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Small Unit Formations 
Column Formation: The column formation is a movement formation 
with elements arranged one behind another. A unit moves in column 
formation when the unit does not anticipate early contact, the objective 
is distant, and speed and control are critical. The location of direct fire 
systems within the column reflects the column’s length and the range 
fans of those systems. Normally, the lead element uses a traveling 
overwatch technique while the following units are in traveling 
formation. A column formation— 

 Provides the best formation to move large forces quickly, 
especially with limited routes and limited visibility. 

 Makes enemy contact with a small part of the total force while 
facilitating control and allowing the unit to quickly mass forces. 

 Provides a base for easy transition to other formations. 
 Works in restricted terrain. 

There are also disadvantages to using a column formation. These 
include— 

 Units can only immediately apply the majority of the column’s 
firepower on the column’s flanks. 

 The length of the column affects movement and terrain 
management. 

 Possibly inadvertently bypassing enemy units or positions and 
exposing the unit’s flanks. 

 Running head-on into an enemy deployed perpendicular to the 
column’s direction of movement. 

Restricted terrain may limit the ability of friendly forces to maneuver if 
contact is made to the front of the formation. 
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Line Formation: A line formation is a movement formation in which 
elements move abreast of each other. A unit typically employs this 
formation when assaulting an objective because it concentrates 
firepower to the front in the direction of movement. A line formation 
also— 

 Facilitates speed and shock in closing with an enemy force. 
 Allows the coverage of wide frontages. 
 Facilitates the occupation of attack by fire or support by fire 

positions. 
There are also disadvantages of a line formation: 

 Provides less flexibility of maneuver than other formations since it 
does not distribute units in depth. 

 Linear deployment allows a unit deployed on line to bring only 
limited firepower to bear on either flank. 

 Provides limited or no reserve. 
 Limits overwatch forces. 
 Limits control of a unit using a line formation in restricted terrain 

or under conditions of limited visibility. 
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Wedge Formation: The wedge formation is a movement formation with 
one lead element and the trail elements are paired off abreast of each 
other on the flanks. Units use this formation to attack an enemy 
appearing to the front and flanks. Any unit can conduct a wedge 
formation; if there are an even number of maneuver elements, one side 
will be longer that the other. Leaders designate which side they want 
longer by directing a “heavy side.” For example, if a leader said they 
wanted the unit in a “wedge formation—heavy left,” then the left side of 
the unit would have more elements than the right side of the element. A 
unit uses the wedge when contact with an enemy force is possible or 
expected, but the enemy force’s location and dispositions are vague. It is 
the preferred formation for a movement to contact in an organization 
with three subordinate maneuver units because it initiates contact with 
one unit while retaining two other subordinate uncommitted units 
positioned to maneuver and further develop the situation. Within the 
wedge, subordinate units employ the formation best suited to the terrain, 
visibility, and likelihood of contact. Employing a wedge formation— 

 Provides maximum firepower forward and allows units to use a 
large portion of their firepower on the flanks. 

 Allows rapid crossing of open terrain when enemy contact is not 
expected. 

 Facilitates control. 
 Allows for rapid changes in the direction of movement. 
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 Facilitates the rapid change to other movement formations. 
The primary disadvantages to the wedge formation are that it— 

 Requires sufficient maneuver space or multiple routes for 
dispersion laterally and in depth. 

 Lacks ease of control in restricted terrain or poor visibility. 

 

Echelon Formation: An echelon formation is a movement formation with 
elements arranged on an angle to the left or to the right of the direction 
of attack (echelon left, echelon right). This formation provides focused 
firepower forward and to the flank of the direction of the echelon. It 
facilitates control in open areas. It provides minimal security to the 
opposite flank in the direction of the echeloning. A unit with knowledge 
of potential enemy locations can use an echelon formation to deploy 
subordinate ground elements diagonally left or right or as a way to work 
within a higher echelon movement formation. Units operating on the 
flank of a larger formation commonly use this formation. An echelon 
formation— 

 Facilitates control in open terrain. 
 Allows the concentration of the unit’s firepower forward and to the 

flank in the direction of the echelon. 
 Allows forces not in contact to maneuver against known enemy 

forces because all elements will not simultaneously make contact.  
The primary disadvantages of this formation are— 
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 Difficult to maintain control over the unit in restricted terrain. 
 Lacks security or firepower on the opposite side of the echelon. 

 

Vee Formation: A vee formation is a movement formation with two 
elements abreast and one or more elements trailing. If there are more 
elements after the trail element in the vee formation, the trail elements 
can be in front or behind the main body. This arrangement is suited for 
an advance against a known threat to the front. It— 

 Provides maximum firepower forward and good firepower to the 
flanks, but the firepower on the flanks is less than that provided by 
the wedge. 

 Facilitates a continued maneuver after making contact and a rapid 
transition to the assault. 

 Allows a unit to change quickly to a line, wedge, or column 
formation. 

The primary disadvantages to this formation include: 

 Reorientation in the direction of movement, such as a 90-degree 
turn, are more difficult than using the wedge. 

 Control is difficult in restricted terrain and under limited-visibility 
conditions. 

 Lead element masks fires of the trail element. 
 Requires sufficient maneuver space for dispersion laterally and in 

depth. 
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Diamond Formation: A diamond formation is a movement formation 
with one element leading, one element positioned on each flank, and the 
remaining elements to the rear. The non-security units of the diamond 
usually move in a column formation inside of the diamond. It is most 
effective during approach marches, exploitations, or pursuits when the 
unit has only general knowledge about the enemy.  

Advantages of employing a diamond formation include— 

 Allowing units to maneuver to either flank immediately, regardless 
of which subordinate element makes enemy contact. 

 Facilitates making enemy contact with the smallest possible force 
yet provides all around security. 

 Provides firepower to the front and flanks. 
 Changes easily and quickly to another formation. 
 Facilitates speed of movement while remaining easy to control. 
 Provides an uncommitted force for use as a reserve. 

The primary disadvantages of this formation are that it— 

 Requires sufficient maneuver space or multiple routes for 
dispersion laterally and in depth. 

 Requires four subordinate maneuver elements. 
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Box Formation: The box formation is a movement formation with 
elements arranged in a box or square, or two elements up and two 
elements back. This formation is only used when the unit has four 
security or combat elements. It is a flexible formation providing equal 
firepower in all directions. This formation can cause up to 50 percent of 
the force becoming decisively engaged simultaneously, thereby limiting 
the combat power available to maneuver against an enemy force. The 
box formation arranges the unit with two forward and two trail 
maneuver elements. Units with only three subordinate maneuver 
elements cannot adopt the box formation unless reinforced with an 
additional maneuver element. The subordinate elements of the box 
usually move in a column formation within the box formation. Units 
often use this formation when executing an approach march, 
exploitation, or pursuit when they have only general knowledge about 
the enemy. Employing a box formation— 

 Allows a unit to change quickly and easily to any other formation. 
 Facilitates rapid movement yet still provides all around security. 
 Provides firepower to the front and flanks. 
 Maintains control more easily than a line formation. 

Using the box formation also has disadvantages. These include— 

 The requirement for sufficient maneuver space or multiple routes 
for dispersion. 
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 The possibility exists of enemy units massing on one element at a 
time as the presence of other friendly forces can mask other 
element’s direct fires. 
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Bounding Overwatch 
 Bounding overwatch is used when contact is expected, when the 

squad leader feels the enemy is near (based on movement, noise, 
reflection, trash, fresh tracks, or even a hunch), or when a large 
open danger area must be crossed. The lead fire team overwatches 
first. Soldiers in the overwatch team scan for enemy positions. The 
squad leader usually stays with the overwatch team. The trail fire 
team bounds and signals the squad leader when his team completes 
its bound and is prepared to overwatch the movement of the other 
team. 

 Both team leaders must know which team the squad leader will be 
with. The overwatching team leader must know the route and 
destination of the bounding team. The bounding team leader must 
know his team's destination and route, possible enemy locations, 
and actions to take when he arrives there. He must also know 
where the overwatching team will be and how he will receive his 
instructions. The cover and concealment on the bounding team's 
route dictates how its Soldiers move. 

 Teams can bound successively or alternately. Successive bounds 
are easier to control; alternate bounds can be faster. 
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Steps for Magnetic Declination 
1. The north-south lines on your mab give grid north. The needle of 

your compass points to magnetic north. Grid north and magnetic 
north are usually different by a few degrees. Neither one points 
towards true north. 

 

2. The difference between grid north and magnetic north is called the 
grid-magnetic (G-M) angle. The diagram at the bottom of the map 
tells you how to change grid azimuths to magnetic azimuths and 
magnetic azimuths to grid azimuths. 
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3. For example, you aim your compass at a distant point. The 
compass reading you get is 190 degrees, the magnetic azimuth. 
The diagram on your map tells you that the G-M angle is 9 
degrees, and it also tells you that “to convert a magnetic azimuth to 
a grid azimuth, add the G-M angle.” Therefore, add 9 degrees to 
your compass reading. This gives you a grid azimuth of 199 
degrees. 

4. The G-M angle depends on where you are in the world. 
5. Converting Azimuths with easterly vs westerly G-M 

a. Easterly: To convert a magnetic azimuth to a grid azimuth, 
add the value of the G-M angle to the magnetic azimuth. To 
convert a grid azimuth to a magnetic azimuth, subtract the G-
M angle from the grid azimuth. 

 

b. Westerly: To convert a magnetic azimuth to a grid azimuth, 
subtract the value of the G-M angle from the magnetic 
azimuths. To convert a grid azimuth to a magnetic azimuth, 
add the value of the G-M angle to the grid azimuth. 
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Finding Your Pace Count 

 


