Physical Fitness -

The PFT and Combat Performance

by Paul O. Davis and Charles O. Dotson

Physical fitness is required in the
military. That it existed was assumed
until 1980 when President Carter asked
the Secretary of Defense to report on
the military’s physical readiness. The
staggering result was the realization
that the military was no more fit than the
general public.

As a result of the report, a task force
was set up to examine health and fit-
ness in the military. The task force’s
report, Department of Defense Study of
the Military Services’ Physical Fitness,
made several recommendations about
physical fitness testing, health promo-
tion, and health and fitness standards.
The standards were developed to help
commanding officers determine the
health and fitness of their personnel.

The report concluded that the basic
goal of military physical fitness pro-
grams and research must be to make
personnel as fit as possible for com-
bat. This is critical when we consider a
statement made in the report that said:

The Soviets have one of the most
sophisticated and well-organized military
fitness programs in the world, with
each unit devoling several hours per
week to intense physical training.

Marines and Fitness

Marines have long been at the fore-
front of fitness. While the rest of the
Services were trying to get a handle on
the fitness of their ranks, the Marine
Corps began emphasizing muscular
fitness and aerobic fitness (the amount of
oxygen the body uses in sustained
activity) testing. The three-item physi-
cal fitness test (PFT) tests a Marine’s
general fitness. But are the test items
related to combat fitness?

In order for a test to measure com-
bat readiness, it must be related to
combat tasks. For example, the three-
mile run is clearly a good measure of
ability to run middle distances. But
does it relate to combat tasks? We
know that many Marine Corps tasks
must be performed for several hours
or even days at a time. But it would be
impossible to have every Marine undergo
days of testing. If we think of the three-
mile run as a “sample” of aerobic fit-
ness, we can better understand what a
test is supposed to do.

The first step in developing job stan-
dards was to look at actual Marine Corps
tasks. Headquarters Marine Corps
tasked the Navy Medical Research
and Development Command to iden-
tify a set of critical, strenuous tasks
that Marines frequently perform in
temperate and hostile environments;
to develop tests to predict how a
Marine will perform in combat in vari-
ous theaters of operation; and to design
a physical fitness test that a command-
ing officer could use to prepare troops
for deployment to a hostile combat
environment.

QObservations
To relate the test to actual combat
tasks, information was gathered about

Cold weather combat training.

the most common military occupational
specialty (MOS) in the Marine Corps—
infantry—and compared with the PFT.
We monitored this MOS in environ-
ments closely related to real combat to
include desert, jungle, high altitude/
cold weather, and amphibious
operations.

Our team of exercise physiologists
met with Marine Corps fire teams to
look at the physical tasks of Marines
during combat training. We acted as
part of the fire team, wearing the same
equipment, carrying the same loads,
and eating the same food. We slept
where Marines slept and went where

Marines went.

Next, we built a set of job tasks from
the Marine activities we observed. The
types of activity included pushing,
pulling, and lifting for the upper body;
and standing, walking, and running
for the lower body. The specific tasks
used to represent these activities were
walking with snowshoes, pulling the
ahkio sled, building defensive posi-
tions, and loading packs on the side of
a vehicle.

In a laboratory, we tested Marines
for fitness. These lab tests helped in
two ways. First, knowing the physical
limits of the Marines helped us evalu-
ate the work they did. Second, the
year-to-year comparisons ensured that
the Marines we observed had similar
fitness levels.

Finally, we assembled an 1l-mem-
ber research team that included scien-
tists, military officers, representatives
from the Training Department at
Headquarters, and physical fitness
experts. In January 1984, the pilot test
team and nearly 5000 pounds of
equipment were helo-lifted to Sardine
Meadows at the Mountain Warfare
Training Center (MWTC), Bridgeport,
CA. Over the next week, a battery of
six tests (the Combat Task Test) was
established.

The Combat Task Test
The six tests in the Combat Task
Test session were designed to simulate
combat in a cold weather environ-
ment. The shooting test was used
twice, both before and after the other
five tests.
e In the multiple integrated laser engage-
ment system (MILES) shooting test, a
seated Marine fired an M16A2 rifle.
He fired 2 magazines of 10 rounds
each at a MILES receiver target
about 200 yards away. A team mem-
ber recorded the results for each
shot fired.
® As soon as the shooting test was
finished, the Marine started on the
vapor barrier (VB) boot course. This
course was a trail about 1% miles
long, over many different grades.
Each Marine wore his VB boots, 782
gear, and weapon.
o The snowshoe pack course was the

Marine Corps Gazetre + December 1988

3l







