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Description
A staff study is a formal military problem-solving process that generally conforms to a conventional, linear problem-solving model.
  It addresses a stated problem by evaluating all the possible solutions to the stated problem in a structured, methodical fashion.  The intent is to determine the best solution based on the evaluation of each of the solutions under certain predetermined criteria.  This methodology also provides a written format for which to present the findings of the study.

In order to implement the staff study methodology as an analytic technique, it is necessary to slightly alter its design and structure.  The intelligence-focused staff study produces an analytic estimate for a proposed question, whereas the conventional staff study determines a recommended solution to a problem.  The difference is minor but necessary because it changes the dynamic of the study to a manner more consistent with the intelligence process.

The focus of the explanation and information presented in this document, regarding the method, is on the intelligence application of the staff study methodology.

Strengths
· Decision-maker focused.  If the analyst performs and presents the staff study properly, it is self-supporting.  The written document is able to stand on its own without explanation, and the decision-maker can easily follow the logical, organized presentation of the information.  Since the written staff study includes all the relevant information as well as the process by which the analyst reached his conclusion, the decision-maker is also able to track the logic and reasoning behind the analyst’s process.  The outline format of the written document also allows the decision-maker to more easily locate and focus on the important aspects of the document.
· Structured and organized.  The linear, systematic process of the staff study maintains organization and compels the analyst to conduct the study in the proper sequence to ensure increased objectiveness in the results.  The designated structure and format also make it easier for an analyst to replicate the study or apply the same method to other targets.
· Produces objective analysis.  The structure and process of the staff study method increases the objectiveness in the analyst’s results.  The possible estimates or courses of action are independently evaluated by predetermined criteria, and the analyst analyzes the results of the individual evaluations to determine which solution ranked highest or is the most likely to occur.  Cognitive biases are less likely to occur during the analysis because of this process.
Weaknesses
· Time-consuming.  The process of determining the screening and evaluation criteria, deciding how to apply those criteria effectively, and justifying the results requires a vast amount of knowledge of the subject and a lot of effort by the analyst.  In addition, since the written staff study product must be self-supporting, it requires much preparation and detail.  The analyst must provide all relevant background information regarding the issue, detail each of the possible solutions or estimates, and explain how he evaluated and analyzed each solution.  
· Potential for flawed results.  Even though it increases the objectiveness of the analyses, incorrectly screening, evaluating, or weighting the criteria may flaw the evaluation process of the solutions or estimates.  Since the analyst determines how he evaluates each of the solutions or estimates, he may knowingly or unknowingly bias the results by applying the criteria incorrectly.
How-To
Since the original design of a staff study focuses on problem solving and not intelligence estimates, it is necessary to alter its structure to adapt it to an intelligence-focused agenda.  The conventional process of a staff study assumes the researcher is knowledgeable of the topic and problem; however, analysts are often unfamiliar with their targets and the process needs to reflect this difference.  The following steps differ slightly from the problem-solving style, but the key features of the methodology remain.

1. Identify and state the question.  The analyst must first determine exactly what the focus of the study will be and establish the question for which the staff study will address.  The desired result of the staff study is to produce an analytical estimative answer to the identified question.  The analyst must define the question clearly to ensure the analyst’s research stays within the scope of the topic.  The decision-maker may provide the analyst with the question, in which case the analyst must only clarify and confirm the direction of the study prior to starting.  
2. Research and collect data.  The analyst collects information and data through any means available in order to determine the background of the subject, any related facts, and possible criteria for measuring and evaluating the possible solutions or estimates.
3. List facts and assumptions.  The analyst lists all the facts related to the target question.  If concrete facts are unavailable, the analyst may list fact-based assumptions that are relevant to the topic.  Only facts and assumptions that are necessary for logically evaluating the subject or affect the problem should be included in the written staff study. 
4. Develop possible solutions or estimates.  The analyst brainstorms all the possible estimates or solutions to the proposed question.  These estimates or solutions are termed courses of action (COA) for the purposes of the staff study.  The analyst will consider all possible COAs initially; however, as the staff study progresses, the analyst’s criteria will likely screen out some of the COAs, and he will evaluate only those remaining. 
5. Interpret data.  The analyst must assess the information and data collected in order to determine the best evaluation methods and criteria to apply in the study.  This requires an in-depth understanding of the issue to ensure the analyst properly evaluates the COAs.  The analyst must review and interpret all of the information and ensure he directs the remaining portions of the study in a manner congruent with the focus of the question.
6. Evaluate the estimates.  The analyst must determine criteria by which he will evaluate the COAs.  Screening criteria are necessary to narrow the field of possible solutions or COAs.  The analyst creates screening criteria that will accept or reject a solution or COA based solely on its application.  The analyst also determines evaluation criteria that he will use to measure, evaluate, and rank-order the remaining COAs. The analyst must define each criterion and explain the formula by which he will evaluate the COAs under each criterion.  He should also describe the dividing lines for each criterion that distinguishes whether it is an advantage or disadvantage to the COA.  The analyst should develop a weighting method that establishes the relative importance of one criterion over the other criteria.
   He may choose to employ a mathematical-based weighting system or simply use qualitative measures to establish the relative importance, but he must provide an adequate explanation for the reasoning and process of the weighting measures.  If weighting is not necessary, the analyst may state the criteria are equal and provide reasoning for this determination.  The focus and application of the criteria, and its weighting, are important because the analyst reviews and analyzes the results to develop his estimate.  Due to its significance, analysts using the staff study methodology should put sufficient consideration into this aspect of the process. 
7. Prepare the staff study.  The analyst presents the staff study in a written outline format, which includes sections for every aspect addressed during the study.  It should consist of ten paragraphs detailing the objective (or question), estimate, background, facts, assumptions, courses of action (or estimates), criteria, analysis, comparison, and conclusion.  Figure 2 presents the recommended outline format of the staff study, but the format is adaptable to suit the specific analyst or decision-maker’s preferences. 
Personal Application


I chose to apply the staff study methodology to an issue regarding the Mara Salvatrucha gang (also known as MS-13).  I found this methodology useful and effective for this target; however, the amount of time and effort necessary for its application and production far exceeded my expectations.  Analysts considering this methodology must anticipate and prepare accordingly, especially concerning the production of the written product.

1. Identify the question.  I developed the following question for which to apply the staff study methodology: How will MS-13 respond or react to the current law enforcement efforts led by the Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) branch of the Department of Homeland Security (DHS), specifically Operation Community Shield.
2. Research and collect data.  I collected information from news articles, websites, videos, television programs, and books to gain an understanding of the gang and Operation Community Shield.  I also contacted law enforcement officers with extensive knowledge of MS-13, or gangs in general, in order to obtain more reliable and useful information.  I found this information particularly valuable because the gang experts were able to provide me with information that was free of media hype.  
3. List facts and assumptions.  I listed facts and assumptions about both the gang and Operation Community Shield that were instrumental in the evaluation of the COAs.
4. Develop possible solutions.  I developed a list of possible COAs MS-13 could take in response to Operation Community Shield.  This list included surrendering, reducing activity, increasing activity, doing nothing, fighting back, increasing organization, migrating, increasing counterintelligence, reducing visibility, and disbanding.
5. Interpret data. Based on the information and data I collected through various means, I developed and prioritized MS-13’s goals.  Establishing these goals was important because I evaluated the COAs in respect to the gang’s goals.  Essentially, I conducted the study with the gang’s best interests in mind, so it was important for the criteria to reflect this approach.
6. Evaluate the estimates.  I developed screening criteria and evaluation criteria based on MS-13’s priorities and goals.  The intent was to determine which COA, if implemented, would best further the goals of MS-13.  I screened each COA using feasibility, suitability, and spontaneity measures.  COAs were accepted or rejected based solely on those three screening criteria. (see Figure 1 for the screening criteria chart)  I then evaluated the COAs that passed the screening process using six evaluation criteria, which I developed based on MS-13’s priorities and goals.  The six criteria were survival, affiliation, territory, profit, membership, and reputation.  Each COA received a numerical score between one (1) and five (5) based on the effect it would have on the criterion if implemented.  A score of five (5) represented the best effect and one (1) indicated the poorest effect.  I applied a qualitative weighting method that simply rank-ordered the criteria in the order of their importance to MS-13.  Since there was not one criterion in particular having significant importance over the others, I indicated that a criterion was only slightly more favored than the next ranked criterion in the list.  For example, the survival criterion was slightly more favored than the affiliation criteria, and the affiliation criterion was slightly more favored than the territory criteria.  I added the scores for each criterion of a COA together to create a numerical value that represented the COA’s appropriateness to MS-13.  With these sum values, I was able to rank-order the COAs, and the highest scoring COA indicated the most likely estimate under my chosen guidelines.  I assessed the weighting considerations during the analysis process of the study; however, it did not significantly affect the outcome because the results of quantitatively evaluating the COAs were quite definitive. 
Figure 1: Screening Criteria Chart
	COURSE OF ACTION
	SUITABILITY
	FEASIBILITY
	SPONTANEITY

	DISBAND
	X
	•
	•

	REDUCE ACTIVITY
	•
	•
	•

	INCREASE ACTIVITY
	•
	•
	•

	MIGRATE
	•
	•
	•

	FIGHT BACK
	•
	•
	•

	DO NOTHING
	•
	•
	•

	SURRENDER
	X
	•
	•

	INCREASE ORGANIZATION
	•
	X
	X

	REDUCE VISIBITILTY 
	•
	•
	•

	INCREASE COUNTERINTELLIGENCE
	•
	X
	X


7. Prepare the staff study.  I presented the information, data, evaluation, and analysis in the standard staff study format and included the charts used to evaluate the COAs.  This process of the study was very long and tedious due to the level of detail and explanation necessary for a proper staff study, but the result was a comprehensive, in-depth, self-supporting product.

Resources

There is not currently an abundance of resources available regarding staff studies; however, the process and format of a staff study are not difficult to follow once the analyst is familiar with the method.  The information provided in this document should suffice the analyst in his application of the staff study methodology.  The original design of a staff study may provide additional guidance, and it is located in Appendix D of the Army’s Staff Organization and Operations Manual.  This manual is available on the internet at the following link: http://www.dtic.mil/doctrine/jel/service_pubs/101_5.pdf
MEMORANDUM FOR


Subject: Briefly describe content of the study.


Objective.  Pose question in an infinitive form. (To determine…)


Estimate.  Indicate final analytical estimate.


Background.  Provide background information on subject.


Facts.  Present relevant facts.


Assumptions.  List relevant fact-based assumptions.


Courses of Action.  List all possible courses of action (COA).


COA 1. Provide description, if necessary.


COA 2. Provide description, if necessary.


Criteria.  List criteria used to evaluate COAs.


Screening Criteria.  Define screening criteria used to accept or reject COAs.


Evaluation Criteria.  Define and explain evaluation criteria used to measure, evaluate, and rank-order COAs.


Criteria #1.  Provide definition, measures, and application formula.


Criteria #2.  Provide definition, measures, and application formula.


Weighting Criteria.  Explain relative importance of criteria, if necessary.


Analysis.  List advantages and disadvantages of each COA based on results of applying the criteria.


COA 1.


Advantage(s).  Explain in paragraph form.


Disadvantage(s).  Explain in paragraph form.


COA  2.


Advantage(s).  Explain in paragraph form.


Disadvantage(s).  Explain in paragraph form.


Comparison of the COAs.  Compare the COAs in relation to the other COAs and explain rationale for conclusion.


Conclusion.  Present the conclusion drawn from the analysis and comparison of all relevant factors and address any caveats or concerns.  The conclusion must answer the stated question.











Figure 2: Recommended written outline format of the staff study.
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