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Wargaming and Professional Military Education
Rex Brynen, McGill University
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About me

u Professor of Political Science, 
McGill University
u Middle East politics

u peace and humanitarian 
operations

u conflict simulation (wargaming)

u Former member—long, long ago—
of 741 (Victoria) Communications 
Squadron (now B Squadron, 39 
Signal Regiment).

u Worked as a consultant/advisor:
u Global Affairs Canada (game design, 

peacebuilding)

u Department of National Defence (wargaming)

u PHAC (red teaming), Agriculture Canada (gaming)

u PCO (intelligence analysis)

u UK Ministry of Defence/Dstl (wargaming)

u NATO (wargaming)

u World Bank and UN agencies (humanitarian and 
development assistance)

u CNN (journalism simulation)
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We Are Coming, Nineveh!

Matrix Game Construction Kit

AFTERSHOCK: A Humanitarian Crisis Game

Humanitarian assistance 
and disaster relief 
operations (HADR)

Urban operations.

Infectious disease 
readiness and response 
in humanitarian settings.

Pretty much anything.
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What is 
wargaming?

u Wargaming is the application of serious games 
to issues of armed conflict.

Wargaming was 
perhaps the first form 

of professional “serious 
gaming.”
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What are 
serious 

games?

u Serious games are those that have as their 
primary purpose a serious objective other than 
entertainment.
u education and capacity-building

u analysis
u information, influence and advocacy

Serious games can also be 
engaging and even 

“enjoyable”.
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SOURCE: David Redpath, CJWC
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Currently, at HMCS Venture, we run a 2-week 
long course with the goal of using wargames to 
introduce the basics of naval operations, called 
the Introduction to Naval Operations course. 
Week 1 focuses on tabletop wargames and the 
history of wargaming, and the second week is a 
combo of the COTS game Command: Modern 
Operations and tabletop wargames mixed in with 
some guest SME briefings. 

The three main objects of the course are:
1. Introduce naval warfare and operations

2. Spark professional curiosity

3. Instill wargaming in Junior Officer culture and 
within the RCN

Sub-Lieutenant Luke Brannigan
Wargaming Advisor HMCS VENTURE
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Thomas Schelling
• Nobel Prize (Economics) for work on game 

theory.
• Pioneer of POL-MIL gaming at RAND.

Carl von Clausewitz
• Prussian military theorist.
• Author of On War.

...in the whole range of human activities, 
war most closely resembles a game of 
cards.

One thing a person 
cannot do, no 
matter how rigorous 
his analysis or heroic 
his imagination, is to 
draw up a list of 
things that would 
never occur to him.

with Marie Sophie 
Gräfin von Brühl
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Why 
wargame?

u Educational wargaming is the use of serious 
games to develop, practice, apply, and refine 
knowledge and skills.

u Course of action wargaming is a process of 
refining operational or tactical plans. (It is not 
always an actual wargame.)

u Analytical wargaming is the use of serious 
games to explore and answer questions, in 
conjunction with other research methods.
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Why 
wargame?

u Wargaming provides a “safe to fail” 
environment.

u Wargaming is a form of “cognitive cross-
training.”

u Wargaming is engaging.
u Wargaming can mitigate risks and enhance 

foresight.
u Wargaming can build unit cohesion and 

networks.
u Wargaming is cheap.
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1943. Convoy ONS 18/ONS 202  
is bound for Halifax. 

Escort

Escort

Escort

Escort

Suddenly, St. Croix is hit 
astern by a torpedo.

HMS Itchen picks 
up survivors and 
reports that 
attacking U-boats 
are slow to dive 
when spotted.

HMCS St. Croix detects a 
U-boat, and moves to attack..
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Western Approaches Tactical Unit (RN)

Halifax Tactical Table (RCN)
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Reports from escort 
commanders.

Intelligence on G7es 
(T5) Zaunkönig 
(Wren/GNAT) 

acoustic torpedo.

Development of 
tactical techniques 

for countering 
acoustic 

torpedoes.
Advise convoy 

escorts.

Wargame possible 
solutions.

Working 
assumptions.

Inform future 
development of 

technical 
countermeasures.

Modify ASW 
training.

19
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Balancing fidelity and 
playability

u Making a game too accurate (with rich detail 
and complex causalities) can render a game 
unplayable

u Making a game too playable (via abstraction 
and simplified mechanics) can make a game 
unfit for purpose

u Getting the balance right depends on your 
objective and players.

Sheldon (Big Bang Theory) 
Campaign for North Africa (SPI 1978)
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Digital vs 
manual 
gaming

u Each approach has its 
advantages and 
disadvantages.

u The two approaches 
can be combined.

Complexity/fidelity. 

Flexibility/adaptability.

Cost.

User interface.

Black-boxing.

Looks dated?

Data capture.

Assassin’s Mace (USMC)

Command: Professional Edition (Matrix Games)

23
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Rigid vs free adjudication

Rigid adjudication uses prewritten 
rules (or digital algorithms) to 
determine outcomes.
u Works best with known causalities and 

relationships.
u More scope for incorporating 

operational research data.

u Players are limited by the imagination 
of the rule-writer (or software coder).

Free adjudication uses umpires to 
decide outcomes on a case-by-case 
basis.
u Works best with poorly bounded, highly 

contextual causalities and 
relationships.

u More scope for player innovation.

u Subject to idiosyncratic effects (umpire 
bias).

Matrix games replace 
umpire adjudication with 
structured discussion and 

aggregation of player 
assessments. 

Adjudication can 
involve a mix of both 

approaches. 
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Seminar games

1. Multiple players/teams

2. Teams are given a briefing on their 
actor/role

3. Teams are presented with scenario
u Possible additional injects

4. Teams decide on response

u Teams might interact
5. Control team collects responses, 

adjudicates interactions and effects, and 
updates scenario

6. Teams presented with updated scenario 
and next turn begins

Clade X pandemic seminar game, Johns Hopkins University (2018).
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Matrix games

1. Optimized for 4-6 players/teams.

2. Teams are given a briefing on their 
actor/role and scenario.

u The current situation is visually depicted 
with maps and marker tracks.

3. Each team in turn declares an ACTION. 
Arguments PRO and CON are made.

u Probability of success is determined based 
on player arguments, and the action 
resolved.

4. Next player turn.

Reckoning of Vultures at Dstl

African Swine Fever at AAFC
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LARPs and 
megagames

u Roleplay and negotiation can be 
combined with more 
conventional wargame 
techniques.

Atlantic Rim, McGill University
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Wargaming for the 
Reserves

u In a  Reserve unit, wargaming could be used 
in several different ways:

u as an in-person unit training activity
u as an (in-person or online) ancillary activity

u Fight Club 

u tournaments

u in conjunction with Army and RCAF Reserve 
units to support joint operations familiarity

Shores of Tripoli
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Remember 
the basics
u What are you trying to 

do?
u How many (and 

who)?
u How long?
u How much?

CNN Academy, Abu Dhabi
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Resources
u PAXsims

u Also includes information on 
Connections North

u http://www.paxsims.org

u Connections Conferences
u US: https://connections-

wargaming.com/

u UK: 
https://www.professionalwargamin
g.co.uk/

u UK MoD Wargaming Handbook

u French MoD, Manuel du jeu de 
guerre

u Wargaming Department, US Naval 
War College

u NATO Wargaming Handbook

u Georgetown University 
Wargaming Society
u https://www.guwargaming.org/

u Kings Wargaming Network
u https://www.kcl.ac.uk/research/w

argaming-network
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