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Better Habits, Better Play

A Guide to Stronger Play

Fifteen habits that will improve your game
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Better Habits, Better Play

Strong backgammon is built on a handful of habits that apply to every decision in every match or game. The
fifteen habits in this guide move from the most fundamental — pausing to think, playing with a plan — through
checker discipline, opening strategy, and tactical judgment, to the positional awareness that ties it all together.

1. Always Consider Alternatives (Don't Move on Autopilot)
The mistake

Many players commit to the first move they see. The obvious play is often correct, but the positions where it is
not are exactly where the biggest losses happen. Moving without a moment of consideration means never
finding the better move that was sitting right there.

Why it hurts

Backgammon rewards the player who looks one level deeper. A brief scan for an alternative — a different point
to make, a different checker to move — takes only a few seconds and regularly reveals a stronger choice.
Positions that look unusual or complex deserve the most scrutiny: those are precisely the moments when the
first instinct is least reliable.

Better habit: Before committing to a move, ask whether you have considered at least one
alternative. The habit of pausing costs almost nothing and pays off consistently over time.

2. Play With a Game Plan (Don't Think Move by Move)

The mistake

The broadest error is treating every roll as an isolated problem. Strong players first identify the kind of game
they are trying to play.

Why it hurts

Without a plan, one move may aim at racing, the next at attacking, and the next at priming. The result is a
position with no clear direction and no coherent purpose.

Better habit: Begin with the game plan: race, prime, blitz, holding game, escape, or containment.
Then choose the checker play that best supports that larger story.

3. Keep Your Checkers Active (Don't Bury Them Too Early)
The mistake

A buried checker is one played to a deep home board point before it has done useful work elsewhere on the
board. The checker may land on a perfectly good point, but it arrived there too soon — at a moment when the
position still needed it active and in play.
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Why it hurts

A checker sent home early is no longer available for the work still unfinished outside. Opportunities to make key
points, respond to threats, or maintain flexibility disappear when the pieces that could have handled them are
already locked away on the 1-point or 2-point.

Better habit: Ask whether a checker has earned its place in the home board before sending it there.
A checker that still has useful work ahead of it is almost always more valuable in motion than at
rest.

4. Put Every Checker to Work (Don't Waste Checkers)
The mistake

A checker is wasted when it sits on a point that already has enough checkers to do its job. The third, fourth, or
fifth checker on the same point contributes nothing — the point was already made, and the extras are simply
parked.

Why it hurts

Every checker parked beyond what a point requires is a checker unavailable for any other purpose. It cannot
make a new point, cover a threat, apply pressure, or escape when needed. The more checkers concentrated
this way, the fewer options the position offers on future turns.

Better habit: Before adding another checker to an occupied point, ask whether the position has a
better use for it. A checker with somewhere useful to go is almost always more valuable than one
adding to a stack that does not need the help.

5. Spread Checkers for Mobility (Don't Build Candlesticks)
The mistake

Candlesticks are tall towers of checkers — four, five, or six deep on a single point — that look solid and safe but
signal a distribution problem. Students often build them because height feels like strength.

Why it hurts

A position dominated by tall stacks runs out of natural moves. When the dice come in and there are only a few
overloaded points to play from, many rolls produce awkward or forced plays. The position cannot develop
because there is nowhere useful for the checkers to go.

Better habit: Prefer a formation that gives every roll somewhere productive to land. A position with
checkers spread across several useful points handles the dice far better than one built around a few
tall towers.

6. Unstack Early (Don't Wait Too Long)
The mistake

Heavy points such as the midpoint can become liabilities if left overloaded too long. Students may postpone the
problem until the moves become forced and unattractive.

© 2026 Michael R. Cashman Page 3



NORTHSTAR BACKGAMMON Beginner Series - Better Habits, Better Play

Why it hurts

When unstacking is delayed, future plays may create gaps, strip useful points, or produce awkward inward
moves at exactly the wrong moment. A small structural problem that could have been fixed quietly becomes a
full positional crisis.

Better habit: Unstack naturally while improving your position. Good unstacking sends checkers to
useful locations instead of moving them just to relieve pressure.

7. Compete for Structure in the Opening (Don't Play Passively)
The mistake

Students often treat the opening as a time to avoid contact. That produces quiet moves that may be technically
safe but strategically weak.

Why it hurts

The opening is a race for influence, structure, and useful points. Passive opening play can give away
momentum and make it easier for the opponent to shape the game on favorable terms.

Better habit: In the opening, look for moves that improve distribution and compete for important
points. The strongest play is often the one that gives the position future energy, not just short-term
comfort.

8. Make the 5-Point a Priority (Don't Overlook the 5-Point)
The mistake

The 5-point — sometimes called the golden point — is the single most valuable point on the board. Newer
players often use early rolls to make less important points while the 5-point is still available.

Why it hurts
The 5-point anchors your home board, starts a prime, and blocks your opponent's escape route all at once.
Giving it up without a fight hands the opponent a structural advantage that shapes the entire game.

Better habit: When you have a choice between making the 5-point and making almost any other
point, make the 5-point. Few decisions in the opening have a clearer answer.

9. Fight for the Points That Matter (Don't Ignore Key Points)
The mistake

Students often choose moves that look tidy instead of moves that fight for the points that shape the game. Not
all points are equally valuable.
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Why it hurts

When an important point is left uncontested, the opponent can gain long-term structural control. The cost is
often hidden at first, but it shows up over the next several rolls.

Better habit: Learn to recognize the most influential points in each type of position. Advanced
anchors and blocking points in front of the opponent's runners usually deserve serious attention
before any other candidate.

10. Secure an Advanced Anchor (Don't Get Trapped Without One)
The mistake

A rear checker can become stranded when it advances or splits without enough support. When that checker
fails to secure an anchor, the whole position can become uncomfortable and passive.

Why it hurts

Without an anchor, the rear checker is easier to attack and harder to coordinate with the rest of the army. The
result is often a weak defensive game with poor timing and limited counterplay.

Better habit: Value advanced anchors when the position calls for contact. A good anchor can buy
time, stabilize the back game, and give the rest of your checkers a useful reference point.

11. Take Productive Risks (Don't Play Too Safely)
The mistake

Many students choose the move that leaves the fewest direct shots, even when that move damages the
position. Safety becomes the only goal instead of one factor in a larger positional decision.

Why it hurts

A move that is safe but passive can fail to improve your distribution, fail to contest important points, and fail to
prepare your next turn. Over time, these quiet errors leave you with a flat and underdeveloped position.

Better habit: Look for productive risk rather than zero risk. A sensible shot can be worth leaving if it
helps build a stronger structure, a better board, or a more active game plan.

12. Hit With a Purpose (Don't Hit Without a Reason)
The mistake

Hitting just because a blot is in range is one of the most tempting habits in backgammon. When an opposing
checker is sitting there unprotected, attacking it can feel like the obvious and natural response.
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Why it hurts

A hit that breaks your own structure or creates contact you did not want is often worse than leaving the blot
alone. If your home board is weak and the opponent will re-enter easily, the hit may accomplish nothing and
invite a return shot. If you are already ahead and do not need the disruption, hitting may simply slow you down.

Better habit: Before every hit, ask whether it improves your position or merely disrupts the
opponent's. Hitting with a clear purpose is strong. Hitting out of reflex is often a mistake.

13. Play Aggressively With a Purpose (Don't Slot or Split Without a Plan)
The mistake

Aggressive plays can look exciting, but not every bold move is constructive. Students sometimes slot or split
because the move feels active, not because it supports a real plan.

Why it hurts

Random aggression creates targets without enough return. If the move does not help make an anchor, contest
a key point, or build a prime, it may simply increase risk without improving the position.

Better habit: Before making an aggressive play, ask what success looks like next turn. If the move
has no clear follow-up, it is often not as strong as it first appears.

14. Know When to Hold and When to Run (Don't Misjudge Contact and Timing)
The mistake

Some students run too early because they fear contact. Others hold too long because they do not see when the
contact has stopped helping.

Why it hurts

Timing is the ability to keep enough useful moves while the position still has a purpose. Bad timing leads to
forced plays, weak boards, and contact positions that collapse before they can produce counterplay.

Better habit: Ask whether contact still improves the position. If it helps attack, contain, or preserve
structure, keeping it may be correct; if not, simplification or escape may be the stronger choice.

15. Preserve Outside Flexibility (Don't Crunch Your Position)
The mistake

Crunching occurs when a side is forced to play inward awkwardly while the main battle is still unresolved. It
often grows out of earlier errors in distribution, timing, and checker activity.
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Why it hurts

A crunched position loses flexibility at the exact moment it still needs useful moves. This can destroy a prime,
weaken a holding game, or remove the ability to fight for key points.

Better habit: Preserve outside flexibility as long as possible. Managing your checker activity and
timing well throughout the game is what keeps this from happening.

These fifteen mistakes are connected more than they first appear. The common thread running through all of
them is the same: strong players think about what each checker is doing, where the position is heading, and
what the game plan demands. Playing on autopilot is the one mistake that makes all the others harder to fix.

When you start asking those questions before you move — rather than after — the mistakes begin
to disappear naturally, and the game becomes far more readable and rewarding.
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