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Friction as Feature

What Clausewitz teaches game designers about uncertainty as the engine of meaningful
decisions.
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THE FOG

Carl von Clausewitz never designed a board game, but he described the architecture of every good
one. In On War, he identified something he called friction — the gap between what you plan and what
actually happens. Not bad luck, not enemy action, but the accumulated weight of uncertainty,
incomplete information, fatigue, and the thousand small things that degrade a perfect plan into a messy

rcality.

Most game designers treat friction as a problem to solve. Cleaner rules. Better information.
Smoother action economy. The impulse is to remove uncertainty so the player can execute their strategy
without interference. Clausewitz would call this a fundamental misunderstanding of what makes

conflict interesting,

War is the province of uncertainty; three-fourths of those things upon which action in war

must be calculated are hidden more or less in the clouds of great uncertainty.

WHY UNCERTAINTY CREATES MEANING

A decision made with perfect information is not really a decision — it’s an optimization problem.
You calculate the best move and execute it. There’s intellectual satisfaction in that, but no tension. No

Weight. Nothing at stake beyond efﬁciency.

The moment you introduce genuine uncertainty — hidden information, probabilistic outcomes,
cascading consequences you can’t fully predict — the decision changes character. Now you're not
calculating, you're committing. You're putting resources and position on the line based on incomplete

data and hoping your read of the situation is better than the alternacive.
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This is what Clausewitz meant by the moral dimension of war. Not morality in the ethical sense,
but the psychological weight of acting under uncertainty. The courage it takes to commit when you
can’t see the outcome. That weight is what separates a puzzle from a game, and a game from an

experience that teaches you something about yourself.

DESIGNING FOR FRICTION

In Contact Front!, friction isn’t a side effect — it’s a core mechanic. The deck is your fog of war.
You don’t know what’s coming. You can prepare, position, and manage resources, but every draw
introduces new information that may invalidate your plan. The doctrine system gives you tools to

manage uncertainty, but never eliminate it.

Fields of Fire takes this furcher. The game is legendarily complex not because its rules are arbitrary,
but because it models friction with brutal fidelity. Communication breaks down. Orders arrive late.
Units don’t do what you told them to do. The frustration players feel is the point — it’s the same

frustration a real commander feels when the plan meets reality.

The design principle is this: don’t smooth the friction, structure it. Give the player tools to manage
uncertainty without removing it. Let them make meaningful preparations that improve their odds
without guaranteeing outcomes. The gap between preparation and result is where all the interesting

gameplay lives.

THE CULMINATING POINT

Clausewitz described another concept that maps directly to game design: the culminating point of
attack. Every offensive action carries momentum, but that momentum has limits. Push too far and your
advantage collapses — supply lines strecch, reserves deplete, the enemy consolidates. The art of war is

knowing when to stop pushing.

In game terms, this is resource management under uncertainty. Every action costs something, and
you never know exactly when the system will push back harder than you can absorb. The player who
wins isn’t the one who pushes hardest — it’s the one who reads the friction correctly and knows when to

consolidate.
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This is why I study Clausewitz as a game designer. Not for historical accuracy, but for structural
truth. The patterns he identified in warfare — friction, uncertainty, culmination, the moral weight of
decision — are the same patterns that make games worth playing. They're the same patterns that make

any system worth engaging with.

AGAINST FRICTIONLESS DESIGN

The modern impulse in game design trends toward accessibility, which often means reducing
friction. Shorter games, clearer information, more predictable outcomes. There’s a place for that — not
every game needs to be a three-hour commitment to suffering. But something is lost when we design

friction out entirely.

What’s lost is the space where you learn about yourself. The space where your plan fails and you
have to adapt. The space where you discover that your confidence was based on incomplete information,

and now you have to make a real decision with real consequences and no guarantee of success.

Clausewitz knew that friction isn’t the enemy of‘good strategy. It's the medium through which

strategy becomes real. Game designers would do well to remember the same.
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