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FOREWORD
„Simulation games depend on the active participation of all actors“

This manual wants to give you some basic knowledge about the method of simulation gaming and its
benefits for learning processes. Furthermore it offers an overview of the different tasks, which have to
be carried out in order to develop a simulation game.
Depending on the duration of the simulation game and the number of actors included, as well as the
general complexity of the scenario, it may take you a serious amount of time to finalize all the needed
documents. Furthermore it can become difficult to keep the coherence between the different actors.
Therefore we highly recommend you to work in groups, in order to share the overall workload and not
to lose track.
Moreover we’d like to emphasize the fact that simulation games are a very potential method by which
you can achieve several learning goals; furthermore the way of learning is experienced-based, meaning
that the participants construct new knowledge themselves by combining what they already know
(theory, soft-skills, etc.) in order to act within the simulation game. Thus the gained knowledge within a
simulation game is very sustainable.
BUT it is just a method. It is a method to achieve one or several learning goals. If the simulation game
works out, meaning all participants are actively involved and have the idea to have learnt a lot, this is
great. But it is not the end of the story. Now it is up to the facilitators to channel the new experiences
and new ideas among the participants and to evaluate them regarding the overall goal. In not doing so
the participants will only have a diffuse idea of what they have learnt and you will have missed a great
opportunity. So the evaluation of the simulation is crucial in order to use the maximum potential of the
method.
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INTRODUCTION

2.1

What is a simulation game?

A simulation is a model of reality. A simulation game is a detail of reality, transformed into a certain
setting, which allows the arising of a particular dynamic created by the players themselves. In general
simulation games train the capabilities of the players to take on decisions. Furthermore simulation
games offer possibilities to test communication and organizational skills in a risk-free environment.
All in all simulation games permit to plan, execute and optimize action strategies. Within the simulation
game the players are not hampered in committing errors; rather these procedural errors are used to
draw conclusions.
In a simulation game individual actors or groups slip into certain roles and interact with each other
within a predefined framework. At the initial stage of the simulation game there is a vital problem,
usually a problem of taking action or of making decisions.
Generally the settings (scenario) of simulation games include a conflict prone relationship between the
different actors and groups and/or a topical conflict.
Moreover the simulation game is structured in different periods or phases, whilst the mutual reactions
between the actions of the participants (actors) and the environment of simulation game create
permanently new situations.
In order to understand differences between types of simulation games, as the case may be in developing
a simulation game, is the relation between the players and the scenario of the simulation game. Here
we find two crucial components: first the freedom of action that is ascribed to the actors and second the
extent to which the setting of the simulation game reacts to these.

2.2

Types of simulation games

The variety of simulation games has increased over the last years, also because of technical
advancements offering the use of computer software, in order to create more complex and more
realistic models. Thus a remarkable number of simulation games, with different characteristics exist
today. These different types can be grouped by 6 categories (Mohsen, F. 2002, S.109ff.):
1. Scope of the simulation game
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Depending on the perspective on the field of knowledge, there’s the distinction between simulation
games focusing on a certain domain in general and others focusing on deepening the knowledge in a
specific aspect.
2. Correspondence to reality
Here can be differentiated to what extent a simulation game is based on empiric data and if the scenario
includes real-life actors. In this way a simulation game can be more realistic or more fictitious.
3. Complexity of the model
Depending on the number of elements and to what extent these are interlinked a model can be more or
less complex. Here the quantity of actors, the involvement of different levels (e.g.: local, national and
international) and the available information about the problem of the simulation game in general, are
crucial factors.
4. Interactions
An essential parameter for the interaction of the players within the simulation game, is the definition of
the actors. That is to say, does each actor play individually or are they organized in groups? And if they
are organized in groups is there any further structure (hierarchy, areas of responsibility, etc.) defining
their cooperation. Furthermore the degree of competitevness of the simulation game influences the
level and the quality of interaction. E.g.: number of rivaling actors, preset and possible cooperation
between them, etc.
5. Predictability of results
The setting of the simulation game can have more deterministic or more stochaistic elements.
Accordingly decisions within the simulation game can be taken under greater certainty and the course of
the game becomes more predictable, or by including more elements of coincidence (event cards,
freedom of action for the players, etc.) the simulation games become more difficult to predict.
6. Freedom of action
The more rules and predefined procedures are included in the simulation game, the less freedom of
action for the players. The less that’s predetermined the more flexibel the simulation game is and the
more freedom of action for the players.
The different features of simulation games are not independent; in some cases they are dependent on
each other or cancel each other out.
Furthermore the actual format of the simulation game can differ as well. Admittedly rough ideas are: (1)
acting (practicing) a real life situation with role-play elements, (2) computer software and (3) board
games. And of course these formats can also be combined.
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This picture shows how a board game can be used for
training purposes. Here is a group of staff members
of a hospital role-playing their tasks in the Emergency
Room.
An example of
computer
software is
the SIMS. The
SIMS created
a simulation game with the purpose of teaching entrepreneurial
basis. Players actually start and manage a business like a bakery
or a barber shop. In this game, there are competitors and you
may win or lose.
Finally, the third kind is simply role playing a real – life situation. Let’s assume you want to train people
on how to vote. Then, on the simulation day, the trainees actually practice the voting procedure or
system after being told the rules.
Choosing which to use depends first of all on the learning goal and furthermore of course on practical
parameters like the quantity of participants, their previous knowledge, the time available, technical
equipment, etc.

2.3

Why use a simulation games?

The Learning Pyramid reveals that practice by doing, in this case simulations, is fifteen times more
effective than the lecture.
Role-playing is a useful exercise in overcoming some of
the limits of traditional lecture-based teaching. While
lectures presuppose the existence of a knowledgeable
professor transmitting information to overall passive
students, role-playing requires both the redefinition of
the professor ⁄ student relationship and the active and
purposeful involvement of students. This paper is an
initial attempt to assess a role-play designed to achieve
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three main results: support students to take a more active role and ownership of their learning process;
develop students’ research, writing and presentation skills; and apply their knowledge to a specific case.
The basic assumption of experience-based learning methods, like simulation gaming, is that knowledge
active individual construction, which mostly take place within a group. In conclusion, simulation gaming
is not about drumming knowledge into someone’s head; rather it already exists within the participant
and has to be activated. Hence, due to a constructivist approach, knowledge is generated within a
person, as a result of the actions of a subject, based on his/her values, beliefs, opinions and preexperiences (vgl.Neubert, Reich, Voß 2001, S. 256).
The learning concept inderlying the method of simulation gaming can be structured into the following
phases:
 Active experimenting, gaining experiences, reflecting group dynamics, generalizing findings and
expressing consequences.
So what does this mean for the method of simulation gaming? The method should offer the players the
freedom to take their own decisions and subsequent actions and take on responsibility for them, by
handling the consequences. By assessing the results and feedbacks of their actions, respectively its
effects so the players can check their predefined assumptions.
Consequently it is important not to present any content as fixed. In fact the players must have the
freedom to construct knowledge themselves by interpreting, observing, reflecting and generalizing. In
this course also attention should be paid to the aspect of authenticity. Therefore the problems of the
simulation game should correspond to reality and be relevant for life-reality of the participants, in order
to create interest and an emotional reference. Furthermore the problems of the simulation game should
be embedded in different situations that allow taking different perspectives. This way prevents that
knowledge is applied in a strict and rigid way; the players should be enabled to apply their knowledge
differently in manifold situations. In this connection the learning environment should be designed in a
way that stimulates cooperative learning in groups. By taking this into consideration the setting of the
simulation game should include a variety of actors that contribute an additional angle to the
problem/conflict AND each single actor should find possible partners for cooperation (other actors) and
opponents. In simulation games the players should exchange their knowledge, discuss problems and
judge problem-solving-proposals and this way expand their knowledge.

2.4

Benefits of Simulations

In simulation games the participants can learn factual information by playing and testing. In addition
simulation games stimulate critical thinking.
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Mailick and Hoberman stated in their book, Experiential Management Development: From Learning to
Practice that simulations have proven to have the following several benefits:






highly motivated and involved participants
improved ability to connect learning to real-world situations
freedom to experiment with new behaviors in a risk-free environment
opportunity for immediate feedback from decisions
enhanced ability to teach teamwork and leadership

Also, simulations transfer learning very effectively to all ages. This is because the method supports a
self-organized and practice oriented way of learning. The very core of this culture of learning is the
approach of learning by experiencing, that is to say participants deal in authentic situations with
complex, realistic problems. The hereby created environment of testing problem solving options in a
scenario close to reality is the very unique feature of the method – learning by testing.
Furthermore simulation games constitute a cooperative form of learning, as in most of the cases they
demand a high level of teamwork. Exchanging, presenting and creating knowledge happens within
teams. Working together on strategies and compromises within the framework of the simulation game
can be used as a tool for the development of trust in relationships. Through this process, a strong basis
for further cooperation emerges.
Simulation games offer a crucial advantage, as they allow playing through several different strategies in
one given scenario.
As the participants step into roles during the simulation games, the number of ways of looking at
problems increases significantly. First, almost all participants become actively involved and contribute to
the course of the game; it is extremely difficult to withdraw from the game. Second due to the change of
perspective by stepping into someone else’s shoes, the participants have to overcome their personal
mindsets and have to reflect on their own values, prejudices and stereotypes. From this follows a great
diversity of perspectives, which essentially enriches the learning process and can produce more
distinguished results.
So one of the basic, inherent learning effects of simulation games takes place at the personal level, as
the methods features an intensive experience, in which participants test and train their social abilities:
How do I work and how do I behave within a team? How do I manage putting myself in another‘s
position? How do I react under pressure? How do I convince others? How do I personally handle
conflicts? In particular, this experience provides a personal connection to conflict negotiation and makes
simulation games, together with their themes and results, a lasting impression. For this reason, selfanalysis is a key element throughout our simulation games.
For every kind, the simulation has to be well-prepared and well-designed to get the most out of it. The
next section will help to plan the simulation to guarantee the optimum results.
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FACILITATOR‘S ROLE

As the basic idea of the method of simulation gaming is learning by playing, the main tasks of the
facilitator is to provide the necessary framework and to make sure each participant gets into his/her
actor’s role and thus into the game.
During the simulation game, it is up to the players themselves to make their own experiences and to
create new knowledge; here the facilitator interferes just in case any major problems occur, hampering
the players of continuing the simulation. So the role of the facilitator is more comparable to the one of a
navigator.
The facilitator is counseling the process of learning, but NOT guiding. So his/her role is similar to the one
of a coach, who is assisting in carrying out a gymnastic exercise (Ripsas, S. 1997, S.266). Hence the
facilitator is less focusing on transmitting content, but more on enabling the participants to selfdependent problem definition and on diagnosing and developing particular problem-solving-strategies.
Golden rule: Facilitators should interfere as little as possible and as much as needed.
This means the facilitator stays mostly passive and motivates the players for active and self-directed
participation. As most of the participants are used to a much more passive role, the facilitator should
point out this alternative learning atmosphere.
In general the facilitator should not react judgmental on any questions: there are no stupid questions,
only stupid answers. But of course you do not have to answer all questions, try to elicit the answers
from the participants themselves.
Support and accept alternative problem solving ideas, instead of pushing your own ideas.
Especially in case you have to deal with a group bigger than 20, you should consider to involve more
facilitators. The number of team members varies according to the number of participants and eventually
to the simulation’s scenario.

3.1

Facilitation
Facilitating a simulation game includes ensuring that facilities (computers, chairs, boards,
markers) are provided and in place. Moreover, the facilitator should keep records of the
simulation performance for further reference.
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Moreover being the facilitator involves clarifying any information needed for the players,
such as rules or procedures, scenario, end of the game, etc. If there are any forms that are
provided for the participants to use, the facilitator may be asked to clarify this as well.

3.2

Learning Management
The trainer should be aware that the simulation is a learning process that needs
supervision. Thus, the trainer should closely monitor the participants and assess progress.
The trainer, when necessary, may also need to provide feedback. To assess learning, the
trainer must observe the participants, analyze decisions and results. This will assist the
facilitator to understand the progress of the participants and get involved if a problem
occurs. For example, if the participants are having a hard time reaching a decision, the
trainer may start to pose questions to stimulate the participants’ decision making process.
Again, your role is to help the participants to reach the decision not to give away answers.
Another example can be at the beginning of the simulation where participants can be
confused or discouraged. Here, it’s the facilitator’s part to encourage the participants by
praising them. On the other hand, participants could be ignorant. In this case the trainer
must play the role as the supervisor or leader by asking questions to challenge the
participants.
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DEVELOPING A SIMULATION GAME: 5-steps

The main purpose of using simulation is to allow participants to ‘learn and practice’ the desired skills.
Therefore, before the simulation day, several steps need to be taken:

4.1

Step 1: Research the target audience and understand their needs.

You have to collect data about the participants and identify what skills or knowledge they need to be
trained on. This stage is very important as it will help you come up with the most beneficial simulation.

4.2

Step 2: Set learning goals (topic)

Now, that you have understood the needs of your participants, start creating goals. For example, let’s
assume that you found out that your participants lack financial management skills. Therefore, your goal
is enhance their financial management skills and introduce new methods. Your participants may have
more than one need. Setting the goals will help you focus on one or two topics.
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4.3

Step 3: Plan out the simulation

The main goal of that phase is to prepare the participants to the extent that they become enabled to
take over their roles within the simulation and to become active. You now know the participants, your
goals and the way you are going to reach them. All you have to do is to plan out the simulation. Every
simulation will require you to think it through step by step and to create its rules. Think of every minor
detail. This step can get frustrating but its worth it so that on the day of the simulation you are well
prepared. Below is a sample of the key points that should be included in your plan for your simulation :

4.3.1 Scenario
After you have selected a topic, you have to think about the scenario. What kind of story will you make
up to reach your desired learning goal?
a. Fictional versus realistic
Remember, the simulation should be close to reality. Therefore, if there is a realistic scenario you can
come up with, go for it. However, if you think that a fictional scenario will be more effective then go for
it.
b. On which level the scenario takes place?
i.
International level
ii.
National level
iii.
Local level

4.3.2 Setting:
Some simulations will require a certain type of setting that’s why you should consider the following
before the day of the simulation.
a. Formal versus informal
i.
To assist the participants in getting into the role the setting should be adequate
regarding the scenario. Ex: Simulation on security Council – conference setting:
order of tables, flags on the table, some water, etc.
b. Number of rooms (some or all actor groups could have their own, private room)
i.
This is especially recommended if you include a press team in your simulation
c. Enough space (outside)
i.
Especially for simulation games that include many informal negotiations it is
helpful for the participants to have enough space, also to have private, secret
conversations

4.3.3 Procedures
Now you should be able to think of the following specific details to further define how the simulation
will take place.
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a. Time: Define the different time units for the participants. It is important to know for the
strategic planning of the participants. For example, how much time they have for
negotiations, how long the conferences last and so on. A possible structure could be:
i. Planning phase
ii. Working in small working-groups
iii. Free negotiations 1
iv. Lunch
v. Free negotiations 2
vi. Free negotiations 3
vii. Final conference
b. Resources: Do you want to include resources in the game? Which kind of resources and
how?
i.
Money, physical resources (wood, coal, water, etc.)
ii.
Copied money, little pieces of wood, stickers, etc.
c. Voting: what kind of voting system you want to apply if required: simple majority (50%),
qualified majority (2/3 majority), etc.
d. Ending: When and how should the game end?
i.
Final conference, including final voting or not
ii.
Time defines the end (at a certain time, or after a certain amount of numbers of
the game)

4.3.4 Rules/Mechanisms
It is very important to make rules for the participants.
a. Define how the participants should interact with each other and define the respective
mechanisms.
i. Only by writing letters or notes to each other and delivered by the organizer
ii. Only by using special forms (that must be filled in) provided by the organizers
such us action forms or an event card.
iii. Only by talking/negotiating with to each other.
iv. Others…

4.3.5 Distribution of the roles
In order to start the game the roles have to be distributed among the participants. In order to do so
there are several possibilities:
i. LOT: The organizers distribute the roles randomly.
ii. INTEREST: The participants chose the roles by themselves.
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iii.
iv.

ALLOCATION: The organizers ascribe the roles to certain participants.
Others….

4.3.6 Role profiles:
It’s best to create for every role a profile that provides the complete information about their part. Those
profiles should be given to the participants on the day of the simulation. It may include the following:
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.

Position/Function of the actor
Personal background + Interests – goals
Possibilities for compromise
General remarks on strategy
Information about other actors (assumed interests)

4.3.7 Prepare an introduction to the topic/scenario
At the very beginning of the simulation, you will need to present to the participants with certain
information. You should provide sufficient information about the facts that need to be known. For
example, if there are any institutions in the simulation such as the International Monetary Fund, then
you should present what this institution can do and what it cannot do. It’s best if you provide sufficient
information about the roles. Additionally to the role-profiles you should provide the participants with
some general information, about the different actors (roles) in the simulation game. As an example, in
general, blue-collar workers earn less money and have fewer privileges than white-collar workers.
For the start of the simulation it is important that you explain the rules and procedures in detail, so that
every participant is fully aware of his/her tasks during the game. Even more important is to make it as
easy as possible for the participants to get into their roles. The following are several ways of doing so
(you can always come up with new ways):
1. Crossing a line: after crossing the line the participants become the characters (actors) of the
simulation game. So before they cross they say their real name, afterwards they say: Now I’m
the president of Xland (example)
2. Giving the participants name-tags with the name of their actor’s name (and position/function)
on it helps themselves to feel more like the actor they are simulating, further it helps the other
actors to easily find out by whom they surrounded or to whom they are talking to.
3. Drawing the simulation on the board.
After an introduction, an explanation of rules and procedures should follow.

4.4

Step 5: Select the De-briefing method

In simulations, it is necessary to measure performance during and after. That’s why the number of
trainers and coordinators should be enough to monitor the participants closely. You can find a debriefing section in the manual to help you know the different methods.
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4.5

Step 6: Train the trainers and/or coordinators and practice

The hard part is over! Now, it’s time to apply your plan. Bring together all facilitators and coordinators
that will be helping you on the day of the simulation and practice the day. Make sure to include
everyone. If your simulation will take days, you may condense the time into hours. Practicing will allow
you to see how the simulation will actually look like and the possible mistakes that may occur.
To sum it up, on the simulation day, make sure you have the following prepared:
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Setting



Organizers



Resources (such as name tags or fake money)



Handouts



Role-Profiles



Time Plan

SIMULATION GAME: The Game

The simulation game itself can be divided into four phases: preparation, introduction, playing and debriefing.
During the preparation phase the participants acquire all necessary knowledge to participate actively in
the simulation game. Meaning they are aware of significant factors relevant for the overall subject of
the simulation game and have enough information about the actor they are supposed to simulate during
the game. Depending on the target group and the complexity of the problem of the simulation game,
the preparation phase can last days, or weeks/months. But in most of the cases you will only have some
hours.
During the introduction phase the facilitator explains the rules and procedures of the simulation game.
Here the facilitator makes sure the simulation game will go smoothly; meaning the scenario of the
simulation game should be introduced once more and questions should be answered, in order to assure
that all players have an identical understanding of how the game works. Special focus should be given to
how the players actually interact during the simulation game. The schedule should be presented in
detail and in the introduction of the game the participants (also) become players and step into the roles
of the actors.
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During the gaming phase the facilitator should intervene as less as possible, but should make sure the
dynamic of the games doesn’t get lost for any reason. In general all problems should be solved by the
players themselves. But there are moments requiring an intervention on behalf of the facilitator, e.g.
players get confused about rules or other players cheat. If you notice some players are not in the game,
as they are sitting aside and are not active at all, you should not tell them what to do, but rather
question what the player is thinking and what would be effects of the actions he/she is thinking about to
undertake and to what extent these correspond with the goals of the actor.
After the simulation game is over, the players have to step out of their roles. Here it is crucial to use a
method or symbolic procedure to clearly clarify that the game is over and the reflection phase starts.
The phase after the simulation game we call de-briefing-phase and is the phase in which general and
universally valid conclusions are made, additionally to the personal ones made by the players during the
game.
The de-briefing phase is probably the most important part of the simulation game, but often time
disregarded. That’s why we want to dedicate a full chapter to it.
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DE-BRIEFING:

Participants reflect in the de-briefing phase about what has happened in the game, why has it happened
and which conclusions could be transferred to the real life.
The de-briefing phase is meant to reprocess the experiences made during the gaming phase. This pahse
often times is skipped, however it is crucial for the overall learning outcome, as in general the
participants have made different experiences and thus draw different conclusions – a fruitful exchange
of the perceptions and findings is the goal of the de-briefing phase, so the participants can mutually
benefit from their personal achievements.
As stated in the very beginning: simulation gaming is just a method and not an end in itself. So based on
the events that took place and the courses of the simulation game, conclusions for reality are drawn.
Usually participants remember quite well the emotional moments of the simulation game, positive and
negative ones. So to say their experiences about successful and ineffective strategies applied during the
game, which is the basis for the reflection. For the overall learning effect also ineffective strategies or
failed actions can be helpful, sometimes even more than if they would have worked out smoothly.
The central question in the de-briefing phase is: what have you learnt that has a practical reference and
thus can be impactful in real life. Before deciding on the de-briefing methods, you should understand
the phases of learning within a simulation game
I.
Active Experimentation (actions, negotiations)
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II.
III.
IV.

Concrete Experience (individual, also personal conflicts)
Reflective Observations (group behavior, outcome of the game, etc.)
Abstract Conceptualization (evaluation, comparison game<-> reality,
generalization)

As facilitators, be aware of the emotions and personal conflicts of the participants in the game!
Thus we suggest to plan the de-briefing according to the following structure and to use the guiding
questions presented:
 Repeating: What has happened? Was everybody involved? Who was leading the
process/group/agenda?
 Remembering: What went well, what didn’t?
 Emotions: What emotions were present and how did these influence the course of the game?
What has been irritating? What do the different teams think about each other? How did you
manage stressful situations? Has someone been personally blamed?
 Summing up: What do we learn out of this? What is the impact for real life?
 Understanding: What would you do similarly in real life? What would you definitely do
differently?

6.1

Debriefing methods

These are some methods that can be used for de-briefing:
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.
g.
h.
i.
j.

(Moderated) discussions
Flashlight
Drawing
Sociometry
Learning journals
Questionnaires
Group work (actors, random)
Plenum reflection
World Café
…
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6.2

Measuring Points

Here you will find six points to consider in your debriefing phase.

6.2.1

How do you feel?

 Emotional reflection
a. Stepping out of the roles
I.
At the beginning you make the participants step into the roles, now, at the end you
have to make them step out of the roles. The method you use here doesn´t
necessarily have to respond with the one you’ve used to make them get into their
roles, but it might be easier.
b. Give the participants space to describe their feelings after the game to point out
differences in the perception of the game and release inner tensions

9.1.1 What has happened?
 Development/processes and outcome reflection
a. Discussing of observations, reconstruction of the development of the game, evaluation
of actions, decisions and outcomes;
b. Group dynamics/behavior, leadership, decision-making,
majority <-> minority, etc.
c. also: questions by facilitators concerning the goals/purpose of the game

9.1.2 What have you learned?
 Personal findings, perceptions and gained knowledge
a. Transferring of experiences into personal learning effects
b. Identifying patterns and make generalizations of observed behaviors, mechanisms and
strategies (e.g. personal opinion versus opinion of the role)

9.1.3 What is the connection between the game and reality?
 Transfer experiences and learning effects
a. Comparison between the identified patterns, mechanisms, strategies and behaviors with
the reality (on personal and general level)
b. Identifying differences between game and reality

9.1.4 What would have happened if…?
 Alternative developments/scenarios
a. Discussing different/alternative behavior in the game
b. Impact of different actors, rules and scenarios on the outcome of the game
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9.1.5 What’s next?
 Goals and consequences from the game
a. Discussing of behavior in real life in similar situations: How should the relevant real
actors/participants behave?
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