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IRREGULAR CIVILIAN WARGAMES:

LOST IN THE COIN FIELD
 (presentation at RAND Centre for Gaming, 24 February 2016)

Good Afternoon
For those of you who didn’t let me spoil your lunchbreak, my name is Brian Train. 
I am a civilian wargame designer, I got my start about 25 years ago. 
I was looking over my ludography before coming here, getting it up to date, and I see I now have nearly 50 complete designs, the majority of which both deal with topics in irregular warfare and which have been formally published. 

That hasn’t always been an easy combination.
Today I'm going to talk about some of the challenges of designing and playing manual wargames on counterinsurgency or COIN, and about the development of some of mine on this topic that have been published.

Development of “serious” COIN games preceded civilian designers, but not by much. The first example of such a game I’ve found was in 1964, when the then Advanced Research Projects Agency (ARPA) commissioned a counterinsurgency game called AGILE-COIN. This game took first manual then computer-assisted form; the manual game was later used in training Army and Special Forces officers to remind them of the political consequences of military actions. 

[change slide – image of Viet Nam gameboard]

In 1965 a civilian company called Gamescience published a game on Viet Nam. It was designed by Philip Orbanes, who went on to work with SPI and became a senior Vice President at Parker Brothers. The game was meant for team play, and players could win either a diplomatic victory or a military victory. Rules included hidden movement, a government stability index, world opinion, terrorism, ambush, air strikes, and psychological warfare - all in a four page rulebook.

[change slide - list of games and designers]

This was the first civilian designed COIN game, and one of the first commercially available wargames. But, of the thousands of civilian board wargames published since 1965, I’ve found fewer than 100 that deal primarily with the problems of modelling counterinsurgency. Of these only a few are pitched at the operational, campaign-planning scale which I believe to be the most important one. This list of designers and titles I've provided here goes back the last twenty years or so.

Why are there so few usable civilian IW games?

[slide - COIN  - the road not taken]

I think it’s largely due to the nature of the market for civilian wargames. 
Relatively speaking only a small number of people now play manual wargames, for fun or out of historical interest. 
A far smaller number of people design them, almost entirely from personal interest.

And even after 9/11, with the explosion of books, magazine articles, blogs and websites devoted to terrorism and irregular warfare, there has been no great increase in demand for challenging games on the subject. 
Certainly, compared to the perceived romance of a desperate cavalry charge, the subject matter is grim, unglamorous, and morally complicated – where the whole exercise is not condemned as being in bad taste. 

The conflict situation is by definition an unbalanced and asymmetric one, indirect and non-kinetic courses of action need to be reflected in the game, and so on, such that unfamiliar play mechanics need to be introduced to model what is for civilian gamers a nebulous form of conflict. 
 [ slide - a good COIN wargame]

Nevertheless, we keep trying… and here are some of the qualities I think a good counterinsurgency wargame, should exhibit, and the insights they could provide. 

Shows the relative importance of factors: 
The variables involved in a counterinsurgency game may be difficult to render in numbers, but they are not all equally important. 
Certainly validation is a problem with games that concern themselves with intangibles and unpredictable qualities like, “support”, “legitimacy”, “will”, to a much greater degree than say a tactical naval game where you’d be mainly concerned with ballistics, metallurgy, and vectors. 

Who’s to say how many free clinics or land-distribution schemes add up to a +1 DRM? 
How many pyramids of skulls do you have to build before the enemy will give up? 
How many troops have to be deployed in an area before they can reliably prevent the passage of guerrillas through it? 
I can only say that there is no precise answer, and in real life I think you’d be foolish to look for one that could be relied on in all situations. 

But research shows at some point in most situations treating populations well does make a difference, and yields a different result from building pyramids of skulls, and that good troops, properly deployed, can make a serviceable net to catch guerrilla fish. 

The point of the game is to show or reinforce that some courses of action are probably better than others, but only in the context of other decisions players have made. 
This is why wargames are not classical analysis in the sense that textbooks on Operational Research define it, nor are they reproducible scientific experiments.

Shows asymmetry of means, methods, objectives and information. 
The antagonists in a counterinsurgency are quite unlike each other in terms of resources, capabilities and ultimate aims. 
This quality should permeate the design as completely as possible. 
I like to put a lot of asymmetry into a game’s structure. 
I like the notion that the players might be sharing the same map, and moving their portions of the game’s counters, but they are in effect playing different games. 
In an internal war situation, you cannot have the Rebel player’s goals be the simple antithesis of the Government player’s objectives. 
Conflict is never so simple a zero-sum game. 
I like fog of war, because one of the great drawbacks of civilian wargames is that they are very nearly perfect-information exercises. 
Some players feel the need for a very great amount of control over their own forces, and for information about the enemy they face. 
Well, so did the historical counterparts whose roles the players are playing, but they didn’t have it, did they? 
One feeling I only rarely get from a wargame is that stepping-off-a-cliff, plunging ahead into the mist moment, and I would like to be able to put more of that into my games.

I also like randomness, and the unexpected. 
Causes are never tied nice and neatly to effects and certainly, what I find most challenging and at the same time the most liberating about designing games on these kinds of conflicts. 
Two terms you may have heard in connection with this are “cascading effects”, where a change in one part of a system will have unanticipated results in unexpected other parts, and the idea of the “black swan” event, as discussed by Nassim Nicholas Taleb in his book of the same name. 
Again, this does not sit well with some civilian players, who in my view often tend to treat wargames as mathematical minimax exercises or as intricate puzzles to be broken. In my view, these people should be playing nice, safe, predictable chess.
Has transparent assumptions and mechanisms:  
In the end a wargame, like a thesis, is the distillation and interpretation of research done by the author, and this should be made plain.

I'm old school about this -  a computer format is very useful for taking care of the procedures that a group of human players would find onerous, it can be a very opaque way to play the game. 
A wargame's underlying assumptions need to be accessible and easily explainable to the players and sponsors. 
Sometimes this is not done because it was never asked for in the project specs. 
Sometimes it is not done to cover the fact that the designer made assumptions that were ridiculous or were flat-out guesses. 
How will you know the difference?

And if you don’t, how will you be able to change the game in such a way that it will potentially be more useful to you, as time and events change its circumstances?

Is not meant to be strongly definitive or predictive. 
The expectation should be that the game will generate a range of outcomes. 
There should not be any magic combination of circumstances that will always guarantee victory. 
I think we’re about as far away as ever from a “magic bullet” theory or strategy that will be a panacea to treat all insurgencies. 
I doubt that one exists, because every event is unique, and if we are to respond to these events intelligently, we have to keep that in mind.

Taleb also discusses the “Ludic fallacy”, or the misuse of games to model real-life situations, in his Black Swan book. 
There’s a great quote by the historian AJP Taylor that “History is what happened, in the context of what could have happened” which I think gives game designers at the same time both enough confinement and enough free space in which to work.
Is flexible – 
A game should allow for some useful “Red Team” insight as well; players should come out with some understanding of the enemy as well as the capabilities of their own forces. 
And once the assumptions of the game are known and familiar, the next step is to be able to vary them. 
Incidentally, this is part of the reason why I haven’t made the leap to computer games yet. 
Besides my own technical ignorance, I find a manual game is much easier for players to tweak themselves if they want to substitute their own assumptions.
IT STIMULATES DISCUSSION. 
I think this is the main value of these games, at least for serious audiences. 
The model itself does not increase knowledge; it’s human experience of that model that does. 
The value of designing and playing these games is getting the players to think about what could or should be going on, and how it worked out, or didn’t. 
In short, it’s often the discussion of the parameters and mechanisms of the game, and the exploration of alternatives, that is the most valuable part of the exercise. 

Peter Perla, a fine wargaming mind who wrote The Art of Wargaming and who lives at the Center for Naval Analysis, says the best way to deal with the unexpected and complex future is to practice dealing with lots of unexpected and complex situations of all sorts, through interactive simulations and games – and then, most importantly reflect on what happened to you, and how you could do better.
[slide - Tupamaro design decisions]

Now I’d like to take a minute or two to talk about the design and intent of one of my first counterinsurgency games, the underlying system of which grew into a small family of games. 
This was a two-player manual game I designed in 1994 called Tupamaro, on the urban guerrilla movement of that name that was active in Uruguay during the 1960s and 1970s.

I had first to make a few decisions around the game’s basic parameters: 

• Time

• Space

• Action (Entities x Resources)

Time: this scale I left deliberately vague, so a turn can represent anything from a few days to a few months. 
It’s an old saying that 90% of a war is spent waiting around for the other 10% to happen, but there’s no reason to incorporate that ratio into the game.

[change slide – Tupamaro map]

Space: All of the action took place inside Montevideo, the capital city where more than half the population of the country lived (about 1.5 million people at the time, about the size of Phoenix, Arizona). 
Both sides were fighting not for domination of a physical space but for the allegiance of certain social groups - whence the concept of a non-representational map of Social Sector Areas (SSAs) for the game, instead of a map of the actual ground where the action took place. 

 [change slide to design decisions]

Finally, the dimension of “action” in the game. 
Tupamaro is a turn-based game, and the heart of each turn is the interactive Operations Phase. 
A decision cycle is run repeatedly during the Phase, until players run out of resources or prefer not to continue. 
The Tupamaro player is the one with control at the top of every cycle: he decides whether he or the Government player will conduct the next mission. 

The game-quantifiable result of the action in the game is usually the gain or loss of Political Support. 
This is measured by a Political Support Level (PSL). It represents the level of support, commitment or legitimacy the mass of the civilian population is prepared to give one side or the other. 
During the game, each player maintains a PSL independently of the other. By showing this in a non-zero-sum fashion, we can model simply a highly polarized and committed society (where both sides would have a high PSL) or one overrun by fatigue, confusion or apathy (where both sides would have a low PSL), or something in between. 

I like to present players with a large range of choices, the more agonizing the better. 
The main challenge and interest of this system lies in the changing combinations of missions a player can concoct to form a successful general strategy. 
So, each player has a different menu of missions available to them, to take advantage of points of stress or outright fracture in the enemy’s organization, or society at large.

[change slide – follow-on games]

Not long after I finished work on this game, I began work on Shining Path, a game on the Sendero Luminoso guerrilla movement in Peru. 
This was the beginning of a family of five games that carried on with the concepts I described for Tupamaro.

But each succeeding game in the growing family added or changed certain mechanics to reflect the specific nature of each conflict. 
The most important change was going to a representational map, with a “box of boxes” inside to park units that were about to or had conducted missions. 

[change slide – Shining Path map]

I also wrote rules to cover conditions peculiar to the conflict in Peru, including cocaine, Police and Army friction, corruption and purges, rival guerrillas, and foreign support. 
Later came Algeria which depicted a colonial war situation, where the counterinsurgent has infinite military resources, but the government he answers to has limited patience to continue the fight. 
Andartes on the Greek Civil War showed the value of external sanctuaries for the insurgent, and how civilian governments can interfere with the effective prosecution of military action. 

Three other designs – Virtualia, EOKA and Kandahar – grew from suggestions I got in 2007/08 from staff of Office of the Secretary of Defense, who were then using Algeria as a basis for their work in modelling counterinsurgencies. 
These games are more ambitious on every level than the preceding ones, and introduced concepts not often seen in other counterinsurgency games, such as: 

· multiplayer play (up to six or seven factions) including the effects of foreign intervention; 

· different local and global variables, such as Cohesion, which measures operational security, discipline, efficiency and morale;
· the roles of organized crime and non-state militias; 

· the responsibility of government to maintain stable social services to the civilian population;
· the lingering aftereffects violence has on that population;
· a simple intelligence/counterintelligence system.

Kandahar, the latest to be published, is a bit of a sideways experiment for me.  
Players play the role of regional, mid-level commanders who, in order to get support to continue in their jobs prosecuting the conflict, have to follow courses of action that may be ineffective in opposing the enemy but are more valued by their superiors - and which courses themselves change from time to time during the game. 
This notion stemmed from discussions I had had with designers and analysts about the nebulosity of victory conditions in COIN games, and how players should not be sure of how or even if they were “winning”, whatever that might mean. 
When you run out of support, the game ends - the war continues but with a different regional commander! 

[change slide – ADP game in progress]

And of course one of the most valuable offshoots of this family of games was the role one of them, Algeria, played in partly inspiring the popular COIN system.

This was originally designed by Volko Ruhnke and has taken off like a rocket among civilian gamers. 
It was a real privilege to work on designing A Distant Plain with Volko, using his COIN system, and I think it admirably fits the six criteria of a good counterinsurgency wargame I listed earlier. 

[change slide – the ludography, arranged by family]
Besides these games I’ve talked about that use this general system to show counterinsurgency at the operational level, you can see my other titles here that explore other irregular conflicts, or straight-out military or strategic scale political-military games as well. 

I’d be pleased to answer any questions you may have on any of them.

Thank you.

(mention free Guerrilla Checkers, and others I brought to look at)
