
The Military Academy of the General Staff of the Armed Force of Russia. Photo: Vladimir V. Burov, 
Creative Commons Attribution-Share Alike 2.0 Generic license, Wikimedia. 
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How Russia ‘Plays’ 
at War 
Dr Steven J Main, Russian Military Studies Office, looks at how the 
Russians go about war gaming.

Earlier this year, an announcement appeared 
concerning the re-opening of the War Games 
Centre in the Military Academy of the General 
Staff of the Russian Armed Forces.1 According 
to the interview of the Commandant of the 
Academy, Lieutenant-General Sergei Kuralenko:

…after refurbishment, in the Military 
Academy of the General Staff is the Centre 
of War Games. It is a multi-media complex 
and, thanks to the latter, the Centre of War 
Games will be able to conduct inter-service 
war games, as well as [other] measures of an 
operational training nature.2 

In an earlier statement on the work of the War 
Games Centre, Kuralenko noted that: 

…the reconstructed War Games Centre has 
all the latest achievements in the area of 
information technology, all the training and 
strategic and operational strategic command 
posts have been re-equipped. The conduct 
of command staff and military-practical 
games at the aforementioned command 
posts to the fullest extent possible ensure the 
practical training of the students to assume 
high office in the Armed Forces, or other 
forces of the Russian Federation.3

 

Thus, from the moment the first war game was held 
in Russia in 1824, both the theory and practice have 
been developed ever since.4 Needless to say, at the 
highest level, there is more than one body involved in 
war gaming. Within the Military Academy of the General 
Staff, another Centre, the Centre of Operational-Strategic 
Training, also exists. This particular Centre began 
operating in May 2003 and, at its formal opening, the 
contemporary Mayor of Moscow, Yury Luzhkov, stated: 

…taking into account the growing demands 
for training our military leaders, the 
appearance of computerised systems of 
command and control in the operational 
and strategic planning system, the necessity 
of improving the teaching process at the 
Academy on the basis of the wide scale 
use of computers, the creation of systems 
of graphic visualisation of information…all 
are combined in the Centre of Operational-
Strategic Training.5 

Unfortunately, there is, as yet, no further information 
publicly available concerning the leadership of the two 
Centres, or exactly how the work of either of them is 
integrated into the Academy’s teaching system. However, 
there is another important organ involved in the area of 
computer war gaming, namely the 27th Central Scientific 
Research Institute, (hereinafter simply referred to as the 

1. ‘V akademii Genshtaba 
poiavilsia tsentr 
voennykh igr, 24 
marta 2017, (https:// 
russian.rt.com/
Russia/news/371695-
genshtab-centr-
voennykh-igr

2. ‘V akademii…’, 24 
marta 2017, ibid.

3. Lieutenant-General 
S Kuralenko, ‘Tsentr 
voennoi mysli’, Krasnaia 
Zvezda, 6/12/2016.

4. Alpeyev, O.E., ‘Istoriia 
poiavleniia i razvitiia 
voennoi igry v Russkoi 
Armii (1824-1905 gg.), 
Voenno-istoricheskiy 
zhurnal, No.6, 2014, 
28-32; 28.

5. ‘V akademii Genshtaba 
VS RF otkrylsia 
tsentr voennykh igr, 
17/5/2003,’ (http://
www.vesti.ru/doc.
htmld=26021&cid=7
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‘27th’). In other words, at the uppermost levels of the 
Russian strategic thought process, war-gaming would 
appear to form an integral part. This being the case, it can 
be safely assumed that all three organs were involved in 
the planning process in relation to events in the Crimea in 
2014 and in Russia’s air campaign over Syria.

In relation to both the personnel and work of the 
27th, there is much more publicly available material not 
least because, over decades, it has been very closely 
involved in developing the theory and use of systems of 
‘automation’ (‘computerisation’) in the command and 
control organs of the country’s Armed Forces and, still 
more recently, ‘in the creation and application of computer 
war games in the operational training of staff HQs.’6 

In commemorating the 50th anniversary of the 
creation of the 27th, the leading academic journal of the 
Russian MoD, Voennaia Mysl’, (Military Thought) 
summarised the main work of the 27th over the decades:

…the origin of the Institute was the creation 
in the Ministry of Defence on 3rd August 
1954…of Computer Centre No.1. Thanks 
to the successful mastering of the domestic 
computers, by the end of 1955, [the 

Institute] was already training highly qualified 
specialists in programming, able…to fulfil 
difficult scientific work in the interests of 
the country’s defence interests. The Centre 
carried out initial scientific work in laying 
the basis for designing computer complexes 
and determining the fundamental direction 
of using computers in the Armed Forces. 
The Centre worked out the calculations for 
the flight programme…of the satellites and 
ensured the successful launch of the first 
artificial Earth satellites, the space flights of 
Yu A Gagarin and the missions to the Moon, 
Mars and Venus. In 1961, the Computer 
Centre was reformed to become the 27th 
Central Scientific-Research Institute of the 
MoD USSR. In the 1960s-1970s, the Institute’s 
scientific collective worked on the theoretical 
foundations for the use of computers in troop 
control, [also] began strong development in 
areas associated with modelling of operations 
and military actions…The theoretical work 
was widely used in practice…in terms of 
the [further] creation and development of 

Wargaming.net. Photo: Marco Verch, Creative Commons Attribution 2.0 Generic License, Wikimedia

6. ‘Pozdravliaem 
iubiliarov’, Voennaya 
Mysl’, No.7, July 2004
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computerised systems of [command and] 
control, the introduction of mathematical 
modelling and methodology in operations of 
staff HQs…particularly in the General Staff…
In the middle of the ‘70s, the Institute’s 
collective developed the methodology of the 
programme development of weaponry and 
military technology [emphasis in the original].7 

Of course, as wars and conflict changed, so too did 
the work of the 27th:

..in the ‘80s-‘90s, the further scientific 
and practical development of automating 
[computerising] troop command [and 
control] continued, further academic 
work was carried out, laying the basis for 
reforming the Armed Forces…At this time, 
a new scientific direction [‘napravlenie’] 
was born in the Institute - the creation 
and use of computer war games in 
the operational training of Staff HQs, 
which now occupies a worthy place in the 
Institute’s scientific work.8 

Despite the existence of the other two Centres, the 
27th is the General Staff’s lead organisation in computer 
war-gaming. Currently headed by A.A. Protasov, in an 
article commemorating the 55th anniversary of the 
creation of the Institute, Protasov detailed the more 
recent work of the 27th, particularly in relation to 
planning the use of forces in the field:

…at the present moment in time [article 
was published in 2014], the Institute…is 
developing the conceptual basis for [further] 
developing the command [and control] 
systems for the AFs of RF [Armed Forces of 
the Russian Federation], the mathematical 
and programmable means for the further 
development of groups of forces of the AFs 
of RF…ensuring the operation of the General 
Staff of the AFs of RF in planning the use of 
troops (forces), supporting the decisions in 
managing the troops (forces), organising and 
conducting operational training measures.9 

7. Ibid. For more 
information on 
Computer Centre No.1 
MoD USSR, see Kitov, 
V.A., Prikhod’ko, A.Ya., 
’60 let Vychislitel’nomu 
tsentru No.1 
Ministerstva oborony 
SSSR,’ (http: //www.
computer-museum.
ru/articles/materialy-
mezhdunarodnoi-
konferentsii-
sorucom-2914/563/)

8. Ibid.

9. Protasov, A.A. ‘Institut 
avtomatozatsii i 
upravleniia voiskami 
(silami): istoriia i 
sovremennost’ (k 
55-letuiu sozdaniia 
27 TsNII Minoborony 
Rossii)’, Voennaia Mysl’, 
no.7, 2009, 2-5; 5.

World of Warships wargaming. Photo Marco Verch, Creative 
Commons Attribution 2.0 Generic License, Wikimedia
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As weapons continued to become more sophisticated 
and the development of military computer systems 
gathered apace, the timeous receipt and processing 
of information from and about the battlefield became 
increasingly important. This meant more work for the 27th:

Analysis of the experience of local wars and 
military conflict at the end of the XX and 
beginning of the XXI centuries shows that 
one of the main criteria in effective troop 
control in modern operations is the timeous 
receipt of information about the enemy…
Thus, in all the armed forces of the developed 
states, without exception, one of the main 
areas of direction is designing effective 
methods of automating [computerising] 
the development of information coming in, 
creating the intelligence and information 
means [necessary] for supporting command 
decisions in the military area…In the conduct 
of its military research work, the Institute 
devotes a lot of its time to solving such 

issues, including…forecasting the course and 
outcome for both warring sides in potential 
military conflict.10 

Under the leadership of one former Head of the 
27th, Kh. I. Saifetdinov, the latter developed what 
became to be known as ‘computerised forms of 
operational training’ (CFOT) defined by Saifetdinov as:

Forms of training for military organs of 
command [and control] and professional-post 
training of generals, admirals and officers, 
in which the organisation and methods of 
conducting operational training are based on 
computer technology for training.11 

According to Saifetdinov, a ‘game modelling system’, 
testing out the new training technologies, was first tried 
out in bilateral computer war games in 1997-1998 and 
then, involving senior officers from the higher Staff HQs, 
operating at the operational-strategic level between 
1997-2000:

10. Protasov, ‘Institut 
avtomatizatsii I 
sovershenstvovaniia 
upravleniia voiskami 
(salami): istorii I 
sovremennost’,’ 
Voennaia Mysl’, no.7, 
2014, 3-8; 6.

11. Saifetdinov, Kh. 
M. ‘Komp’iuternye 
formy operativnoi 
podgotovki: problem 
sovershenstvovaniia 
i puti ikh resheniia’, 
Voennaia Mysl’, No.7, 
2004, 2-11; 4.

First demonstration of the main battle tank T-72B3 at the Tank biathlon 2013 competition at the Alabino 
training ground of 2nd Guards Tamanskaya Motor Rifle Division. Photo: Vitaly Kuzman, Creative Commons-

Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License, www.vitalykuzmin.net
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…as a result, the basic format for the 
conduct of…operational training of the AF 
of the RF between 2000-2004 [the article 
was published in 2004] has been command-
staff exercises at the operational-strategic 
level with the wide scale use of modern 
information and computer technologies.12 

In his opinion, the fundamental advantage of the 
adoption and use of this new form of training is that ‘it 
ensures that the command [and control] organs have 
a surer decision-making base as regards the use 
of troops (forces) and the effective management of 
the latter in the fulfilment of their pre-arranged tasks, 
based on operational and tactical calculations and 
mathematical modelling of operations…in a unified 
information-modelling environment.’13 

He concluded by saying:
 
CFOT - are forms of training, in which 
those being trained, develop and adopt 
decisions, based on modelling of combat 
operations of the opposing sides, and where 
the leadership [of the training process] can 
evaluate [decisions adopted] by means of 
forecasting the course and outcome of the 
operations (combat actions) by the method 
of modelling, realistically, the decisions taken 
by both sides.14

 
This led to further ground-breaking work in the 

development of mathematical modelling for Front- and 
Army-level operations, with particular emphasis being 
placed on updating the model for Front-level operations:

In the period 2000-2014, the Model for 
Front Operations (MFO) has been constantly 
improved, taking into account more data 
concerning the inter-service nature of 
contemporary operations (combat actions) 
and the possibilities of new means of 
warfare. In the current version of the 
mathematical model, measures have been 
taken concerning the methodology of 
modelling deep, distance, non-contact, strike 
means aimed at groups and targets of the 

enemy, with the use of geo-informational 
systems, depending on the peculiarities of 
the theatre of military activities.15

Computer Military Games
In July 2015, an adviser to the Russian Ministry of Defence, 
A. Il’nitsky, publicly bemoaned the fact that so many 
Russian kids were playing foreign-produced themed war 
games where, as he put it, the Russian gamer ‘fights…
but not for our truth.’16 He further stated that creating and 
designing Russian-themed war games was both an issue 
of ‘state importance’ and a task ‘of the highest order’ for 
Russia.17 This would also seem to be an issue of increasing 
interest on the part of the Russian MoD and one which is 
going to become ever more important with the passing 
of time, as the Russian MoD seeks to take on board the 
potential of computer games being used in the overall 
teaching/training process of ordinary service personnel. 

Of course, there is also a propaganda element in the 
design and production of such games. As a number of 
Russian specialists have pointed out over the past few 
years, many of the games that are played by Russia’s youth 
are almost ‘genetically’ anti-Russian and do not encourage 
positive feelings either towards Russia’s past or its present. 
Critiquing a number of Western-produced Russian-themed 
games, one expert stated: ‘recently, we see an increase in 
anti-Russian propaganda not only in the mass media, or 
on the Internet, but also in computer games.’18 

The author also made the point that, willingly or 
otherwise, the ‘gamer’ was, to all intents and purposes, 
a ‘victim of information attack’ and, on the whole, was 
fearful of the potential consequences for Russia:

Contemporary foreign computer games are…
one of the strongest elements of propaganda 
(influence) on mass consciousness…The 
designers of many foreign computer games, 
by means of propaganda, manipulate [both] 
the technologies and banal lies to form a 
negative image of the USSR and Russia in 
the consciousness of both the foreign and 
Russian gamers, undermine the foundations 
of patriotism and pride in one’s Motherland 
and also belittle the feat of the Soviet 
people, achieved in the Great Patriotic War 
[1941-1945 Soviet-German War]. Such ‘brain 
washing’ may provide a very good basis to 
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re-examine the results of the Second World 
War and undermine Russia’s state interests.19 

Since the collapse of the USSR in 1991, Russia has 
been particularly sensitive at any attempt to revise any 
of the fundamental aspects of the victory of the USSR in 
WW2.20 Indeed, in May 2009, Putin took the decision 
to create a presidential commission, charged with 
combatting efforts to use history in order to demean 
Russia’s national interests.21 The article’s authors further 
argued that: 

…the computer game, through its subject 
matter, the graphics, the sound track, is able 
to impart to the player additional information, 
having absolutely nothing in common with 
the game. Under such conditions, computer 
games are a considerable channel to transmit 
ideological stereotypes and images.22 

In fairness, in their article, they were also critical 
of one particular Russia-designed and themed war 
game namely, ‘Protivostoianie. Prinuzhdenie k miru’, 
(‘Opposition. Forced to peace’) about the 2008 Russo-
Georgian conflict. In their opinion, the latter game was 
too heavy in its ideological content, arguing that ‘in 
the consciousness of the gamer (player), political ideas 
must be introduced quietly, at the level of the sub-
consciousness.’23 

In terms of Russian-themed future games 
development, they proposed that the state should 
fund a series of games on Russian history, targeted 
specifically at the young, designed to promote both ‘civil 
consciousness’ and ‘feelings of patriotism’. If such a 
series was funded and produced by the state, then this 
could only spell good for Russia’s future:

Based on subjects from the history of the 
Fatherland, [the games] would develop 
a feeling of patriotism amongst the 
players, pride in one’s country, a better 
understanding of the history and culture of 
Russia and could become a real mechanism 
for political socialisation and strengthen the 
national-state identity of Russia.24 

Although such games would be marketed at the 
civilian, rather than the military market, nevertheless the 
long-term implications are clear: by encouraging a more 
positive image of, say, the role of the Soviet Army in 
WW2, the bravery and steadfastness of both its civil and 
civil population in uniform – reminiscent of the old Soviet 
slogan, ‘the Army and People are One!’ - the gamer 
would consequently feel much better disposed to serving 
in the Russian Armed Forces as and when called to serve. 
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mil.ru/meultimedia/
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print=true. Accessed 
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For its part, the Russian MoD is also looking at 
ways of how best to introduce computer games in the 
training process. At the current moment (2017), through 
the official website of the Russian MoD, one can play 
4 computer games - ‘Tetris’, ‘Sea Battle’, ‘Military rank 
test’ and ‘North’.25 In a statement, released in the middle 
of last year, the Russian Ministry of Defence’s Main 
Department for the Development of Information and 
Telecommunication’s Technology stated: 

Computer games, in the action, 3D-Shooter, 
car- and aeroplane-simulators genre, are 
most popular amongst the youth, they [the 
games] allow the development of skills and 
methods in handling weapons, create a team 
spirit, teach the basics of tactics, make [the 
player] familiar with the tactical-technical 
characteristics of weapons and military 
technology.26 
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This may be slightly overstating the case, but it 
does show that the Russians are now thinking about, 
mirroring developments both in the USA and Britain, 
using computer games to help train military personnel. 
Judging by a recent newspaper report, it would appear 
that the US military is going one step further: using 
feedback from US soldiers, ‘playing’ kit in a game as a 
further test of its suitability on the battlefield.27 

In an analysis of the use of computer war games 
in both the Russian and Belarusian Armed Forces, the 
experts noted that a number of civilian war games, like 
‘Il-2 Fighter Bomber’, ‘Blitzkrieg’, ‘Opposition. 
Forced to peace’, ‘World War 2’, ‘Sea Hunter’, 
‘In the rear of the enemy’, ‘MiG-29’, ‘The Black 
Berets’, ‘Al’fa’, ‘Operation Bagration’, etc., had 
been adapted for the military and were now being used 
in the training process of service personnel in a limited 
number of units. 

In an article, concerning the use of computer war 
games in relation to the Missile Troops and Artillery, the 
author opened citing cost as a driver behind the use of 
computer war games:

..in conditions of restricted financing of the 
Armed Forces and a reduction in the number 
of troop exercises, computer war games 
have become particularly significant in the 
operational training of the command and 
control organs, allowing [us] to increase the 
professional training of the officers, as well as 
develop modern methods of command and 
control of forces.28 

Moving on from economic/financial considerations, 
the author outlined what he considered to be the main 
function of the computer war game in relation to  
his Service:

The fundamental aim of the computer 
war game is training the personnel by 
clearly pointing out their mistakes, [thereby 
allowing] the leadership of the computer war 
game [CWG] the possibility of operationally, 
and objectively, evaluating the decisions 
taken; assess the quality of the work of the 
command and control organs, both as a 
whole and in relation to specific individuals; 

on a stage-by-stage level, assess the work 
of those being trained. In order for the 
above to be carried out, a very thorough 
preparation of the CWG is necessary, 
working out the appropriate evaluation 
methods [to be used] in relation to the 
command and control organs being 
trained and individuals being trained.’29 

Pointing out where mistakes have been made should 
allow corrective steps to be taken, thereby reducing the 
number of bad decisions in the future by improving the 
overall standard of quality decision-making in the future.

A more recent analysis of the use of the computer 
game in the decision-making process in another Service 
branch of the Armed Forces was published in the Army’s 
main theoretical and practical journal, Armeyskiy 
Sbornik. With specific reference to the country’s 
Strategic Missile Forces (SMF), the authors highlighted 
the significant role of the computer game in protecting 
the critical information infra-structure of Russia’s nuclear 
deterrent force:

Among the imitation [modelling] methods, 
good results are given by the games 
conducted at the ranges (testing grounds) 
of the training centres, designed to develop 
the operation of the complex systems…
Computer games, based on the theme of 
defending the critical information structure 
of the SMF from information-technical attack 
are also tested at a good level at the training 
centres. Thus, the most viable form for the 
future training of the modern specialist 
in defending the critical information 
infrastructure of the SMF…is in the form of 
the computer game (specialised software).30 

As the former head of 27th, Saifetdinov, stated back 
in 2004:

One can conclude that in forming 
knowledge, abilities and practices necessary 
for the military specialist to carry out his 
professional functions, today it is already 
inconceivable [that this can be done] without 
the use of computer technology.31 
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There can be little doubt that, as outlined above, 
both in theory and practice, in the use of computer 
technology in the overall war-gaming process, the 
senior Russian military-operational leadership is not far 
behind, if at all, their contemporary Western (or Chinese) 
counterparts, making the Russian military an ever more 
dangerous presence on not just the simulated battlefield, 
but also on the real one.

Pictured is an SU27M3 in flight during the 100th Anniversary of the Russian Air Force held at the Zhukovskiy LII airbase. Photo: Vitaly 
Kuzman, Creative Commons-Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License, www.vitalykuzmin.net
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