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ABSTRACT

This study compared the effect of a strategic emphasis
versus an operational emphasis on learning and attitudes
among players in four classes of a Business Policy course.
The results show that game performance as measured by
return on equity (ROE) was_ 1§her for students playing a
game with a strategic emphasis than students playing a game
with an operational emphasis. These findings are clouded by
the fact that the student group with the strategic emphasis
contained proportionately more accounting and finance
majors.

BACKGROUND

Durin%‘the last ten years or so, there has been a change in
the objectives of the Business Policy Course. In 1978
Schellenberger (1978) identified the key educational goals
for the policy text as: 1) an understanding the concepts of
strategy, 2) the development of problem solving skills, 3)
development of the administrative point of view, and 4) an
understanding of the interrelatedness of the functions of
business. In 1986 Pearce (1986) focuses on “a
comprehensive model of the strategic management process”.
Pearce indicates that this approach will provide “an
executive Level perspective”. A glance at almost any sample
of policy textbooks in 1975 versus 1988 would show a
significant increase in the amount of text material devoted to
strategic management.

Many business policy games were developed prior to the
change in emphasis in the pohc¥1 course. The objective of
this research was to investigate whether the level of strategic
emphasis in the game would have any impact on attitudes
and learning.

This issue seems sufficiently important to have been
addressed prior to the change in emphasis in the business
policy course. With the change in emphasis the issue seems
even more 1m};0rtant. A review of the literature (especially
Greenlaw (1973) and Wolf (1986)) does not reveal any
studies which focus on the impact of the level of strategic
decision making on attitudes and learning. Wolf (1978)
focused on the influence of game complexity. However, the
level of complex1t%/ is not a proxy for the level of strategic
decision making. This research will focus on the impact of
the level of strategic decision making on student attitudes
and learning.

Management games are designed with differing emphasis on
strategic decision making as opposed to operational and
administrative decision making. A game that does not permit
firms to occupy alternative market niches fails to give teams
the fundamental option of seeking a particular market niche.
Since every game operates over some time horizon, many of
the decisions are short run operational decisions.

The longer the time horizon impacted by the decision and
the more resources committecE the more strategic the
decision. The least strategic decisions are the decisions
regarding the quantity to produce and the quantity of raw
materials to purchase for the immediate time period.

For the purposes of this research we looked for either one
game that permits differing levels of emphasis on strategic,
administrative, and operational decisions or two games so
that each would re]present different ends of the spectrum
relative to the level of decisions built into the game. The
advantage of two games is that the emphasis would clearly
be different. The disadvantage is that differences in attitudes,
interest and learning could be attributed either to differences
in strategic emphasis or to the particular nature of the two

ames. MANSYM (Schellenberger (1986)) was used both

ecause it permitted varying levels of strategic emphasis and
because it was a familiar product at the school where the
study was being conducted.

EXPERIMENT

Four classes of the Business Policy course at a midatlantic
comprehensive regional university were involved in this
research. Two of these classes were taught by instructor A
and two were taught by instructor B. Each of the four classes
played a management %me that represented 25 to 30 percent
of the course grade. Decisions covered a simulated three
year period of time. Quarterly decisions were submitted
weekly. All four classes played the two- product Small
Kitchen Electrical Applance version of MANSYM
(Schellenberger (1986)).

However, two classes were given a computer program that
generated the eight short-term production decisions -- these
classes were considered to have a strategic emphasis. The
remaining two classes were required to make the short-term
production decisions by what ever means they could -- these
classes were considered to have an operational emphasis. In
addition the two_ classes with the strategic emphasis were
required to submit computer-generated proforma statements.
The computer program to generate proforma statements is
available to all students but its use was required by the two
classes with the strategic emphasis. The requirement to use
the proforma option served not only to provide a more
strategic emphasis but also to equalize the work load
between the two different emphases. Each instructor taught
one class with a strategic emphasis and one class with an
operational emphasis.

Thus the classes using the computer package to make the
short term production decision and the proforma computer
package are labeled “strategic emlllohasm’ and the remaining
classes labeled “operational emphasis”. While these labels
may overstate the differences they clearly distinguish
between the two groups.
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DATA GATHERED

If differences are found it is necessary to ensure that these
differences are attributable to the experimental variable (i.e.
strategic emphasis). Thus sex, age, grade point average and
marital status were found. In aﬁditlon, the Ghiselli (1971)
Self Description Inventory and Minor (1976) Sentence
Completion Scale were administered to ensure comparability
of the experimental and control groups. As a final check on
comparability, data on hours devoted to the game and to
other aspects of the course were gathered.

Performance data included overall grade in the course, grade
on the %{ame , grade on analysis of cases, and return on
eilulty (ROE). These indices were considered one measure
of learning. A second measure of learning was students’
perceptions of the fulfillment of the eight objectives of the
course. The last measure of learning related to the students
ability to classify the various elements of game decisions by
strategic, administrative, and operational levels. It is
believed that a management game should reinforce these
concepts.

An attitudinal questionnaire was administered at the end of
the semester. This questionnaire was taken from the Raia
(1966) and Boseman (1974) studies. Attitudinal data
included attitudes toward the instructor and the course in the
belief that more favorable attitudes enhance learning. in
addition, student perceptions of learning, interest, and
motivation from the class were gathered.

The attitudinal questionnaire was administered during the
last week of the semester. This questionnaire was collected
by a student from the class and retained by that student until
a%{[er the final grades were posted. In this manner students
were assured that they would not be penalized by candid
responses. Total sample size was 113 students: 56 with the
strategic emphasis and 57 with the operational emphasis.

HYPOTHESIS

The hypotheses center around the performance, learning and
attitudinal differences between the strategically oriented
game classes and the operationally-oriented classes. A
review of the literature does not suggest what differences
might be found with a st;ate%ic emphasis versus an
operational difference. The Raia (1966) study does focus on
differences related to the level of 1cgame complexity. The
authors do not feel that the level of complexity wil?ldiffer
between the two groups. Moreover, the Raia study found no
significant differences in the attitudes of students related to
game complexity.

The most likely differences would occur in performance
variables. However, these researchers have no basis on
which to hypothesize where such differences, if they exist,
will occur. Since this is exploratory research, it is reasonable
to start with the hypothesis that no differences will be found.
The Mann-Whitney U test was used because the assumption
of a normal distribution could not be made for the data. The
.05 level of significance was used.

RESULTS

Attitudinal Results

It was hypothesized that student attitudes would be similar
for both™ groups of students (i.e. no statistically different
attitudes toward the course or instructor). Table 1 below

shows these results.

TABLE 1
ATTITUDES TOWARD COURSE AND INSTRUCTOR
(7 point scale)

Strate-  Opera- Signif-

Item gic tional icance
Importance of your instructor 4.56 4.44 .98
Importance of course 4.59 4.65 .82
Enjoyment of your instructor 4.54 4.28 29
Enjoyment of course 4.37 4.24 73

These attitudes are similar.

Perceptions of Learning, Interest, and Motivation

It was hypothesized that student perceptions of learning,
interest, and motivation toward the policy course would be
similar for both groups of students E;.e. no statistical
difference). Table 2 below shows these results.

TABLE 2
PERCEPTION OF LEARNING, INTEREST, AND
MOTIVATION IN POLICY COURSE COMPARED TO

OTHER COURSES
(7 point scale)
Strate- Opera-  Signif
Item gic tional icance
Your interest in course 379 3.85 94
Your motivation in course 8.55 3.60 .68
Your learning in course 4.01 4.05 .90

Perceptions of learning, interest, and motivation toward the
policy course are indeed similar.

Results Relative to Learning

This study has gathered three different sets of data on
learning. These three sets f data are shown in tables 3, 4, and
5 respectively. The first set of data looks at learning as
measured by performance in various aspects of the course.
Two measures of performance in the game were gathered.
One is the computer-generated grade for game play. This

rade is made up from nine criteria. Two of these criteria
igepresentl_ng 50% of the weight) refer to profit measures.

he remaining seven criteria (representing 50% of the
weight) focus on managerial dimensions such as stockouts,
cash management etc. A second measure of game
performance is return on equity (ROE). It was hypothesized
that no statistically significant differences would be present.
Table 3 below shows these results.

TABLE 3
LEARNING AS MEASURED BY PERFORMANCE

Strate-  Opera- Signif-
Item gic tional icance
Final grade in course (scale
isC-=1t0 A+=9_ 3.74 3.89 .53
Game grade (scale is 0 to 100) 88.8 87.8 40
Case grade (scale is 0 to 100) 85.7 85.9 .62
ROE in game (after tax) 15.8% 13.8%  .002
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A large statistical difference on ROE occurs with the
strategic group earning a higher ROE. This difference is
large enough to expect a statistically significant difference if
the study were replicated. It is possible that the absence of
the short-run production decisions encouraged students to
devote more emphasis to strategic issues and thus obtain a
higher ROE.

The second set of data looks at learning as measured by
student perceptions of the fulfillment of course objectives.
A%ain it was h{gothesized that no statistically significant
differences would be present. Table 4 shown below gives
these results.

TABLE 4
FULFILLMENT OF COURSE OBJECTIVES
(4 point scale)
Strate- Opera- Signif

Item gic tional icance
Familiarization with

managerial environment 2.89 2.89 .90
Ability to apply concepts and

techniques of management 2.44 2.72 .065
Ability to analyze complex

business problems 2.48 2.52 .68
Understand the function of

managers 2.85 2.93 48
Develop top management point

of view 2.76 2.81 73
Obtain practice in problem

solving 2.56 2.70 39
Understand the concept of

strategy 3.04 2.98 75
Examine a variety of
Businesses 2.87 2.83 73

No statistically significant differences were found.

The last set of data on learning looks at students’ perceptions
of the level of decision making in the game. This data can be
analyzed by comparing the two groups or by comparing each
ﬁroup against some norm. The decision or cluster of

ecisions are listed in rank order (i.e. from most strategic to
least .strategic). A cluster of decisions is a Erqup of related
decisions. For example, there are nine marketing decisions
in addition to the pricing decision. These nine decisions are
listed as a cluster of decisions. Again the hypothesis is that
no statistically significant differences will be found. Table 5
shown below shows this data.

TABLE 5
LEARNING BY LEVEL OF DECISION MAKING IN GAME
(1 = Strategic decision, 2 = administrative
decision, 3 = operational decision)

Strate-  Opera- Signif

Item gic tional icance
Identify targeted market niche 1.09 1.07
Establish Pricing Policy 1.37 1.35 .95
Establish other marketing

policies 1.52 1.31 .01
Exli(ansion of plant or equipment  1.69 1.86 24
Make changes in long term loans  1.72 2.03 .08
Set price this quarter 1.90 1.84 72
Make other marketing decisions

this quarter 1.91 1.98 .65
Make production decisions this

quarter 2.50 2.52 .99
Make changes in short term loans  1.96 2.0 3.76

One statistically different result is found. The classes with
the strategic emphasis view the establishment of marketing
policies (other than pricing policies% as more strategic than
the classes with the operational emphasis. Perhaps the use of
multiquarter proforma statements permit this prospective for
the strategically oriented classes.

These decisions or decision clusters are listed in the order of
their strategic importance (i.e. the numerical value of the
first decision should be lower than the numerical of the
second and the second should be lower than the third etc.).
The students with the strategic emphasis have only one
decision out of order whereas the operational emphasis has
four out of order. The lack of consistent ordering by students
with the operational emphasis raises some questions about
their understanding of the role and meaning of strategy.

COMPARABILITY OF GROUPS

The major difference between the two groups is the higher
ROE for the group with a strategic emphasis. Before this
difference can be attributed to the strategic emphasis it is
necessary to demonstrate that the strategic group is
fundamentally the same as the operational group.

One comparison is the amount of time devoted to the course.
If the strategic group devoted more time to the game, then
the higher ﬁoﬁ may be merely the result of extra time.
Table 6 shows the amount of time devoted to the various
aspects of the course.

TABLE 6
TOTAL HOURS DEVOTED TO THE POLICY COURSE

Strate- Opera- Signif-

Item g1c tional icance
Total hours devoted to game 27.16 37.89  .003
Hours devoted to written cases 10.17 18.87 .006
Total hours devoted to course 66.66 80.55 .14

Those students with a strategic emphasis obtain a higher
ROE with less time. The major benefit of the strategic
emphasis seems to be greater efficiency (i.e. as such learnin
-- if not more -- with less effort). Before it can be conclude
that the strategic emphasis provides comparable results with
less time it is necessary to be sure that the demographic
variables are fundamentally the same. Table 7 below shows
the demographic data.

TABLE 7
DEMOGRAPHIC VARIABLES

Strate- Opera- Signif-
Item gic tional icance
Percent Males 46% 61% 17
Age 22.7 22.4 .65
Grade Point Average 2.95 2.83 .65
Percent married 4% 72 Sl

This table does not reflect any statistically significant
differences. However, it does not include majors since
majors cannot be measured on a numerical scale. Thus it was
necessary to perform two-way analysis of variance on the
data on majors. The two-way analysis of variance produced
a .085 level of significance. This difference occurred
because one of the classes with the strategic emphasis had a
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disproportionately high number of finance and accounting
students. Using the .05 level of significance, this would not
be a statistically significant difference. It does make the
¥ese§rchers uncomfortable and they decided to Investigate
urther.

It is now necessary to ask whether the improved efficiency
was due to the strategic emphasis or the higher proportion of
accounting and finance majors. The data from the Ghiselli
1971) Self Description Inventory and Minor (1976)
entence Completion Scale can be used to compare the
managerial potential of the two groups. If the managerial
potential is similar, it is possible that the higher proportion
of accounting and finance majors would not produce a
different level of performance. Table 8 shows the data for
the key scale values (i.e. those with the strongest
relationships to managerial success).

TABLE 8
MEASURES OF MANAGERIAL POTENTIAL

Strate- Opera- Signif-
Item gic tional icance
From Ghiselli Self Description Inventory
Supervisory ability 27.59 28.80 .27
Intelligence 38.18 3933 .33
Need for Occupational
Achievement 37.27 3773 .89
From Minor Sentence Completion Scale
Total (managerial motivation)
score 8.64 824 .80

This data does not s%ggest that the students with the strategic
emphasis have different managerial abilities and
motivations. This suggests that the differences in
performance were due to the difference in emphasis rather
than the differences in majors.

CONCLUSIONS

No meaningful differences in attitudes were found. The
fundamental difference in learning was the higher ROE
attained by the strategically oriented group. One could
question whether this is a true learning outcome. Even if this
outcome were unimportant and no differences were sound,
the significant difference in time required to attain the same
outcome is a major benefit to the strategic emphasis. On the
basis of the evidence the strategic emphasis seems to offer
clear advantages over the operational emphasis.

The onl{vw.eak_ne.ss in this conclusion is the distribution of
majors. While it is possible that the disproportionately hl%h
number of accounting and finance majors in one of the
classes with a strategic emphasis may have contributed to a
higher ROE, it is difficult to believe that this difference
would contribute to the lower time usage. Thus we feel quite
comfortable with the conclusion that the strategic emphasis
produces at least the same learning with a significant
reduction in time.

Obviously these findings a1S)p1y only to schools and locations
with similar populations. Students at the school where the
study was conducted must have a 2.5 GPA to gain
admittance to the School of Business. The authors do not
believe that their students are any different than the majority
of AACSB-accredited schools.

FUTURE RESEARCH

Given the questions raised by the disproportionate number
of accounting and finance students this study should be
repeated with this factor under control. If the findings are
supported, the selection of the game to be used m the
business Follcy course can influence at a minimum the time
required for the game.

It is quite possible to find a game with much more of an
operational emphasis than the one used. Thus the authors
believe that this study may not have produced as significant
a difference between the strategic and operational emphasis
as is possible. In other words, the absence of differences
may have been because both versions of the game were too
similar. Thus further research with different games or greater
differences in the same game may produce significant
differences in learning.
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