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ABSTRACT 
 
This paper discusses certain critical concerns regarding the 
usefulness of simulation games as educational tools. Based 
on an examination of relevant research studies that relate to 
the evaluation of simulation games, the paper argues that 
there is no conclusive evidence in support of the superiority 
of simulation games over traditional teaching methods. It 
finally outlines certain research guidelines that need to be 
followed by simulation game users, in order to mean- in a 
fully. and systematically, evaluate simulation games. 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
The 1970’s have witnessed a significant growth in the use of 
simulation games in business courses. There is evidence of 
the formation of a cadre of college professors (many of 
whom regularly contribute to ABSEL Conferences) who 
appear to be loyal, regular users of simulation games. 
Though there is a large body of educators who are yet to get 
interested in simulation games, the individuals within the 
above-mentioned cadre of professors are well past the 
“interest” and “initial excitement” stages vis-à-vis the use of 
simulation games. Indeed, it is very encouraging to see that 
these professors have made, and are continuing to make, 
commendable efforts to evaluate the worth of simulation 
games as a pedagogical tool. The purpose of this paper is 
two-fold: (1) to critically examine past research efforts 
aimed at evaluating simulation games; and (2) to suggest 
some concrete proposals regarding the future evaluation of 
simulation games and their use in the classroom. 
 

PAST EFFORTS TO EVALUATE SIMULATION 
GAMES 

 
A review of published literature reveals three broad 
approaches that have been taken in the past to evaluate the 
worth of simulation games. The nature of each of these 
approaches, as well as the findings under each of them, are 
briefly described in this section. 
 
One approach to evaluating simulation games has been to 
teach several sections of the same course under different 
conditions (such as one section using a simulation game, 
another section using some cases, a third section using a 
straight lecture method, and so on), and to compare the 
performance of students across the various sections on a 
common test, administered to all sections (for example, see 
[3;6]). This avenue of e- valuation research has thus far 
produced no significant evidence to support the superiority 
of simulation gaining over other traditional teaching tools. In 
fact, a recent review done by Pierfy[7] of 22 studies that 
researched the effectiveness of simulation games vis-à-vis 
other teaching tools concludes that simulation games are no 
better than conventional teaching methods in fostering 
student learning. This is obviously disconcerting, especially 
in view of the increasing popularity of simulation games. 
 
Another avenue of research aimed at evaluating simulation 

games has focused on comparing students’ performance or 
grades in the simulation gaming part of a course with their 
performance on other “traditional” exams and assignments 
in the course. The results produced by this form of research 
have been mixed. Some studies have found no significant 
correlation between the two types of performance (see, for 
example, [1]) while others have found no significant 
difference between the two types of performance (see, for 
example, [5;8]) 
 
A third approach has been to ascertain the usefulness of 
simulation games by obtaining written feedback from 
students who took a course In which a simulation game was 
used. Typically, these feedback surveys contain questions 
relating to issues such as the following: Was the game 
interesting? ~Jas it useful? Was it theoretical or practical? 
Was it mentally challenging? Was this course more 
interesting than other traditional courses? Did it encourage 
interaction among class members? Should it be used in 
future courses? etc. It is this avenue of research that has by 
far been mostly in favor of simulation games. By and large, 
these types of surveys have produced pretty “positive” 
responses about courses containing simulation games (see, 
for example, [4;6]. 
 
The three approaches described above and their findings are 
critically examined in the next section. 
 

A CRITICAL EXAMINATION OF PAST EFFORTS 
 
Assessing the benefits of simulation gaming by comparing 
the performance of students exposed to simulation gaming 
with that of students exposed to other teaching tools may 
appear to be an “objective” evaluation method. However, as 
indicated earlier, this stream of research has produced no 
significant evidence in support of simulation gaming. This 
prompts one to come up with a couple of speculations, or 
hypotheses if you will: (1) Simulation games are at best only 
as good as “traditional” teaching techniques in making 
students learn the concepts to be taught in a course; and (2) 
Simulation games teach students “something” other than 
what traditional methods teach them -- “something” that 
cannot be measured by traditional tests. 
 
If the first hypothesis stated above is true, ardent supporters 
and users of simulation games will obviously have to ask 
themselves whether it is really worth the time, money, and 
effort to use simulation games, even though such games may 
be a lot of “fun”. If the second hypothesis is true, more work 
needs to be done to clearly determine what that “something” 
is which simulation games do teach and, more importantly, 
whether that “something” has any practical value to the 
students after they leave a course. 
 
The second approach to evaluating simulation games (1. e. 
comparing students’ grades or performance on simulation 
games with their performance on traditional segments of a 
course) is fraught with conceptual and methodological 
problems. These problems revolve around 
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the question of whether a student’s grade in a simulation 
game is a valid measure of anything at all. In other words, 
what does a high or a low grade based on performance in a 
simulation game indicate? Since most business games are 
played by groups of students, and are interactive in nature, it 
is hard to answer the above question with any degree of 
confidence. A detailed discussion of this issue can be found 
else- where [2]. Different studies using this research 
approach have led to inconsistent findings--perhaps 
involving thereby that simulation game grades may in act 
have been indicative of something unknown and different in 
each situation or study. So, unless research can clearly 
establish that students’ grades in simulation games are 
indicative of some unambiguous aspect(s) or process(es). 
this avenue of research will b fruit less in terms of 
eva1uating general benefits of simulation games. 
 
The overall, evidence based on the last approach described 
earlier (i.e. using surveys to get feedback from students) is 
quite encouraging at first glance, since it appears to be in 
favor of using simulation gaming as a teaching tool. 
Nevertheless, some careful examination and thought about 
these studies brings to mind some troubling question. The 
supportive evidence generated by these surveys is based on 
“self-reports” made by college students. Though such 
evidence is valuable to a certain extent, it is nevertheless 
“subjective” in nature. For instance, how qualified are these 
students to make an objective assessment of the benefits of a 
simulation game? In other words, is it possible that the 
overall positive response to simulation games may really he 
the result of the ‘novelty” and “fun” aspects (perhaps a 
“halo” effect) of participation in them? 
 
At the risk of appearing to be facetious, let me propose the 
following hypothetical (perhaps ridiculous, but hopefully 
thought-provoking) situation: Suppose there are two sections 
of a “boring” required course taught by the same instructor. 
Suppose the only difference between the two sections is that 
the instructor decides to include a simulation game in one 
section (Section I say) and a set of picnics, in lieu of the 
simulation game, in the other section (Section II). Whatever 
class time Section I spends on the simulation game is to be 
spent by Section II in going on picnics, or simply socializing 
and having a good time. In this hypothetical situation, if a 
common test is given to both sections at the conclusion of 
the course, there will likely be no significant difference in 
performance between the two sections (as supported by 
evidence available thus far). If a feedback survey is given to 
each section to assess the students’ reactions to each of the 
two alternative “teaching” tools the “picnic methodology” is 
likely to fare as well as, if not better than, the “simulation 
gaming methodology” on several of the typically used 
survey items such as the following: 
 

* “The course was interesting.” 
 

* “I would recommend the use of this in future 
courses.” 

 
* “This course was better than other courses I have 

had.” 
 

* “There was a lot of interaction among participants 
in this course.” etc… 

 
To be impartial, it should be stated that Section I may 
perhaps fare better than Section II on items such as 
the following: 

 
* “This methodology was helpful in understanding 

concepts well” 
 

* “This course was mentally challenging.” etc. 
 
However, the possibility of “positive” responses to such 
items showing up even in Section II, due to some sort of 
l!~1Il effect, cannot be entirely ruled out. Without 
belaboring this point any further, my position is that judging 
the worth of simulation games solely on the basis of 
feedback from college students is unwarranted and 
inadequate. 

 
SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE EVALUATION EFFORTS 
 
Performance on common tests taken by those exposed to 
simulation games and those exposed to other pedagogical 
tools have yet to show any advantage for simulation gaming. 
If simulation games do in fact teach something other than 
concepts measured by conventional tests, there is a pressing 
need to identify whatever knowledge simulation games do 
impart (or, are supposed to impart), and then to devise tests 
to measure the extent of acquisition of such knowledge by 
students. 
 
It is well known that the key “selling point” of simulation 
games is that they provide meaningful “hands on” 
experience for students not provided by traditional methods. 
A good way to measure the extent to which simulation 
games do in fact accomplish this objective would be to ask 
practioners in the real world to evaluate the usefulness of 
simulation games. Today business games are being 
increasingly used in executive development programs, 
management seminars, and the like, where the participants 
are those who already have at least a certain degree of real 
world experience. They will certainly be in a better, more 
qualified, position to evaluate the worth of simulation games 
in terms of the extent to which they are realistic, and the 
extent to which they help impart knowledge that is relevant 
for real world decision making. Yet, surprisingly, almost all 
the available evidence to date is based on the opinions of 
“traditional” college students, with little or no real world 
experience. It behooves us as simulation game enthusiasts to 
take immediate corrective action in this regard. 
 
Apropos of ascertaining the practical worth of business 
simulation games, let me “think aloud” a little bit. Would it 
not be beneficial if, every time a professor uses a simulation 
game in a program with practitioners as participants, he or 
she makes it a point to get feedback from them regarding the 
usefulness of the game? Perhaps all interested ABSEL 
members, as a body, :an: (1) develop a brief, but 
comprehensive questionnaire than can be standardized, and 
used for this purpose by all members; and (2) set up a central 
“data base” for the collection and analysis of such feedback 
information obtained from practioners. 
 
Attempting to establish a data base along the lines suggested 
above may sound like too idealistic an undertaking. 
However, I feel that, with a little effort from all of us 
interested in simulation gaming, such a system can be made 
operational, and can be quite valuable. Over a period of time 
a large enough data base can be created to evaluate: (1) the 
worth of simulation gaming, in general; (2) the worth of 
individual simulation games used repeatedly in different 
programs: and (3) the worth of possible modifications that 
can he made in a game to improve it. 
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 
 
It is encouraging to see that conscious efforts have been 
made to evaluate simulation games. However, to date there 
is no conclusive evidence to clearly show that simulation 
gaming is superior to other techniques in terms of teaching 
something that is of any practical consequence or relevance. 
Hence a more coordinated effort on the part of simulation 
game users is urgently needed to establish the real value, if 
any, of simulation gaming. This is especially important since 
the use of simulation gaming requires much more time, 
effort, and money compared to traditional methods. The 70’s 
have seen a growth in the popularity and acceptance of this 
novel teaching tool. Let us hope that the 80’s will witness an 
organized effort to clearly establish the practical benefit and 
relevance of this novelty. 
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