The Value of

Conceptual Planning
During Disasters

by Michael Long

The Army Design Method is a useful tool for understanding poorly structured problems and
developing approaches to solving them. It is the most effective methodology for conceptual planning
within the military. After a year-long fellowship at the Federal Emergency Management Agency
(FEMA), I have learned of its utility outside the Army. The Army Design Methodology, brought
to FEMA by a series of integrated efforts with the U.S. Army, is used by FEMA’s planning leaders
to effectively apply critical and creative structured-thinking to the complexity of natural disasters.
Design methodology was key to the effective response effort for Hurricane Florence by FEMA’s
most elite response team.
The U.S. Army first introduced design planning during a series of exercises conducted by
the Concept Development & Experimentation Directorate of the Army Training and Doctrine
Command. This began in 2004 and continued with Unified Quest in 2005 and 2006.1 With the
2010 publication of Field Manual 5-0: The Operations Process, the Army formally included Design
within its doctrine.2 Two years later, the U.S. Army further codified its design doctrine with the
introduction of the Army Design Methodology into Army Doctrine Reference Publication 5-0, The
Operations Process, in 2012.3
Army Design Methodology is essentially a three-step process that applies critical and creative
thinking to understand, visualize, describe, and build solutions for complex problems. The first step
is building an environmental frame composed of both the current and desired environments. The
second step is to frame the problem in order to better understand what is impeding progress to the
desired end state. The third step of the design methodology is the development of an operational
approach, which shows broad actions that can resolve the problem. This approach is often referred
to as the theory of victory and is the conceptual foundation upon which the detailed plan is built,
as presented in Figure 1 Army Design Methodology.4
In September of 2018, the first major hurricane of the year formed in the Atlantic Ocean.
Lieutenant Colonel Micheal Long is a strategist at U.S. Army North headquartered at Joint Base
San Antonio, Texas.
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Figure 1. Army Design Methodology

The National Hurricane Center confirmed that
Hurricane Florence was projected to strike the
Carolinas in four days as a Category 4 storm. The
governors of North Carolina, South Carolina,
and Virginia declared a state of emergency.
President Trump followed suit, declaring a
national emergency. With the impending disaster
looming, FEMA responded quickly by activating
the National Response Coordination Center and
deploying the Incident Management Assistance
Team, known as East 1. East 1 is the immediate-

response team of FEMA and is comprised of
thirty emergency managers with skills and
expertise ranging from logistics management to
geospatial mapping.
East 1 deployed from their national
headquarters in Herndon, Virginia (strategically
located 25 miles outside of the nation’s
capital) to Raleigh, North Carolina, in order
to collocate the national response effort with
North Carolina’s state response. They arrived at
the state’s capital four days before the storm’s
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landfall. This team of experienced emergency
managers quickly organized into the leaders of
the Incident Command System, which is the
staffing backbone of disaster response. The
planning team within East 1 began a systematic
integrated planning operation. Their effort
was divided into both conceptual and detailed
planning. The planning team’s focus was
on building a thorough understanding of the
environment, identifying core problems, and
visualizing approaches to solving these complex
problems. This experienced planning team,
aided by design doctrine, developed strategic
objectives and then built detailed plans to
systemically achieve each objective. The Unified
Command Group, consisting of both state and
federal leadership, then approved those plans.
Finally, the approved plans were transitioned to
the Chief of Operations for tactical execution
in the field. Amazingly, this thorough process
happens daily during the response portion of all
large-scale federal disaster operations.
...FEMA is currently in the
developmental stages
of codifying design
within its doctrine.
The resulting product of this disciplined
conceptual planning process is an operational
approach. The future-operations section of
the planning team utilized a seventy-two-hour
timeline to stay ahead of the disaster response
requirements. They constantly updated both the
current state and desired end state to accurately
prioritize resources and personnel allocations
to achieve the intermediate objectives with
the highest priority. Figure 2 shows three of
the thirteen lines of effort and their respective
incident objectives (intermediate objectives)
required to achieve the desired end state. East
1’s mission during Hurricane Florence was to
stabilize a community devastated by disaster,
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then transition the management effort from
response to recovery, which would be run by
state and local experts with assistance from the
federal government when necessary.
After three weeks, seven operational
approahes (conceptual plans), and twenty-one
Incident Action Plans (deliberate plans) the
Incident Management Assistance Team, East
1, successfully completed its disaster response
mission. The leadership of the team transitioned
responsibility to the recovery experts, and East
1 returned to their headquarters outside of
Washington, D.C. This unit, the strategic reserve
for the nation’s disaster response, had to regroup
to prepare for the next response, which came just
a few weeks later when Hurricane Michael hit
Florida.
The Chief of Planning for East 1, Jordan
Nelms, a U.S. Army Command and General Staff
College graduate, learned about design from
FEMA doctrine, but he developed his expertise
in Army Design Methodology from an Army
school. At the U.S. Army Command and General
Staff College, Mr. Nelms studied the theory of
design. He experienced the theory in action
during several practical exercises facilitated by
the college. He then brought that expertise back
to his planning team in East 1. The U.S. Army
offers an exchange program for which dozens
of high-quality interagency leaders, like Mr.
Nelms, are selected each year. This exchange
program, developed and implemented by the
Combined Arms Center at Leavenworth, Kansas,
is responsible for successfully integrating the
U.S. Army with its interagency counterparts.
The FEMA Operational Planning Manual,
FEMA’s equivalent to the Army’s FM 5-0: The
Operations Process, does offer a small section on
design and a brief explanation for an operational
approach.5 Similar to the U.S. Army 15 years
ago, FEMA is currently in the developmental
stages of codifying design within its doctrine.
The addition of conceptual planning to FEMA’s
planning doctrine will help reduce uncertainty
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Figure 2. Operational Approach (FEMA) Hurricane Florence September 2019

in operations and better structure emergency
response to a more traditional requirementsbased planning. With the hard work of dedicated
disaster managers, this methodology is gaining
momentum.
FEMA’s Planning Director, David Kang,
is a strong advocate for the use of design
methodology during disaster response
operations. In addition to running FEMA’s
Planning Directorate, Professor Kang also
teaches future disaster response managers
in the Emergency and Disaster Management
Graduate Program at Georgetown University.
He has dedicated a section of his curriculum to
the use of design for disaster response planning.
Professor Kang, also a graduate of the Command
and General Staff College, is now working with
the professional cadre at Fort Belvoir’s satellite
campus teaching Army Design Methodology to
planners at FEMA.
Disaster response, like combat, is inherently
ill-structured, extremely complex, and fraught
with both fog (the inability to understand what is
going on in real time) and friction (unanticipated

problems to operations). As Hurricane Florence
demonstrated, both require a disciplined
approach that integrates conceptual and
detailed planning. This continued integration of
interagency leaders with the military—through
their attendance to Command and General Staff
College and the imbedding of Army officers
as Interagency Fellows—will ensure that these
valuable tools, which the military developed and
has improved upon with centuries of experience
in exercises and battlefield operations, are shared
with its interagency partners, including FEMA.
In the most recent National Defense Strategy,
former Secretary of Defense, General (Retired)
Jim Mattis articulates the value of integration
between the interagency and the military. As
conflict becomes more complex the ability for
the nation to effectively employ all dimensions
of national power is essential.6 This integration
is the strategic approach for the United States to
maintain its competitive edge over adversaries.
Interagency leaders who are interested in
attending the U.S. Army Command and General
Staff College to develop skills like Army Design
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Methodology should contact the director of the Interagency Exchange Program, Lieutenant Colonel
(Retired) Monique Guerrero at monique.g.guerrero.civ@mail.mil. IAJ
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