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There is a school of thought that 
suggests good training is propor-

tionate to the amount of money you 
spend; the more you spend the bet-
ter the training. But effective train-
ers know that’s not the case. They 
know the will to train is far more im-
portant than any other factor. They 
also know that the responsibility to 
train remains the same regardless 
of agency size or budget. A success-
ful strategy therefore starts by leav-
ing excuses behind and continues 
with identifying specific goals and 
objectives. The final step is figuring 
out how you can meet them with 
the resources you have. 

Training is an issue you meet 
head on and build upon over time. 
The trick is not reinventing the 
wheel but keeping it rolling. We can 
keep our training rolling forward 
with wargaming. Though any agency can benefit from war-
gaming, it tends to be more beneficial for smaller agencies 
because they start off with fewer resources. It’s simple, cost 
effective, and highly adaptable to individual needs. The rea-
son it’s so cost effective is that in its most basic form, the only 
resources an agency needs are time and imagination.

WhaT ExacTly is Wargaming? 
Wargaming is a simulation based on theoretical strategic 
decision-making. It is used primarily by the military. A sim-
ilar technique is used outside the military and is commonly 
referred to as table top exercises. This approach of working 
through scenarios with key players is used by Fortune 500 
companies and the federal government. 

A table top exercise can be as low-tech as using pen and 
paper or as high-tech as a computer simulation spanning 
several days. It is a proven training vehicle that allows you 
to evaluate your effectiveness during a critical incident be-
fore one happens. Instead of waiting for the real thing to sur-
prise you, you run through it theoretically first. The intrinsic 
value of this process is it allows you to train at any level and 

work on any issue. Since your only 
limitations are time and imagina-
tion, funding and agency size can 
no longer be viewed as obstacles. 

In his book "Leadership," former 
New York City Mayor Rudy Giuliani 
attributed much of his response 
tactics after the attack of the Twin 
Towers on September 11, 2001, to 
this type of training. Members of 
Giuliani’s key staff routinely partic-
ipated in many table top exercises. 
One in particular revolved around 
a single engine aircraft slamming 
into one of the twin towers. 

Obviously that simulation was 
not on the same scale as the terror-
ist attack, but it did give Giuliani’s 
staff an opportunity to work out 
some of the bugs in their overall re-
sponse planning. By the end of the 
exercise, the group was able to re-

solve many important issues that had not been confronted 
before. Many key issues were simply identified from casual 
conversation between participants. I can only imagine the 
number of what ifs and I never thought of that befores go-
ing on. When the terrorist attack did come, Giuliani and his 
crew responded with a higher level of preparedness than 
had they not done their table top exercise. 

WhaT Do you WargamE?
The scenarios you develop will depend on your specific 
goals and objectives. It can be as basic as asking your squad 
to go over the necessary steps of an in-progress call like a 
bank robbery or a barricaded suspect. It could be more com-
plicated like handling a train derailment. You also have the 
option of incorporating previous training and seeing how 
much has been retained. The depth and breadth of the sce-
narios you can create are almost endless. One of the keys 
as facilitator is to base the exercise on what you intend to  
accomplish. 

In other words, you tailor the training to meet a specific 
need. A scenario for a detective might be different than the 

Small agencies in particular benefit from table top exercises 
that accomplish important training with few resources. 

Wargaming as Training
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A table top exercise can easily be worked 
into an agency's daily routine, depending on 
call volume.  
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one you create for a street cop. Th is strat-
egy also works well for training supervi-
sors. If you are a fi rst line supervisor, you 
may want to evaluate your squad. If you 
are a second line supervisor, you may just 
want to work with your fi rst line supervi-
sors. Whether working with one, 10, or 
100, the procedures are fundamentally 
the same. 

comfort zone, thus improving their own 
responses in the process. Th is helps with 
the overall decision-making process be-
cause it forces everyone involved to look 
at the bigger picture. 

Th is tactic can easily apply to any level 
of your agency’s organization. If you use 
sergeants and lieutenants for fi rst and 
second line supervisors, you could ask 
for responses from positions such as of-
fi cer to sergeant, sergeant to lieutenant, 
and so on up the organizational ladder. It 
places someone else in the hot seat. You 
often hear murmurs of how things should 
have been done. It’s the old battle cry of if 
I were in charge things would have been 
diff erent. Here is the perfect opportunity 
to let them do just that; put up or shut up. 
It’s been my experience that if you are not 
part of the solution you are part of the 
problem. 

WorKing WiTh ThE smallEsT 
common DEnominaTor
As an example, let’s focus on the smallest 
common denominator found within an 
agency. We’ll use low-tech means and dis-
cuss how it might play out. Every agency 
has some sort of response element that 
handles its day-to-day operational needs. 
For the sake of this article we will call it a 
squad even if for some agencies it might 
mean having a squad of one.

As the supervisor, you will give your 
squad a written scenario. Your scenario 
has all the information needed to start the 
ball rolling. It will be no diff erent than any 
other initial call for service that comes out 
over the radio. You then ask your squad 
to respond in writing as to their intended 
course of action. You specify that their an-
swer will come twofold; as a fi rst respond-
er and next as an acting supervisor. Th ey 
are to use their standard operating proce-
dures, agency policies, and any applicable 
laws (local, state, federal) when formulat-
ing their response. 
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One thing I have incorporated in the 
past is asking for more than just one level 
of response. I have taken a scenario and 
asked members of my command to think 
in terms of themselves plus one level up. 
As a sergeant, I made my squad answer 
both as a fi rst responder and as an acting 
sergeant. Responding with the next level 
up makes people think outside of their 

Best Practices

1. Focus on your mission.
2. Identify goals and objectives.
3. Create a realistic scenario/problem.
4.  Request a response using agency 

policy and procedure.
5.  Review responses individually and 

collectively.

1. Focus on your mission.
2. Identify goals and objectives.

Wargaming TiPs
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As facilitator, however, you do have 
to make sure participants have any re-
sources they need or at least the knowl-
edge of where to get them. For example, 
if you’re running a Hazmat scenario but 
your agency does not issue the Emergency 
Response Guide, you can direct the par-
ticipants to the interactive Website for it 
online. Lastly, include a time frame for 
when the project is due and make sure you 
schedule a debriefing. 

If overtime is a consideration, you can 
save time by giving your squad the op-
portunity to finish the project while at 
work. I used to give my squad 30 minutes 
every shift to work on their assignments 
assuming the call load and staffing al-
lowed it. Let’s face it, there is always some 
down time during your shift. Instead of 
networking with a zone partner (meeting 
to talk about last night’s game), they can 
work on the project. 

When the completion date arrives, 
you gather up all the answers and review 
them individually and comment back 
with notes. You next review them as a 
unit and go over best case responses at 
your debrief. It’s an opportunity to work 
out any deficiencies you identified and 
work toward streamlining your response. 
If all goes well, you have completely gone 
through a course of action, made adjust-
ments for the future, and become better 
prepared in the process. 

When you do come up against a similar 
scenario in real time, it will not be as unfa-
miliar as if it were your first time handling 
it. Sports science acknowledges the power 
of visualizing. The mind doesn’t care if the 
incident is real or imagined. As you work 
through it, it gets stored in your mind the 
same way. 

When you start looking for how to 
handle something and reach into the fil-
ing cabinet of your mind for answers, in-

stead of finding a blank file you will find 
information you can use. That is one of the 
main reasons this type of training is so 
important. Another reason is that as with 
New York’s Mayor Giuliani, many possible 
issues that would have negatively impact-
ed your response will be identified and 
cleared up well in advance of an actual in-
cident. With some time and imagination, 

you can make wargaming training work 
for you.  

Amaury Murgado is a road patrol lieuten-
ant with the Osceola County (Fla.) Sheriff’s 
Office. He is a retired master sergeant (U.S. 
Army Reserve), has 23 years of law enforce-
ment experience, and has been involved 
with martial arts for 37 years.
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The facilitator's job is to establish 
the situation and make sure the 
participants have resources.




