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How Wargaming 
Changed my 
Mind

• Background on the use of 
Structured Analytic Techniques 
(SATs) in intelligence analysis and 
its application to historical 
research.

• The potential of wargaming to 
introduce social-scientific rigour 
into historical methodology.

• Key research questions: Can 
wargaming provide structured, 
plausible analyses of historical 
counterfactuals? How does it 
compare to traditional historical 
methods?



Methodology 
and Data 
Collection

• Description of the wargame 
design and implementation 
focused on the 1929 Palestine 
disturbances.

• The process of data collection 
through student participation, 
game diaries, and after-action 
reports.

• Iterative gaming and qualitative 
methods. 

• Counterfactual Analysis 

• Validation



Counterfactual Analysis

More than Contingency: the length of a chain of 
consequential decisions flowing from a counterfactual 

is increasingly implausible

-Validity depends on shortening chain

Cone of plausibility: forecasting tool from Quick Wins 
For Busy Analysts) (Mark Bishop, BP, 1980s, 

resilience to OPEC shock)



Able Archer ‘83

• Double Blind, narrative-driven

• Pedagogical purpose: rehearse I&W skills and 
concepts, while treating AA83 as a case study

• Research goal: “Were we close to Armageddon/ 
Was it a war scare?”

• Design: Based on the “YES” camp. 

• So far: Soviets were paranoid but had good I&W 
model (good enough not to LOW in Nov 83)

• Next iteration:



Contributions and Challenges

• Early finding: As a method, wargaming AA83 has 
helped me to understand the institutional criteria to 
launch. The human side remains more mysterious.

• Design forces narrative plausibly close to true events. 
Tension: finding the threshold. 

• Immersion & engagement normally quite good.

• Challenges in implementing wargaming as a research 
tool, including biases and the influence of game design.

• This is a good tool in history when
• You have an entrenched debate and expect no 

further data
• Where counterfactual analysis is helpful, or where it 

is being performed poorly (or unacknowledged) by 
others.



Conclusion and Future 
Directions

• Conclusion that wargaming offers a 
valuable, rigorous method for 
historical research.

• Superior to intuition. Leaves an audit 
trail of reasoning and analysis.

• Implications for the field of historical 
analysis and the potential for wider 
application of wargaming in research.

• Plans for further studies to explore 
and validate the use of wargaming in 
historical methodology.
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