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Why Try?

Whether you win or lose, especially in the long run, it’s most rewarding for all players if they all make a reasonable effort to win.  There are times when it’s good to “just try stuff” - for example when you’re trying out a particular game the first time, or at the end when the outcome has already been decided.  But mostly, when players are familiar with the game, everyone should try to win, even if they seem to be behind or losing, to make everyone’s time invested seem more worthwhile.  The best situation is when all players are trying to win, the second best is when no players are trying to win, and worst is where some are trying to play well and others aren’t.

Why Axis & Allies Style?

Because this guide was written specifically for a person who likes the strategic / economic / area movement / multi-national / get income from provinces / battles between plastic miniatures kind of games.  The general principles below apply to most games within this genre, and also to strategic war games in general.

2 Ways to Win

There are basically two approaches to trying to win this kind of game:

· By Analysis – In this case, you study every possible option available to you at every step, consider every possible consequence of your actions several turns ahead or until the end of the game, as compared with all the actions your opponents could take, and as compared with all possible random factors such as die rolls.  This is exhausting, takes way too long, and is therefore no fun for you or the other players.  This is how a Chess Novice plays, who knows the rules, but doesn’t understand the game.

· By Principle – In this much better case, you make sound game choices very quickly, based on understanding general principles of strategy, and knowledge of specific principles and tactics that apply to the particular game you’re playing.  This is how a Chess Master plays, and why he can play 20 or so games simultaneously against slower, less knowledgeable players, who are playing more by Analysis.

The point of this paper is to show you how to develop enough knowledge to play A&A style games by Principle.  Both you and your opponents will enjoy games more if you play this way, at least after you learn how the principles apply in various kinds of in-game situations, for particular games.

General Principles

Make a Good Plan – You must figure out what is important to winning the game, then make a good plan to get there.  Basically this means setting a series of goals and figuring out how to achieve those goals.  Once you’ve figured out a plan, you need to focus all your actions on achieving the goals in the plan, besides being social and having fun.  It’s easy to get distracted from your plan, but that wastes resources and gives your opponent advantages they can and should exploit.  Your plan should include whatever combination of things most directly helps you win the game; everything else is secondary.  It’s usually necessary to have a series of goals (for Germany in A&A for example your plan  might be to capture and hold onto Karelia, then Moscow, then take enough provinces to get an economic victory, all the while defending enough income producing territories in the West to build the units you need).  An unnecessary secondary goal in that situation might be to conquer South America or all of Africa.  Your plan should address both the areas you are strong in and those where your forces are weak.  You can make deception or delaying moves to confuse or slow down your opponent, but even these, if done right, are part of your strategic plan.  It can be boring to make and stick to a plan, but it’s the first and most important principle for winning.

On the other hand, it is important to be flexible, and keep your plans up to date with the changing game situation.  When the dice or your opponent surprises you, it’s good to reconsider your plan.  Have a good reason to change plans, and try to stick with it once you’ve made a change.

Don’t Waste Time – Do the most you can with the limited game-time you have.  This usually means trying to achieve your goals in as few moves as possible, but doesn’t mean taking big risks just to speed things up.  Make the best use of your game-time, because if you waste time, and the other side doesn’t, the advantage will inevitably (allowing for normal luck and other factors) shift in their favor.  Nathan Forrest’s “get there fustest with the mostest” has been the main principle for success for all of history’s greatest generals, from Alexander, Caesar, Napoleon, to Patton and the rest.  Never waste turns, unless you are intentionally trying to deceive your opponent, and even then, it’s usually a bad idea.  Game time is a valuable strategic resource - don’t waste it.  It’s generally better to take a little more real time to plan your turn, if that will help make the best use of that turn.  Take a little time planning an important turn if by doing so it makes the whole game more worthwhile.
Don’t Waste Pieces – Getting the most value out of your pieces (troops, leaders, money, PAP’s, cards, whatever) is absolutely the heart of strategic games.  This cannot be stressed enough, although naïve players often overlook it.  Getting “value” out of your resources generally means doing the most damage to your opponents’ pieces at the lowest cost to your own forces.  Everything in these games has some sort of cost associated with it.  Every action you take, whether it’s buying units, or attacking, or deciding which units to leave in defensive positions, or who to ally with, etc., should be considered in terms of it’s cost.  Every action you take contributes directly to the mathematical equation that compares your overall strength in pieces (resources) to your opponent’s.  The phrase “it’s all math” refers to this equation.  A clear example of this in A&A would be if you can fight a battle such that you lose even 3 or 4 Infantry (total cost 9 or 12) at the same time they lose a Bomber (total cost 15), it is generally a good idea to go ahead with that battle.  This is just like trading lower value pieces for higher value pieces in Chess.  It’s probably the most important “tactic” to use in these games.  As the game goes on, little advantages grow into big advantages, enough to eventually win the game.

It is fundamental to use the right number (and types – see “Combinations” below) of pieces in every situation.  For example, before you make any attack, you should always decide first if you intend to successfully defend the region against whatever your opponent can counterattack it with.  If you do not want to or cannot defend the region you’re attacking, you should usually send in the minimum troops that can defeat the enemy there, so you lose only the minimum (and hopefully lowest cost) of your troops to the counterattack.  On the other hand, if you need to defend the region against counterattacks, you should send in the maximum possible number of troops with the attack.  In Axis & Allies there is no down side to having a LOT of troops in one area.  More troops = good!  Even more troops = better!  A common mistake is to attack with too few units!  You will win battles faster and at lower cost, i.e. more efficiently, the more troops you send in, and will have a better chance to defend it against counterattack.  Always go in with the most troops you can at the critical point of attack, the point that most directly supports achieving your main goal.  A medium size army is hard to use well.  When in doubt, use large armies in key places and very small armies (such as 1 lone Infantry) to occupy other areas.

Use Combinations – These games reward the player who can put together the best combinations of pieces and moves.  There are many opportunities for this, such as using different types of units in the same battle (i.e. combined arms), taking advantage of the turn order to make “combined” (in sequence) moves such as the U.S. and British in A&A Pacific, using helo’s in Fortress America to cutoff retreats and pave a path for mech units, using political actions (maybe using your allies’ PAPs) during your moves in NIE, the list goes on and on and on.  Look for ways to get more value out of what you have or what you can buy.  A good combination can provide far more value than the sum of the cost of the individual pieces.

Out of all the possible combinations you can make, probably the most important one is to match up “cannon fodder” units with high value units (such as Bombers), to multiply the attack value of the high value units and protect them while losing only the cannon fodder to return fire.  It’s important to realize that the cannon fodder units (i.e. the cheapest units, typically Infantry) are the real key to winning these games.  Having enough of these cheapest units to take casualties is always important and should be a primary consideration in every plan.  As a very rough rule, the cheapest unit should make up about 50% of your main armies and around 75% of your other forces.

Some combinations can be put together immediately, but many take preparation over several turns.  Be thinking ahead especially when buying new pieces.  For example, if you want to attack Karelia in Axis & Allies from Germany, you might want to buy all Infantry for 2 turns, then tanks the next turn, then planes, then make the attack the following turn.  In NIE, you should always have a specific reason for buying PAPs that supports achieving your overall goals.

Know the Odds – You need to understand the basics of probability in order to make sound decisions quickly.  Study these tables:

1 six sided die roll
% chance exactly
% equal or higher
% equal or lower

6


17%


17%


100%


5


17%


33%


83%


4


17%


50%


67%


3


17%


67%


50%


2
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83%


33%


1


17%


100%


17%

Equal or higher applies to NIE Quick battles.  Equal or lower applies to A&A battles.  The 2 dice results below apply to success in political actions, etc. in NIE.

2 six sided dice roll
% chance exactly
% equal or higher
% equal or lower

12


3%


3%


100%


11


6%


8%


97%


10


8%


17%


92%


9


11%


28%


83%


8


14%


42%


72%


7


17%


58%


58%


6


14%


72%


42%
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11%


83%


28%


4


8%


92%


17%


3


6%


97%


8%


2


3%


100%


3%

A “+” or “–“ to a roll shifts the chance associated with the roll up or down, so for example if you need an 8 or higher to hit in an NIE battle, a +1 to that roll improves the chance of success from 42% to 58% (an increase of 14%).

Play the Odds – You should consider the chance of success in any action you take as well as it’s probable cost and benefit.  One way to do this is to multiply the expected value (value = benefit – cost) of two options by their chance of success.  So if option A has a value of say 8 on a scale of 1 to 10 and a chance of success of 28%, and option B has a value of 5 but has a 72% chance of success, option A is really worth 8 x .28 = 2.2 as compared with 5 x .72 = 3.6 for option B.  The principle that follows from this is that it’s almost always better to play conservatively, that is, options that are “boring” but more likely to work are nearly always better than riskier and more “exciting” options.  Here’s an example of this game winning philosophy from an Axis & Allies article on the Internet:

[ Tech Rolls are ] a waste - plain and simple. If you had perfect foreknowledge and knew that you could roll and get heavy bombers; okay, sure, go for it. Since you don’t, put the tech dice away, spend those IPCs on transports and infantry and win the game. 
There is actually a big difference between no chance and a little chance.  Take the lower or no chance option whenever you can.  As an example, it’s much better to spend PAPs taking a defeated nation’s regions in NIE, than spending those PAPs attempting to take control of a semi-hostile neutral nation (which requires a risky die roll).  One of the worst things you can do in these games is spending all your cash on risky rolls that are statistically likely to fail.  It’s OK to take higher and higher risks, as your situation in the game gets worse, but all players should begin games playing conservatively.  Consider, how often do you see NFL teams starting games with an onside kick?

Another way you can use the odds is to calculate how many troops you need to take into battles, by predicting the outcome of battles.  In Axis & Allies, you can add up the “to hit” numbers for all units in your army and divide by 6.  This is how many casualties that army would be expected to inflict in the first round of combat, on average.  Save any “left over” (remainder) points for the next round.  Calculate this for both armies that could be in a battle, then mentally take away the cheapest (usually) units on both sides as casualties, and calculate the second combat round, and so on, to find the probable outcome of any battle you’re considering.  If the result seems like a good value and you won’t lose your remaining forces (if more than a few infantry) to some counterattack, then go for it, but take in a few extra units to be on the safe side.

Play Mind Games – Sun Tzu said “All warfare is based on deception.”  The first step in mastering this aspect of playing well is seeing things from your opponent’s perspective.  If you know in advance what he’ll notice or do in certain situations, you can often lead him down a path that will give you advantages.  Of course, you want to conceal your true intentions whenever possible, because your attack will usually be most valuable (i.e. help in winning the game) when he is least prepared to defend against it.  But keep in mind it’s generally much harder to deceive people effectively in a game than in real life.  Also it takes less time in an Axis & Allies style game to recover from being surprised than it does in real life.  So pay some attention to the art of deception, but don’t let it slow you down too much from achieving your main goals.

One easy to remember rule, sort of related to deception, is it’s often very valuable to have an army (or navy or PAPs or whatever) left standing “unused” in a strategic location as a “threat in being.”  Even if you think of your force as being defensive or there to counterattack an enemy advance, your opponent will usually react to it as an offensive threat, probably spending more resources to defend against it than it cost you to put there.

Game-Specific Principles

General principles are important, but if they were all you had to work with, you’d spend way too much time each turn figuring out what to do and how to do it.  What you need to go along with your understanding of general principles is a bag of game-specific principles (specific strategies and tactics), usually derived from general principles, to match up with situations in the particular game you’re playing.  Like a Chess Master who knows all the openings and the advantages and disadvantages of each, you need to understand the value of your specific options when you play the game.

It’s a big part of enjoying the game to develop your own strategies and tactics, but there are also many good articles on the Internet offering game-specific (and nation specific) advice.  It’s a good idea to review these when you want to get better at a game.  You might even want to make a list of the better or more unusual ideas so you can remember to try them out in your next game.  An example of one of the many websites for Axis and Allies articles is http://www.morrisongames.com/.

Since this paper is about a whole family of games, I’m not going to make lists of game-specific strategies.  But these are a couple examples for the 2nd Edition Axis and Allies:

· When In Doubt, Buy More Infantry – Infantry is the most cost effective unit in A&A.  Typically he who has the most Infantry wins.  Nations that should almost always buy just Infantry are Russia and Germany.  Japan and the USA should spend the great bulk of their money on Infantry and Transports.  Britain can either go with Infantry and Transports or provide air and naval units for the Allies.  The next best type of unit to buy after Infantry is typically airplanes, but Britain and the U.S. might need a carrier or two.  Never buy Battleships; they cost way to much for the benefit they provide.  Battleships are more reasonable to buy in Axis & Allies Pacific and the other newer Axis & Allies games.  Tanks are a very special purpose unit that are generally but not always less efficient than Infantry.

· Attack with Infantry + airplanes – This is the best combination to attack with because Infantry are cheap to take as losses, and the expensive airplanes don’t have to risk staying in the area and getting killed in a counterattack.  Bombers of course are better than fighters for this.

· Use the Russian AA in Moscow against Japan – Since Japanese attacks against Russia are usually based on their air force, it can really beef up your defense in Siberia to move the Moscow AA east.  It is not likely to give Russia problems if they lose it, since there will probably not be many Russian planes attacking in that direction, and the Axis bombers are usually too busy to strategically bomb Moscow.

Here’s a fairly comprehensive list of principles to follow for Curtis Kitchen’s CTG NIE Tactical Naval Battles:

· Age of Sail Naval Battle games such as CTG NIE TNB and Wooden Ships and Iron Men are about maneuvering to get an advantageous attacking position against enemy ships.  You want to maximize the damage you can cause while minimizing the damage you receive.

· You should always try to “gang up” as many of your ships as you can on as few of the enemy ships as possible.

· The best way to do this is to try to always stay in “line” formation (the bow of one ship right behind another’s stern, pointing in the same direction).  Thus several of your ships can fire at one enemy ship.  Stay together!

· Another way is to use enemy ships (active or sinking) to shield your fleet from the rest of the enemy ships’ fire.

· Be the first side to get within short range.  Wait until the enemy ships get within long range (hopefully just one ship, and hopefully it will fire and miss), then (you) close to short range and fire effectively.  Timing your moves right so you get in the first effective shot is very important.  You must try to damage the enemy ships before they damage you.

· Always try to stay upwind of the enemy.  This gives you the speed advantage to attack when the timing is right.  It also helps when trying to sail around one of the ends of their line to gang up on the ships there.  Finally it can keep them from colliding with your ships in an attempt to break up your line or board your ships.

· Even though the rules don’t currently provide “to hit” bonuses for raking, it’s still good to “cross the T”.  Have your broadside facing the enemy’s stern or bow, so you can fire at the enemy ship but it cannot fire at you.

· Place your Admirals (if you have any) in the ships toward the middle or rear or your line.  They need to be close enough to help, but not in a position where the enemy ships can gang up on them.  Admirals are probably more valuable toward the end of a battle instead of the start.

· Wait until you are in close range to fire your initial broadside.  

· Close to carronade range only if you have a good maneuvering position and can withstand any return fire.  Avoid collisions and boarding if you are winning the fire and maneuver combat.
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