


Overview 

20 September 2006 FM 3-05 1-11 

 Does the mission support the campaign plan? If the mission does not support the JFC’s 
campaign or major OPLAN, more appropriate missions available for ARSOF should be 
considered instead. 

 Is the mission operationally feasible? ARSOF are not structured for attrition or force-on-force 
warfare and should not be assigned missions beyond their capabilities. ARSOF commanders and 
their staffs must consider the vulnerability of ARSOF units to larger, more heavily armed or 
mobile forces, particularly in hostile territory. 

 Are required resources available for the mission? Some ARSOF missions require support from 
other forces for success. Support involves aiding, protecting, complementing, and sustaining 
employed ARSOF. Support can include airlift, intelligence, communications, IO, medical, 
logistics, space, weather, and numerous other types of support. Although a target may be 
vulnerable to ARSOF, deficiencies in supportability may affect the likelihood for success or may 
entirely invalidate the feasibility of employing ARSOF. 

 Will the outcome of the mission justify the risk? ARSOF have high-value and limited resources. 
Commanders must make sure the benefits of successful mission execution are measurable and in 
balance with the risks inherent in the mission assessment. Some operations that ARSOF can 
execute make only a marginal contribution to the JFC campaign plan and present great risk to 
personnel and materiel. Commanders should recognize the high-value and limited resources of 
ARSOF. Risk management considers not only the potential loss of ARSOF units and equipment, 
but also the risk of adverse effects on U.S. diplomatic and political interests if the mission fails. 
Risk assessment consists of the first two steps of the risk management process—identify hazards 
and assess hazards. 

ARSOF CAPABILITIES 
1-54. The unique capabilities of ARSOF are a function of the quality of ARSOF Soldiers, the training and 
education of those Soldiers, and the mission profiles the Soldiers must execute. The competitive ARSOF 
selection process, coupled with technological training and education, produces an ARSOF Soldier who is 
adaptable, mature, innovative, culturally aware, self-assured, and self-reliant. Thus, policy decision makers 
use ARSOF as a force to expand the range of available options. 

1-55. ARSOF are specially organized, trained, and equipped military forces. They conduct SO to achieve 
military, political, economic, or informational objectives by generally unconventional means in hostile, 
denied, or politically sensitive areas. Decision makers may choose the ARSOF option because ARSOF 
provide the broadest range of capabilities that have direct applicability in an increasing number of 
environments. Politico-military requirements frequently cast ARSOF into clandestine or low-visibility 
environments that require oversight at the national level. ARSOF operations differ from conventional force 
operations by their degree of acceptable physical and political risk, their modes of employment, and their 
operational techniques. ARSOF allow the unified commander or JFC to perform critical small-unit missions 
that directly strike or engage the aim or objective of his operational mission. 

1-56. Early use of ARSOF in an operation may prevent or limit conflict and conserve national resources. 
When conflict is imminent, ARSOF may be used in a variety of prehostility missions to signal 
determination, to demonstrate support to allies, and to begin the complicated processes of positioning forces 
for combat and shaping the AO. 

1-57. During conflict, ARSOF may be most effective in conducting strategic or operational economy-of-
force operations, generating military and diplomatic advantages disproportionate to the resources they 
represent. ARSOF can locate, seize, or destroy strategic or operational targets and obtain critical 
intelligence. They can analyze an enemy’s defenses and diminish enemy morale. ARSOF can disorganize, 
disrupt, and demoralize enemy troops. They can also divert the enemy’s important resources. 

1-58. ARSOF expand the options of the President, the SecDef, and GCCs, particularly in crises and 
contingencies that fall between wholly diplomatic initiatives and the overt use of large conventional forces. 
The small size, rapid reaction, and self-sufficient nature of ARSOF elements provide military options that 
do not involve the risk of escalation normally associated with larger, more visible conventional forces. The 
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use of ARSOF enables decision makers to prevent a conflict or to limit its scope. Therefore, decision 
makers can better control committed U.S. forces and resources. ARSOF may be the best choice for actions 
requiring a rapid response or a surgically precise, focused use of force. 

1-59. Selected ARSOF need not use lethal force in a mission. Language skills, cross-cultural training, 
regional orientation, and understanding of the political context of the operational environments make 
ARSOF unparalleled when operating in complex environments. ARSOF skills enable ARSOF to work as 
effectively with civilian populations as with other military forces to influence situations favorably toward 
U.S. national interests. This ability to apply discreet leverage is a very important ARSOF contribution to the 
national military strategy. 

CHARACTERISTICS 

1-60. To ensure missions selected for ARSOF are compatible with their capabilities, commanders must be 
familiar with the following SO characteristics: 

 ARSOF personnel undergo careful selection processes or mission-specific training beyond basic 
military skills to achieve entry-level SO skills. Being proficient in these skills makes rapid 
replacement or generation of personnel or capabilities highly unlikely. 

 Mature, experienced personnel make up ARSOF. Many maintain a high level of competency in 
more than one military specialty. 

 Most ARSOF are regionally oriented for employment. Cross-cultural communication skills are a 
routine part of their training. 

 ARSOF conduct specific tactical operations by small units with unique talents that directly strike 
or engage strategic and operational aims or objectives. 

 Planning for SO may begin at the unified, joint, or interagency level for execution that requires 
extensive, rigorous rehearsal. 

 SO are frequently clandestine or low-visibility operations, or they may be combined with overt 
operations. SO can be covert but require a declaration of war or a specific finding approved by 
the President or the SecDef. ARSOF can deploy at relatively low cost, with a low profile less 
intrusive than that of larger conventional forces. 

 Selected ARSOF units often conduct SO at great distance from operational bases. These units 
employ sophisticated communications systems and means of insertion, support, and extraction to 
penetrate and return from hostile, denied, or politically sensitive areas. 

 SO occur throughout the range of military operations. 

 SO influence the will of foreign leadership to create conditions favorable to U.S. strategic aims 
and objectives. 

 SO are often high-risk operations that have limited windows of execution and require first-time 
success. 

 Employment of SO may require patient, long-term commitment and support to achieve U.S. 
national goals in an AO. SF are ideally suited to perform SO with, through, or by indigenous 
personnel. 

 SO require theater and, frequently, national-level intelligence support. 

 Selected SO require a detailed knowledge of the cultural nuances and languages of a country or 
region where employed. 

 SO are inherently joint and sometimes multinational, requiring interagency and international 
coordination. The contribution of ARSOF to national security is greatest when ARSOF are fully 
integrated into the JFC’s plan at the earliest stages of planning. 

 ARSOF can be task-organized quickly and deployed rapidly to provide tailored responses to 
many different situations. 

 Selected ARSOF can gain access to hostile and denied areas. 

 ARSOF can provide limited security and medical support for themselves. 
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 Selected ARSOF can live in austere, harsh environments without extensive support. For long-
duration operations, ARSOF require support from the Army Service component command 
(ASCC). 

 Selected ARSOF can survey and assess local situations and rapidly report these assessments. 
 Selected ARSOF work closely with regional military and civilian authorities and populations. 

TRUTHS 

1-61. ARSOF are not a substitute for conventional forces. They are, however, a necessary adjunct to the 
capabilities of existing conventional forces. Depending on requirements, ARSOF can operate independently 
or with conventional forces. ARSOF can assist and complement conventional forces so they can achieve an 
objective that otherwise might not be attainable. The special skills and low-visibility capabilities inherent in 
ARSOF also provide an adaptable military response in situations or crises requiring tailored, precise, and 
focused use of force. 

1-62. ARSOF provide capabilities that expand the options available to the employing commander; 
however, ARSOF are not the ideal solution to all problems requiring a military response. The best means of 
employing ARSOF is usually with conventional forces, in which each force fulfills the role it is optimally 
designed to accomplish. 

ARSOF IMPERATIVES 
1-63. The following paragraphs discuss the ARSOF imperatives. Although the imperatives may not apply 
to all types of ARSOF, ARSOF commanders must include the applicable imperatives in their mission 
planning and execution. 

UNDERSTAND THE OPERATIONAL ENVIRONMENT 

1-64. ARSOF cannot dominate the operational environment without first gaining a clear understanding of 
the theater, including civilian influence, as well as enemy and friendly capabilities. Combat environmental 
research—political, economic, sociological, psychological, geographic, and military—is an essential 
prerequisite to influencing the environment. ARSOF must identify the friendly and hostile decision makers, 
their objectives and strategies, and the ways they interact. The conditions of conflict can change, and 
ARSOF must anticipate these changes in the environment and exploit fleeting opportunities. 

RECOGNIZE POLITICAL IMPLICATIONS 

1-65. Many SO are conducted to advance critical political objectives. ARSOF must understand that their 
actions can have international consequences. ROE provide a framework that considers political 
implications. However, ROE cannot anticipate every situation. ARSOF must understand the intent of the 
ROE and act accordingly, despite any military disadvantage that may result. The advancement of the 
political objective may take precedence over the military disadvantages. 

FACILITATE INTERAGENCY ACTIVITIES 

1-66. ARSOF support and complement U.S. and multinational civilian programs driven by nonmilitary 
considerations. ARSOF can also operate in the ambiguous and complex political environments found in 
coalition operations or alliances formed to avert situations that would lead to human tragedy. 

ENGAGE THE THREAT DISCRIMINATELY 

1-67. ARSOF are a limited resource that cannot be easily replaced. ARSOF mission objectives require 
careful application of “when,” “where,” and “how.” 
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CONSIDER LONG-TERM EFFECTS 

1-68. ARSOF must consider the political, economic, informational, and military effects when faced with 
dilemmas, since the solutions will have broad, far-reaching effects. They must accept legal and political 
constraints to avoid strategic failure while achieving tactical success. ARSOF must not jeopardize the 
success of national and theater long-term objectives by their desire for immediate or short-term effects. SO 
policies, plans, and operations must be consistent with the national and theater priorities and objectives they 
support. Inconsistency can lead to a loss of legitimacy and credibility at the national level. 

ENSURE LEGITIMACY AND CREDIBILITY OF SPECIAL OPERATIONS 

1-69. Significant legal and policy considerations apply to many SO activities. Legitimacy is the most 
crucial factor in developing and maintaining internal and international support. The United States cannot 
sustain its assistance to a foreign power without this legitimacy. The concept of legitimacy is broader than 
the strict legal definition contained in international law. The concept also includes the moral and political 
legitimacy of a government or resistance organization. The people of the nation and the international 
community determine its legitimacy based on collective perception of the credibility of its cause and 
methods. Without legitimacy and credibility, SO will not gain the support of foreign indigenous elements, 
the U.S. population, or the international community. ARSOF legal advisors must review all sensitive 
aspects of SO mission planning and execution. 

ANTICIPATE AND CONTROL PSYCHOLOGICAL EFFECTS 

1-70. All SO have significant psychological effects, some specifically produced and some based on 
perceptions. ARSOF must integrate PSYOP and public affairs (PA) into all their activities, anticipating and 
countering propaganda and disinformation themes, as needed, to allow for maximum control of the 
environment. 

APPLY CAPABILITIES INDIRECTLY 

1-71. The primary role of ARSOF in multinational operations is to advise, train, and assist indigenous 
military and paramilitary forces. The supported non-U.S. forces then serve as force multipliers in the pursuit 
of U.S. national security objectives with minimum U.S. visibility, risk, and cost. The long-term self-
sufficiency of the foreign force must assume primary authority and accept responsibility for the success or 
failure of the mission. All U.S. efforts must reinforce and enhance the effectiveness, legitimacy, and 
credibility of the supported foreign government or group. 

DEVELOP MULTIPLE OPTIONS 

1-72. ARSOF must maintain their operational flexibility by developing a broad range of options. Keys to 
operational flexibility include— 

 Developing contingency plans that anticipate problems during critical events. 
 Using a collaborative, deliberate, and interactive planning and rehearsal process. 
 Having the same people plan, rehearse, and execute the mission. These types of actions on the 

objective become a common point of departure, not inflexible blueprints. 

Note. Under these circumstances, the participants understand all the critical elements of the plan, 
as well as alternate COAs, reasons for discarding alternate COAs, and unstated assumptions 
underlying unexpected difficulties. 

ENSURE LONG-TERM SUSTAINMENT 

1-73. Resourcing of ARSOF varies with each mission. ARSOF must demonstrate continuity of effort when 
dealing with political, economic, informational, and military programs. They must not begin programs that 
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are beyond the economic, technological, or cultural capabilities of the HN to maintain without U.S. 
assistance. Such efforts are counterproductive. SO policy, strategy, and programs must, therefore, be 
durable, consistent, and sustainable. 

PROVIDE SUFFICIENT INTELLIGENCE 

1-74. Success for ARSOF missions dictates that uncertainty associated with the threat and environment 
must be minimized through the application of intelligence operations and procedures. Because of the 
needed detailed intelligence, ARSOF typically must also access theater and national systems to alleviate 
shortfalls and to ensure that timely, relevant, accurate, and predictive intelligence is provided. The key to 
effective intelligence support is for ARSOF to use the entire intelligence support system and architecture 
fully. ARSOF units also provide intelligence through area assessments, SR, and postoperational debriefing 
of units. HUMINT is often the only source that can satisfy critical ARSOF intelligence requirements, 
whether from overt or controlled sources. 

BALANCE SECURITY AND SYNCHRONIZATION 

1-75. Insufficient security may compromise a mission. Excessive security may cause the mission to fail 
because of inadequate coordination. ARSOF commanders must constantly balance the two and resolve 
these conflicting demands on mission planning and execution. 

 


