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3

Do Wargames Impact Deterrence?
Jeffrey Appleget, Jeffrey Kline and James ]. Wirtz

Diplomats and senior officers generally assume that exercises
conducted by both land and maritime forces can influence the behavior
of potential adversaries in ways that bolster deterrent or compellent
threats. Recent events support this assumption. In 2015, for instance,
North Korean officials made a series of verbal threats toward the United
States as Ulchi Freedom Guardian, a U.S.-South Korean exercise,
unfolded. Pyongyang apparently interpreted the exercise to be a credible
threat.! The communication that occurs via exercises can also be iterative.
The North Atlantic Treaty Organization’s (NATO) exercise Steadfast Jazz
2013, which tested NATO reaction forces, and an invigorated ‘BALTOPS
(Baltic Operations) exercise in 2015 could be interpreted as responses to
Russia’s Zapad 2009 and 2013 exercises, which demonstrated Russia’s
ability to mobilize forces to attack the Baltic States. Although competing
military exercises might fuel spirals of hostility, or lead to inadvertent
escalation as troop movements and communications are interpreted as
a real attack,” they are probably just as likely to produce a more stable
international situation as competitors demonstrate military capability,
coalition coordination, logistics capacity and preparedness to counter
certain aggressive actions. Military exercises might even be a way to

1 ‘North Korea threatens to attack U.S.,” Report by Kevin Conlon, CNN, 15 August 2015, http://www.
cnn.com/2015/08/15/world/north-korea-threats/

2 For Able Archer, see the chapters in this volume by Diego Ruiz Palmer and Beatrice Heuser, and also
Raymond L. Garthoft, ‘Soviet Leaders, Soviet Intelligence, and Changing Views of the United States, 1965-
1991,’in Paul Maddyress (ed), Image of the Enemy: Intelligence Analysis of Adversaries Since 1945, Washington,
D.C., Georgetown University Press, 2015, pp. 44-45; and Nate Jones (editor), Able Archer 83: The Secret His-
tory of the NATO Exercise that Almost Triggered Nuclear War, New York, The New Press, 2016.
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demonstrate the will to execute threats if deterrence should fail by working
out the details necessary to turn ‘threats’ into the reality of military action.
Military exercises involving actual forces serve as an important means of
communication on the world stage.

It remains uncertain, however, whether wargaming — tabletop
exercises, computer simulations, command and control evolutions
involving human decisions but not the actual movement of forces —
can have a similar effect as the movement of troops on the ground or
ships at sea. In other words, can an overt wargame, or a secret wargame
purposely leaked, or the details of a wargame revealed through espionage
communicate potential capability or commitment to an adversary’s
leadership?’ Thus, the question we pose is if the contents of wargames
are purposively made known, can they bolster deterrent or compellent
threats? Wargames are an important part of defense planning around the
world, but as far as we can tell, scholars and senior defense officials have
never devoted much attention to estimating their impact on the behavior
or planning efforts of likely opponents.* Similarly, virtually nothing has
been written about if or how wargaming shapes world politics or the
general strategic setting. Little effort has been devoted to determine if
wargames can be used to strengthen deterrence or if they can play a role
in strategic communication efforts.

To better assess if and how wargaming influences opponents, we
shall first briefly trace the evolution of wargaming and identify relevant
definitions of what constitutes a wargame. We shall then identify the
theoretical basis for suggesting that wargames might in fact be able to
shape the international environment and the behavior and expectations of

3 See Beatrice Heuser’s chapter in this book on the assumption of Western planners that due to wide-spread
intelligence gathering, Moscow had full information about and could not misunderstand Western intentions,
which were purely defensive.

4 That estimating the impact of wargaming has attracted little scholarly attention might be a facet of a larger
problem. According to Keren Yarhi-Milo, ‘... little scholarship exists to identify which indicators leaders and
the state’s intelligence apparatus tasked with estimating threats use to assess intentions,” see Keren Yarhi-Milo,
‘In the Eye of the Beholder: How Leaders and Intelligence Communities Assess the Intentions of Adversaries,
International Security, Vol. 39, No. 1 (Summer 2013), p. 7.
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potential opponents. The paper then offers a brief survey of some notable
instances in which wargames seemed to influence not only policymakers’
perceptions, but also the course of subsequent international events.

What is a Wargame?

The first use of inanimate objects like rocks and pebbles to represent
men, animals and machines in conflict is lost in the mists of time, but it
appears that gaming emerged alongside many activities associated with
the rise of society and government. Miniature figures and playing boards,
for instance, have been found in Egyptian tombs and other archeological
excavations.” An early conflict game developed in China, Wei Hai, and
its Japanese daughter Go, as well as the Indian game Charturanga and
its daughter modern Chess, are thought to have been used for both
entertainment and for introducing players to the role of maneuver and
strategy in war.® In the 17th century, the Germans increased the complexity
and movement in chess, creating the Konigsspiel, or ‘King’s Game.” Over
the next two hundred years, they refined the game in terms of modeling
terrain, differentiating unit capabilities, and devising more precise and
standardized adjudication methods. By the 19th century, wargaming
became an accepted part of an officer’s education as well as an instrument
for assessing battle plans, new concepts and emerging technologies. With
the development of computers and the emergence of modern operations
research, wargames now offer increasingly sophisticated and detailed
depictions of the tactical, operational and strategic components of battle
and more mathematically rigorous methods to adjudicate game outcomes.
Nevertheless, the most valuable contribution made by wargames to both
education and analysis has changed little since the Konigsspiel. Wargames
allow humans to make real-time decisions within the confines of a specific
and controlled scenario, decisions that can then be assessed in terms of

5 Alfred H. Hausrath, Venture Simulation in War, Business, and Politics, New York, McGraw-Hill. 1971, p.
3; and Martin van Creveld, Wargames from Gladiators to Gigabytes, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press,
2013.

6 Peter . Perla, The Art of Wargaming, Annapolis, MD, United States Naval Institute Press, 1990, p. 16.
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their ability to contribute to a desired end state.

Various definitions of the term ‘wargame’” have been suggested. James
Dunnigan, for instance, defines a wargame as ‘a combination of game,
history and science.”” In the most comprehensive use of the term, a wargame
can be any simulative environment that represents conflict between two
or more entities and involves real time human decision making. Defined
in this manner, actual field exercises may be considered wargames, which
makes these sort of broad definitions of wargame unsuited for use in this
paper.® Thus, for our purposes, Peter Perla’s more restrictive definition
of wargame makes a distinction that is key to assessing the impact of
wargames on world politics. According to Perla, a wargame is °...a warfare
model or simulation whose operation does not involve the activities of
actual military forces, and whose sequence of events affects, and is, in
turn, affected by the decisions made by players representing the opposing
sides.”” One could also add that wargames differ from military exercises
in that games, ceteris paribus, involve fewer resources and overt risks
(increased risk of inadvertent escalation, operational accidents, reductions
in future force readiness, etc.) when compared to the movement of actual
forces. Additionally, wargames allow participants to manipulate notional
weapons, units and operational methods that are under development or
might be potentially developed. They can simulate forces and fighting
methods that do not actually exist in an effort to test their responsiveness
to estimated future threats.

When defined in this matter, wargaming, which is not necessarily
bounded by today’s material or operational realities, could communicate
a variety of accurate or deceptive messages to potential opponents.
Wargaming could be used to signal interest in nascent technologies
and operational concepts, while providing insight into the expectations
behind these emerging systems and concepts. For instance, a wargame in

7 James E Dunnigan, The Complete Wargames Handbook: how to play, design and find them, New York, Wil-
liam Morrow, 1992, p. 13.

8 Hausrath, ibid, p8.

9 Perla, ibid, p164.
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which blue extensively relied upon notional precision-guided hypersonic
lifting bodes targeted against red’s notional present or future mobile
missiles would not only suggest the emergence of this new technology,
but would also offer insight into how blue intended to incorporate lifting
bodies into existing operational concepts and war plans. The same game,
however, could also be used to misdirect opponents onto unproductive
paths: even if there were no hypersonic lifting bodies under development,
news of such a game might cause red to divert resources into programs
to counter this potential threat to its systems. Wargames also could
reveal one’s strengths or identify weaknesses in the opponent’s forces or
operational concepts, information that should serve to bolster deterrence.
Alternatively, they might also reveal one’s weaknesses, the opponent’s
strengths, poor intelligence collection and analysis or faulty strategic
assumptions.

Today wargames are used by many militaries for training, plan
assessment and evaluation of new concepts and technologies. Wargaming
for training and evaluation of new concepts probably are the best
candidates to ‘signal’ potential adversaries. For example, announcing that
a series of wargames concerning countering Russian aggression in the
Baltics will be conducted at the Naval War College will educate players
on the Baltics' unique maritime environment, geo-political map and
regional orders of battle. One might also reasonably expect, however, that
this type of game would suggest to all concerned that the U.S. Navy is
increasingly interested in the challenges of conducting operations in the
Baltic. Likewise, publishing results of a wargame to assess a new undersea
technology may convey to an emerging naval power that new technologies
are being considered to counter their forces or operational concepts.

Would Overt Games Communicate a Message?

e literature on how intellicence analysts, oflicer and officials
The literat h tellig lysts, ofh d official
perceive and assess adversaries’ behavior is both vast and complex. Human
cognition, organizational behavior and domestic politics combine in
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myriad ways to shape what information people attend to and how they
interpret this information. Further complicating matters is the fact that
decision-makers are generally presented with conflicting information:
some indicators signal benign intentions while others are profoundly
disturbing, making it difficult to generate an overall assessment of an
adversary’s intentions or the dominant trends in a given situation. The
potential for denial and deception also forces all concerned to question
the validity of information volunteered by an adversary, while it is also
safe to assume that opponents are withholding a good deal of information
from scrutiny. Given the cacophony of important and extraneous
event data, information and opinion that animates world politics, why
would wargaming be interpreted by an opponent as a valid indicator of
capabilities, interests or intentions?

Although predictions are mixed, on balance, wargaming should serve
as an effective signaling tool towards adversaries. Three theories, which
address how adversaries judge opponents” intentions, address this issue.
First, observers judge the behavior or actions of others based on the costs
incurred in conducting that behavior or action.’ According to Thomas
Schelling, ‘words are cheap [and] not inherently credible when they
emanate from an adversary ... Actions ... prove something; significant
actions usually incur some cost or risk, and carry some evidence of their
own credibility.”!" The idea that ‘cheap talk’ should be ignored is not
particularly controversial, but do wargames constitute ‘cheap talk’ or do
they entail sufficient costs to actually be seen as a credible indicator of
intentions and interests?

The notion of cost is relative. Admittedly, wargames can be undertaken
at significantly reduced costs when compared to military alerts or
exercises. Nevertheless, they can require the expenditure of resources
that are actually in short supply. Significant wargaming activity — games

10 Robert Jervis, The Logic of Images in International Relations, New York, Columbia University Press, 1989;
and James D. Fearon, ‘Signaling Foreign Policy Interests: Tying Hands versus Sinking Costs,” Journal of Con-
Slict Resolution, Vol. 14, No. 1, February 1997, pp. 68-90.

11 Thomas Schelling, Arms and Influence, New Haven, Yale University Press, 1966, p. 150.
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involving scores or even hundreds of individuals — do entail significant
financial costs, but they also involve significant opportunity costs. In
other words, wargaming facilities can only conduct a limited number
of games; topic choices become critical because potential topics for
investigation outnumber available resources. Wargaming might not cost
much compared to a major weapons program, but they do cost a great
deal when it comes to utilization of the specialized resources optimized for
wargaming. Governments and militaries do indeed put their wargaming
money where their mouth is when it comes to selecting one potential
wargaming scenario over another.

The risks that accompany wargaming also can be seen as a potential
cost that should be salient to observers. Wargamers run the risk of
exposing weaknesses in their own organization or their failure to
comprehend accurately an opponents order of battle or operational
concepts. Wargames actually pose the potential of revealing more about
one’s own intentions and capabilities then actually intended, including
estimates of the intentions and capabilities of the opponent. In fact,
the inherent risk (i.e., potential cost) entailed in a wargame is what
makes it an especially effective tool when it comes to efforts at denial
and deception. Additionally, gaming ‘bogus’ capabilities and scenarios
to deceive opponents about future intentions is possible, but also creates
the risk of communicating the same bogus message to one’s own force,
leading to the perception that deceptive plans and nascent capabilities are
the real McCoy. These risks, however, are what make wargames salient in
the minds of an opponent — they assume that these risks (costs) would
only be assumed if the benefits to be gained by the gamer were important.

The second way that observers tend judge intentions is by monitoring
capabilities, which tend to be more stable than costs entailed in various
foreign policy, operational or even ‘gaming’ initiatives. In other words,
force structure gives a good indicator of intentions because it reflects
sustained political and bureaucratic interests and foreign policy intentions.
It reflects the willingness to sustain costs over time, i.e., commitment.
Changes in capabilities also tend to be interpreted in rather obvious ways:
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growth in force structure, especially in terms of systems deemed offensive
in nature, is considered a negative development, while force reductions
are seen as an indicator of more benign intent. According to Charles
Glaser, a ‘state’s military buildup can change the adversary’s beliefs about
the state’s motives, convincing the adversary that the state is inherently
more dangerous than it had previously believed.” '* The possibility of
gaining insight into future capabilities, combined with the chance of
gaining insight into an opponent’s mindset, would be an important
reason why opposing intelligence organizations would be interested in
monitoring the subjects and contents of wargames.” In other words,
wargames might just offer an insight into changes in current capabilities,
or potential capabilities — factors that are often depicted as important
indicators of an opponent’s intentions.

A third reason why wargames might serve as an effective means of
communication in world politics is because they might be able to cut
through the noise of everyday events and appear quite vivid to observers.
According to Keren Yarhi-Milo, vividness or the perception of heightened
salience and relevance of information is a key factor when it comes to
understanding why some types of information are deemed important and
credible by observers. Vividness, in Yarhi-Milo’s view, often is the product
of direct personal experience: ‘decisionmakers will be reluctant to rely
on evidence that is abstract, colorless, objective, or less tangible. ... this
kind of information is not nearly as engaging as the vivid, salient, and
often emotionally laded personal responses that leaders take away from
meeting with their opponents.”'* Thus, a conversation with a foreign
leader will be far more influential than the perusal of some spreadsheet.
Yarhi-Milo’s selective-attention thesis aligns well with the general thrust
of contemporary cognitive psychology, but would news about wargames
actually appear as vivid information to analysts and policy makers?

12 Charles K. Glaser, The Security Dilemma Revisited, World Politics, Vol. 50, No.1, October 1997, p. 178.
13 Yarhi-Milo has made the case that at least the U.S. intelligence community monitored opponent’s capa-
bilities as a way to divine opponent’s intentions, see Yarhi-Milo. pp. 26-28.

14 Yarhi-Milo, p. 13.
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Several aspects of wargames might actually increase their salience to
analysts and officials. First, whether or not information is available in open
sources or purloined through espionage, information about wargames is
vivid because it potentially provides insights into an opponent’s state of
mind, insights that are not intentionally provided by the side conducting
the wargame. In other words, the whole is greater than the sum of its
parts when it comes to information about the scope and nature of a
wargame — a fact that is likely to attract the attention of observers. A
wargame can also synthesize in one event much information about new
equipment, tactics or operations, information that would otherwise have
to be pieced together by an opponent from a myriad of sources at great
expense and with significant uncertainty. Second, wargames are inherently
interesting because of the potential they have to reveal vulnerabilities
or miscalculations of the side conducting the wargame. Indeed, if the
gamers vulnerabilities or miscalculations are revealed, they are likely
to spark considerable attention among observers. Third, wargames that
play on the sensitivities of observers are likely to be noticed regardless
of the actual content of the game itself. In other words, if observers are
concerned about a speciﬁc scenario, or geographic region, or emerging
technology, games incorporating these factors are likely to be noticed.

Survey of Wargames and their Impact

Although it would be gratifying to report that wargames consistently
have an impact on opponents, especially opponents’ perceptions of
extant and potential deterrent threats, the historical record is ambiguous.
On the one hand, the record supports the theoretical expectation that
wargames should be salient to opponents. For instance, several of the
wargames surveyed actually reveal significant shortcomings in the gaming
side’s defense planning and posture, findings that would be of significant
interest to opponents observing the wargame. On the other hand, lessons
offered by wargames are not only missed by opponents, but also by the
side actually conducting the wargame. Wargames also produce second
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and third order effects. Some of these effects bolster deterrence, while
others undermine deterrence efforts. Nevertheless, there is no clear
historical evidence that wargames have helped deter specific behavior.
The following examples demonstrate how wargaming has influenced
friendly and adversary planning and actions.

The U.S. Navys Interwar Experience

A frequently referenced example of how a series of wargames affected
actual theater strategy and operations is the United States Naval War
College gaming that occurred during the interwar years. The U.S. Navy’s
planning efforts for war in the Pacific against Japan was known as War
Plan Orange (also Navy WPL-13, Fleet Plan 0-1, Rainbow plan, etc.).
Various planning staffs had responsibility for developing and updating
this plan over thirty years before the attack at Pearl Harbor.” In the
early years, the Naval War College was directly involved in the planning
effort, using students and faculty as a planning staff. Wargaming was
extensively used to explore operations, communications, logistics, tactical
engagements and new technologies during this period and continued to
inform planning efforts when responsibility for the war plan moved to
other staffs. After years of games played by students attending the War
College, generations of naval officers became familiar with the geographic
challenges, logistic distances, enemy capabilities and island topography
which then influenced the operational planning efforts prior to and
during World War Two. The strategic plan carried out by Admiral Nimitz
(himself a Naval War College graduate) in the central Pacific paralleled
the same strategies explored during the inter-war period. Admiral Nimitz
credited the War College’s gaming effort in this way: “The war with Japan
had been reenacted in the game rooms at the Naval War College by so
many people, and in so many ways, that nothing that happened during
the war was a surprise ... except the kamikaze tactics toward the end of

15 For a complete review of War Plan Orange’s maturity see Edward Miller, War Plan Orange: the Strategy
to Defeat Japan, 1897 — 1945, Annapolis, Maryland, Naval Institute Press, 1991.
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the war.'® This comment has reverberated over the decades, supplying
the U.S. Navy’s current wargaming efforts in Newport, Rhode Island
with an enviable cachet.

Did the Japanese notice these wargames? It would appear that the
answer is yes, but the answer is not as clear cut as we would like because
the gaming effort itself seems to have influenced the scope and nature of
U.S. Navy exercises. During the United States’ Grand Joint Army and
Navy exercises in February of 1932, Admiral Harry E. Yarnell, an airpower
proponent who took on the role the opposing air force commander,
approached Oahu from the north with the aircraft carriers Saratoga and
Lexington. His mission was to attack U.S. Army and Navy forces on and
near the island in advance of a land assault. He selected his approach
based on the poor weather north of the Hawaiian Islands to mask his task
force’s movement and the day to attack, Sunday, to catch the defending
forces in a position when they would be least likely to detect and repel
an air strike. After sailing this carrier task force towards Pearl Harbor
through heavy seas, in radio silence and with no running lights, Yarnell
reached his launch position 60 nautical miles northeast of Oahu. He then
launched 152 planes, which attacked airfields, depots, headquarters and
ships at anchor. Yarnell’s success was hotly debated immediately after the
exercise, but his tactics did not serve as a warning for future defenses.'”
The game influenced exercise thus served to reveal weaknesses in the U.S.
ability to protect the Hawaiian islands from air assault, but the lessons
from the game were not fully utilized by the defenders of Pearl Harbor.

The potential lessons offered by the 1932 exercise were not lost on
Japanese observers who were invited to witness the evolution. Their reports
are credited with influencing the 1936 Japanese War College’s report 7he
Study of Strategy and Tactics in Operations against the United States, which
suggested that the Imperial Navy should open hostilities with the United

16 U.S. Naval War College website, https://www.usnwc.edu/Academics/Catalog/RightsideLinks-(1)/2009-2010.
aspx

17 Thomas Fleming, ‘February 7, 1932—A date that would live in....amnesia,” American Heritage, July/
August 2001, Vol. 55, Issue 5.
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States by launching a surprise air attack on Pearl Harbor.'® Ironically,
once the decision for war had been reached, the Imperial Navy conducted
a series of wargames in the form of table top exercises to support the final
plans for the attack on Pearl Harbor. Starting in mid-September 1941,
these games included individuals from the actual commands that would
eventually carry out those attacks. These games explored optimal force
structure and damage estimates for Japanese and U.S. forces. The results
of these games influenced the approach routes of attacking units and the
decision to employ six aircraft carriers in the Pearl Harbor raid.” U.S.
intelligence analysts and policymakers never became aware of these last
minute Japanese gaming efforts because they were obviously subjected to
the strictest security measures.

Star Wars & The Military Technical Revolution

In recent literature related to the end of the Cold War, there appears to
be a consensus among scholars that Soviet leaders became obsessed with a
surge in U.S. information age technologies that were beginning to come
on line in the 1980s, while Western observers became concerned about
a ‘Military Technical Revolution’ underway inside the Warsaw Pact.
For instance, the Strategic Defense Initiative introduced by the Ronald
Reagan administration in 1983, often referred to as ‘Star Wars,” was of
great concern to Soviet officials.?* What is especially significant, however,
is that Star Wars always remained a ‘notional’ capability. Depictions of the
concepts, operations and functioning of the system often took the form
of simulations, artists’ renditions or thought experiments that illustrated

18 Alan Armstrong, Preemptive Strike: The Secret Plan that Would Have Prevented The Attack on Pearl
Harbor, Guiford Connecticut, The Lyons Press, 2006, p. 70.

19 Alan D. Zimm, Astack on Pearl Harbor: Strategy, Combat, Myths, Deceptions, Havertown, PA, Casemate
Publishers, 2011, pp. 71 — 82.

20 Dima Adamsky, 7he Culture of Military Innovation: The Impact of Cultural Factors on the Revolution in
Military Affairs in Russia, the US and Israel, Stanford, CA, Stanford University Press, 2010. As Raymond Gar-
thoff notes, however, a NATO maritime exercise partially conducted in the Barents Sea in the early 1980s and
the infamous 1983 Able Archer NATO Nuclear Command and Control exercise seemed to create a palpable
fear in Moscow — see Beatrice Heuser’s chapter in this book
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how the system might work; that is, if it was ever developed. In effect,
what Soviet observers understood about this program was mostly gleaned
from literature, simulations and games, not from battlefield exercises or
actual use in combat. The message they took away from this ‘simulated’
American leap forward in the Cold War arms race was that the time had
come to put an end to the arms competition with the United States.”!

Similarly, by the mid-1970s, the concept of a Military Technical
Revolution was evident to Western observers because of intelligence
reports supplied by Polish, Soviet and Afghan agents. According to
Diego Ruiz Palmer, ‘the clandestine contribution of [Polish Colonel
Ryzard] Kuklinski on Warsaw pact operational concepts, command
structure, and exercises in particular, was of an unprecedented and
unparalleled quality and duration.”” Classified reports concerning a
series of Soviet command post and field training exercises beginning in
1977 through 1983 demonstrated that the Warsaw Pact was attempting
to operationalize the ‘Military Technical Revolution.” Indeed, a comment
made about the problems uncovered by Zapad 77 command exercise,
held in 1977, by Marshal Dmitri Ustinov, the Soviet Defense Minister,
highlighted the three elements that came to characterize the American
concept of the Revolution in Military Affairs: ‘It is necessary to ponder
well what else should be done from an organizational, operational, and
technical standpoint to successfully resolve them [emphasis added].’”
By 1980, the Office of Net Assessment (ONA) in the U.S. Department
of Defense was aware that RMA-like developments were underway in
both alliances. According to Palmer, ‘this ever deeper understanding
of the interactive relationships between conceptual and technological

21 Votech Mastny, “The Cold War Arms Race: Forces Beyond the Superpowers,’ in Thomas Mahnken,
Joseph Maiolo, and David Stevenson (eds.) Arms Races in International Politics: From the Nineteenth to the
Tiwenty-First Century, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2016, pp. 196-197.

22 Diego A. Ruiz Palmer, “The NATO-Warsaw Pact Competition in the 1970s and 1980s’ A Revolution in
Military Affairs in the Making or the End of a Strategic Age?” Cold War History, Vol. 14, No. 4 2014, p. 546.
23 Ustinov quoted in Materials of the Critique of the Operational-Strategic Command-Staff’ Exercise ZA-
PAD-77, TS #788301, 13 October 1978, classified Top Secret, Langley, VA, Central Intelligence Agency,
CIA FOIA Electronic Library, declassified and released to the public on 18 June 2012; cited by Palmer, pp.
547-548.
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developments . . . provided the indispensable intellectual background and
impetus to ONA’s path-breaking work in the late 1980s on the concept
of the RMA.* In no small part, this impetus was created by purloined
information concerning Warsaw Pact wargames.

The Baltic Game example

In a series of games from 2014 to 2015, the RAND Corporation
explored Russian aggression against the Baltic states and NATO. What
was the outcome of these games? The Baltic states and NATO consistently
and quickly lost to various Russian initiatives.” From these gaming efforts
RAND concluded that stationing about seven brigades, three of them
heavy armored brigades, in the Baltic area would probably be sufficient
to deter a Russian quick grab. RAND estimated that these deployments
would come at an annual cost of $2.7 billion. Within weeks of the release
of this report, U.S. Secretary of Defense Ash Carter requested $3.4
billion with the 2017 defense budget for additional troops to counter
Russian aggression and reinforce NATO allies.?® The program, called the
European Reassurance Initiative, represents a 400% increase over current
funding levels and will support increase presence in Eastern Europe. Of
course, strong calls from the Baltic states for increased American response
to Russian aggression cannot be dismissed, but the RAND games also
provided U.S policy makers with an estimate of the level of response
needed to deter Russian aggression and an alert about the acute need to
take material steps to reinforce deterrence in the Baltic. Here, wargaming
may not have provided deterrence by itself, but it certainly helped inspire
a major deterrence action beyond the current exercises. It is hard to
estimate if or how closely Russians were monitoring the progress and
reporting from the RAND wargames, but it is apparent that they noticed

24 Palmer, pp. 547-548.

25 David A. Shlapak and Michael, W. Johnson, Reinforcing Deterrence on NATO’ Eastern Flank, 2016,
RAND Corporation Arroyo Center, RR-1253-A.

26 ‘Pentagon Seeking $3.4 Billion to Counter ‘Russian Aggression, Mike Eckel, RadioFreeEurope, 02
February 2016, http://www.rferl.mobi/a/pentagon-bidget-increase-russian-aggression/27528038.html
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the NATO decision to reinforce the Baltic states.?”

Important Lessons Noticed by None

Sometimes, wargaming will have no effect on adversaries or even those
conducting the games, which underscores the requirement of purposively
making games overt and public if messaging is an intended objective. For
example, in 1999, Kosovo strike operations were in full swing and the
U.S. Joint Chiefs of Staff’s attention was on the European Command
and NATO. There was little interest in conducting a game addressing
post-combat operations in a future war in other theaters, especially one
dealing with ‘winning the peace.” Nevertheless, Marine General Anthony
Zinni, head of Central Command at the time, decided to explore this
very contingency. Zinni also took the unusual step of providing specific
‘pacification and reconstruction’ objectives to game players who were
drawn from the actual civilian and defense agencies who would be
involved in undertaking this type of operation. This ‘Desert Crossing’
game considered many political, security and economic issues that would
emerge in the aftermath of regime collapse following U.S. ground action
against a targeted government.

Several important lessons were gleaned from this game experience. For
example, game observers noted that the United States needed to begin
inter-agency planning and coordination to deal with war’s aftermath before
the start of actual ground operations. The game also revealed that regime
change would not necessarily enhance political stability; instead, it created
the distinct possibility that neighboring states would take advantage
of internal instability in the targeted country by settling old scores or
supporting ethnic groups or political movements who championed
political goals at odds with American objectives. Additionally game play
revealed that it was important to identify new leaders and officials who

27 Jill Dougherty, ‘In Europe and Russia, There’s Talk of War, Newsweek 7/19/16 http://www.newsweek.
com/europe-and-russia-theres-talk-war-481510
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could quickly move to reassert control of government agencies left adrift
by regime collapse. In short, important and deliberate planning had to
be undertaken to address important government functions before using
force to replace an existing regime.

After the game, General Zunni directed Central Command to begin
planning for an inter-agency effort to address these issues, but made little
progress by the time he departed the command in 2000. Truth be told,
the lessons gleaned from the game were completely lost by the time of
Operation Iragi Freedom and the destruction of Saddam Hussein’s regime
in April 2003. Although the United States was faced with many of the
same post-conflict problems addressed in Desert Crossing, staff turnover
created a situation in which virtually no one remaining in Central
Command participated in the game. Like Yarnell’s attack on Oahu in
1932, time diminished the wargame’s effect on operations and planning.
The result was that reality reflected game play — weak interagency pre-
planning and an inability to anticipate or respond to challenging post-
conflict issues.

Conclusion: wargaming as part of a strategic communication

plan

Integrating wargaming into a targeted strategic communication
plan to bolster deterrent actions may be a useful tactic, especially if the
adversary sees the wargame as a credible and serious effort. Wargames
entail costs, serve as a sort of metric for current or future capabilities, and
potentially are quite salient (vivid) to outside observers — qualities that
should bring them to the attention to individuals not directly involved
in the game. Moreover, it is no coincidence that the same conditions
that increase a wargame’s effectiveness when it comes to influencing the
planning and operations of the side conducting the game also seem to
influence the game’s impact on outside observers. For example, if the
games involve individuals who can actually influence policy, strategy or
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operations, then observers will note that the game entails real costs and
potential risks and thus merits careful scrutiny. Likewise, if serious people
linked to the side conducting the wargame consider the game’s findings
to be important, then others are likely to take those findings seriously. If
allies are invited to participate by demonstrating coordinated efforts and
combined capabilities, then additional signals might be sent indicating
that the game is testing concepts or operations that could be quickly put
into practice.

If games are either timely or conducted as a series than they are also
likely to entail costs and engage capabilities that are in short supply,
qualities that should indicate to observers that something of importance
is actually the subject of the game. Timely games are those that respond
to recent provocative events. Games that unfold in a series signal a long-
term commitment to educate policy makers and military officers about
the complexities of the situation and environment. The way information
about the game is revealed — intentionally, inadvertently, or through
espionage — also has an impact on outside observers.

Our brief and admittedly incomplete survey of the impact of various
wargames also suggests that that link between gaming and deterrence is
not clear cut or inevitable. In theory, wargaming can reinforce deterrence;
nevertheless, in practice wargaming produces uneven effects marred by
all sorts of unintended consequences on friend and foe alike.”® At the
forefront of these concerns is the fundamental issue of secrecy surrounding
wargames. Nevertheless, some observers suggest, ceteris paribus, that as
the number of individuals participating in gaming efforts increase, the
likelihood that information about the existence and contents of the
evolution will reach interested outside parties also increases. Leaks also
can occur unexpectedly as game participants become overly engaged in
secret proceedings and take disputes about adjudication or conduct of the

28  One recent study even make a convincing case that gaming, table-top exercises and various red-teaming
efforts rarely produce intended positive effects, despite the constructive achievements of the exercise see Micah
Zenko, Red Team: How to Succeed by Thinking Like the Enemy, New York, Basic Books 2015.
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game outside the confines of the game itself.”

Wargaming alone may be a considered a weak tool compared to other
methods of sending signals to bolster deterrent threats. Nevertheless,
wargames can have both subtle and significant effects on the perceptions
of friend and foe alike. As the RAND Baltic games example demonstrates,
games can send a signal that untoward events have not gone unnoticed,
that countermeasures are being assessed and that stronger remedial
actions to bolster deterrence are about to follow. Wargames can suggest
that resource allocation, exercises, force deployment or actual hostilities
are under serous consideration. We may never be able to prove wargaming
has any actual deterrent effect on a real adversary, but the best way to
assess the potential impact of a wargame on an adversary’s assessment of
deterrent threats might actually be to explore that very issue in a wargame.

29 The Millenium Challenge 2002 Wargame developed by the U.S. Joint Forces Command over a two-year
period at the cost of over 250 million dollars deteriorated into acrimony over game play adjudication and
fundamental disagreements over game objectives see Zenkio, pp. 52.63.
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