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Abstract
The paper explores the interactions and dynamics associated with stu-
dents’ learning about business strategy using a computer-based simulation
game. Developed from student interviews, a causal loop diagram is pre-
sented which distills the relationships between the key learning variables.
The diagram demonstrates that reinforcing behavior is at work in the lear-
ning process, with students being caught up in either a virtuous or vicious
cycle of learning. A key determinant of the path followed by students is
module design which is inherently linked to both students’ motivation to
play the game and their understanding of the associations between strate-
gizing and resulting business performance. 
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Introduction and Background
Computer-based simulations are an interactive means of teaching business
strategy to students in university business schools. The potential benefits
of the approach include greater levels of student participation in study and
a fuller appreciation of the dynamic complexities involved in running a
business. However, attaining positive learning outcomes for a participa-
ting student cohort is far from guaranteed when adopting this approach.
Previous research shows that games are not self-teaching and some stu-
dents can become caught in a single- or even zero loop mode of learning
(Moizer et al., 2006). This article seeks to explore the causal feedback
mechanisms at work when a computer-based business strategy simulation
game is used as a vehicle for promoting learning.

Moizer et al. (2006) argue that when teaching business strategy using
a computer-based simulation game, its integration within the broader
module design is critical. An effective module design is an important deter-
minant of whether students follow a zero, single or double-loop learning
mode (see Argyris and Schön, 1974 and Snell and Man-Kuen Chak, 1998
for an exposition of loop learning concepts). A number of issues relating
to the integration of business strategy simulation games into module
design are highlighted. These findings are supported within the broader
simulation and gaming literature. For instance, the selection of an appro-
priate game, in terms of both the type of technology and the complexity
of the simulation is important. A number of authors indicate that whilst
high levels of complexity and verisimilitude can be achieved for a simula-
tion game, simple games that students can master easily are often more
appropriate for many student groups (Lane, 1995; Low, 1980; Burns and
Gentry, 1998). Other issues identified by Moizer et al. as being potentially
central include whether assessment is used formatively or summatively,
how students are encouraged to learn on reflection, and how teaching is
orientated towards the development of strategic thinking capabilities
amongst students. Whilst all of these factors are important, and are widely
referred to in the literature, there is arguably less understanding of the full
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causal relationships between module design and learning. In particular,
there is a need to recognize that there are intervening variables captured
within this relationship. Furthermore, these variables are embedded wit-
hin causal feedback loops. Causal loop diagrams are an established means
of mapping out these feedback mechanisms and tracing through the con-
sequences of decisions and actions (see Sterman, 2000 for an overview of
causal loop diagramming).

Through using causal loop diagramming, the intention of this study is
to extend the authors’ earlier work in order to gain a more complete pic-
ture of how the variables associated with student learning are interrelated.
Readers interested in the literature relating to learning in the context of
simulation games are referred to these earlier studies (see Moizer et al.
2004; 2006).

In the next section of the paper, the context within which the study was
undertaken is described. Following this the research objectives and met-
hods used to conduct the research are outlined. Results are then presented
and discussed with reference to relevant literature. From these results a
causal loop diagram is developed and explained. The final section of the
paper discusses the benefits and limitations of both the study results and
the method of enquiry used. Possible avenues for further research are also
outlined.

Study Context
The Business Strategy Game (BSG), developed by Thompson and Stap-
penbeck (1998) is used to support the learning of business strategy within
the University of Plymouth Business School. It is the student’s use of this
game that provides the focus for this study. The BSG is a total enterprise
management game which simulates the high level decisions of businesses
serving the global marketplace for athletic footwear. The simulation takes
the form of a game which is interactive and allows participants to take on
the role of Directors who manage this global concern. Participants form
individual businesses and compete against each other for market share.
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Decisions are made by the respective businesses over a sustained playing
period which equates to several simulated years. Participants are required
to submit a series of business decisions which cover activities such as the
production, marketing and distribution of athletic footwear to worldwide
markets. Decisions are high-level and strategic, and have a simulated time-
frame of one year. The decisions are processed on an administrator’s spre-
adsheet, and the simulation game then rolls on to another year’s play. A
score based on a number of performance metrics (profit, market share,
capitalization, sales volume, etc) is determined. This results in the groups
moving up or down a business league table. For this study, the BSG was
run over eight decision periods with final year undergraduates reading for
either marketing or business degrees.

Research Objectives and Methodology 
The intention of this study is to extend previous research, in order to
explore the causal feedback mechanisms associated with learning from
playing a computer-based business strategy simulation. The supporting
objectives are to:

• identify the key variables associated with learning in this gaming
domain; and

• structure the cause-effect relationships between variables using
feedback loops.

The broad research approach adopted was inductive in nature. The
purpose was to allow a conceptual feedback model to emerge from quali-
tative insights gained from business simulation game users. Hence, the
study does not aim to fully validate and empirically test a model. Rather,
the emphasis is on presenting a model to stimulate discussion about the
interaction of learning variables. This work will enable future deductive
research investigation to be undertaken employing quantitative measure-
ment.
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In order to achieve the objectives of the research, a study was designed
which consisted of three major phases:

1. Learning input phase
During this phase, students were introduced to the BSG through a brie-
fing session. They were informed of the intended learning outcomes of
the exercise, how the game functioned and how to play it. They were
provided with a player’s manual to enable them to begin using the
game. Prior to, and during the gaming period students also attended a
series of lectures on corporate strategy. Earlier lectures were used to
ground the students in the subject of strategy, with later course lectu-
res focusing more upon contextual issues in strategy. Interim feedback
on the progress made by the playing teams was available after each
‘yearly’ gaming round.

2. Data collection phase
Data was collected through a series of debriefing sessions which were
run at the game’s completion. These sessions took the form of meetings
with each of the twelve teams of students that took part in the simula-
tion. The purpose of these meetings was to stimulate a student-led dis-
cussion which focused on the learning efforts that took place through
playing the simulation, and the key factors influencing that learning.
The data collection approach was qualitative in nature, and utilized a
semi-structured interviewing approach (see Thorpe et al., 2002). Dis-
cussions were up to 30 minutes in length, and were recorded and trans-
cribed for full analysis. The approach adopted for data analysis bro-
adly followed the guidelines of Marshall and Rossman (1989) and
Miles and Huberman (1994).

3. Model building phase
The output from the data collection phase was a set of 12 interview
transcripts which were coded and reduced to produce a meta matrix
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(Miles and Huberman, 1994) summarizing the key issues highlighted
during each of the interviews. By comparing and contrasting the the-
mes emerging from the reduced interview data it was possible to iden-
tify important variables that appeared to be linked to learning within
the student groups. An understanding of how these key variables were
interrelated also emerged. Hence, the data gathered facilitated the
development of a conceptual model representing the key causal ele-
ments of the learning process. Particular emphasis was placed on repre-
senting how these elements reside within causal feedback mechanisms.

Results and Discussion

Key learning variables
Analysis of the debriefing interviews indicated that approaches to plan-
ning and team decision-making processes used were key drivers associated
with learning. There was strong evidence that the planning process of five
of the six groups that had demonstrated more effective learning involved
‘purposeful change’. In four cases, the groups had developed formal plans
and/or objectives during the early stages of the game but later switched to
a more emergent approach, developing well considered responses to the
evolving gaming environment. In one case, an initial emergent approach
was discarded in favor of a more formal planning approach. In the case of
all other groups (none of which exhibited evidence of significant learning),
planning and purposeful change were far less evident. In most cases,
groups adopted an experimental or responsive approach. Overall, this evi-
dence appears to support the view that an association exists between lear-
ning and purposeful change in the strategies adopted. Evidence also exists
to suggest an association between learning and an attempt by groups to
strategize and apply formal planning (at least in the initial phases of the
game). This lends some support to the findings of other researchers. Hor-
naday and Curran (1996) (who identify an association between formal
planning and the performance of business simulation teams), argue that
learning plays a key role in this relationship. They propose that the plan-
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ning process forces the team to learn more about the simulation. Their
superior understanding of the simulation is the most likely cause of their
better performance. In the real world, the authors argue that the chief
benefit of formal planning is the learning that takes place amongst imple-
menters, equipping them better to respond to changing circumstances. In
this study, the learning resulting from the formal planning activities of
four of the teams appears to have equipped these teams with greater
understanding of the game and the confidence to implement the designed
or ‘purposeful changes’ witnessed. Thus, it may be concluded that in the-
se cases, initial engagement in formal planning enabled the designed chan-
ge to occur. This process of formal planning and designed change facilita-
ting learning can be considered in the context of the construction of
mental models. Schaub and Strohschneider (1992) contend that complex
simulations require careful knowledge acquisition and the construction of
a coherent and sufficiently correct mental model as a prerequisite for
action. What appears to distinguish more effective learners in this study is
their ability not only to create a mental model of the simulated business
but also to change this model over time. In the cases where there is limi-
ted evidence of learning, there is very little evidence of the development of
a shared mental model of the business. For teams exhibiting strong evi-
dence of learning, the development of such models appears in the majority
of cases to have arisen from the initial planning undertaken by the teams.
In the case of the one team that changed from an emergent approach to a
more formal planning approach, the experience of running the company
appeared to provide the basis for the development and subsequent change
in their mental model of their company. Wellington and Faria (1996), who
highlight the important interactions between planning and implementa-
tion in a gaming context, state that formal planning often emerges from
actions already occurring, as appears to be the case with this team.

The extent to which the student groups enjoyed playing the game appe-
ared to have a moderate association with learning. As Walters et al. (1997)
report, dissatisfaction with a business game can greatly diminish its poten-
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tial as a learning tool. Three of the teams that exhibited limited learning
did not enjoy the gaming experience. In fact, they perceived it to be a was-
te of their time. Their ‘motivation’ to engage fully with the game was low.
The lack of summative assessment linked to the playing of the game was
cited as a major reason for this. It is worth noting that in all three cases,
levels of self-reported learning were low. There has been debate about the
value of summative assessment of gaming participation. Some authors
argue that a summative assessment of the gaming experience is an impor-
tant aspect of module design (Base, Ruies and Sharpe 1986; Herz and
Merz, 1998). However, others suggest that there is little or no value in
using graded assessment as a motivating device (Wolfe and Roberts, 1986;
Faria, 1986). The fact is that most research studies concerning the delivery
of classroom based simulation games incorporate grading systems that are
utilized as a matter of course. This indicates that implementers of business
simulation games are either led by the expectations of their students
towards summative assessment, or have designed their games’ delivery in
such a way that this type of assessment plays a significant motivating role.
Whilst some of the other groups raised concerns over the lack of summa-
tive assessment, they all exhibited evidence of at least moderate enjoyment
of the gaming experience. Adopting a critical perspective on the value of
business simulation games, Neuhauser (1976) presents anecdotal evidence
of a tendency for all but the most competitive students to exhibit boredom
and disenchantment with simulation games as time progresses. Whilst we
have noted this phenomenon, in our study we found dissatisfaction with
the learning approach only in a minority of cases. However, the linkages
between team motivation, team engagement and learning were apparent,
whether in a positive or negative manner.

Student groups were questioned about their perceptions regarding the
game’s level of realism and complexity. This provided an indication of the
face validity of the exercise. It was interesting to find that all four of tho-
se groups making negative comments concerning the realism of the game
were amongst those exhibiting limited evidence of learning. Conversely,
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those demonstrating significant learning were more likely to give balanced
or favorable reports relating to the realism of the simulation. Similar
results emerged from an analysis of group perceptions concerning the
extent to which the gaming exercise was successfully integrated with the
module lecture series. Unfavorable comments were only made by three
groups, and all of these exhibited limited evidence of learning. In the case
of both realism and integration of the game within the module, it is impor-
tant to note that negative comments may be a reflection of teams’ reluc-
tance to acknowledge their own shortcomings in playing the game. Seve-
ral authors’ findings support this (Wellington and Faria, 1996;
Ramnarayan and Strohschneider 1997). Their studies found, not surpri-
singly, that the attitudes of poorly performing students towards aspects of
the design and administration of the game were unfavorable, and that
such teams frequently display a tendency to blame exogenous factors for
their problems. Recent research has indicated that students submitting
poor module evaluations are more likely to posses an external locus of
control (Grimes et. al, 2004). Aspects of module design and game com-
plexity clearly have an impact upon the motivation and attitudes of pla-
ying teams; but perceptions of the adequacy of module design are in turn
affected by students’ locus of control.

No clear associations between the extent of learning and the amount
of analysis undertaken by groups could be identified. Most groups tended
to apply a similar limited range of analysis techniques in a relatively uns-
tructured and informal manner. This tendency towards limited analysis
has also been recognized by Ramnarayan and Strohschneider (1997). The-
se authors found that the students they studied were more inclined to
make decisions than to seek information to support the decision making.
They also noted a tendency to rely on performance figures which distrac-
ted many students from undertaking any broader form of contextual
analysis. This was also apparent in this study.

Two groups did attempt to employ more advanced analysis techniques
such as forecasts based on their understanding of performance and both
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showed evidence of greater learning. However, overall insufficient eviden-
ce exists to identify clear associations. Whilst students’ approach to plan-
ning seems to be strongly associated with learning, evidence concerning
the extent of analysis upon which such planning might be based is limited.
It could be that the building of a strategy based upon playing experience
and intuition is as effective a platform for learning as a strategy emerging
from in-depth analysis. After all, the learning derived from playing a simu-
lation is more concerned with experiential aspects of strategy (e.g. making
decisions under pressure, responding to external shocks, tracking deci-
sion-outcome linkages, developing confidence and even understanding
psychology) than the type of analytical elements of strategy that are typi-
cally taught using a case study approach. This is supported by evidence
from Knotts and Keys (1997) who identify the development of intuitive
skills through the gaming experience that cannot be taught with cases or
textbooks. Furthermore, Tompson and Dass (2000) who also employed
the BSG for their research concluded that simulations result in signifi-
cantly higher learning on the part of students than do case studies.

Modeling the learning process
In order to draw together and highlight the key findings of the study, a
causal loop diagram (CLD) was built. CLD’s are maps illustrating the cau-
se and effect relationships between a set of interacting variables (Santos et
al., 2002). They are developed following well established guiding princi-
ples (see for example, Senge, 1990).

The loop diagram shown in Figure 1 captures the dynamics of the lear-
ning that was achieved by the students in the course of playing the BSG.
Rather than showing the full structural complexities of the gaming lear-
ning process, this diagram seeks to outline the key components that appe-
ar from the research results to be driving the dynamics of learning. Ster-
man (2000; 2001) explains that human systems have high levels of
dynamic complexity, and that such complexity impedes learning. By focu-
sing on key drivers in a system, rather than all interacting variables ones
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understanding of that system can be enhanced, albeit at the expense of
detail. The adoption of such a high-level view of a system can enable
management interventions to be more readily identified.

The CLD generates insights and understandings of how this particular
student cohort learnt about developing business strategy in a controlled envi-
ronment. Within Figure 1 two feedback loops exist: the ‘learning loop’ and
the ‘engagement loop’. Both are reinforcing in nature, having the effect of loc-
king students into either a virtuous or vicious learning spiral (as represented
by the snowball effect). The direction through which students trace around
the loop can, in part, be governed by the design of the module of study.
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In adopting a business simulation game, its integration in to the wider
module design is critical to successful delivery of learning outcomes. The
CLD shows that good module design, all things being equal, leads to a hig-
her level of team motivation from the onset. Examining the ‘Engagement
Loop’, we can see that a motivated team will engage more strongly in the
playing of the simulation game through for example, active group dialo-
gue and strategic thinking. This in turn can result in better quality plan-
ning and / or strategizing by the playing teams. Through effective planning
and strategizing, the students are better able to identify the critical varia-
bles (and their interdependencies) that they need to understand to play the
game. They are able to manage the complexity of the game through deve-
loping a more clearly directed and focused approach to their gaming. This
in turn has a reinforcing effect on the motivation of team members.

We can observe in the ‘Learning Loop’ that good planning and strate-
gizing guides students through the game’s complexities and provides a
platform for students to instigate purposeful changes to their strategies
and decisions. Making changes that have been thought through in a focu-
sed manner, and then seeing the effects of these changes on company per-
formance enhances students’ understanding of their company. Note that
there may be a delay between making decision changes and achieving a
full understanding of company performance resulting from the multitude
of cause-effects operating simultaneously. Understanding is further
influenced by the quality of the module design. Aspects of this might inclu-
de how well the theories, frameworks and concepts covered in the lecture
materials connect with the issues being dealt with in the gaming environ-
ment. In gaining an understanding of how their actions affect the perfor-
mance of the company, students attain learning. Learning, in turn, impro-
ves the quality of students’ planning and strategizing.

It is the causal structure contained within a feedback loop that gene-
rates time evolutionary behavior (see Sterman, 2000). Where multiple
feedback loops are driving the dynamics of a given problem, shifts in loop
dominance can occur. This results in a change in the relative impact a
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given feedback loop exerts over the behavior of the problem under study.
The evidence from the study interviews (upon which Figure 1 is based)
showed that the ‘Engagement Loop’ dominated the dynamics of game
playing in the early stages. Although students were starting from a rela-
tively low base of subject mastery, they were interested in the novel
approach to their instruction, thereby ensuring engagement. Over succes-
sive decision cycles, as students familiarized themselves with the game
through repetition of play, a shift in loop dominance towards the ‘Lear-
ning Loop’ was evident in many of the teams. Increasingly, learning aro-
se from an improved understanding of their competitive performance and
the outcomes of the strategies and decisions made. However, it is clear
that some teams did not experience this level of learning and continued
to reside largely within the ‘Engagement Loop’. A failure to effectively
plan and strategize meant that their understanding of the game did not
increase and this in turn had a negative impact on team motivation and
engagement. Given the reinforcing nature of the model structure, these
teams became caught in a vicious learning cycle through progressive
disengagement.

Model Benefits and Limits
Learning is complex and very difficult to trace. In a dynamic business
simulation environment there are many variables that will have a gover-
ning influence over how student players learn. The causal loop diagram-
ming technique allows us to develop a picture of the interdependencies
between the key factors influencing learning over a sustained playing
period. The technique has a number of benefits for an educator seeking to
understand learning processes and for students reflecting on their own
learning. Above all, the CLD helps to explain learning and lack of learning
on the part of the students. In particular, it illustrates how students may
become caught only within the ‘Engagement Loop’, with the ‘Learning
Loop’ having little impact on the dynamics of game playing. Given this
condition, educators need to pay attention to how they might ensure a
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change in behavior that allows students to reside more strongly within the
‘Learning Loop’. The results of this study indicate that this might be achie-
ved through encouraging students to put greater effort into planning and
strategizing as part of their gaming activities. An additional lesson emer-
ging from the structure of the CLD relates to the reinforcing behavior of
this learning system. Educators need to be conscious of the higher risks
and benefits associated with using a business simulation game to teach stu-
dents. Through managed interventions on their part, it is possible to tip
the scales in favor of virtuous over vicious reinforcing behavior in this sys-
tem. This is where the ‘lever’ of module design is of critical importance, as
instructors can ensure that teams are well briefed, motivated and equipped
with the thinking tools to allow them to strategize and understand the out-
comes of their chosen strategies.

Although the CLD provides a number of insights and understandings
for the educator and the learner, there are some inherent limitations to
both this learning model and the more general loop diagramming appro-
ach. As is true of many models developed using this diagramming appro-
ach, the boundary of the model has been set quite narrowly. Whilst this
has provided focus and benefits of clarity, by definition, it has excluded
some of the wider and slower feedbacks that exist beyond the limits of this
module of study. For example, we have excluded variables associated with
the wider degree program and the students’ personal attributes and cha-
racteristics. Given the case nature of this study, a further limitation relates
to the generalizability of the CLD model. The study was based upon a sin-
gle simulation game involving students on one module in a single Higher
Education Institution. Hence, there may have been specific contextual
issues that affected the results of the study. As a consequence, the CLD
presented here is purely conceptual and requires more rigorous validation
to verify and support its structure. Further research might usefully entail
either repeating the same data collection approach using different simula-
tion games or replicating this study using the BSG across different univer-
sities.
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