the rela-
tionship between a GIF and its CCMD 
plans. The distributed execution of a GIF 
through subordinate plans may result in 
different focuses of effort. Global integra-
tion generally focuses on strategic choices 
and decisionmaking at the national level, 
while CCMDs exercise the consequences 
of those national decisions and execution 
of their concepts of operations in a region 
or domain. The risk exists that many of 
the tasks to be exercised in a GIF may not 
correspond to the tasks in a contingency 
plan that a CCMD would exercise. If not 
reconciled, exercising global integration 
can become difficult, if not impossible.

Concepts Must Reach Maturity 
Before Inclusion in an Exercise. The 
complexity and scope of a CCMD 
exercise are already challenging. That 
complexity increases significantly for 
a GIE that integrates the activities of 
multiple CCMDs. That scope and the 
demands of coordinating exercises with 
senior leaders’ schedules make GIEs nec-
essarily uncommon. Consequently, the 
size and audience for a GIE may also lead 
to the temptation to exercise concepts 
that have not matured. In many cases, 
those concepts will not have been written 
into the execution of GIFs or CCMD 
plans and may have to be “shoehorned” 
into an existing plan. Doing so may con-
fuse or misrepresent combat capability 
that actually detracts from the readiness 
that should come out of an exercise.

Maturing concepts require ex-
perimentation to vet them for capability 
development or further exploration. 
More likely than not, those transfor-
mational concepts, while benchmarked 
against the force development and 
investment priorities of the NDS, will 
be set against the strategic environment 
described in the joint operating environ-
ment and other futures documents. 
Another reason to distinguish exercises 
from experimentation is to ensure that 

the concept reflects the assumed future 
strategic environment before it might be 
considered mature. Only after the con-
cept matures should it be incorporated 
into an operational plan and subsequently 
assessed in an exercise.

The Full Scope of Joint 
Experimentation Will Require a True 
Joint Force Trainer and Joint Force 
Provider. The disestablishment of 
USJFCOM led to a substantial weak-
ening of its former joint force trainer, 
provider, and integrator roles. The dimi-
nution of those roles saw little fanfare; 
the Services reoccupied the training space 
where joint priorities were trained only by 
consensus, while the Joint Staff assumed 
oversight of force management and in-
teroperability work. After USJFCOM’s 
disestablishment, the demand and 
functions for joint experimentation disap-
peared entirely. Command post exercises, 
workshops, or wargames are now focused 
at the CCMD level or conducted internal 
to the Joint Staff. While the Services have 
conducted some field experiments, there 
have been no joint field experiments since 
MC02.

There is one other implication to 
global integration from joint experimen-
tation that actually stems from recent 
changes in global force management. 
The introduction of dynamic force em-
ployment in the 2018 NDS suggests an 
emergent need for a combined joint force 
trainer and provider given the competing 
demands among CCMDs in the security 
environment. Should DOD embark 
on joint field experimentation, such a 
relationship would empower the task 
organization and training of experimenta-
tion forces while minimizing disruption 
to their wartime readiness. Additionally, 
field experimentation provides a mecha-
nism to directly balance the allocation of 
forces across employment, development, 
and design, rather than leaving that deci-
sion up to the mercy of internal Service 
priorities.

While exercises and experimentation 
have long been a part of joint force activi-
ties, the challenges of global integration 
across the continuum of strategic direc-
tion emphasize the need to maximize the 
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effectiveness of both. Ensuring that the 
two complement each other is a neces-
sary first step, in spite of the temptation 
to combine some of their aspects. A joint 
force trainer and provider with authori-
ties to train and source across the entire 
joint force would assist in balancing 
resources for experimentation for force 
development and force design with those 
allocated to force employment. Mixing 
exercises and experiments requires an 
informed perspective to opportunities 
and risks in order to preserve readiness 
for combat, while ensuring that the joint 
force can best prepare for the future secu-
rity environment. JFQ
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