
Calhoun: The NPS Institutional Archive
DSpace Repository

Theses and Dissertations 1. Thesis and Dissertation Collection, all items

2021-12

EDUCATIONAL SPECIAL OPERATIONS WARGAME

Plotkin, Alex E.; Plotkin, Barbara J.
Monterey, CA; Naval Postgraduate School

http://hdl.handle.net/10945/68687

This publication is a work of the U.S. Government as defined in Title 17, United
States Code, Section 101. Copyright protection is not available for this work in the
United States.

Downloaded from NPS Archive: Calhoun



 

NAVAL 
POSTGRADUATE 

SCHOOL 

MONTEREY, CALIFORNIA 

THESIS 
 

EDUCATIONAL SPECIAL OPERATIONS WARGAME   

by 

Alex E. Plotkin and Barbara J. Plotkin 

December 2021 

Thesis Advisor: Robert E. Burks 
Second Reader: John Crenshaw  

(U.S. Army John F. Kennedy  
Special Warfare Center and School) 

 

Approved for public release. Distribution is unlimited. 



THIS PAGE INTENTIONALLY LEFT BLANK 



 REPORT DOCUMENTATION PAGE  Form Approved OMB 
No. 0704-0188 

 Public reporting burden for this collection of information is estimated to average 1 hour per response, including the time for reviewing 
instruction, searching existing data sources, gathering and maintaining the data needed, and completing and reviewing the collection of 
information. Send comments regarding this burden estimate or any other aspect of this collection of information, including suggestions 
for reducing this burden, to Washington headquarters Services, Directorate for Information Operations and Reports, 1215 Jefferson 
Davis Highway, Suite 1204, Arlington, VA 22202-4302, and to the Office of Management and Budget, Paperwork Reduction Project 
(0704-0188) Washington, DC, 20503. 
 1. AGENCY USE ONLY 
(Leave blank)  2. REPORT DATE 

 December 2021  3. REPORT TYPE AND DATES COVERED 
 Master’s thesis 

 4. TITLE AND SUBTITLE 
EDUCATIONAL SPECIAL OPERATIONS WARGAME    5. FUNDING NUMBERS 

 
  

 6. AUTHOR(S) Alex E. Plotkin and Barbara J. Plotkin 

 7. PERFORMING ORGANIZATION NAME(S) AND ADDRESS(ES) 
Naval Postgraduate School 
Monterey, CA 93943-5000 

 8. PERFORMING 
ORGANIZATION REPORT 
NUMBER 

 9. SPONSORING / MONITORING AGENCY NAME(S) AND 
ADDRESS(ES) 
2nd SWTG/ USAJFKSWCS, Fort Bragg, NC 28310 

 10. SPONSORING / 
MONITORING AGENCY 
REPORT NUMBER 

 11. SUPPLEMENTARY NOTES The views expressed in this thesis are those of the author and do not reflect the 
official policy or position of the Department of Defense or the U.S. Government. 
 12a. DISTRIBUTION / AVAILABILITY STATEMENT 
Approved for public release. Distribution is unlimited.  12b. DISTRIBUTION CODE 

 A 
13. ABSTRACT (maximum 200 words)     
 The role of special operations is becoming increasingly more critical within Multi-domain Operations 
(MDO). Special operations forces (SOF) are the predominant persistent military presence globally. SOF will 
continue to facilitate an accurate understanding of the operational environment for decision makers, shaping 
the environment to prevent armed conflict and, when necessary, providing a marked advantage for the 
general-purpose force over an adversary to return to competition quickly. In addition, SOF remains the force 
of choice for the DOD for countering violent extremist organizations and must balance that responsibility 
with their role in competition with near-peer adversaries. Currently, U.S. Army Special Warfare and School 
is modernizing and optimizing each Qualification Course. The Army Special Operations (ARSOF) Captains 
Career Course (CCC) has recently modified its curriculum to include SOF-specific training to best prepare 
future ARSOF leaders to employ Special Forces, Civil Affairs, and Psychological Operations within the 
MDO construct. This wargame is designed for the new ARSOF officers who attend the ARSOF CCC. The 
wargame allows the students to work within a simulated multi-domain environment applying the course 
curriculum and SOF doctrine within the constraints of the course that has limit time, resources, and 
personnel. The goal of the wargame is to assist SOF captains as they prepare to take operational teams 
overseas in operational and combat deployments. 

 14. SUBJECT TERMS 
wargames, wargaming, wargame, COIN, counter-insurgency, FID, foreign internal defense, 
title 22, cross functional team, Special Forces, civil affairs, psychological operations, SOF, 
special operations forces, security cooperation, education 

 15. NUMBER OF 
PAGES 
 83 
 16. PRICE CODE 

 17. SECURITY 
CLASSIFICATION OF 
REPORT 
Unclassified 

 18. SECURITY 
CLASSIFICATION OF THIS 
PAGE 
Unclassified 

 19. SECURITY 
CLASSIFICATION OF 
ABSTRACT 
Unclassified 

 20. LIMITATION OF 
ABSTRACT 
 
 UU 

NSN 7540-01-280-5500 Standard Form 298 (Rev. 2-89) 
Prescribed by ANSI Std. 239-18 

i 



THIS PAGE INTENTIONALLY LEFT BLANK 

ii 



Approved for public release. Distribution is unlimited. 

EDUCATIONAL SPECIAL OPERATIONS WARGAME   

Alex E. Plotkin 
Major, United States Army 

BSCE, Lehigh University, 2009 
BA, Lehigh University, 2009 

 
Barbara J. Plotkin 

Major, United States Army 
BA, Mary Baldwin College, 2010 

Submitted in partial fulfillment of the 
requirements for the degrees of 

MASTER OF SCIENCE IN DEFENSE ANALYSIS 

and 

MASTER OF SCIENCE IN DEFENSE ANALYSIS (IRREGULAR WARFARE) 

from the 

NAVAL POSTGRADUATE SCHOOL 
December 2021 

Approved by: Robert E. Burks 
 Advisor 

 John Crenshaw 
 Second Reader 

 Douglas A. Borer 
 Chair, Department of Defense Analysis 

iii 



THIS PAGE INTENTIONALLY LEFT BLANK 

iv 



ABSTRACT 

 The role of special operations is becoming increasingly more critical within 

Multi-domain Operations (MDO). Special operations forces (SOF) are the predominant 

persistent military presence globally. SOF will continue to facilitate an accurate 

understanding of the operational environment for decision makers, shaping the 

environment to prevent armed conflict and, when necessary, providing a marked 

advantage for the general-purpose force over an adversary to return to competition 

quickly. In addition, SOF remains the force of choice for the DOD for countering violent 

extremist organizations and must balance that responsibility with their role in competition 

with near-peer adversaries. Currently, U.S. Army Special Warfare and School is 

modernizing and optimizing each Qualification Course. The Army Special Operations 

(ARSOF) Captains Career Course (CCC) has recently modified its curriculum to include 

SOF-specific training to best prepare future ARSOF leaders to employ Special Forces, 

Civil Affairs, and Psychological Operations within the MDO construct. This wargame is 

designed for the new ARSOF officers who attend the ARSOF CCC. The wargame allows 

the students to work within a simulated multi-domain environment applying the course 

curriculum and SOF doctrine within the constraints of the course that has limit time, 

resources, and personnel. The goal of the wargame is to assist SOF captains as they 

prepare to take operational teams overseas in operational and combat deployments. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

The role of special operations is becoming increasingly more critical within Multi-

Domain Operations (MDO). Special operations forces (SOF) are the predominant 

persistent military presence globally. SOF will continue to facilitate an accurate 

understanding of the Operational Environment (OE) for decision-makers, shaping the 

environment to prevent armed conflict and, when necessary, provide a marked advantage 

for the general-purpose force (GPF) over an adversary to return to competition quickly. 

SOF remains the force of choice for the DOD for countering violent extremist 

organizations (CVEO) and must balance that responsibility with their role in competition 

with near-peer adversaries.  

SWCS must ensure future SOF leaders can meet the 1st Special Forces Command 

requirements to conduct the operations mentioned above. Changes to each Qualification 

Course within SWCS are continuous as SWCS aims to rapidly man the force while 

ensuring graduates prepare for their future responsibilities. The courses have historically 

focused on Unconventional Warfare and have prioritized the Direct Action (DA) mission, 

which was the priority for the operational force within the last two decades. The Global 

War on Terrorism is now a lower priority for the Nation, and near-peer competition is the 

primary focus. Competition predominantly occurs within Security Cooperation Operations 

and creates the demand for training geared at steady-state operations within the Title 22 

environment, such as Foreign Internal Defense (FID).1 

1st SFC’s vision for the force is for teams to accomplish these missions as 

integrated elements, leveraging the capabilities and expertise of the SF, CA, and PO units 

of action on the ground.2 Currently, no doctrine defines how these Cross-Functional Teams 

intend to operate. As the doctrine develops, recent and future graduates of SWCS will still 

expect to operate using an integrated construct. The respective ARSOF branches need to 

 
1 Joints Chiefs of Staff, Foreign Internal Defense, JP 3-22 (Washington, DC: Joints Chiefs of Staff, 

2018), https://www.jcs.mil/Portals/36/Documents/Doctrine/pubs/jp3_22.pdf?ver=2018-10-10-112450-103. 
2 1st Special Forces Command – Airborne, “A Vision for 2021 and Beyond,” August 2021, 

https://www.soc.mil/USASFC/Documents/1sfc-vision-2021-beyond.pdf, 5. 
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fully understand each other’s roles and capabilities and work through complex problem 

sets as cooperative elements.  

It is challenging to add or change training priorities. Still, SWCS must identify ways 

to rapidly provide fully qualified special operations soldiers to the force while ensuring 

they receive all the training required to succeed in their future roles and assume the least 

amount of risk. Increased exposure to the operational environmental (OE) factors these 

students will experience, with repetitions, will reinforce the training objectives and 

promote critical and creative thinking to help increase preparedness and reduce risk. The 

earlier qualification courses that students start to analyze their future OE will increase their 

experience and provide context for future training that their careers before SOF or 

educational background may not offer. The integration of the ARSOF curriculum within 

the Captains Career Course provides this opportunity on the front side of each training 

pipeline. The curriculum provides the foundation that will be built upon and reinforced 

throughout each respective Qualification Course.  

A. SPECIAL WARFARE CENTER AND SCHOOL AND MULTI-DOMAIN 
OPERATIONS 

LTG Beaudette, the Commanding General of USASOC, states in AFC Pam 71-20-

4 Concept for Special Operations 2028 that Army Special Operations Forces (ARSOF) 

need to provide “unique capabilities to advance partnerships, influence adversarial 

behavior, execute special operations, and respond to a crisis.”3 Additionally, ARSOF 

delivers these capabilities in hostile, denied, or politically delicate locations and works 

alongside or through local militaries, requiring cultural proficiency and an elevated level 

of risk4:  

ARSOF’s geographically calibrated force posture provides the capability to 
quickly understand the operational environment and wield influence 
through persistent relationships with local partner forces, resident 
populations, government institutions, and inter-organizational partners to 

 
3 Edmond Brown, Francis Beaudette, and Jonathan Phillips, “Army Futures Command Concept for 

Special Operations 2028,” September 18, 2020, https://api.army.mil/e2/c/downloads/2021/01/05/bdd61c44/
20200918-afc-pam-71-20-4-afc-concept-for-special-operations-2028-final.pdf, 16. 

4 Brown, Beaudette, and Phillips, “Army Futures Command Concept.” 
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leverage military and civilian networks that improve real-time situational 
understanding, amplify operational effects, and disrupt an adversary’s 
communication capabilities and decision-making process.5  

This reflects a choice by the U.S. government to pursue policy objectives 
while constraining military actions to remain short of armed conflict.6  

The main purpose of special operations in a competition is to help the JFC 
achieve U.S. strategic objectives without escalation to armed conflict.7  

While in the competition phase, special operations units assess all relevant actors 

and their respective associations.8 Units concurrently assess areas of interest, train partners, 

and promote cooperation with allies and partners, while simultaneously reducing the US’ 

commitment of personnel and resources.9 These operations provide the JFC with 

situational awareness and increase lead time for decision-makers. “This position of strength 

supports a favorable environment for the joint force, interagency, and partner efforts to 

counter adversaries’ coercion efforts through unconventional and information warfare.”10  

There is a vast responsibility placed on Special Operations units deployed globally 

and led by midgrade Civil Affairs, Special Forces, and Psychological Operations Officers 

in complex hybrid threat environments. SWCS must ensure future SOF leaders prepare to 

accomplish the DOD’s, USASOC’s, and 1st Special Forces Command’s expectations. MG 

Brennan 1st SFC (A) CG states that “We (ARSOF) are vital across the entire spectrum of 

conflict. We have to train for largescale combat operations (LSCO) even though we work 

to prevent them.”11 That statement presents the greatest challenges to SWCS, the force 

generator, prioritizing what training can be accomplished within a constrained timeframe. 

 
5 JCS, “Competition Continuum,” June 3, 2019, https://www.jcs.mil/Portals/36/Documents/Doctrine/

jdn_jg/jdn1_19.pdf, 6. 
6 JCS, 8. 
7 Brown, Beaudette, and Phillips, “Army Futures Command Concept,” 13. 
8 Huba Wass de Czege, “Commentary on ‘The U.S., Army in Multi-Domain Operations 2028,’” April 

2020, 66. 
9 de Czege, 66. 
10 Huba Wass de Czege, “Commentary on ‘The U.S., Army in Multi-Domain Operations 2028,’” 

April 2020, 66. 
11 1st Special Forces Command – Airborne, “A Vision for 2021 and Beyond,” 5. 
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Additionally, the three ARSOF branches learn their profession during their respective 

qualification courses. Still, to meet 1st SFC’s Cross-Functional Teams concept to provide 

SOF a competitive edge, the three branches must be familiar with each other’s roles and 

capabilities.12 CFTs from tactical to operational elements combine the abilities of Civil 

Affairs, Psychological Operations, Special Forces, and enablers to integrate multi-domain 

capabilities that create options for commanders quickly.13  

SWCS must continue to develop the qualification pipelines to rapidly provide fully 

qualified special operations leaders to the force while ensuring they receive all the training 

they require to succeed in their future roles. The current operational environment (OE) 

demands units of action to prepare for operations throughout all warfare spectrums. Most 

special operations forces, however, will be deployed in support of security cooperation 

outside of combat. This competition space predominantly occurs within Security 

Cooperation Operations and creates the demand for training geared at steady-state 

operations within the Title 22 environment, such as Foreign Internal Defense (FID). As 

MG Brennan stated, the need to train for LSCO and conduct ARSOF’s unique and arguably 

most challenging Unconventional Warfare mission is paramount. Still, it does not reflect 

the predominant missions that SOF officers will be commanding once they graduate from 

their qualification course.    

B. WARGAMING AS A TRAINING METHOD 

Given the demand for training stated above and considering the limited training 

hours available, manning restraints, and funding limitations, a wargame has shown to be a 

potential solution to this problem. Most culminating exercises within a professional 

military school focus on a PowerPoint-based scenario focusing on a particular military 

operation. The Marine Corps Command and Staff College have found a new way to 

enhance military education by stepping away from the historical PowerPoint and moving 

towards an educational wargame.  

 
12 1st Special Forces Command – Airborne, “A Vision for 2021 and Beyond,” 5.  
13 1st Special Forces Command – Airborne, “A Vision for 2021 and Beyond,” 8. 
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The educational wargames at CSC provide students with the opportunity to 
“fail fast,” iterate, and learn from multiple tries against their peers and 
faculty. To build the creative and nimble minds envisioned by the 
Commandant’s guidance on PME, CSC views intra- and inter-seminar 
group wargaming as a healthy way to channel and encourage competition, 
allowing opportunities for students to win and lose, ultimately learning from 
each outcome. By artfully blending wargames, as well as decision games 
and case studies into the curriculum, CSC is developing leaders with the 
intellect and agility to outthink adversaries in this period of rapid change 
and great power competition.14 

Wargames have been utilized within the military construct for several years to 

simulate a realistic situation and present ideas to be used when necessary. Wargames 

enhance a military leaders’ mindset on decisions that need to be made based on constraints 

that hinder a military force by acting on hypothetical cases.15 Narrative experiences or 

storytelling has been a way to introduce information to readers. Psychologists have realized 

the new generation can learn better based on hands-on storytelling versus a historical 

approach of solely reading to enhance an understanding. Wargames can keep the narrative 

approach, but the game’s use will allow a new tool to serve a greater purpose for military 

members. Peter Perla expresses the need for a wargame and why it brings upon innovative 

ways to figure out solutions to problems.  

When we play, we also have a sense of urgent optimism. We believe 
wholeheartedly that we are up to any challenge, and we become remarkably 
resilient in the face of failure. Research shows that gamers spend on average 
80% of their time failing in-game worlds, but instead of giving up, they stick 
with the difficult challenge and use the game’s feedback to get better. With 
some effort, we can learn to apply this resilience to the real-world 
challenges we face.16 

The wargame will be a competitive educational tabletop board game that places 

students in command of ODAs, CATs, and MISTs, respectively. The players will have to 

 
14 Lt. Col. David C Emmel, “The Use of Wargames to Enhance the Learner-Centric Experience,” 

Gazet Te, 2020, 3. 
15 Peter P. Perla, The Art of Wargaming: A Guide for Professionals and Hobbyists (Annapolis, Md: 

Naval Institute Press, 1990). 
16 Peter P. Perla and ED McGrady, “Why Wargaming Works,” Naval War College Review, vol. 64, 

no. 3 (2011), article 8, 21. 
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work together as cross-functional teams in a designated AO to both Counter-VEOs and 

support U.S. interests in competition. The scenario will simulate Security Cooperation 

Missions and introduce team leaders’ challenges when working with interagency partners, 

supporting the TSOC, managing relationships with the host nation, and short-term 

deployment rotations.  

C. PURPOSE AND DESIGN OF PARTNER OF CHOICE 

Based on this information, the research question to look at establishing our 

wargame approach is: Will a Wargame simulating competition in the current Multi-

Domain Environment enhance ARSOF CCC graduates’ follow-on training and increase 

preparedness to employ their units of actions? To answer that question, a competitive 

educational tabletop board game is designed for students in command of ODAs, CATs, 

and MISTs, respectively. The players in the game had to work together as a team of teams 

in a designated AO to both Counter-VEOs and support U.S. interests in competition. The 

scenario simulated Security Cooperation Missions and introduced challenges faced by 

team leaders when working with interagency partners, supporting the TSOC, managing 

relationships with the host nation, and short-term deployment rotations.  
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II. FOUNDATIONS: TRAINING OBJECTIVES 

The core learning objectives of Partner of Choice, as requested by the Sponsor are 

to Recognize SOF Core Mission Sets and Competencies, to understand SOF Operations in 

support of the competition phase of MDO in the JIIM Environment, and to Understand 

U.S. Law and Mission Orders impact on Funding & Authority to Execute Operations. In 

addition to those three core learning objectives, the game has two secondary learning 

objectives intended to familiarize the students with the effects of Operational Variables on 

SOF Operations and the consequences of Ethical Failures. The following excerpts and 

concepts are derived from the relevant ARSOF CCC lesson plans and doctrine used to 

design the TTWG. 

The game scenario replicated Security Cooperation and defined as: “all Department 

of Defense interactions with foreign defense establishments to build defense relationships 

that promote specific U.S. security interests, develop allied and friendly military 

capabilities for self-defense and multinational operations, and provide U.S. forces with 

peacetime and contingency access to a Host Nation.”17 The players executing missions in 

the security cooperation scenario are conducting Foreign Internal Defense (FID). Both 

military and civilian entities can perform FID, but it is an effort to support a Host Nation 

to prevent threats to the Nation’s security.18 

In the scenario, these FID efforts support the Host Nation’s Counter-Insurgency 

(COIN) Operations. COIN is defined in Joint Publication 3-24 as “the blend of 

comprehensive civilian and military efforts designed to defeat and contain insurgency and 

address its root causes simultaneously.”19 While conducting COIN operations, special 

operations forces have many different missions, either directly with the HN or in support 

of conventional forces.20 Within the wargame, SOF will be conducted an indirect approach 

 
17 Joints Chiefs of Staff, Counterinsurgency, JP 3-24 (Washington, DC: Joints Chiefs of Staff, 2018), 

https://www.jcs.mil/Portals/36/Documents/Doctrine/pubs/jp3_24.pdf, xix. 
18 Joints Chiefs of Staff, xix. 
19 Joints Chiefs of Staff, xii. 
20 Joints Chiefs of Staff, III-31. 
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through the Host Nation without U.S. conventional forces. Doctrinally, it is referenced as 

a limited support/light footprint option.21 SOF prevents the need to have a large military 

force on the ground.  

Civil Affairs is one of the three SOF units of action operating within the game 

scenario. Civil Affairs operations are defined a “actions planned, executed, and assessed 

by civil affairs forces that enhance awareness of and manage the interaction with the civil 

component of the operational environment; identify and mitigate underlying causes of 

instability within civil society, or involve the application of functional specialty skills 

normally the responsibility of civil government.”22 The Civil Affairs engagement strategy 

Assess, Decide, Develop, and Detect, Deliver, Evaluate, Transition is applied to the Civil 

Affairs player in the game and controls how the player engages the population in support 

of the Host Nation.23  

Special Forces is the second of three SOF units of action operating within the game 

scenario. Special Forces is defined as: “United States Army forces organized, trained, and 

equipped to conduct special operations with an emphasis on unconventional warfare 

capabilities.”24 The special operations forces will be building the capacity of the Partner 

Force, enhancing their capabilities, and conducting advise, assist, and accompany missions 

when authorized.  

Psychological Operations is the third SOF unit of action operating within the game 

scenario. Also referred to as Military Information Support Operations, defined as “planned 

operations to convey selected information and indicators to foreign audiences to influence 

their emotions, motives, objective reasoning, and ultimately the behavior of foreign 

governments, organizations, groups, and individuals in a manner favorable to the 

 
21 Joints Chiefs of Staff, V-9. 
22 Joints Chiefs of Staff, Civil-Military Operations, JP 3-57 (Washington, DC: Joints Chiefs of Staff, 

2018), https://www.jcs.mil/Portals/36/Documents/Doctrine/pubs/jp3_57.pdf, GL-7. 
23 Department of the Army, Civil Affairs Operations, FM 3-57 (Washington, DC: Department of the 

Army, 2021), https://armypubs.army.mil/epubs/DR_pubs/DR_a/ARN33094-FM_3-57-000-WEB-1.pdf, 2-
20. 

24 Joints Chiefs of Staff, Special Operations, JP 3-05 (Washington, DC: Joints Chiefs of Staff, 2014), 
https://www.jcs.mil/Doctrine/DOCNET/JP-3-05-Special-Operations/, GL-12. 
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originator’s objectives.”25 The PO player will advise, plan, develop, deliver, and assess 

military information support operations to engage the population, advance the Host 

Nation’s interests, and counter insurgent influence.26 

In addition to the FID operations supporting HN’s COIN operations, one of the 

elements of competition and supporting U.S. interests in preparing the environment. In 

accordance with JP3-05 Special Operations, “This is a holistic term utilized for operations 

and activities conducted by selectively trained special operations forces to develop an 

environment for potential future special operations.”27 SOF conducts these operations “in 

support of a combatant commander campaign plan to create conditions conducive to the 

success of potential future military operations. One of the aspects of these operations that 

the ARSOF elements will execute during the game is gaining and maintaining access to 

key infrastructure, terrain, and populations”.28 

 
25 Joints Chiefs of Staff, Psychological Operations, JP 3-13.2 (Washington, DC: Joints Chiefs of 

Staff, 2010), https://irp.fas.org/doddir/dod/jp3-13-2.pdf, GL-8. 
26 Joints Chiefs of Staff, 1-6. 
27 Joints Chiefs of Staff, Special Operations, JP 3-05 (Washington, DC: Joints Chiefs of Staff, 2014), 

https://www.jcs.mil/Doctrine/DOCNET/JP-3-05-Special-Operations/, GL-11. 
28 Joints Chiefs of Staff, ix,  
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III. PARTNER OF CHOICE DESIGN 

A. INITIAL DESIGN 

The game format and mechanics that were selected best facilitate the learning 

objectives outlined in the Foundations section. Partner of Choice is a cooperative tabletop 

wargame. One individual player does not win, but instead, the group wins or loses together 

to defeat the game itself. An example of a Commercial off-the-shelf wargame that served 

as the framework for Partner of Choice’s design is Pandemic. A cooperative game in which 

a group of first responders, medical personnel, and epidemiologists work together to 

disrupt and eventually end a pandemic of multiple viruses spreading throughout the globe. 

The players must leverage each other’s skills and capabilities to get ahead of the virus that 

spreads exponentially in the game.  

Similarly, Partner of Choice captured those baseline mechanics to show the 

advantages and disadvantages of ODAs, CATs, and MISTs operating in a Title 22 

Environment. Their actions were then developed to reflect how doctrine defines their 

operations, engagement strategies, and effects. The intent is cooperation, which also 

involves compromise and teamwork. Some players must sacrifice their capabilities and 

augment their strategies to support other elements’ missions at their own teams’ expense. 

A phenomenon that often challenges SOF elements deployed throughout all the COCOMs. 

The two greatest challenges to successfully operating in the Title 22 Environment are 

usually not the insurgency but rather navigating the Approval process between a litany of 

commands/agencies and the Partner Force’s obstacles. The game incorporates these and 

provides opportunities for the players to identify ways to increase the probability of gaining 

mission approval and enabling their partner force to operate more efficiently and more 

often.  

The insurgency itself, like the virus, propagates somewhat randomly throughout the 

area of operations. However, the game allows the players to understand the AO to 

determine which areas would have a higher likelihood of fostering an insurgency and 

escalation to SIGACTs to prioritize missions and locations as they would in the operational 
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force. The location of the AO and a specific AOR is intentionally unspecified. The intent 

is to eliminate the time needed in preparation for play to learn the Operational Environment 

and distract the players from focusing on the doctrinal application of SOF doctrine and the 

numerous learning objectives incorporated into the game.  

Partner of Choice teaches the application of SOF doctrine and replicates FID and 

the JIIM environment conducting COIN and incorporates competition. Partner of Choice 

forces the players to balance maintaining access and security for their partners and gain 

and maintain access to key infrastructure and populations in the case of escalation with a 

Near Peer in the region.  

The complexity and scale of Partner of Choice are designed to meet the limited 

time available within the ARSOF CCC curriculum, the attention span of the students, and 

the desire to allow for multiple iterations where the students can experiment with different 

strategies and applications of the doctrinal capabilities they learn. The proposed integration 

into the CCC is to have the ability to be introduced and played by the students within 4 

hours, a half of a training day. Some instructors already have planned to integrate the game 

throughout their 6-week ARSOF block of instruction. They use it as a concrete experience 

to introduce the material and then be played throughout the instruction and at the 

culmination of the block of instruction to increase the students understanding and 

creativity. During playtesting with ARSOF CCC, students who had not seen or played 

Partner of Choice could understand and play the game within 90 minutes. Once the students 

were familiar with the game, the first full iteration took an average of 60 minutes to 

complete.  

Another design element is increasing the students’ interest in playing the game to 

make the overall Gameplay competitive. The players on one board do not compete but as 

multiple teams play throughout the given cohort of students. Each team computes their 

competition score at the end of the round and competes against each other for the highest 

competition points indicating that they decreased the insurgent threat, increased U.S. 

Access to and partnership with Country X, and increased Country X’s capacity and 

capabilities.  
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Integrating the game into the course provides greater opportunities to simulate the 

reality of SOF deployments and the students’ future environments, such as incorporating 

competition between players, as stated above. A reality for SOF deployments is short 

deployment rotations that challenge continuity of effort and partnerships with the host 

nation and interagency partners. The Ambassador Approval rating in the game simulates 

this phenomenon by reducing by a factor of one every two turns (6 months,) simulating the 

transfer of authority between teams as one team leaves, and a new team arrives in the 

country. During Gameplay in the course, the ARSOF CCC will increase the students 

understanding of that challenge by also having all the teams playing in each small group 

(3–5 games played simultaneously) switch game boards every two rounds as if they were 

deploying to a new country and only have six months to operate before another team takes 

over the mission.  

B. PLAYTESTING AND QUESTIONNAIRE FEEDBACK 

Playtesting was conducted throughout the Tabletop War Game (TTWG) 

development process by three population groups: Post-ARSOF Team Leaders, ARSOF 

CCC Instructors, ARSOF CCC Students. Each population group’s different experience and 

background enhanced the design and provided feedback on the effectiveness and 

applicability of Partner of Choice. In addition to the three targeted populations, there were 

also Foreign SOF Officers and Post SOF Team Leaders (Non-Army) that provided 

additional insight and recommended future applications for the base wargame.  

We asked all play testers to provide feedback and recommendations. The feedback 

was broken down into Pre-Game Setup to include the discernability of the rules and the 

depth of the scenario, Gameplay to include the physical TTWG, the metrics for insurgent 

growth. Mission success and winning, and post-Game feedback about what should be 

eliminated or enhanced within the overall game mechanics.  

The playtesting captured specific feedback and recommendations for improving the 

game from all the play testers. The recommendations generally fell into two categories—

the first being mechanics of the game and the second realism of the scenario. To start with 

mechanics, the game was refined throughout playtesting. The primary modifications 
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affected the scale of modifiers and the effects of both the insurgency and friendly players’ 

actions to create the desired difficulty level. This modification was twofold, first to make 

the game realistic but also enjoyable to play. This recommendation led to a modification 

that allows the players to adjust the game’s difficulty level by adjusting the number of 

external support cards put into the events card deck. The greater number of event cards 

results in a more challenging game. There were also recommendations for additional 

players, player actions, and to increase the number of environmental factors. If 

implemented, all these changes may increase the realism of the game and increase the 

complexity of the game mechanics. The challenge was then to identify what potential 

changes would meet the game’s original intent and enhance the game’s effectiveness as an 

educational tool. However, they cannot make the game too complex because that prevents 

the players from learning the game quickly and slows down the overall play rate. Some 

changes, such as adding an enemy insurgent as a player, were considered but did not meet 

both criteria. We captured the recommended changes valuable to the player but were 

deemed too complex in future recommendations and expansion packs section for further 

development.  

When looking at the scenario itself, the play testers with SOF experience provided 

invaluable input. A primary recommendation was to include a partner force shortfall 

scenario card in the game. Several play testers saw a need to implement a CCC’s authorities 

and funding POI, specifically practical exercises for that block of instruction. This 

recommendation would provide a greater level of complexity and expose the players to 

real-world dilemmas they may face in the future. We modified components of the 

Ambassador Approval Rating and mission success probabilities due to recommendations 

by play testers based on their previous experience conducting these types of operations. 

For instance, one modification was that the Ambassador approval is reduced every six 

months of simulated Gameplay to show the effects of teams rotating in and out of the 

theatre. The inclusion of real-world examples of challenges team leaders faced deployed, 

including ethical challenges, political and environmental factors, or competing interests, 

was developed further during playtesting. Based on their experience, the players provided 
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examples that could be integrated into the event cards to expose them to challenges outside 

of their span of control. Still, they may have to overcome in future deployments.  

Some play testers also challenged some of the foundations of the game, such as 

making the game country and Area of Responsibility specific, having an enemy player 

completely control the insurgency, and changing the deployment environment from 

operational to combat. All three recommendations were considered and discussed, but the 

consensus from the schoolhouse and most of the players was that those changes would 

degrade from the universal nature of the game, the focus on cooperation and teamwork 

among the three ARSOF tribes, and the reality that the vast majority of SOF operations 

now and in the future MDO construct will be in competition outside of combat. Those 

modifications, however, are feasible, and the simplicity of the game mechanics and 

scenario allows for it to be modified to provide experiential playtesting in their desired 

scenario.  

When play testers were asked to provide feedback on the game’s effectiveness as 

an educational tool, they were divided into specific population groups and provided 

questions specific to each population. (All ARSOF CCC Instructors fell into the Post-SOF 

Tactical Level Leader population and the instructor population). The following questions 

by population are below, and for each question, we asked the play testers to circle one of 

the following: Not at all, Slightly, Moderately, Very Well, Perfectly    

 
Post-SOF Tactical Level Leader:  
Based on your experience, do you think the wargame simulates the future operational 
environment? 
 
Based on your experience, do you think the wargame will increase future SOF 
leaders’ understanding of their roles and responsibilities? 
 
ARSOF CCC Instructor: 
Do you think the wargame will enhance the student’s understanding of the blocks of 
instruction they received?  
 
ARSOF CCC Students: 
Do you think the wargame enhanced your understanding of the blocks of instruction 
you received? 
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The results are in Table 1. 

Table 1. Questionnaire Results 

 

 

C. CONCLUSION 

The game design and development aligned with the original intent of the game and 

incorporated game mechanics to simulate all the desired learning objectives. The 

Gameplay and integration into the classroom environment also fell within the desired time 

requirements for new players and completing game iterations. The initial feedback from 

play-testers and within the three target groups further supported our thesis that a TTWG 

can be designed and integrated into the curriculum at ARSOF CCC that simulates their 

future operating environment, exposes players to roles and responsibilities of their future 

profession, and enhance the students understanding of the course material. Sixty-eight 

percent of Post -SOF Tactical Leaders believed Partner of Choice simulated the future 

operating environment very well. Also, 86% of that population group thought Partner of 

Choice would enhance students’ understanding of their future roles and responsibilities. 

Seventy-eight percent of the instructors felt the TTWG would enhance the student’s 

knowledge of the course material. All the students that played the game after their ARSOF 

CCC Program of Instruction believed the game at least moderately enhanced their 
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understanding of the material; 80% thought the TTWG did this very well. Two of the 

students felt the game did it perfectly.  
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IV. PARTNER OF CHOICE OVERVIEW 

A. SCENARIO 

U.S. Army Special Operations Command is deploying a Special Forces Operational 

Detachment Alpha, a Civil Affairs Team, and a Psychological Operations Team to Country 

X in support of Department State-led Security Cooperation. In coordination with the host 

nation, the U.S. Embassy has identified a need for Foreign Internal Defense. Currently, 

there is a growing insurgency in-country X that the government fears may quickly 

destabilize their already fragile country. Country X is of significant geopolitical interest to 

the United States. Country X borders a near-peer and extremist safe haven to the North. 

The U.S. wants to help country X by providing them time and space to address the rising 

insurgency, maintain access, and a strong partnership with Country X to ensure conditions 

are set if escalation occurs between the United States and our near-peer adversary. These 

teams deploying to country X are the first special operations units to operate there. The 

teams will be working with a new host nation partner force and establishing all networks 

and points of influence. 

B. INITIAL CONDITIONS 

The Host Nation security force that will serve as the FID partner for the ODA is an 

untrained battalion-sized element with no formal experience and or training. The ministry 

of defense approval and resourcing will continue to be a challenge for the host nation. 

Efforts will be made through the office of security cooperation to address those issues but 

will not be resolved quickly. The Civil Affairs partner force is a Civil Affairs detachment 

that is seen as proficient. The Psychological Operations FID partner is a detachment size 

element that is assessed as proficient. Currently, in Country X, reports indicate that six 

insurgent cells are operating. There have been no insurgent SIGACTS within Country X 

currently. Current authorizations for the ODA are restricted to train and advise only. The 

DOD is requesting authorization to assist and accompany missions, but currently, approval 

is being denied and will be reconsidered if the threat increases. The current Ambassador 

and Country Team view SOF as a potential value-added resource. Still, they are hesitant 
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due to the risk involved with these operations and ethical violations that have made national 

headlines back in the United States. They plan to assess how much latitude they will 

provide the units of action as the security situation develops. Once the teams have shown 

they can accomplish their baseline training mission without any incidents and are willing 

to support embassy initiatives, mission approval will become easier. 

1. How to Win 

To COMPLETE THE MISSION in Partner of Choice, the three players must work 

together to maintain access to Country X for three years (12 rounds) and prevent five 

SIGACTS from occurring. If a 5th SIGACT occurs, all players lose, and the game ends. 

The objective of each player is to execute their respective engagement strategy while 

leveraging their specific authorities and permissions to enhance the Host Nations’ effects 

and increase the probability of their two SOF teammates successfully executing their 

missions. The Special Forces player enhances the host nation’s military capacity and 

capabilities and reduces the insurgent threat through their partner force. The number of 

insurgent cells in each district affects the probability of mission success for all players, and 

once the number of cells exceeds three, a SIGACT occurs. The Civil Affairs Player engages 

the civil population to gain access, information, and support for the host nation. Human 

Networks that the CA player can access and keep open will increase the probability of 

success for all players and can slow down and disrupt insurgent growth in the district they 

are operating. The Psychological Operations player analyzes the relevant populations, 

develops messaging series, and disseminates the messages to targeted populations to 

modify the behavior of the populations to act in support of the host nation’s objectives. 

Populations that the PO player can message successfully will increase the probability of 

success for all players and can slow down and disrupt insurgent growth in the district. 

Winning partner of choice is a factor of how well the team cooperated and improved 

the conditions in Country X for future operations (At time of deployment/start of the game, 

Country X is at 17) 
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a. Competition points will be assessed on the following: 

o Enemy SIGACTs:   -4 for each SIGACT that occurred 

o Active insurgent cells: -2 for each active insurgent cell 

o Open (CA) districts:   +2  each 

o Compliant (PO) districts:  +2 each 

o Ambo approval:              Equal to the rating 

o SF partner force:   +1 for each additional PF 

+1 for each trained force 

+2 for each elite force  

o CA partner force:   +1 for each trained CA force 

+2 for each elite CA force 

o PO partner force:  +1 for each trained PO force 

+2 for each elite PO force 

o Infrastructure: Competition points are awarded for the infrastructure 

present in districts that meet one of the two following conditions: 

 No active insurgent cells, indifferent (PO) or better & neutral (CA) 

or better 

 1–3 active ins. Cells: compliant (PO) & open (CA) 



22 

o The competition point value for each piece of infrastructure is presented in 

Figure 1. 

 
Figure 1. Competition of Infrastructure Points 
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2. Game Board Layout 

a. Game Round Tracker 

b. Unemployed Insurgent Cell Marker Box 

c. SIGACT Tracker and Insurgent Growth Rate Tracker 

d. Country X: Districts 3 through 18 

e. Unemployed Human Network Markers Box 

f. Unemployed Influence Markers Box 

g. Event Card Pile and Discard Pile 

h. Ambassador Approval Rating Tracker 

i. Sequence of Play 

j. Competition Point Infrastructure Values Reference 

k. Partner Force Placemat 

l. Effects on Insurgent Cells 

m. District and Marker Legend 

n. Insurgency External Support and SIGACT Reference 
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Figure 2. Game Board Reference 
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3. Game Board Reference 

a. Game Board 

b. Insurgent cells 

c. Influence Markers 

d. Markers (Round/SIGACTS/Growth Rate/Ambo Approval) 

e. Event Cards (3x Insurgent External Support Cards) 

f. Partner Force Markers 

g. Human Network Markers 

h. TAA Marker 

i. Player Role Cards 

j. 3x Dice 
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Figure 3. Game Pieces, Counters, and Markers 

4. District and Markers Legend  

Country X consists of 16 Districts numbered 1–18. The district name is the 

associated number located at the center of the hexagon. The percentage value below the 

district number denotes the probability of a 3d6 outcome being that district number. The 

color of the small hexagon in the center of the district represents the default security level 

of that district (Threat Level from permissive to least permissive is A-Green, B-Yellow, C-

Red). That color corresponds with the Regional Security Officers’ assessment of the district 

and their travel requirements. The default security level also serves as the baseline for the 

host nation and U.S. forces’ influence on the population and their access to the human 

network. For example, if a District’s security level is Green (Threat Level A), the influence 

marker for that location starts at Compliant (Green), and the Human Network Access 

Marker starts at Open (Green). The Human Network and Influence status cannot fall below 
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that default level unless a SIGACT occurs. If a SIGACT occurs, the district will then be 

classified as a Threat Level C location (Red) for the rest of the game and the default status 

for influence, and the human network will drop to Non-Compliant and Closed, 

respectively. For the PO Player, each district contains a designated space on the left-center 

of the Hexagon speaker-shaped. When a series is developed for that district, a marker is 

placed, with the grey side up, indicating that the series is developed but requires approval. 

Once approval is granted, the marker is turned over to expose the white side, indicating 

that the serial is developed and approved for that district. When the series is disseminated, 

the influence marker is adjusted following the messaging campaign’s level of success.  

Throughout the district, certain infrastructure may be present that are key to 

competition and reward the players if they can gain and maintain access to them. Along 

the top of the cell, three spaces exist for Insurgent cell markers. If the three cells are 

occupied with active cells, and a 4th insurgent cell grows in that District, a SIGACT occurs. 

 
Figure 4. District and Marker Legend 
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C. INITIAL BOARD SET-UP  

The initial board setup is described in detail in Figure 5. 

 
Figure 5. Initial Board Setup 
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D. SEQUENCE OF PLAY 

1. One Round 

a. INSURGENCY GROWTH (*1st round see INITIAL INSURGENT 

DISPOSITION) 

b. Each SOF element: 

(1) Identify 1 mission for each 

(2) Request concurrence/approval 

(3) Execute mission 

 (If concurrence/approval are not met, a 2nd mission request 
can be made for a lesser mission) 

c. Pull event card 

 
Figure 6. Event Cards 1–10 
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Figure 7. Event Cards 11–20 

 
Figure 8. Event Cards 21–30 
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d. Reset board for next round 

e. ADJUST ROUND MARKER: move the round marker one round to the 

right. 

f. Adjust ambo approval rating marker:  

(1) Every even round completed: subtract 1 for rip/toa to adjustments 

(2) No missions/training completed: 0 

(3) One or more training mission success or limited effects – no failures: 

+1 

(4) Failed mission: subtract 1 for each failed mission 

(5) One critical failure: ambo approval at -4 

g. Adjust network status markers, influence status markers: 

(1) Network status markers move down one level after every round until 

they reach their default level for that respective district. Markers 

adjusted due to actions that occurred during the current round 

remain on that level until the next round is complete. The same 

methodology applies to the influence markers. The network marker 

has green 1 and green 2. When a district goes to green (open), it goes 

straight to green 2. This allows it to stay open for two successive 

turns (6 months). When the marker is reset, it goes from green 2 to 

green 1, and after two turns of being open, it drops to neutral if no 

actions have been taken. 

h. Adjust insurgent cell markers (deactivated to activated) 

(1) All deactivated cells return to active after 1 turn (3 months) of being 

inactive. Similar to the network and influence markers, if the cell 
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has been deactivated that round, it will remain deactivated through 

the next turn. 

E. INSURGENT GAMEPLAY 

1. Initial Insurgent Disposition (1st round only)  

a. Roll three die and place two active cells in the corresponding district. 

Repeat two more times. (6 active cells should be on the board) 

b. Roll three die and place one active cell in the corresponding district. 

Repeat two more times. (Total of 9 active cells should be on the board) 

 *No district can be filled more than once during this initial growth 
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2. Insurgent Growth 

a. Roll three die to identify the district that will gain an active insurgent cell. 

b. Place 1 active cell in that district (if district influence is compliant (blue), a 

cell is not able to be established) 

c. REPEAT one or two more times if insurgent growth rate has been adjusted 

(Number of cells placed per turn is equal to the growth rate) 

3. Insurgent External Support Cards (event cards) 

a. When an insurgent external support card is pulled: 

(1) Move growth rate marker one to the right 

(2) Role three dice two times and place one active cell for each district 

rolled **the same district can be rolled twice 

F. PLAYER EFFECTS ON INSURGENT CELLS 

1. Destroy 

a. 1 active cell removed from the district 

(1) *If no active cells present- remove deactivated cell 

2. Displace 

a. 1 active cell displaced to any adjacent district and deactivated 

(1) *If no active cells present-destroy 1 deactivated cell 
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3. Deactivate 

a. Flip over 1 active cell 

b. Cell remains deactivated for 1 round 

(1) *If no active cells present- displace 1 deactivated cell 

G. INSURGENT SIGACTS 

SIGACT occurs when a 4th active insurgent cell is established in a district (all cells 

must be active) 

Do not place the 4th cell in the district if the three cells are active *** 

Place one cell in each adjacent district 

If one of the adjacent districts has 3 cells, a 2nd SIGACT occurs, place one cell in 

the adjacent district to the new SIGACT. (Omit the initial SIGACT district) 

Move SIGACT marker up one for each SIGACT 

If one of the 3 cells is deactivated, place the 4th cell in the district. If no action is 

taken when the deactivated cell(s) reactivate the next round, the SIGACT occurs. 

 
Figure 9. Insurgent SIGACTS 

H. PARTNER FORCE 

The game begins with: 

1 untrained SF partner force 
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1 proficient CA detachment 

1 proficient PO detachment 

HN can stand up 3 additional maneuver forces with approval 

Training proficiency of the partner force is a component of mission approval and 

increases probability of mission success 

 
Figure 10. Partner Force 

I. SPECIAL FORCES RULES AND ENGAGEMENT STRATEGY  

1. Rules 

1. Unrestricted travel by the RSO 

2. No unilateral operations authorized 

3. Split team operations authorized (reduces training efficiency by 

half) 

4. Can advise two pf unit missions on one turn 
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2. Engagement strategy  

a. The Special Forces player enhances the host nation’s military capacity and 

capabilities and reduces the insurgent threat through their partner force. 

The number of insurgent cells in each district affects the probability of 

mission success for all players, and once the number of a cell exceeds 

three, a SIGACT occurs. For the SF Player to execute a mission, they must 

complete the following steps utilizing their mission chart on their player 

role cards, as seen in Figures 13 & 14.  

b. Identify the mission: For the SF Player, each mission requires a certain 

condition to exist to gain all the necessary approvals to reach execution. 

For example, to Build Capacity and Enhance Capabilities can be executed 

at any time and have blanket U.S. approval but requires concurrence from 

the partner force. To execute Advise, Assist, and Accompany Missions, a 

multitude of conditions must be met, and approval is not guaranteed. The 

possible missions are listed below. 

(1) Build Capacity: This successful action stands up a new Untrained 

Partner Force.  

(2) Enhance Capabilities: This successful action increases one partner 

force unit’s proficiency but one level, for example, from untrained 

to proficient. If split team operations are conducted, the PF is only 

half-trained and requires another turn with a. split team to increase 

their proficiency rating.  

(3) Advise: In accordance with Joint Publication 3-22: Foreign Internal 

Defense, “the advise role is viewed as the least permissive and 
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generally allows U.S. forces to only train and advise at PF training 

locations but not go with the PF during operations.”29  

(4) Assist: In accordance with Joint Publication 3-22: Foreign Internal 

Defense, “a U.S. role for assist, which is more permissive, can allow 

U.S. integration during PF operations with caveats that may restrict 

U.S. forces from physically going with the PF through their final 

assault. The assist role can permit U.S. forces and assets supporting 

PF operations during enemy engagement and attempts to provide 

U.S. capability support to the trained PF (i.e., U.S. intelligence 

support, air support, medical support).”30  

(5) Accompany: In accordance with Joint Publication 3-22: Foreign 

Internal Defense, “the accompany role is the most permissive and 

allows U.S. integration with the FSF during all phases of their 

combat operations. A U.S. accompany role where U.S. advisors are 

authorized to accompany the trained FSF on operations normally 

includes advising and providing connectivity or U.S. control with 

U.S. supporting assets.”31  

(6) Select the Location: Training missions do not require a location to 

be identified. Operational missions require a location to be identified 

 
29 Joints Chiefs of Staff, Foreign Internal Defense, 1-12. 
30 Joints Chiefs of Staff, 1-12. 
31 Joints Chiefs of Staff, 1-12. 
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first, as the conditions in that district will affect approval and success 

of the mission. 

(7) Identify Any Lead Time Requirements: No extended lead time is 

required for any of the SF missions. They can all be executed in the 

same turn that they request approval. 

(8) Gain Partner Force Concurrence: To gain partner force concurrence 

requires a successful 3d6 role in accordance with Figure 13. The 

probabilities of success vary by mission due to the respective 

resources and risk to force required for each mission set. No SF 

missions can be conducted without PF concurrence. If PF 

concurrence fails due to a PF Resource shortfall (Yellow), then the 

selects a random PF Shortfall Scenario Card. If the team of players 

can successfully navigate the scenario presented on the card, as 

approved by their instructor, they gain PF concurrence. If not, the 

mission is not approved. That scenario card is discarded after it is 

played.  

 
Figure 11. Partner Force Cards 
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(9) Gain Embassy Approval: To gain Embassy Approval requires a 

successful 3d6 role in accordance with Figure 13. This role has a 

modifier. The current Ambassador approval rating is applied to the 

approval chart. For example, if there is a -2 Ambassador Approval 

Rating and the SF Player wants to conduct an Advice Mission, the 

player would need to roll a 9 -12 to be approved. (Not a 7 -14, which 

is what the chart reads without the modifier. The modifier is not 

applied to the roll of the dice but to the success window on the chart.  

(10) Gain DOD Approval: DOD approval is automatic for all training, 

but two requirements must be met for operational missions in 

support of the PF. The PF must have the requisite training 

proficiency, and the threat level, as defined by the number of 

SIGACTS, must be met as stated in Figure 8. 

(11) Ensure RSO Force Protection Requirements are Met SF Player can 

conduct missions in any district regardless of the threat level. 

(12) Attempt to Execute a Successful Mission: (Chart in Figure 14 and 

Modifiers on Figure 15) To successfully execute a mission, the SF 

Player must roll a 3d6 role in accordance with Figure 8 after all 

modifiers are applied in accordance with Figure 8. To apply the 

modifiers, the player combines the score or each modifier for the 

respective partner force proficiency, the security level of the district, 

access, influence, and insurgent activity. That resultant number is 

used to modify the mission success chart, increasing or decreasing 
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the probability of success. For example, see the results of the chart 

after a +2 modifier is applied in Figure 8. 

 
 

Figure 12. Mission Success Modifiers Application  

3. Mission Outputs and Effects 

a. Once the mission outcome is identified as either Successful, Limited 

Effects, Failed Mission, or Critical Failure, the player refers to Figure 13 

on their player card to identify the outputs and effects. All effects are 

immediate, and the other players benefit from the effects of the mission 

before them during the same turn.  
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Figure 13. SF Mission Chart 

 
 

Figure 14. SF Approval and Success Charts 
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Figure 15. SF Mission Success Modifiers 

J. CIVIL AFFAIRS RULES AND ENGAGEMENT STRATEGY  

1. Rules 

a. RSO requires a minimum of split ODA or trained maneuver PF to operate 

in threat level C locations 

b. Authorized to conduct unilateral operations without PF 

2. Engagement strategy 

a. The Civil Affairs Player engages the civil population to gain access, 

information, and support for the host nation. Human Networks that the CA 

player can access and keep open will increase the probability of success 

for all players and can slow down and disrupt insurgent growth in the 

district they are operating. 

b. For the CA Player to execute a mission, they must complete the following 

steps utilizing their mission chart on their player role cards, as seen in 

Figures 16 & 17. 

c. Identify the Mission: For the CA Player, each mission requires a certain 

condition to exist to gain all the necessary approvals to reach execution. 

Additionally, the CA player’s engagements strategy must be conducted in 

sequential order to set the conditions for their follow-on operations. For 

example, to Enhance Capabilities can be executed at any time and have 

blanket U.S. approval but still requires concurrence from the partner force. 
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To execute Civil Reconnaissance and Civil Engagement, Civil Military 

Engagements Locally or Regionally, and Evaluate a multitude of 

conditions must be met, and approval is not guaranteed. To do a CME in a 

location, the human network must be open, meaning a successful CR/CE 

mission must have been executed there within the last two turns (6 

months), or it is a location at a threat level A that remains open.  

(1) Enhance Capabilities: This successful action increases one partner 

force unit’s proficiency one level. For example, from untrained to 

proficient. 

(2) Civil Reconnaissance and Civil Engagement: “CA forces conduct 

CR across time and space in response to specific information 

requirements of the OE. This enhances the situational understanding 

and decision-making of the supported commanders. CR is a 

targeted, planned, and coordinated observation and evaluation of 

specific civil factors in the OE. CR strives to consider the human, 

physical, and information dimensions of the OE. CR is conducted 

systematically over time to observe certain civil factors. CA forces 

conduct deliberate or spontaneous CE with individuals or entities. 

CE is [designed to Establish and build relationships], Gather, 

confirm, or deny information related to subversive efforts and 

threats within the civil component and foster legitimacy or promote 

cooperation and unified action.”32 

(3) Civil-Military Engagements Local/Regional: “CME identifies and 

addresses critical civil strengths and vulnerabilities in under-

governed and ungoverned areas or high-threat environments where 

host-nation authorities, the country team, or USAID cannot operate. 

These objectives are accomplished through the conduct of Civil 

 
32 Department of the Army, Civil Affairs Operations, 1-7. 
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Affairs Operations.”33 “Civil Affairs Operations are actions 

planned, coordinated, executed, and assessed to enhance awareness 

of, and manage the interaction with, the civil component of the 

operational environment; identify and mitigate underlying causes of 

instability within civil society, and involve the application of 

functional specialty skills normally the responsibility of civil 

government.”34 Local CME addresses one district and regional 

CME targets that designated the district and all adjacent districts. 

(4) Evaluate: “Before, during, and after development, civil networks 

must be continuously evaluated based on the individual strengths, 

weaknesses, vulnerabilities, and motivations of the specific 

networks. Through development, civil network capabilities are 

increased, strengths are enhanced, and weaknesses are mitigated. 

Constant vetting is necessary for measuring and evaluating how and 

whether the direction and motivations of the developed civil 

network are in tandem with U.S. objectives. Civil networks 

developed to enable or provide governance must be continuously 

evaluated for appropriateness of action.”35  

d. Select the Location: Training missions do not require a location to be 

identified. Operational missions require a location to be identified first, as 

the conditions in that district will affect approval and success of the 

mission. 

e. Identify Any Lead Time Requirements: Only mission that requires 

additional lead time is the Regional CME. To acquire sufficient resources 

and coordinate across multiple districts, the mission is not executed until 

 
33 Department of the Army, 5-9. 
34 Joints Chiefs of Staff, Civil-Military Operations, II-11. 
35 Department of the Army, Civil Affairs Operations, 2-15. 
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the following turn after all approval is granted. All other missions can be 

executed in the same turn that they request approval. 

f. Gain Partner Force Concurrence: To gain partner force concurrence 

requires a successful 3d6 role in accordance with Figure 16. The 

probabilities of success vary by mission due to the respective resources 

and risk to force required for each mission set. CA missions can be 

conducted without PF concurrence but do reduce the probability of 

success. If PF concurrence fails due to a PF Resource shortfall (Yellow), 

then the selects a random PF Shortfall Scenario Card. If the team of 

players can successfully navigate the scenario presented on the card, as 

approved by their instructor, they gain PF concurrence. If not, the mission 

is not approved. That scenario card is discarded after it is played.  

g. Gain Embassy Approval: To gain Embassy Approval requires a successful 

3d6 role in accordance with Figure 16. This role has a modifier. The 

current Ambassador approval rating is applied to the approval chart. For 

example, if there is a -2 Ambassador Approval Rating and the SF Player 

wants to conduct an Advice Mission, the player would need to roll a 9 -12 

to be approved. (Not a 7 -14, which is what the chart reads without the 

modifier. The modifier is not applied to the roll of the dice but to the 

success window on the chart.  

h. Gain DOD Approval: DOD approval is contingent on RSO threat 

assessment and requirements. If RSO requirements are met, the DOD will 

grant approval. 

i. Ensure RSO Force Protection Requirements Are Met: RSO requires a 

minimum of a split ODA or a Trained PF (CA PF or SF PF) to operate in 

Threat Level C locations. No restrictions on A and B.  

j. Attempt to Execute a Successful Mission: (Chart in Figure 17 and 

Modifiers on Figure 18) To successfully execute a mission, the CA Player 
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must roll a 3d6 role in accordance with Figure 17 after all modifiers are 

applied in accordance with Figure 18. To apply the modifiers, the player 

combines the score or each modifier for the respective partner force 

proficiency, the security level of the district, access, influence, and 

insurgent activity. That resultant number is used to modify the mission 

success chart, increasing or decreasing the probability of success. For 

example, see the results of the chart after a +2 modifier is applied in 

Figure 12 in the Special Forces section. 

3. Mission Outputs and Effects 

a. Once the mission outcome is identified as either Successful, Limited 

Effects, or Critical Failure, the player refers to Figure 14 on their player 

card to identify the outputs and effects. All effects are immediate, and the 

other players benefit from the effects of the mission before them during 

the same turn.  

 
Figure 16. CA Mission Chart 
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Figure 17. CA Approval and Success Chart 

 
Figure 18. CA Mission Success Modifiers 
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K. PSYCHOLOGICAL OPERATIONS RULES AND ENGAGEMENT 
STRATEGY 

1. Rules 

a. Once a series is developed and approved for a district – embassy approval 

is not required for future use in that district 

b. Once a series is approved, and in use, additional series can begin 

development, only one series can be in development and approval process 

at one time 

c. Can only disseminate in one district per turn, unless ODA or CAT are on 

ground, then they can deliver another series concurrently. 

d. No RSO restrictions - all operations conducted remotely 

2. Engagement strategy 

a. The Psychological Operations player analyzes the relevant populations, 

develops messaging series, and disseminates the messages to targeted 

populations to modify the behavior of the populations to act in support of 

the host nation’s objectives. Populations that the PO player can message 

successfully will increase the probability of success for all players and can 

slow down and disrupt insurgent growth in the district they are operating. 

b. For the PO Player to execute a mission, they must complete the following 

steps utilizing their mission chart on their player role cards, as seen in 

Figures 14 & 15. 

(1) Identify the Mission: For the PO Player, each action requires 

approval, and the TAA, Series development, approval, and 

dissemination must be conducted in sequential order. TAA must be 

current to execute Series Development, gain approval for a series or 

disseminate, so it must be reconducted every 4 turns (2 years). Each 

series is specific to one district, and once it is developed and 
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approved, it can be actioned for dissemination any subsequent turn 

with approval.  

(2) Enhance Capabilities: This successful action increases one partner 

force unit’s proficiency one level. For example, from untrained to 

proficient. 

(3) Target Audience Analysis: “TAA is a detailed, systematic 

examination of PSYOP-relevant information to select Target 

Audiences that can accomplish a given Supporting Psychological 

Operations Objectives (SPO).”36  

(4) Series Development: “A PSYOP series is all products and actions 

directed at one TA to achieve one SPO. PSYOP uses series in the 

same way a marketer or advertiser will use multiple media and 

multiple products to sell goods or services.”37  

(5) Series Approval: “PSYOP products go through both an internal and 

external approval process. External approval is sometimes difficult 

and time-consuming and involves the DoS, Interagency, DOD and 

occasionally Executive Approval as well as Host Nation 

concurrence.”38 

(6) Dissemination: “Dissemination is the delivery of a PSYOP product 

to its intended TA to achieve a SPO.”39  

 

 
36 Department of the Army, Psychological Operations Tactics, Techniques, and Procedures, FM 

3-05.301 (Washington, DC: Department of the Army, 2003), https://irp.fas.org/doddir/army/fm3-05-
301.pdf, 5-1. 

37 Department of the Army, 6-19. 
38 Department of the Army, 6-26. 
39 Department of the Army, 6-29. 
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c. Select the Location: Training missions and TAA do not require a location 

to be identified. Series Development, Approval, and Dissemination are all 

specific to a location. 

d. Identify Any Lead Time Requirements: No extended lead time is required 

for any of the PO missions 

e. Gain Partner Force Concurrence: To gain partner force concurrence 

requires a successful 3d6 role in accordance with Figure 20. The 

probabilities of success vary by mission due to the respective resources 

and risk to force required for each mission set. Some PO actions can be 

conducted without PF concurrence but do reduce the probability of 

success. For Approval and Dissemination, PF approval is required. 

f. Gain Embassy Approval: To gain Embassy Approval requires a successful 

3d6 role in accordance with Figure 20. This role has a modifier. The 

current Ambassador approval rating is applied to the approval chart. For 

example, if there is a -2 Ambassador Approval Rating and the player 

wants to conduct an Advice Mission, the player would need to roll a 9 -12 

to be approved. (Not a 7 -14, which is what the chart reads without the 

modifier. The modifier is not applied to the roll of the dice but to the 

success window on the chart.) 

g. Gain DOD and Interagency Approval: DOD and Interagency approval is 

granted for training, TAA, and Development, but both require a 3d6 roll 

using Figure 20 for Approval and Dissemination.  

h. Attempt to Execute a Successful Mission: (Chart in Figure 20 and 

Modifiers on Figure 21) To successfully execute a mission, the PO Player 

must roll a 3d6 role following Figure 22 after all modifiers are applied 

following Figure 22. To apply the modifiers, the player combines each 

modifier’s score for the respective partner force proficiency, security level 

of the district, access, influence, and insurgent activity. That resultant 
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number is used to modify the mission success chart, increasing or 

decreasing the probability of success. For example, see the chart results 

after a +2 modifier is applied in Figure 20 in the Special Forces section. 

i. TAA and Series Development require a 3d6 roll as well as Dissemination 

to determine if they were successful. The Approval action is successful if 

all approval is granted.  

3. Mission Outputs and Effects 

a. Once the mission outcome is identified as either Successful, Limited 

Effects, Mission Failure, or Critical Failure, the player refers to Figure 19 

on their player card to identify the outputs and effects. All effects are 

immediate, and the other players benefit from the effects of the mission 

before them during the same turn.  

 
Figure 19. PO Mission Chart 
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Figure 20. PO Approval and Success Charts 

 
Figure 21. PO Mission Success Modifiers 
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V. CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
Future applications and expansion packs for the base game mechanics have been 

identified and require further study and development. Four applications of the game were 

identified for further development. These applications are integrated throughout the 

qualification course, integration into the operational training cycle, a training aid for 

partner force development, and ARSOF Recruiting. 

The application throughout the qualification course would address the same core 

issues of limited time, resources and personnel needed to increase repetitions in training. 

The game’s baseline mechanics are not AOR specific, allowing the game to be adapted to 

simulate any AO and add complexity to the game. To increase integration between the 

three ARSOF branches, each qualification course can have students execute the operations 

and strategies they are learning within the TTWG scenario to increase experience and 

display the applicability and interoperability with their fellow ARSOF officers. The 

application to the qualification course would also leverage the adaptability of the game to 

be applied to specific locations and scenarios. There is potential to have the units 

Intelligence Section (S2) incorporate their Intelligence Preparation of the Battlefield (IPB) 

into the TTWG scenario to familiarize the players with their AO and refine their 

engagement strategies and integration with adjacent SOF units in the TTWG environment. 

When working with a partner force, a potential method to show the value of establishing 

and enhancing their Special Operations capabilities is to utilize this TTWG. This can 

increase their understanding of special operations and improve training, especially in 

environments where limited authorities, permissions, and resources prevent the execution 

of training missions. The final recommendation for future application is within Special 

Operations Recruiting. The game is competitive by nature and shows the complexity of the 

SOF operational environment and the challenges officers face and must overcome. Future 

ARSOF officer recruits can play Partner of Choice and get a glimpse of what their future 

could be in ARSOF.  
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In addition to future game applications, we have identified modifications to 

enhance the game’s effectiveness as a teaching tool. The integration of an enemy player 

controls the insurgency’s growth and actions and conducts operations that are blind to the 

friendly players. The enemy player would be conducting their engagement strategy that 

would adapt to the friendly force’s operations adding in combat multipliers that may be 

integrated into real-world operations.  

The current game design and development aligned with the original intent of the 

game and incorporated game mechanics to simulate all the desired learning objectives. The 

gameplay and integration into the classroom environment also fell within the desired time 

requirements for onboarding new players and completing iterations of the game. The initial 

feedback from play-testers and within the three target groups further supported our thesis 

that a TTWG can be designed and integrated into the curriculum at ARSOF CCC that 

simulates their future operating environment, exposes players to roles and responsibilities 

of their future profession, and enhance the students understanding of the course material. 

Sixty-eight percent of Post -SOF Tactical Leaders believed Partner of Choice simulated 

the future operating environment very well. Also, 86% of that population group thought 

Partner of Choice would enhance students’ understanding of their future roles and 

responsibilities. Seventy-eight percent of the instructors felt the TTWG would enhance the 

student’s knowledge of the course material. All the students that played the game after the 

ARSOF CCC Program of Instruction believed the game at least moderately enhanced their 

understanding of the material; 80% thought the TTWG did this very well. Two of the 

students felt the game did it perfectly. The thesis sponsor, the ARSOF CCC, has already 

integrated Partner of Choice into their permanent Program of Instruction. 
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APPENDIX A. PARTNER OF CHOICE 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



56 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



57 



58 

 
 



59 

 



60 

 



61 

APPENDIX B. PLAYTESTING QUESTIONNAIRE 
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