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ABSTRACT

Though tactically important, mission planning has received little focus in training research within the fighter community, particularly in air-to-air operations.   The present study attempted to fill this void with a naturalistic observation methodology in which experienced fighter pilots used a set of behaviorally anchored rating scales to gauge the quality of planning behaviors on some 30 discrete behavioral elements.  A corresponding BARS was developed to record mission performance during continuation training in the DMT simulation.

We observed 15 teams of four F-16 pilots engage in a sequence of planning-briefing-simulation mission execution - debriefing exercises.  Overall, we found a correlation of .70 between the rated quality of mission planning and overall mission success.  Further probing of the data showed that the crews could be readily divided into a high, average, and low category of planning quality.  The better planning crews were characterized by providing comprehensive mission briefings, vivid thumbnail sketches of the game plan, a systematic tactics overview, appropriate level of detail, solid flight leadership, and content-rich examples throughout the briefing.  The weaker planning crews were characterized by shorter, general briefs; over-reliance on unspecified squadron standards, lack of a cohesive game plan, and failure to cover merge/post-merge maneuvers and mutual support contracts.

The qualities associated with effective mission planning, while primarily cognitive, are observable and trainable.  This empirical study serves as a springboard for identifying a set of core mission planning skills that can be augmented through systematic application of training interventions.  We plan to develop these interventions and integrate them into DMT so that tangible improvements in mission performance can be obtained.  The study replicates similar finding of mission planning importance in such weapon systems as C-5, MC-130P, and MH-53J, and underscores the importance of mission planning behaviors for all tactical aircrew systems.

