Designing an Army for Warhammer 40,000
Designing an army for Warhammer 40,000 is not only a challenge to the newly initiated, but can be daunting for somebody with some experience with the game as well. There are a myriad of options, endless possibilities if combinations, and the path of trying and failing is rather long and often quite frustrating. However, by breaking the process down, one can design an effective and well-balanced army one step at a time without leaving most of the end result to chance.

This article is meant to take you through that process, from concept to a prototype list, with suggestions on how to incorporate your chosen theme as well as how to improve your list through play-testing once the army is ready.
Concept
The first step in designing an army is to come up with a concept. The concept may be born from an image, a story, a piece of history, a model, a movie, or anything. A concept is only limited by your imagination (as well as what you are willing to carry through, of course). The purpose of your concept in this context is to lead you to the right army list, from which you will design your army.

Once you have decided upon and army list, you need to analyze that list in order to grasp its general traits. All army lists have strengths and weaknesses, and you want to maximize those strengths and minimize the weaknesses. This information can also be gathered from White Dwarf articles, the internet, or discussion with other players. Take notes, and make a list of traits that you can exploit, as well as things that you need to be weary of. At the very least you should now know whether your army is going to lean towards assault or whether you will predominantly reply on firepower (as all Warhammer 40,000 armies are generally variants of these two methods of offence).
Now divide your army in two; the assault element and the firepower element. Your army’s primary method of offence will dictate which one of these two elements will be the strongest, but you want to maintain a balance regardless of your army concept. A rule of thumb is never to spend more that two-thirds of your points on any one of the two elements.

Next you will divide each of your two elements into another two parts: You assault element is divided into Assault Units and Strike Units, and your firepower elements are divided into Screening Units and Firepower Units. If your army is leaning towards firepower, begin with this element. If you are designing an assault army, however, start there and come back to the firepower element after completing the assault element.

Firepower Elements

Your Firebase Units are units that focus on shooting at the enemy. Every turn they do not get a shot off, their points are wasted. Therefore you need to consider the range and mobility of your potential units. You must also consider your target, and ensure a balance between anti-tank and anti-infantry weapon systems. Select a reasonable number of Firepower Units with the equipment that you feel will do the job, but leave finer details for later.
Your Screening Units are units that are to be set up in front of your Firebase Units. However, since they cannot block line of sight, Screening Units cannot simply be troopers good at ‘getting in the way’. They must pack a small punch of their own, making them just too dangerous to ignore. They also serve as a buffer for incoming enemy assault units, potentially allowing your Firebase Units another round of fire before getting caught up in the mayhem of melee. Select just enough units to cover your Firebase from troops you are willing to sacrifice, and give them just enough firepower to get some attention.
Assault Elements

Assault Units obviously assault their targets. However, a proper assault unit should be able to either withstand crossing the table with enough survivors to deliver a crippling blow, or to countercharge a main enemy and hold them up for at least two turns. If you are planning an assault army, consider how many assault units you will need to cripple the entire enemy army. If you are planning a firepower army, chose assault units that will halt or at least delay the enemy’s charge.
Strike Units, which are the most distinctive units in the game, are your fine instruments. They are small, lethal, mobile, and typically very fragile. Their primary purpose is seize objectives, but they may be used to outflank the enemy (or deny a flank), assist the assault units, or sometimes come to the rescue of your firebase. They require the most skill to use, but have the potential to achieve the most in a game. Due to their fragility, try to have at least two Strike Units in any army so that loosing one does not cripple your objective-seizing capability.
Deployment
You should now have a rudimentary army list ready, and in order to work out the details you need to consider deployment. Sit down with a pen and paper, and draw out how you would position your army’s units in relationship to one another, and draw in arrows for how you imagine the army’s opening moves. This will help visualize how your army comes together, and what you are looking for is anything that seems disjointed or on its own unsupported. You do not want different units in your army to work as separate entities!
Once you feel you have a plan, start imagining how you would fare against certain opponents. Image your friends’ armies, or armies from White Dwarf battle reports, and compare them to your own. Is there anything in the other army you would have a hard time dealing with? What weapons or units would counter what units?
Such comparisons take a little experience to make, but help check you initial list for weaknesses.

Once you have made the adjustments that the above tests may call for, you can start maximizing your unit’s efficiency by adding additional wargear. Wargear should either optimize a unit’s performance, or give it a redundant secondary role (such as supplying an anti-infantry assault unit with krak grenades).

This should leave you with an army list that is fairly well balanced, optimally equipped, and in possession of a coherent battle-plan that evolves around its deployment and opening moves. Before modeling the army, however, it would pay off handsomely to play a few proxy games with a helpful buddy in order to see whether your plan holds somewhat true. Take notes as you run these play-test games, especially of unit kill-ratios and wargear (specifically whether or not you used it). Although you must have many games to really adjust your army, a few play-test games will identify units and tactics that simply did not work, and wargear that was not worth their points.

Summary

