
They can’t all be winners. We’ve all been 
there. A game that we just can’t wait 
until it is over and we are put out of our 
misery (recall the character Hudson from 
the Alien movie, “Game over man!”). 
A fellow gamer by the name of David 
Skibicki recently reminded me of the 
term Prolonged Active Death (PAD)  - 
essentially playing along with no hope 
of victory waiting for it all to be over. 
I’ve been fortunate enough to not land in 
that situation for many long years now 
(well, at least as it relates to a scenario, 
my dice on the other hand …). That is 
partly because of the group of gamers I 
play with, but more so in part because of 
how we design our scenarios. This article 
attempts to write down the considerations 
and thought process used when I go 
about designing a scenario. With that 
being said, I’ll add that I don’t claim 
to be revolutionary or unique in this 
approach. However, writing things down 
so we don’t forget or overlook something 
is a good thing (especially as I get older), 
so off we go!

Jay White shares some of his 
thoughts and experience on 
creating scenarios.

 meeting engagements with the odd bit  
	 of	fluff	thrown	in	for	mild	variability.	 
 Regardless, points, min-maxing, and  
 victory at all costs are commonplace.

2. Hobbyists and historians. Many like  
 the painting, building and research/ 
 historical aspects of the hobby and care  
 the least about the game and scenario  
 being played (unless it provides a  
 platform for extensive verbal discourse  
 on the history of the battle, period, the  
 generals, who stubbed their toe, and so  
 on, and on … and on … zzzzzzz).  
 I poke fun here, but as I’ll mention  
 further into this article, it is important  
 to understand the history, period or  
 world that your game is taking place in.

3. Casual gamers. You could divide this  
 group into two, but I’ll continue with  
 the “broad brush” and simply say  
 that these guys (me being one of  
 them) primarily get together in groups  
 to play whatever’s their fancy in a  
 mildly competitive but mostly friendly  
 group atmosphere. This could be at  
 your house or a hobby store, historical  
 or fantasy - but the game is the central  
 element of the hobby for these types.
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WHAT ARE YOU TRYING TO 
GET OUT OF YOUR GAMING 
EXPERIENCE?

Before diving into the details here I 
think it is important to recognize that we 
are all out to get different things from 
our gaming experiences. Allow me to 
paint with a broad brush for a moment. 
I know there are those out there who 
love exacting levels of precision when 
reproducing historical battles (well, there 
are far more gamers out there who are in 
their comfort zone pointing out historical 
inaccuracies). Just as well there are the 
“simulation” gamers who want a detailed 
gaming experience that takes everything 
into account as it relates to the period 
they are playing. Like it or not though, 
I’d call those two groups in the minority 
of gamers I’ve come across. As it relates 
to gamers I’ve seen over the years (29 
active gaming years and counting), I see 
three groups of majorities:

1. Tournament players. Terrain is but  
 an element of the hyper competitive  
 play. The classic Warhammer - 2  
 hills, 2 woods and a building routine.  
 Roll for the scenario from the back  
 of the book - or are they really just  

BUILDING BETTER 
SCENARIOS EASIER SAID  

THAN DONE!



Funnily enough I’ve gone from #3 above 
to	#1	and	back	to	#3.	Suffice	it	to	say,	
we	can	all	fit	into	aspects	from	all	these	
categories. But, the main point of this 
whole digression is that for me, being a 
#3, I’m out to get the following from my 
gaming experience:

• A balanced game. This doesn’t mean  
 each side has exactly the same number  
 of points or units. This means that  
 both sides, based on the units available,  
 terrain, scenario and victory conditions,  
 have an equal opportunity to win the  
 game (even if it is just a moral victory).

• A playable game. In my experience,  
 some of the best games are also the  
 bloodiest or at least close in results.  
 That isn’t a requirement, but I want  
 to come out the other side feeling  
 like I had a good time. A big part of a  
 playable game is making sure all  
 players are equally engaged and having  
 fun participating.

• A thematic game. I would say  
 historical instead of thematic, but it  
 may confuse some. While almost all  
 my scenarios are based on same part   
 of a historical battle, I would be remiss  
 in excluding fantasy and Sci-Fi gamers.  
 I could try to be “historical” with my  
	 Helm’s	Deep	scenario	in	that	it	reflects	 
 the history of the world that my game  
 pertains to (or historical in the essence  
 of providing a battle similar to that  
 of the LOTR: Two Towers movie).  
 With that in mind, we can use the  
 term thematic to mean a scenario  
	 that	is	based	on	a	pre-defined	or		 	
 documented event.

Ok, still with me or is this just a bunch of 
hogwash? Phew! With that aside, let’s get 
into the meat of the topic.
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DESIGN CONSIDERATIONS  
FOR SCENARIOS

I believe one of the hardest things to 
convey on this topic is that  - successful  
- scenario design is more subjective 
than objective. That is to say it is more 
of an art than a science. I say successful 
because anyone can design a scenario, 
but to get it down to the point where you 
master the ability to deliver an enjoyable 
experience of play for both sides; that 
right there is when you know you’ve got 
it down. However, getting it right for one 
game system doesn’t automatically mean 
you’ll get it right with another ... which 
leads	me	to	our	first	part	...

Familiarity and experience with the rules 
system in question is the most relevant 
background for scenario design.

Nothing beats experience. The more 
you play a game and understand the 
rules, the better you’ll naturally be at 
designing a balanced and fun scenario 
for it. As could be said for almost any 
aspect of wargaming, trial and error, 
especially error, are how you learn and 

avoid mistakes in the future. More 
painful when you just ruined a 

$100 model, fortunately for 
scenarios all you’ll really 

have lost out on (if you 
screw it up) is time.

The more you know about the period, 
the more you are likely to build a 
thematic and balanced scenario.

There is of course a limit to this. You 
don’t have to be a walking encyclopedia 
and foremost expert in the period, but 
understand who fought, the key battles and 
the critical moments in those key battles. 
Understand what a historical (thematic) 
outcome looks like and how various 
battle plans evolved through different 
periods of history. The Osprey Campaign 
series books are an excellent resource 
and provide the exact level of scenario 
building detail needed, provided there is a 
book	for	the	battle	you	want	to	fight.

Asymmetrical and symmetrical warfare 
isn’t just for modern and a balanced 
scenario doesn’t mean the forces are 
evenly allocated in either case.

Balance to me isn’t force composition. 
It is the likelihood for both sides to 
have a chance to win while enjoying 
the game. Some of this means you’ll 
have to change how victory points are 
awarded (e.g. in my modern Iraqi games, 
insurgent cells destroyed are ½ VP while 
a single coalition soldier casualty is 
1VP). Victory points, points awarded 
for objectives, terrain layout, and 
initial starting deployments can easily 
offset	a	significant	imbalance	in	force	
composition and size.

For example, in my Gettysburg Pickett’s 
Charge scenario, there is no chance for 
the Confederate force to carry the Union 
position (well, other than some miniscule 
probability as it relates to dice). But the 
way it is designed allows them to still 
“win” in victory points (call it a moral 
victory). I achieved this with victory 
points and by limiting the Union players 
tactical	options.	I	created	five	“lanes”	
with two Union infantry units in each 
lane, one that was forward at the wall and 
another in reserve. All the Confederate 
units can attack any lane and are just 
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“... in my Gettysburg Pickett’s Charge scenario, there is no chance for the Confederate force 
to carry the Union position...” Photo of the Gettysburg 150th Anniversary game at Historicon 
2013 by Paul Olszanski, Pete Panzeri amd Rich Hasenauer. See WI315.



looking to break through or force second 
line Union units to commit forward. If 
the forward Union unit is wiped out, the 
reserve unit in the lane automatically 
commits forward (reserve units can 
only commit forward within their lane). 
The Union gets VPs in the normal way 
(for destroying units or leaving them 
Shaken). The Confederates get points for 
destroying units, forcing reserve units to 
commit forward, and for making it over 
the wall (even if they get wiped out after 
getting over the wall). This is a great 
example of bringing a historical battle 
that was massively imbalanced to life on 
the tabletop in a way that is enjoyable 
and “balanced” for both sides.

Another example is my games with 
modern	insurgents	fighting	the	coalition	
in Iraq. These are based around running 
groups of insurgents out into the open 

turns ... well, you’ve failed at math and 
scenario design. Also understand the 
limits of the rules you are playing. A 
great example is Muskets & Tomahawks. 
The core rules work great on a 4-foot 
by 4-foot table as most units move 4-6'' 
with one action. Granted, each unit will 
get four actions a turn, resulting in 16 to 
24'' by turns end, each game generally 
lasts 3-4 turns and contains a lot of 
terrain making it hard to move great 
distances, even if you have the theoretical 
movement for the game. If I can move 6'' 
a turn and get six turns, don’t make the 
objective 36'' away, as that would require 
maximum movement every single turn to 
get there. I’ve gone two ways with this 
stuff, sometimes I modify the core rules 
to increase movement rates to the size 
of table and game I want to play. But be 
warned, this can really mess up some 
game systems, so be aware of the impact 
of the changes. Other times I accept the 
core rules and limit my games to the size 
of table and terrain that work for the rules 
and period. Rivers and narrow passes 
can sound like a great idea but drastically 
limit game play options and can really 
swamp game progress. Which is 
important, keep the game moving along, 
it is very critical, don’t bog players down 
in slow moving terrain. A great example 
was a game I ran with several lines of 
bocage in Normandy. Brutal slug fest and 
took forever, bogging the game down. 
My fault, lesson learned. Play through 
the game “in your head” and think about 
how you expect each side to develop their 
advance (or defence) across the terrain 
within the game turns available. Of 
course, you’ll not think of everything, but 
this does help.
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to attack coalition troops who are 
better trained and equipped. The entire 
experience is built around one side 
getting (essentially) blown away while 
the other doesn’t take all that many 
casualties. But, the insurgents are so 
expendable that it doesn’t matter when a 
whole group gets destroyed ... killing a 
single coalition solider makes up for it ... 
in some cases you can lose two groups 
for each coalition KIA. Very different 
gaming experience. Check your norms at 
the door.

Terrain and how it relates to the initial 
deployment and movement rates of 
units in the game far outweigh almost 
any other aspect of scenario design.

The map and terrain layout is especially 
crucial. If an attacking enemy only moves 
6'' a turn and has to cross 10 feet in six 

“... Another example is my games with modern insurgents fighting the coalition in Iraq...” 
Photograph showing (a small part of) Jay’s Iraq War collection. see more in WI342. 

Below: French and Indian Wars figures by Conquest Miniatures. 



Another thing I’ve adopted for 
convention games is always start units 
on the table. I believe the worst thing 
you can do is give an inexperienced 
player a bunch of options for advancing 
onto the table. Not only does this take 
a while, but initial movement in many 
systems can be the early death of a side. 
Inexperienced players tend to be cautious 
and advance slowly, even when you are 
telling them outright to make a dash for 
the goal line. I’ve considered using cattle 
prods but have been informed that it is 
frowned upon.

Shrinking	and	flattening	historical	maps	
is common for me. For example, my 
Gettysburg Little Round Top shrinks the 
area	of	the	map	down	some	so	I	can	fit	
both Devil’s Den and the top of Little 
Round Top all on the same 6-foot by 
8-foot table. Now, although shrunk, I 
can still provide enough room for both 
assaults. Another example is taking the 
“Angle” out of Pickett’s Charge and 
flattening	the	line	across	the	table	so	
that all Confederate units are advancing 
roughly the same distance, but are slowed 
down by crossing the fence at different 
points, which adds variability to the 
advance. This is important to make the 
historical scenario playable and not 
just a grueling kick in the nards for the 
Confederates (with no chance to win, 
even in a “soft” way). Now, it still is 
mind you, just in a more enjoyable way 
since they know they don’t have to win 
by killing all the Union troops but rather 
by triggering situations that gain them 
victory points (e.g. breaching the line).

What is your average desired outcome 
for the game, which can be historically 
based or not.

How close to a historical outcome do 
you want? For example, in my Pickett’s 
Charge game I wanted a historical 
outcome in that the terrain, special 
rules and force composition make it 
impossible for the Confederates to carry 
the Union position. But, they can still 
win by breaching the line and forcing 
Union reserves to commit. We’ve played 
this scenario four times now and each 
game was decided by one or two victory 
points. You can go the opposite way. You 
want to play Pickett’s Charge but give 
the Confederates a full range of tactical 
options: delay, move up the artillery, 
pound the Union line and don’t focus on 
the Angle? Let the players try to win and 
be able to carry the Union position? It is 
possible to do that as well. Again, I tend 
to	determine	the	outcome	I	want	first,	
then start playing through the games in 
my head, thinking of the special rules 
and how I need to manipulate the map 
or scenario rules to frame certain tactical 
options.
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Play testing matters - but the more  
you get better at this the less you’ll 
need to play test.

I’ve got most scenarios I write up down to a 
single play test or two with minor alterations. 
But, that is only after many long years of 
taking this approach and playing many 
games for the rule systems I play. Don’t be 
afraid to adjust things to make the game 
more enjoyable. Listen to what the play test 
is telling you (yikes, that sounds like a line 
from the “wargame whisperer” ... ugh).

Consider the game play from both 
sides … don’t be a jerk!

This really goes without saying, but I’ll 
say it anyways because I still observe 
this happening every so often. I’ve seen 
some put scenarios together simply 
because they wanted to play one side 
and win. The kind of min-maxing horse 
“poop” you see in tournaments. Oh, the 
rules didn’t say I “couldn’t” do it. If our 
education system was based on telling us 
what we can’t do we’d be in school until 
we die. Some things are common sense.

Don’t be “that guy” as even in the realm 
of fantasy showing up with 500 dragons 
is a jerk move. We all like playing with 
tanks, but that doesn’t mean you show 
up with 20 Tiger tanks and give your 
mate three T34’s because “this totally 
happened” that one time at the battle of 
“blowing-smoke-out-my-butt.”

Finally, it does matter what and how 
much you put on the tabletop.

Despite my dislike of point systems, 
having them isn’t horrible but be careful 
of imbalance as they tend to be the crux 
for many wargamers. For example, 
points in Bolt Action are OK, but when 
infantry is combined with vehicles, 
points are all out of whack. Many points 
systems are determined by armament 
and basic stats, but so much more than 
that affects a unit’s effectiveness in the 
actual game (something not accounted 
for in point systems). For example, 
in Muskets and Tomahawks, regular 
infantry is expensive, but rules the day 
in open terrain battles. Irregulars are 
cheaper and come in smaller units, but 

“... A great example was a game I ran with several lines of bocage in Normandy.  
Brutal slug fest and took forever, bogging the game down. My fault, lesson learned....”  

Flames Of War figures by Battlefront. 

“... Shrinking and flattening historical maps is common for me. For example, my Gettysburg 
Little Round Top shrinks the area of the map down some so I can fit both Devil’s Den and the 
top of Little Round Top all on the same 6-foot by 8-foot table.”



if there is a lot of terrain on the table 
(and usually there is), they’ll absolutely 
destroy the regulars, at a fraction of the 
points cost. Just one of the reasons I take 
points very lightly and don’t mind when 
they don’t exist at all. Everything else 
I’ve mentioned up to this point is more 
critical to building a successful scenario. 
The easiest part should be determining 
what troops you want on the board. Even 
if you want to do something wacky, as 
I’ve mentioned earlier, imbalance in 
forces can be offset by terrain, special 
rules, victory conditions and more.

Perhaps the largest mistake in force 
selection isn’t what you are putting 
on the table, but how much. This is 
less about if one side is more or less 
powerful. Rather, this is more about 
giving units the room to operate on the 
tabletop. Jamming 50 units in a 2'' space 
may look cool but destroys all tactical 
options available other than hold or 
move forward. Give the forces room to 
maneuver. Some scenarios can of course 
limit this on purpose, but do so carefully 
and make sure they have the movement 
to	maneuver.	It	is	a	fine	balancing	act,	
space versus movement rates.

MY SCENARIO “TOOLKIT”

This may be odd, but my scenario toolkit 
consists of two things: my blog and 
Microsoft PowerPoint. Sound like I’ve 
had my brain surgically removed and 
replaced with peanuts? Maybe. The blog 
component of this is primarily about 
documenting the scenario in such a way 
that I can access it anywhere. I’ve been at 
a convention or game store many times 
and have looked at my blog post on the 
scenario or battle report to remember 
exactly how I set up the table or where I 
initially deployed troops. Even if nobody 
ever reads your blog, it is a great way 
to document your wargames for future 
reference.

As a side note: touching up pictures. 
Just try this out and you’ll see. You 
don’t have to be a computer wiz or 
Photoshop expert. Take a picture and 
drop it into a slide in PowerPoint. Click 
the picture and go to the Format tab. 
There is a button for “Corrections” 
that drops down. I use the Sharpen 
ability and the Brightness adjustments 
all the time to improve my pictures. 
You can even remove a background 
colour (making it transparent). Mind 
you, this is the simplest form of this 
type of functionality, so the colour you 
want removed should be fairly clean. 
I generally only do this when I have a 
close-up picture of a miniature that I took 
with a white paper used as a background. 
Those types of pictures can look dark 
when taken with your phone or even 
proper SLR camera. But, using this 
method	can	completely	fix	the	picture	and	
make it look much more professional. 
Like I said, try it out and you’ll likely be 
pleasantly surprised by what you can do.

IN CLOSING

So, there you have it. Take it or leave it. 
Even if you already do this I hope this 
at least helps you explain to others and 
means you don’t have to write it down 
now. If this was new for you, I hope you 
found it helpful and that it improves your 
game experience moving forward.
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You would be surprised with what you 
can do in PowerPoint as it relates to 
wargaming. I use PowerPoint to create 
Quick Reference Sheets (QRS), build 
maps for scenarios, and even for quick 
and very effective picture editing. Let  
me explain.

For creating maps, I have a basic textured 
square that represents a 12'' x 12'' area 
(one square foot). I then use that to build 
out the table on the slide, generally 
6-foot by 8-foot for me. I “group” all 
those objects together to give me a single 
tabletop to work on. The obvious part 
is using the basic shapes and colours 
available to denote roads, buildings, trees, 
and so on. One of the most useful shapes 
is the Freeform: Scribble line. This shape 
allows you to create non-uniform shapes 
on the map. Try it out and you’ll see.

Once I have the map, along with the 
starting deployments denoted, I can take 
that image and drop it into my blog post. 
My post for scenarios detail the orders of 
battle, special rules, background, number 
of turns, who has initiative, victory 
conditions, and so on.

“... I use PowerPoint to create Quick Reference Sheets (QRS), build maps for scenarios,  
and even for quick and very effective picture editing.”

Below: The Wargames Illustrated  
Gettysburg table - Little Round 
Top and the Devil’s Den. See 
more in WI307 via The Vault.


