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This report provides a narrative account of four battles within Operation Inherent Resolve 
(OIR) and a review of U.S. ground force contributions to those battles. It is intended to 
serve as an operational history and review of warfighting functions as applied to OIR. 
Although OIR was both a Coalition fight and joint one, the focus on U.S. ground forces 
is meant to address gaps both in analysis and in the common understanding of OIR.
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RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

• What is by, with, and through?

• What lessons can be derived from OIR practices and outcomes?

KEY FINDINGS

The evolution of the by, with, and through concept over time parallels the broader expansion in the scale, 
scope, and strategic significance of U.S. efforts to build foreign security forces

• The U.S. military’s practice of training, equipping, advising, and assisting foreign partners long 
predates the by, with, and through formulation.

• The concept of “through, with, and by” originated within the U.S. Army Special Forces in the early 
1990s.

• Once incorporated in joint doctrine, the phrase was soon reappropriated beyond the special operations 
context.

• In recent years, there has been a push to establish a commonly understood definition of by, with, and 
through and to develop a core set of its precepts.

continued on back

C O R P O R A T I O N

http://www.rand.org/t/RRA719-1


OIR has demonstrated that by, with, and, through works as an operational approach and has many 
virtues

• There is no substitute for U.S. Army advisers being able to deliver kinetic effects beyond strictly 
advising. Delivering kinetic effects increases adviser influence and leverage.

• Improving the Army’s by, with, and through capacity will require substantial investments in training 
and manpower oriented toward the effort.

• OIR achieved its short-term objective but might not serve as a replicable blueprint for many future 
operations—particularly in places where the United States lacks deployment history.

• By, with, and through was a highly effective operational concept for OIR. However, the development 
of any future doctrine formalizing it should reflect insights from multiple cases.

RECOMMENDATIONS

• U.S. military and political leadership should resist the temptation to default to a by, with, and through 
approach in future contingencies in expectation of similar outcomes as OIR.

• U.S. land forces should prepare for combat even when called on to apply a by, with, and through 
approach to future operations. The type of warfighting they might be asked to do—close combat 
attack and delivery of surface fires—introduces less physical risk but is, nonetheless, combat.

• Future by, with, and through endeavors should prioritize the generation of indigenous combat-ready 
forces and local ownership of the fight before introducing accelerants, such as surface fires or advising 
at lower echelons.

• The by, with, and through concept should not immediately be elevated as a stand-alone mission 
or activity that warrants the doctrine, organization, training, materiel, leadership and education, 
personnel, and facilities investments that would accompany such a move. However, should it wish 
to formalize the by, with, and through concept into doctrine, the Army should (1) socialize this 
development across the joint force, especially among the services and combatant commands, and (2) 
harmonize any doctrinal differences in use and interpretation of this concept that currently exist within 
the conventional Army and among other communities, such as Special Operations Forces.
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