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T
his article is about exploiting wargaming, already 
an invaluable tool, much more fully than we 
do today. By their nature, wargames can be a 
sandbox for stimulating new ideas, trying out 
impulses when there is no cost of failure, and 
especially for allowing critical insights to emerge. 

These insights may be overlooked in the course of daily 
business. You might say they lie latent in many of the 
thoughts and ideas we consider. Wargames allow those 
latent ideas, which may be the most important ideas, to 
emerge into plain view. What's more, wargames can be 
designed with that in mind. My purpose is to note and 
illustrate these points, and to encourage wargame design 
intended to foster emergence of those latent ideas.

Going off Axis: Getting More from  
Our Wargames 
Wargames have been used and misused for more than two 
centuries for a range of purposes: to train and educate, to 

spawn discussion, to coordinate, to prove a point (a mostly 
erroneous use), to find problems with plans, and to explore 
the dimensions of some large and complex problem. 
To put a finer point on it, they are weakly structured 
techniques for exploring problems that have a high degree 
of indeterminacy; ones in which much, such as all the 
variables, is not known (Hanley, 1991). This is the case 
for almost any game, even if its objectives are oriented to 
education or coordination rather than research. Humans 
interacting creatively in a competitive environment for 
whatever reason produces the opportunity for exploration 
if we are attuned to the possibility. Looking at the matter 
from this angle, games are capable not only of producing 
indications of what could happen in the real world but 
also yielding insights into human nature. Thus, whatever 
a game’s vector in terms of purpose and objectives, an 
astute observer may very well discover insights not aligned 
with that vector—perhaps 30 degrees or more off axis.
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There is really no formula for capturing unexpected 
insights from a game; being asked to make a list of all 
those things you would never think of illustrates the nature 
of the problem. Yet there is help. The fact that you are 
reading this article opens the mental door to the possibility, 
and that takes you more than halfway there. But there are 
some normal human responses that can interfere with the 
ability to see things one does not expect. One of these 
is what has been called “numbness,” the phenomenon 
in which observing and accepting one thing blinds one 
to the possibility of alternatives. A wargaming scenario 
is an example. By becoming enmeshed in the story, it is 
easy to ignore “meta” phenomena, those things external 
to the narrative of the game that emerge from its play, to 
not see the forest for the trees. On the other hand, gaming 
is an involving medium that requires players to use their 
imaginations to fill in those aspects of reality the game 
does not simulate or represent, making it a fertile soil for 
the emergence of such phenomena (McLuhan, 2003).a 

To avoid the danger of getting too abstract and boring I 
will illustrate the idea via personal experience. As context, 
I spent many years in and around professional wargaming, 
mostly at the Naval War College (NWC). As a planning and 
decision making instructor, I was in charge of setting up 
the end-of-course games for both the intermediate and 
senior classes. I was both seminar leader and a council of 
elders member for the multischool Joint Land Aerospace 
Sea Simulation (JLASS), an analyst within the NWC 
Wargaming Department, chairman of that department, 
and later Dean of the Center for Naval Warfare Studies, in 
which capacity I oversaw several departments that used 
gaming for research and education. Also, in that capacity 
I designed and directed a six-week long game that 
supported the development of the 2007 national maritime 
strategy. Along the way, I developed and taught an elective 
course on wargaming theory and practice. Beyond all 
that I have been a player, umpire, observer, and analyst 
for numerous games. I’m not trying to convince anyone 
I’m the nation’s foremost expert. But by virtue of the 
long, intense experience I’ve described and a great deal 
of careful thinking and publication, I do claim I am well-
qualified to assess wargames as an analytical tool. 

It is from that perspective I strongly argue the Navy 
needs to exploit wargames to the full, now that we 
confront building a new force structure, an activity 
requiring extensive experimentation. Yet today severely 
limited resources do not permit us to conduct at sea all 
the experiments we need to do a proper job. Carefully 
designed, wargaming’s critical role is to permit us to 

experiment so we can use our budget most efficiently. But 
wargaming is not simply a straightforward research tool; it 
is a catalyst that can produce reactions which reveal things 
we never thought to look for and tell us things we might 
not want to hear. Let me elaborate with some examples.

Global 2001: The Confidence Gap 
When Vice Admiral Art Cebrowski, prominent oracle of 
network-centric warfare (NCW) took over as president of 
NWC, he ordered the yearly global wargame, the Navy’s 
“Title X” game, to be focused on NCW. Global 01 was 
the third and last in that series. By then, the Wargaming 
Department had developed a robust game network of 
more than 300 workstations, whose servers were loaded 
with many applications designed to facilitate “shared 
awareness” among the player cells, each representing 
a geographically separated operations staff. Among 
the applications was one that generated a common 
operational picture (COP) that simulated the display 
a flag officer might see in the real world. Although the 
game COP was mostly automated, the status of certain 
unit symbols had to be manually updated by controllers 
on the game floor. These controllers received unit status 
from game umpires who assessed combat results.

On a particular occasion when I happened to be observing 
the maritime commander cell, which was headed by a one-
star admiral, a mistake in the COP was detected. A naval 
strike against an enemy missile site had neutralized it, the 
result being communicated to the cell by telephone from 
an umpire. For some reason that information had not been 
passed to the controller, and so on the COP, that missile site 
was still depicted as active even though the admiral knew it 
was out of commission. All of a sudden he lost confidence in 
his COP. If that symbol was wrong, what else was inaccurate 
in that picture? He immediately abandoned the electronic 
COP and had his staff draw up one manually on butcher 
board, which contained only symbols he was sure of.

This episode revealed a potential problem with NCW: 
confidence. For the admiral in that cell, the COP was 
either accurate or not, no in-between, no shades of gray. 
Was this just an artifact of the game or did it reflect a 
latent problem out there in the fleet? The game itself was 
oriented on communications technology, not so much 
on human reactions to it, so there was no interest in this 
observation. But it stood to reason that a fleet battle 
force network would be challenged and likely would not 
operate at 100% efficiency or accuracy. Commanders 
and staffs would have to learn how to function in such an 
environment, regulating their confidence level in the COP 
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with more discrimination than just on/off. I duly noted the 
observation, but since it was not “on axis” of the game’s 
objectives, it was ignored.

Wargaming Construction Kit: Game Rules as 
Catalysts 
In teaching my wargaming theory and practice elective I 
wanted students to learn by doing. I asked noted wargame 
designer and author of the standard work on wargaming Dr. 
Peter Perla to design for me a board game that provided 
a “sand box” in which students could both play using an 
existing set of rules and also develop their own. Wanting 
students to grapple with intangibles, I asked Peter to devise 
a straightforward rule that would represent command and 
control (C2). Peter and his team crafted a rule in which 
players received a limited number of C2 points that had 
to be spent to make units move and/or fight. The idea 
was that a battle staff had a limited span of attention and 
control, so players would have to develop a focus strategy.

Once game play started, the student playing the North 
Korean navy hit on the idea of sending his diesel subs to 
sea, not to attack US naval forces but to hide and force 
the US player, honoring the threat, to expend C2 points 
on searching for them. Those points would otherwise 
be used for land strikes and such. I thought at first that 
this was simply an instance of “gaming the game” until I 
remembered the British task force in the 1982 Falklands 
War had almost expended all of its antisubmarine 
ordnance on false targets, while vainly hunting a lone 
Argentine Type 209 sub. Then it hit me: the game was 
telling me that a fleet-in-being strategy was not a thing of 
the past; in certain conditions it still might be viable.

Neither Peter nor I had any such thing in mind when I 
requested and he designed the game. There were actually 

two dimensions to this off-axis insight. The 
first was, of course, the potential for fleet-in-
being to be a real-world tactic. The second 
was the potential catalytic effect of a game 
rule. This was a case of a constraining game 
rule stimulating creativity. This phenomenon 
was subsequently noted years later by Trent 
Hone in his book Learning War. The Philippine 
Islands nonfortification clause of the 1922 
Washington Naval Treaty stimulated creativity 
in US Navy fleet design (Hone, 2018).

Unified Course 04: Seeing the Global 
Forest for the Regional Trees 
In 2003, I was tasked to design and direct 

a joint wargame to explore potential compatibility or 
incompatibility among future service concepts. Although 
a Middle East scenario took center stage, I also included 
scenarios in all the other combatant commander areas of 
responsibility (AORs) if for no other reason than to see if the 
concepts applied there also. A one-star general or admiral 
led each cell. Due to time limitations we had the scenarios 
in each AOR go hot simultaneously. Sure enough, we 
discovered things like a gap in the suppression of enemy 
air defense (SEAD) development; nobody was going to do 
it because of the introduction of stealth technology. Things 
like this we expected, but then something popped up that 
was not part of the game’s vector.

Because we had conflict scenarios erupt in all AORs 
simultaneously due to game move limitation that limited us 
to only four days of gaming, the cell leaders took it upon 
themselves to discuss what might happen if such a thing 
happened in reality. They realized that what happens in 
one AOR affects what happens in another, and that the 
various combatant commanders can’t afford to operate in 
isolation from each other. More specifically, they came to 
the realization that there needed to be a staff with global 
vision that could coordinate operational level functions such 
as logistics. The Unified Command Plan does not provide 
for such a staff. The Joint Staff does not have command 
authority and the Office of the Secretary of Defense staff, the 
lowest staff that has global command authority, is organized 
for procurement and policy, not coordinating operational 
level functions. This is a gap in C2 that still exists. There are 
many reasons this insight has not gotten any leverage, but 
once again, a game went somewhere nobody expected.

DEGRE: The Pathology of Illusion 
Late in the first decade of this century, the NWC initiated 
a game series that dealt with strategic deterrence and 
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escalation (Deterrence, Escalation, Game, 
Review, and Exercise [DEGRE]). Highly 
classified, these games featured participation 
by senior and experienced intelligence, 
policy, and planning professionals. Being 
multisided, the cells were composed of 
players that had been colleagues for years. 
One might expect that players in cells on 
both sides would have a good understanding 
of how their counterparts thought. Yet, when 
it came to signaling, Blue players consistently 
misread Red’s moves. The games were 
focused on and driven by the analysis of 
player moves, which is normal, but the 
more psychological matter of why Blue 
misinterpreted Red’s signals was ignored as being outside 
the bounds of the game’s objectives and, in any case, not 
amenable to the analytic methods at our disposal.

Smelling something interesting and possibly important, I 
thought back to other games in which I had participated 
and found what I think is a potential answer to why those 
players misread each other. It was routinely the case 
in a variety of games that Red, being the weaker party 
militarily, be it Iran, Iraq, North Korea, or another likely 
opponent, tended to pitch its moves at the strategic and 
informational level while Blue players dealt with divisions, 
fleets, and wings, and operational level tools. This 
presented challenges for umpires in trying to reconcile 
these asymmetric approaches into a coherent move 
adjudication. This was the case in the JLASS games, 
with the notable effect that by the end of the game Red 
had been able to create a nasty political dilemma for Blue 
despite Blue’s successful conventional military operations, 
the upshot of which was that Blue players couldn’t see 
it coming. They were focused on using conventional 
operational success to produce victory and thus they 
could not see Red laying political traps.

What it all added up to in my mind was what I call “the 
illusions of strength.” Players become servomechanisms 
of their strong suit, which in the case of Blue mostly 
centered on conventional military superiority. Numbness 
of the type I first mentioned set in such that not only did 
they attempt to solve their strategic problems with that 
tool (if all you have is a hammer, everything looks like a 
nail), but they used that lens to interpret Red moves. In 
1975, retired Army Colonel Harry Summers met with a 
North Vietnamese colonel named Tu while he was with a 
delegation visiting Hanoi. At one point, Summers told Tu, 
"You know, you never defeated us on the battlefield." Tu 

paused for a moment, then replied, "That may be so. But 
it is also irrelevant" (Jacobson, 2011). Especially in the 
DEGRE games, this effect appeared to be strong enough 
to overcome professional familiarity with their opponents.

Conclusions 
A well-designed and well-executed game that achieves 
its stated objectives is a beautiful thing. But we should 
not allow that beauty to be only skin deep. Any game can 
produce insights that are not merely unexpected but are 
orthogonal to the game’s objectives. In this article, I have 
only scratched the surface of what could be a deep well of 
inquiry, theory, and practice. To prime the pump a bit more, 
I will offer a couple of additional thoughts.

Perhaps MacLuhan’s most fundamental point is that 
the form of a medium is at least as important as its 
content. Wargaming is a medium and so regardless of 
any scenarios, orders of battle, rule set, or objectives 
a game might have, the very act of gaming has an 
effect on the individuals and organizations engaging in, 
sponsoring, or otherwise connected with it. Gaming, as 
an institutionalized intellectual “vitamin,” can infuse an 
organization with dialogue and a reflexive inclination and 
ability to question and explore. As such, it can break down 
internal barriers and cause people who have never talked 
to each other to compare notes. We did this with a global 
maritime security game in the mid-2000s. We brought 
together leaders from the shipping industry, the railroad 
industry, state and federal government, manufacturing, and 
retailing. In the context of a scenario, these leaders got 
together and communicated for the first time. Any number 
of new ideas emerged from that mixture of folks.

Recognizing the catalytic potential of games that require 
more imagination input from players, we are alerted to 
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the notion that ever-more realistic simulation may not 
necessarily be a good thing. Perhaps when a wargame is 
intended to represent its subject very literally, elaborate 
inclusion of realistic of technologies, weapons systems, 
and so on, is required. But we must keep in mind that 
those sorts of games inhibit spontaneity, those off-
axis surprise discoveries. If we are looking to stimulate 
imagination and creativity, my experience has been to 
avoid “straight jacketing” players with fine-grained, high-
fidelity details. 

Games range from simulations in which you try as best you 
can to replicate reality to abstractions like chess, where 
only the essence of competition obtains. In between are 
distillations, games that employ only selected aspects 
of reality, much like an impressionist painter uses simple 
brush strokes to represent objects from real life. It is in 
this latter category of games that the potential for off-axis 
insights most likely exists. Ranging from board games 
like Peter Perla’s Wargaming Construction Kit to techno-
extravaganzas like Global 01, distillations are more than 
the recourse of those with limited means of simulation; 
they represent portals into unexplored territory for those 
that are able to find them.

Notes 
aMcLuhan’s book is difficult, but for the persistent reader it 
yields many important insights that are useful for a deeper 
understanding of wargaming. His concepts of numbness, 
and hot and cold media are especially applicable. 
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