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What is strategic gaming? 
•  Pol-mil crisis games 

•  Long-term strategy games 

•  Alliance games 

•  Non-military games  

•  Seminar games 

•  BOGSATs 
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Why strategic games? 
•  Central focus on people and interactions 

•  Opportunities to test strategies 

•  Reduce misperceptions 

•  Examine problems that are poorly understood 

•  Players gravitate to this level because the decisions 
here often dictate events at operational and tactical 
levels 



Strategic game design is heavily 
influenced by its past 

•  Pol-mil crisis games 1950s RAND 
–  Goldhamer and Speier 

•  MIT 1958  
–  Bloomfield and Schelling 
–  Endicott and POLEX games 

•  Cold War division on Joint Staff 

•  Free-form gaming at RAND 

Games tend to be 
minimally structured 
with few formal rules 

for determining 
outcomes 



Operational-tactical games vary based 
on degree of structure and transparency 
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Strategic games tend to be  
loosely structured 
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Limitations of seminar games 
•  BOGSATs that admire the problem 

•  Trouble focusing players on key issues 

•  Too few innovative ideas 

•  Not replicable 

•  Hard to compare across games  

We can do better…. 



Opportunity to develop more structured—
but still transparent—strategic games 
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Manual games offer a way to improve 
strategic gaming 

•  When a problem is 
sufficiently 
understood 

•  Board games 

•  Focus on pol-mil, 
socio-economic 
factors Aftershock at Connections 

2015 Source; paxsims 



Examples of manual strategy games 
used for analysis  



Countering ISIL game 
•  Serious strategy game 

focused on the competition 
between the US-led coalition 
and ISIL 
–  ISIL wants to maintain 

and expand the caliphate 
– Coalition aims to degrade 

and defeat ISIL 
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•  Card Driven Game 
•  Resource Rules 
•  Governance Scores 
•  ISIL prestige 
•  CRT 
•  Event Cards 
•  Action Cards 

Key Game Mechanics 



Sequence of Play 
Each Turn Involves: 

1.  Resource Generation Phase 

2.  Event Card 

3.  Hand Selection (pick 8 
cards) 

4.  Card Play 5 rounds of 
normal (i.e. not interrupt) 
action card play 



Event Cards 
Event Card  
 
Popular Mobilization 
Committees (PMC) 
commit atrocities. 
 
Shia militias have 
ethnically cleansed Sunni 
populations.  
+1 ISIL prestige 
Reduce Gov score in Sunni 
towns by 2 
 
 

 
 

 
 

Event Card 
  
Turkey Expels US 
Forces From Incirlik 
 
Turkey kicks out coalition 
air forces from critical air 
base. No air strikes in 
Syria for 2 turns.  
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

Event Card 
 
Stockpiles of Precision 
Guided Munitions 
Exhausted 
 
Coalition runs short of 
PGMs.  -2 on any die roll 
for air strikes 

 
 



Coalition action cards 
Coalition Action 
 
Close Air Support 
 
 
May only be played with partner 
ground offensive card. 
 
Coalition forces provide close 
air support to a partner. 2 
column shifts to the right 
 
 

Coalition Action 

Air Interdiction 
 
Coalition forces launch attack 
on ISIL forces on the move.  
 
May be played immediately in 
response to ISIL strategic 
movement. 
 
Coalition player rolls die: 
1 Air assets not able to respond 
in time 
2-3 attacks ineffective 
 4-5 cancels ISIL movement 
and a 6 destroys the unit. 
 

Coalition Action 
 
Train and Advise Iraqi 
Security Forces 
 
 
Pay the cost below to play 
the card. During resource 
phase, must spend 1 
resource to keep in play. 
May place additional 
resources on card to 
increase partner 
capability. 

Coalition Action 
 
Mobilize Iraqi Security 
Forces 
 
Card  may only be played 
after the Train and Advise 
Iraqi Security Forces is 
already in play.  
 
Roll 1 die 
2-6  add one additional 
Iraqi unit in area under 
Iraqi government control. 
 



ISIL action cards 
ISIL Action 

Disperse Forces 
 
May be played immediately 
after coalition air strike card. 
 
If Coalition launches air strikes, 
ISIL can break its forces into 
small units and deploy them 
into heavily populated areas. 
 
Roll 1 die:  
If 1-2 civilian causalities, 
increase ISIL’s prestige by 1 
If 1-4 ISIL avoid negative effect 
of attacks 
 
 

ISIL Action

Strengthen Defenses 
 
ISIL fortifies its position in 1 
town by planting booby traps 
including IEDs and digging 
tunnels 
 
 
If the town is attacked, there is 
a 2 column shift to the left. 
 
 

ISIL Action 

Recruit New Fighters 
 
Pay the cost below to play the 
card. During resource phase, 
must spend 1 resource for 2 
turns to recruit enough forces to 
field a new unit.  
 
If ISIL’s prestige is +2, reduce 
cost to initially play the card by 
half.  
 

ISIL Action 
 
 
Mobilize New Recruits 
 
Card  may only be played after 
the Recruit New Fighters  is 
already in play.  
 
Roll 1 die 
2-6 Add 1 ISIL unit to an area 
under ISIL control. 
Add ISIL’s current prestige as a 
die modifier. 
 



Team tasks 
•  Develop a strategy to win in this conflict 
–  ISIL wants to expand and maintain the caliphate 
– Coalition degrade and defeat ISIL 

•  There are no set victory conditions 

•  Think about what your team needs to do to 
achieve your goal in the long-term and what 
your team needs to do each turn to realize 
these goals 



Strategic level manual games  
are underutilized 

•  Flexible and easy to revise 

•  Transparent 

•  Engaging 

•  Force players to deal with key tradeoffs and problem at hand 

•  Replicable 

•  Downsides: more work, some don’t take seriously, could 
exclude important factors  


