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THE ESTIMATE PROCESS FOR NON-COMBAT DECISION-MAKING
There are many of us in the RAF who have never heard of the Estimate and others who have heard of it but have not had any tuition in its use.  As a result, it is often considered something of a ‘black art’ and strictly for the use of senior personnel who are involved in planning air battles.  This is not so.  This article is an attempt to produce a simple example of the Estimate, applied to a non-combat project, and is intended to illustrate the ease and usefulness of the process
So what is it?

The Estimate is a 7-stage decision making tool designed to deliver a course of action from a body of information.  In the military context it is complementary to, and assists in the implementation of, Mission Command.  The process is logical but allows for the use of intuition and, as we will see below, it can be used for purposes other than military campaign planning. 
The 7 stages are as follows:

1. Review of the Situation – this entails consideration of as much background information as possible.

2. Mission Analysis – the product of this stage is the Mission Statement – the ‘what and why’ or the task and purpose.  N.B. the how is not included at this stage.
3. Evaluation of Factors – a list of tasks, constraints and points for clarification that underpin future detailed planning.

4. Commander’s Guidance on Courses of Action (COAs) – the intuitive part.  The person in charge gives direction on the COAs that the planning team are to develop based upon what he/she thinks is within the art of the possible and what might prove to be crucial.  This does not preclude the team from thinking and questioning.
5. Development and Validation of COAs – following the guidance given in the previous stage, the planning team develops a series of COAs for consideration and then validates each one.
6. Evaluation of COAs – a ‘cost/benefit analysis’ takes place for each COA that has been produced.

7. The Final Decision – the person in charge decides which option, or combination of options, to choose based on logic and intuition and this forms a directive for the completion of all detailed planning and future action. 
Things to Remember 

Although there are 7 stages, the process is not strictly linear; it is iterative.  In other words, you need to revisit previous stages every so often to check that things are still on track and that the mission or the factors have not changed.  Changes can take place in any fluid situation, especially a battle, but just as easily in a peace-time activity.
An Illustration – An Ascent of Mt Everest
The following hypothetical example shows how the Estimate might be employed to plan an expedition to climb Mt Everest.  The scenario assumes that a group of intrepid adventurers has agreed to make an assault on the world’s highest mountain in order to raise money for a worthy cause.  Most of the team will be involved in the planning. How might they decide the best way to go about it?
The illustration below uses some exaggerated choices and proposals in order to illustrate particular points, such as ensuring that the alternative courses of action on offer are diverse.  Read on and forgive the obviously hare-brained/barking mad ideas in the spirit of learning the process.   Remember, ‘it’s not rocket science!’   
Stage 1 – Review of the Situation
This should be very wide ranging and should include things like: political, economic, social, technological, legal and environmental (PESTLE) issues.  Also the geography, the weather, the culture and the diplomatic aspects should be considered.  Thought, too, should be given to the strengths and weaknesses of the team and the threats and opportunities that the expedition offers (a SWOT analysis).
In our scenario, the team would take account of the size of their budget, the time of year best suited to the expedition and the impact on their jobs and families.  The fact that Mt Everest is in Tibet, a country occupied by China, might mean that diplomatic clearances could be difficult to obtain.  On the up side, the local people are used to mountaineers visiting their country and are generally very helpful.  The team might also consider the skill levels of the various members and whether everybody gets along.  Perhaps they could secure sponsorship from commercial sources but they need to be careful not to become dependent upon a single unreliable source of funds in case this should fall through.

This list is not exhaustive; there are many other things to be considered but it is important that this activity is undertaken as a group in order that everyone can bring their ideas to the forum and they can all get a ‘feel’ for the task ahead.
Stage 2 – Mission Analysis or ‘What has to be done to accomplish the goal?’

This stage is both the trigger and the regulator of the Estimate and is thus a dynamic process.  It should be revisited at any time if the situation changes to such a degree that the validity of the plan is questioned.

The Commander, or in our example the team leader, must give careful consideration to what is to be done and why.  The overall goal is to raise money for a worthy cause and it has been decided to do this by climbing Mt Everest.  He must specify certain tasks if the goal is to be achieved and these will include:

a. Put members of the team at the summit of Mt Everest.

b. Generate sponsorship and funding to support the expedition and to donate money to the worthy cause.

From these specified tasks we can deduce the implied tasks such as:

a. Create a publicity campaign.

b. Ensure the team is sufficiently skilled to climb the mountain. 
c. Transport the team to Tibet.

d. Provide food and shelter for the duration of the expedition.

e. Record the expedition for posterity.

f. Ensure the safe return of all personnel.

From the specified and implied tasks it will be possible to define the essential tasks.  These form the operational objectives and the key elements of the Mission Statement which the team will write.  It must include the task (the ‘what’) and the purpose (the’ why’). So, in this case the Mission Statement might read:
“Our Mission is to raise money for the Children in Need Appeal through sponsorship of an expedition to climb Mt Everest.”

N.B.  At his stage there is no suggestion as to how the mission is to be achieved.
By adding the ‘Desired End State’ to the Mission Statement it is possible to produce the Commander’s Intent.

“I intend to raise £500,000 from commercial sources to be donated to the Children in Need Appeal by attracting sponsorship for an expedition of intrepid adventurers in an ascent of Mt Everest in 2006.”
CCIRs
At this stage the Commander must also identify his Critical Information Requirements (CCIRs).  In colloquial terms, this is the gen on the potential ‘show stoppers.’  So, in our case, one of these might be, ‘Can foreign military personnel get permission to visit Tibet?’
‘My Role in His Plan’

This process can take place at each different level in the organisation.  Each member of the team will probably be given a role to play or responsibilities to fulfil. For example, someone would be in charge of provisioning the expedition, someone else would be put in charge of raising funds, another person would have responsibility for transport and someone might undertake the photography and recording of the trip.  Again, the list is not exhaustive.  Each person must then ask, ‘What is my role in the overall scheme of things?’ and, just as importantly, ‘What are my specified and implied tasks?’

Specified Tasks.
Let’s take the example of the person in charge of provisioning the expedition.  His/her specified task might be: “Ensure that everyone will have enough to eat and drink for the duration of the expedition.”

Implied Tasks.
The implied tasks are those which are associated with this major, obvious task and would include things like: planning the daily ration intake; quantifying the total provisions required; buying the provisions; organising packing and storage, etc. 

From these tasks it is possible for each individual to produce their own mission statement and, if they have subordinates of their own, this is essential for the process to cascade throughout the organisation.
Stage 3 – Evaluation of Factors
The factors that bear upon the Mission Analysis are then considered in order to deduce or identify: tasks, constraints or requests for further information (RFIs).  Use of the table below helps with this process.
	Factor
	Deduction (So what?)
	Task/Constraint/RFI

	Political situation in Tibet
	Diplomatic clearance might be difficult to obtain
	RFI – Ask Chinese embassy what procedures are required


	Weather
	Good weather will be required to reach summit of Everest
	Constraint – Expedition must be carried out between May and September

	
	Rainy conditions will affect road travel
	RFI – Can 4x4 vehicles be hired locally? 



	Transport
	Air travel to Tibet is cheaper if booked in advance
	Task – Book flights to Tibet by end of next week



	Skill/experience levels of team members
	Two team members have never climbed before
	Task – Arrange for pre-exped training in Snowdonia


	Tibetan Culture
	Some western activities may be viewed by Tibetans as taboo
	RFI – Ask FCO about any recommended “do’s and don’ts”

	Provisions
	Total weight of stores required makes transport by air prohibitively expensive
	Constraint – Most provisions will have to be bought locally

	
	Expedition will involve much physical activity 
	Task – Ensure all food is high in calorific value


	Etc
	Etc
	Etc

	
	
	


From this analysis, a list of tasks, RFIs and constraints can be produced to guide further planning.  It is important that the tasks are undertaken as soon as is practicable and that the information requests are addressed promptly.
Stage 4 - Commander’s Guidance on Courses of Action

The Commander should give guidance on each of the potential courses of action that the team might develop.  He/she should base this guidance on intuition, intellect and experience.

In our scenario, the commander might point out that:

a. Not everyone on the expedition will be able to reach the summit.

b. An ascent of the North Face will be completely beyond the capabilities of this team.

c. There will be a risk of altitude sickness and if this occurs plans must be made to remove the affected person from the mountain.
d. Thorough preparations for the establishment of a base camp will be essential for a successful expedition.

e. Etc.

Stage 5 – Development of Courses of Action
The team now starts to develop Courses of Action as options for how the overall mission can be accomplished based on the evaluation of factors and the guidance given by the commander (you see, it’s all coming together!).  As a rule of thumb, it is desirable that the planning team should produce between 3 and 5 COAs.

Each COA must then be validated. The process of validation involves asking whether the COA is:


Complete


Feasible 

(in terms of resources and capabilities)


Acceptable

(policy and risk)

Distinguishable
(different from other COAs)

Suitable

(does it accomplish the mission?)

In our scenario, the team decides that there are 3 general courses of action open to them to achieve the mission of getting to the top of Everest.

COA 1
The team will parachute onto the summit.  Three personnel will be selected to undergo high altitude parachute training and 3 specially designed parachutes will be purchased for the descent.  A military aircraft that is able to climb to 31,000ft, and from which parachutists can be despatched, will be hired from the Chinese government for the purpose.  The descent from the mountain will be made on skis which will also be inserted by parachute.  The whole expedition, including flights out and back, will take 5 days.  The total cost will be in the region of £200,000.
COA 2
The team will climb the mountain on foot via the South Ridge.  They will be aided by teams of Sherpas hired locally and will use oxygen systems.  A base camp and 3 stage camps will be established to facilitate the ascent.  The expedition will take 3 months and will cost £100.000
COA 3
The team will ascend the mountain to base camp using 4x4 all-terrain vehicles and will complete the ascent to the summit using Jetpacks purchased from the FBI.  Training for selected personnel in the use of the Jetpacks will be undertaken at NASA HQ in Florida.  The expedition will take 2 weeks and will cost £500,000.

Now, if we start to validate these 3 COAs it soon becomes apparent that COAs 1 and 3 will probably not pass the test!  However, they are included here to provide ‘left and right of arc’ for the purposes of illustration.

Stage 6 – Consideration of the Courses of Action

For each of the COAs, a cost/benefit analysis should now be conducted.  The criteria used to assess the advantages (benefits) and disadvantages (costs) in relation to the mission are subject to the judgement of the commander.  That said, the criteria need to be consistent, objective and relevant to the scenario.  This allows the commander to assess the high risk/high gain options together with the low risk/low gain courses.  The COAs should also be considered against the vital or critical elements of the mission (what are referred to in Military Campaign Planning as Centres of Gravity and Decisive Points).  

It is also important to remember NOT to assess the COAs one against another.  They must simply be judged against the criteria that have been decided upon.
This process is often undertaken by using a table to plot a series of criteria against which each COA can be judged (as a score out of, say, 5) and then providing each criterion with a ‘weighting’ as a multiplying factor.  From this a total for each COA can be reached.
[Top tip – When designing the table ensure that everyone agrees whether a large score is a good thing or a bad thing]

	Criteria
(not an exhaustive selection)

	Raising the maximum amount for charity
	Likelihood of reaching the summit
	Safety of  team members
	Spirit of adventure against nature
	Transport of heavy equipment
	Total

	Weighting
	x4
	x3
	x5
	X2
	x3

	

	COA 1
	3 x 4 = 12
	3 x 3 = 9
	1 x 5 = 5
	3 x 2 = 6
	2 x 3 = 6

	37

	COA 2
	5 x 4 = 20
	4 x 3 = 12
	4 x 5 = 20
	5 x 2 = 10
	2 x 3 = 6

	68

	COA3
	1 x 4 = 4
	1 x 3 = 3
	2 x 5 = 10
	1 x 2 = 2
	5 x 3 = 15

	34


From the scores in the table we can see that COA 2 is the obvious choice, however, at this stage the commander might wish to combine elements of more than one COA.  For example, from the table of evaluation we can see that under the Transport of Heavy Equipment factor, COA 3 has a very high score.  The commander could very well suggest that the ascent to base camp in 4x4 all terrain vehicles would be worth including in COA 2 as this would facilitate the thorough establishment of a sound base camp upon which the expedition will depend.
At this point some reiteration is required.  A review of the Evaluation of Factors would be worthwhile to ensure that an ascent to base camp by vehicle is actually possible.
Stage 7 – The Final Decision
The commander’s decision is the logical and intuitive result of the Estimate.  The decision constitutes the directive for the completion of the detailed planning and, thus, all the future actions.
This is the time for the commander to write his ‘scheme of manoeuvre’ or the design of the overall operation.  So, in our scenario, the commander would explain that a modified COA 2, with an ascent to base camp by 4x4 all-terrain vehicles, is to be adopted.  His statement, which must include the ‘what, why, where, who and now, for the first time, how,’ might read something like this:

“I intend to lead an expedition to climb Mt Everest during the period 20 May - 21 Aug 2006 with the aim of getting 3 people to the summit. The purpose of the expedition is to raise money for the Children in Need appeal.  Funding for the expedition will be raised via a publicity campaign to attract sponsorship from commercial sources and, initially, this will constitute the Main Effort.  All money raised will be given to the charity once essential costs of the expedition have been covered.  The team of intrepid adventurers will travel by air to Tibet and thence to base camp in all-terrain vehicles.  The rest of the ascent will take place on foot with the aid of locally hired Sherpas.  The safety of individual team members is to be of paramount concern and adequate training will be undertaken prior to the expedition to ensure risks are minimised.”  

Now the detailed planning can begin, but the team should ensure that they regularly revisit stages 2 (Mission Analysis) and 3 (Evaluation of Factors) to make sure things haven’t change and that they don’t miss anything They also need to refer to Stage 4 (Commander’s Guidance) to make sure they stay on track.
An Exercise

Now you have seen how straight forward it is, take a project from real life, or from your imagination, and with the help of your colleagues subject it to the Estimate.  You will need various resources, chief amongst these will be a plethora of white boards to record your planning and decisions (you should also allocate one board to be used to note ideas and things-to-be-done).  Be warned, this process may take some time and, depending on the complexity of the topic, you should allow up to a full day.  Good luck!
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