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This system [the continental system], the 
product of centuries of staff evolution, 
provides a simple but comprehensive 
grouping of command and staff functions.  
Indeed, it is difficult to imagine a function 
that could not be properly grouped under 
one of the four general staff sections. … In 
the proper application of our staff doctrine 
[any variations from this standardized 
organization] … must be kept in the status 
of exceptions, or the exceptions will even-
tually displace the standard system with no 
system at all.35

The argument here is not that other functions 
do not deserve their own dedicated sections 
of staff—it is whether those sections should 
be full branches within the system, or whether 
it would be more appropriate to fit them 
within one of the existing branches.  The more 
branches (each with nominal co-equality) in 
the system, the more diluted and hence less 
focused and more bureaucratic it will be prone 
to become.

When considering staff systems, another issue 
is the advantages of staff parallelism—that is, 
there being a standardized organization of staffs 
at all levels so that staffs have readily identifi-
able opposite numbers at other headquarters 
with whom they can liaise.  In international 
terms, this is a clear argument in favour of the 
continental system—it has become the de facto 
international norm.

Vestiges of the Traditional Prusso-
British Diarchic Approach Still 
Discernable
An interesting theme emerges from the story of 
this convoluted evolution—it seems clear that 
notwithstanding reforms and innovations, the 
actual practice of command and staff work is 
deeply ingrained in the corporate culture of a 
military organization, and is somewhat resistant 
to change.  As we have seen, the first step in 
the introduction of the continental system has 
often been simply to adopt its terminology, 
without changing actual organization and 
practice.  Even now, vestiges of the old British 
diarchic philosophy for staffs are still clearly 

visible in the Canadian Forces.  Until recently 
one of the most prominent examples of this 
was found in National Defence Headquarters.  
Even though there is a confusing welter of 
“matrix management,” the Chief of the Defence 
Staff had two principal subordinates on the 
staff: the Vice Chief of the Defence Staff and 
the Deputy Chief of the Defence Staff.  And 
what was the split between their duties?  One 
was responsible for all operations functions, and 
the other for all administration and support.

Another example within the Air Force lies at 
the current 1 Canadian Air Division Headquar-
ters, which is nominally organized as a conti-
nental staff but has no real chief of staff and 
does not follow the standard continental staff 
branches.  However, the A-Staff at 1 Canadian 
Air Division is divided between two Deputy 
Commanders.  These two are titled the “Deputy 
Commander for Force Generation” and the 
“Deputy Commander for Mission Support.”  
The former is responsible for operations issues36 
and the latter for support issues,37 which de 
facto if not de jure recreates something of the 
old British diarchy between operations and 
support, the two positions that in a traditional 
RAF or RCAF headquarters would have been 
called the SASO and the SOA.38  

Consideration
Does any of this matter?  After all, the function 
of a staff—any staff, regardless of how it 
is organized—is the same, i.e. to assist the 
commander with command and control by 
processing information, offering advice, elabo-
rating plans and orders as well as coordinating 
and possibly supervising execution.  Further-
more, as anyone who has ever worked in a 
headquarters can attest, commanders and staffs 
are not simply boxes in an organization chart—
they are humans, and the relationships amongst 
them are therefore always highly personal.  The 
rhythm of activity within a headquarters inevi-
tably reflects the personalities of the key staff 
principals.  Nevertheless, just as it has often 
been said that “form follows function,” so is the 
reverse true—function often follows form.  The 
structure of a staff will almost certainly have a 
major affect upon the flow of information into, 


