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At 0645, the lights are still low in the building, but the day already feels late. A civilian 
analyst sets a coffee beside a stack of slides marked C2 update, contested comms, ACE 
posture. She isn’t wearing a flight suit. She isn’t bound by the same statutes as the active-
duty Airmen around her. But she is shaping the same fight, because Air Force doctrine, at 
its best, is not paper. It is practiced power.  

Air Force doctrine exists for one vital reason: the nation cannot afford improvisation as a 
default setting. Doctrine captures what experience has already purchased—sometimes 
with time, sometimes with blood—and turns it into a shared playbook that helps Airmen 
think, plan, and act with speed and coherence. Air Force Doctrine Publication 1(AFDP-
1), The Air Force, frames that purpose plainly. And as 2025 came to a close, this is where 
the Air Force civilian force, quietly and relentlessly, made itself felt. Civilians don’t “orbit” 
doctrine; they animate it. They are the continuity behind military rotations, the technical 
mastery behind complex systems, the patient rigor behind standards, and the steady hand 
that keeps guidance usable when the world changes faster than the org chart can keep up.  

To the public, doctrine can sound like an internal language meant for pilots, planners, or 
staff officers. In reality, doctrine is the force’s common operating system. 
It establishes authoritative ideas and a common frame of reference for solving military 
problems.  That matters because modern airpower is not a single platform or career 
field; it’s an entire enterprise. Doctrine’s job is to make the enterprise intelligible to itself: 
how command and control hold together when networks degrade; how sustainment stays 
alive when distance and interdiction stretch; how basing, access, and tempo stay active in 
the face of a pacing threat that is actively hunting seams.   

This is where the civilian force reveals its real weight. Air Force civilians are embedded 
across that enterprise: requirements, acquisition, logistics, intelligence, cyberspace, 
weather, medical, legal, public affairs, and a host of other specialties that rarely appear in 
recruiting videos. They build the dashboards, craft the processes, pressure-test 
assumptions, preserve institutional memory, and translate intent into workable 
options. They make doctrine executable, then they make execution survivable.  

And then there is the “engine room”, the place where doctrine evolves from a relentless 
series of concepts, research, meeting notes and expertise, forged into solutions for 
advancing airpower.  



 

Step inside and you won’t find a dramatic reveal, just long tables, living drafts, annotated 
comments, adjudication lists, and the kind of serious conversation that swings between 
warfighter plain talk and precision language. The work is meticulous because the stakes 
are not theoretical. A maintainer’s lesson becomes the best practice that prevents 
tomorrow’s failure. A wargame insight becomes a caution that saves a commander from 
trusting an assumption the enemy is counting on. A collected coalition exercise exposes a 
subtle terminology mismatch between U.S. and NATO staffs, and the language is refined 
until it travels cleanly across allied headquarters without losing meaning in transit.  

This is the alchemy the rest of the force often never sees: wicked problems, messy, 
contested, multi-domain realities with too many variables, are transformed into solutions 
Airmen can actually use. Doctrine developers take the chaos of the operational 
environment and compress it into clear principles, repeatable processes, and disciplined 
judgment. They don’t write to sound impressive. They write so an exhausted staff at 0300 
can still make sense of the mission, and so a commander can still command when the 
picture is incomplete, and the clock is merciless. For any adversary watching, this is the 
warning: you don’t win by waiting for Americans to get confused. Doctrine is how the Air 
Force institutionalizes clarity at speed, and civilians are a major reason that clarity 
persists.  

Nowhere is that transformation more visible than in how the force plans, because planning 
is the bridge between uncertainty and action.  

The Air Force planning process codified in AFDP 5-0, Planning, frames planning as how 
Airmen solve complex problems and produce solutions across the full range of 
military objectives. These expert doctrine developers take the lived reality of contested, 
degraded, and operationally limited environments and hardwire it into how the Air Force 
thinks about problems, designs approaches, and turns ideas into executable courses of 
action. The beauty of having an expert civilian cohort is how these professionals bring 
continuity and cross-functional depth. They are often the few who keep doctrine 
grounded, honest about friction, honest about limits, and relentlessly focused on what can 
be synchronized across time, space, and partners.  

As the Air Force moves into 2026, the work and passion of our civilian force 
as doctrine practitioners is not just to produce publications; it’s a greater service 
to produce precision: clarity commanders can trust, guidance Airmen can execute, and 
outcomes the force can repeat under pressure. Civilian Air Force doctrine developers at the 
LeMay Center for Doctrine Development and Education take hard-earned experience and 
transform it into a shared playbook that strengthens readiness today, sharpens advantage 
tomorrow, and keeps us aligned as one team across every mission set and every contested 
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environment. These lethal impacts are felt far beyond the page, across squadrons, staffs, 
joint formations, and coalition partners, because these professionals ensure doctrine truly 
guides the fight. The doctrine “engine room” continues to hum with purpose.  

But doctrine doesn’t stay in the engine room. It ships. It transcends mission sets and 
decision cycles.  

Once a publication is signed and released, in-garrison doctrine representatives across 
centers, numbered air forces, air component commands, combatant commands, and 
deployed units of action execute doctrine as a lethal formation. They practice doctrine 
in motion, guidance carried into the exact places where pressure is real and time is short. 
They turn doctrine from “authoritative” into “applied,” and they do it inside battle rhythms 
that rarely pause long enough to admire the craftsmanship.  

In an air operations center, a civilian strategist may help translate a commander’s intent 
into a planning cadence that can survive contested communications and shifting access. 
In an air component staff, a civilian planner may help keep the planning team aligned on 
shared definitions and a coherent chain from objectives to tasks, so the force doesn’t drift 
into activity that fails to produce decisive outcomes. In a combatant command, a civilian 
doctrine expert may help reconcile Service-specific approaches with joint 
constructs, reducing friction before it can metastasize into inertia. And downrange, 
civilians embedded in force-multiplying units—mobility, logistics, intel fusion, targeting 
support, cyber defense, public affairs—keep doctrine practiced by testing it against today’s 
constraints: the runway closed, the network degraded, the supply line snapped, the 
narrative fight igniting in parallel with kinetic risk.  

These representatives lean on AFDP 5-0’s Air Force planning process because it’s designed 
for collaboration and parallel planning, with information moving continuously between 
higher headquarters, adjacent units, supported/supporting elements, and military and 
civilian partners. They use it to take a wicked problem, unclear boundaries, competing 
demands, and incomplete data, and turn it into “living COAs”: decision-ready courses of 
action that can evolve as the situation changes. They don’t treat planning as a slow ritual. 
They treat it as a weapon: a disciplined way to compress time, expose assumptions, 
compare options, and move the force from confusion to action without 
losing orientation on the mission.  

This is also where civilians embody the philosophy behind multi-capable Airmen, not by 
mimicking uniformed career patterns, but by becoming fluent across mission dialects. The 
same civilian expert may switch in a single day from operational design discussion to 
coalition terminology alignment to an order-writing drill that has to be clean enough for 



 

subordinates to execute when the plan meets reality. Their versatility is not a résumé bullet; 
it is interoperability lived out, across joint formations and NATO constructs, inside 
contested environments where misunderstanding is its own kind of failure.   

If you want the simplest way to describe the civilian force behind Air Force 
doctrine, it’s this: they help the Air Force remain one team, one language, one playbook, no 
matter how dispersed the fight becomes. They help doctrine guide the fight from the inside 
out: from enterprise support to operational design, from publication to rehearsal, from 
rehearsal to execution, from execution back to refinement.  They bring measured 
operational expertise to every problem, translating hard lessons into clear guidance and 
turning intent into action when time is short and the environment is contested. Their work 
rarely sees the spotlight, but it delivers decisive effects on the Air Force’s behalf.  

For those who believe they can fracture the force with ambiguity, saturate it with competing 
narratives, or outpace it through chaos, consider what this machinery means: the Air 
Force doesn’t rely on improvisation alone. It relies on disciplined thought turned into 
repeatable action, amplified by civilians who make sure guidance survives contact with 
reality.  

At 0645, our analyst closes her laptop and walks into the room. The decisions made 
today won’t be dramatic. They’ll be precise. They’ll reduce friction, tighten intent, and keep 
the mission coherent under pressure. Nobody will say, “Congrats, we just practiced 
doctrine.” They’ll just operate like a force that knows what it’s doing and can prove it 
anywhere on Earth.    

What Comes Next:  

Part V proves it: real stories where doctrine shows up in the moment in our Air Force 
Doctrine Paragon series, giving you real-world examples of doctrine in action. Another day, 
another mission that keeps advancing airpower and guiding the fight.  

Meanwhile, study the doctrine that governs your mission now. It is how the Air Force plans, 
commands, integrates, and adapts when comms fail and time collapses. Doctrine 
prevents improvisation, crushes confusion, and builds a decision advantage that survives 
the future fight. If you want to peek into the engine room and learn more about Air 
Force doctrine, visit https://www.doctrine.at.mil. 

 


