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CAN BUSINESS GAMES EFFECTIVELY TEACH BUSINESS CONCEPTS? 
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ABSTRACT 
 
A single business policy class of 44 students was divided 
into two groups. During the class period, the groups met 
together analyzing cases, all of which were based on 
domestic firms, and listening to lectures, three of which were 
on international business issues. Outside of class, the control 
group played a domestic business game (TEMPOMATIC 
IV) and the experimental group played the Bowling Green 
University International Management Game (MMG). An 
international business oriented pre- and post-test was given 
to both groups. I t was hypothesized that both groups would 
improve on the posttest due to the lectures, but that the 
experimental group would perform significantly better due 
to their experience with the MNC. The results confirmed the 
hypothesis: the experiential method was an effective 
learning medium for international business concepts. 
 

BACKGROUND 
 
This study was motivated by the existence of two problems. 
The first revolves around the pedagogic value of simulation 
games. The second is a common problem faced by many 
business schools, that of adding more international business 
to the core program to satisfy AACSB accreditation 
requirements. 
 
Exactly what business games teach, if anything, has been the 
subject of much controversy. They have been accepted for 
their ability to generate student interest and enthusiasm and 
for their seeming relevance to the decision making task. 
However, much less is known about their ability to convey 
business theory to students. The contribution to the 
knowledge gained from a particular course is confounded by 
knowledge acquired from other sources: lectures, texts, and 
cases. Isolating contributions by pedagogic sources has been 
a difficult task. 
 
The problem of integrating international business concepts 
into existing programs is also a very real problem and adds a 
degree of relevance to this study. The addition of a large 
body of new material to the core program is a complex 
undertaking. Should it be added as a separate course? If so, 
which course does it replace and what are its prerequisites? 
It would be difficult to lecture to students on international 
finance without their having a principles course first. The 
same is true for law, marketing and management. Such a 
course would require as many prerequisites as a policy 
capstone course. Another approach is to add chapters to each 
functional area across the core program. This would require 
the purging of individual course material to make room. 
Further, the policy or capstone course would need its 
international flavor as well. Integration at the capstone level 
could be accomplished via the simulation game especially if 

it can be shown that the simulation is a valid learning 
experience for new concepts. Hence, this study attempts to 
quantify the ability of a simulation game to transmit new 
concepts to the student with a minimum impact on lecture 
content. 
 

THE VALIDITY CAP 
 
The possible need for further research on learning 
effectiveness can be demonstrated by a review of the three 
most recent annual ABSEL Proceedings and latest 
NASACA Proceedings. In these publications, there were a 
total of 105 articles covering some aspect of business 
simulation games. It can be seen from the Simulation 
Publication Pie, Figure 1, that the largest category of the 
articles, over thirty percent, were descriptions of newly 
developed games, none of which, incidentally, were 
international business games. The second highest category 
of game publications was that of game philosophy, articles 
by learned educators describing subjectively the manner in 
which games should be used, their shortcomings and 
advantages, and personal experiences with games as used in 
seminars and classrooms. The next largest was that in which 
games were used as an evaluator of pedagogic aspects such 
as the impact of the administrator in gaming effectiveness, 
group size, and configuration and optimum number of play 
periods. Most of these studies were objective in nature as 
were the remainder of the categories. Comparative studies ( 
case versus game, lecture and case versus lecture and game, 
etc.), measuring student interest and motivation make up the 
next largest category with just over twelve percent of the 
game oriented articles. Also included in this group were 
empirical comparative studies of teaching effectiveness 
(game versus case, etc.) using perceived learning as a 
dependent variable, that is, how much did students feel they 
learned. In each case the research instrument administered to 
the players was in the form of a questionnaire which asked 
players their degree of interest on a Likert type scale. 
 

FIGURE 1 
THE SIMULATION PUBLICATION PIE 
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Table 3 examines several critical issues in international 
business. Of those examined, the experimental group did 
comparatively better on questions concerning direct foreign 
investment and product life cycle. This is consistent with 
their strong showing in the finance functional area. The 
experimental group did moderately better on comparative 
advantage and tariffs. The groups were about even on 
product standardization. The domestic game permitted 
product improvements for the purpose of differentiation 
while the MNG did not. Consequently, these results are 
fairly consistent with what the games stress. The 
experimental group did outperform the control group in all 
areas. 

Table 4 shows some taxonomic comparisons: long versus 
short questions and the first twenty versus the last twenty. 
The performance difference on the long versus the short 
questions can be attributed to at least two possible causes. 
The experimental group may have been more familiar with 
the language and hence could understand the questions 
more easily. Or, because they 

 

were more familiar with the subject matter, were more 
highly motivated to answer the questions. This problem is 
discussed more fully in the next section. In comparing 
questions by their position on the test, the experimental 
group performance remained effectively constant in terms of 
percent of correct answers when comparing performance on 
the first twenty versus the last twenty questions. The control 
group performance dropped during the last twenty questions. 
This again may be a kind of respondent fatigue due to the 
relative lack of interest, especially since the performance 
drop was not present on the pretest. 

 
DISCUSSION 

 
There are three major points that should be highlighted. 
During the review of other effectiveness studies which 
attempted to compare simulation games and other pedagogic 
media, it became apparent that a possible problem exists in 
the development of the test instrument used in the cross 
comparison. For instance, when comparing the text/lecture 
method to simulation games, questions are normally taken 
from the textbook instructor’s guide or from review 
questions at the end of various chapters. The questions are 
slanted toward the text material. The simulation game, on 
the other hand, is a very different type of learning 
experience, one that is not slanted toward questions 
requiring relatively precise answers. Hence, the test 
instrument may be biased in favor of the text/lecture method. 
The development of a fair test instrument may be an 
impossible task because of the very different learning 
environments. The design used in this study circumvents this 
potential problem since no cross comparison was made. 
Even though the questionnaire was text oriented, both 
groups were subjected to the same conditions. Hence, 
performance may have been affected but not in favor of one 
group. Consequently, the results of this study should be valid 
from this standpoint. 
 
The second problem is also related to the test instrument. It 
is extremely difficult to make fair comparisons by subject or 
functional area to isolate where learning takes place. Each 
business game is unique and each stresses and ignores 
specific areas of Interest. Although it is possible to select 
similar games, it is not possible to select games which are 
identical in all aspects except some specific area of interest. 
Hence, the results or outcome of the study cannot be 
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Almost five percent of the cases examined the use of 
mathematical decision-making support programs and their 
relationship to the game being supported. Games provide a 
format for the use of support programs which in turn sharpen 
the decision-making skills of the players and give the student 
a chance to utilize the skills learned in the quantitative 
courses. The Georgia State Business Game, SIM-Q, is 
specifically designed for use with support programs.(l) 
 
In the final category, learning or teaching effectiveness, 
there were four studies. Brenenstuhl found a positive but not 
significant difference in learning by an experiential learning 
group using a combination of lecture and business 
simulation compared to the control group which used a 
lecture only. (2) In a comparison of the lecture-case versus 
lecture-simulation methodologies, Mancuso found no 
significant differences on the objective tests used to measure 
learning, although student performance and interest favored 
the simulation group.(3) In a third study, Catalanello and 
Brenenstuhl found no significant difference among three 
groups (lecture and discussion, lecture and other experiential 
methods, and lecture and simulation) with respect to 
perceived learning and satisfaction with the course. (4) The 
final study in this survey was based on a high school student 
sample in which Pascale found that a simulation group 
outperformed two other groups. The findings were based on 
multiple choice, essay questions, and fact recall questions. 
(5) 
 
These mixed findings underscore the need to improve 
experimental control. Because of the myriad of factors that 
influence learning in an experiential context, isolation of 
cause and effect has been a serious problem in validating 
games as learning tools. 
 

RESEARCH DESIGN 
 
A capstone business policy course was divided into two 
groups of students on a matched pair basis using grade point 
average. The control group listened to the lectures and 
discussion, reviewed cases, and played Tempomatic IV, (6) 
a business game which focuses on the task of producing a 
single product and marketing it in three areas. The 
experimental group heard the same lectures and worked on 
the same cases side by side with the control group in the 
same classroom. However, they played the Bowling Green 
University Multinational Management Game which also 
utilizes a single product and is marketed in three countries. 
(7) In other words, the test subjects were a single class 
studying business policy. Outside of the class, there were to 
separate competitions taking place, one in the domestic 
business arena and the other in the international 
environment. The games were selected from a group of ten 
domestic and five international business games because of 
their similarity in both game configuration and complexity. 
 
Very few of the participants had previous international 
business experience or classes. Any knowledge gained or 
sensitization to international business concepts and issues 
would be as a result of experiential learning either directly 
through class (three lectures devoted to international 

business during the quarter) and game participation or 
indirectly by being motivated to increase their knowledge 
from other sources. To assess the impact of the learning 
experience, a 65 question multiple choice test covering a 
broad selection of international business concepts was given 
simultaneously to both groups during the first and last class 
sessions. It was hypothesized that both groups would show 
improvement due to the lectures, but the experimental 
groups would score significantly higher on the post- 
test due to their added learning experience. 
 

Null hypothesis - Ho: No significant difference between 
groups on pretest or posttest. 

 
Alternative Hypothesis - H1: Experimental groups 

would perform significantly 
better on the posttest. 

 
RESULTS 

 
Because of the small sample size of 28 students, a 
contingency table analysis was used to analyze the data. The 
mean test scores are presented in Table 1. There were a total 
of 65 questions on the data collection in- s t rumen t. 
 

TABLE 1 
PRE-AND POSTTEST MEAN SCORES 

BY GROUP 

 Pretest Posttest 
Experimental 

31.1 
N = 14 

38.8 
N = 13 

Control 
29.6 

N = 14 
28.5 

N = 13 

These results show that the experimental group improved 
their scores by an average of eight points while the control 
group experienced a drop in mean score of about 1 point. On 
the posttest the difference between the two groups was 
significant at the .90 level of confidence. The T-statistic was 
3.36 (T> 2.71 at .90 level of confidence). 
 
Three additional comparisons are shown below. The first 
(Table 2) shows that, of the major functional areas 
examined, students learned comparatively more about 
international finance, followed in turn by law, marketing and 
management. The control group out-performed the 
experimental group on questions concerning international 
management, though neither group did well in this area. 
These data were developed by combining the raw score 
responses of several questions related to each functional 
area. The raw scores were then translated to the percent of 
correct answers for each group. 
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independent of the subject matter. This problem is inherent 
in experiential research and the experimenter can only 
minimize the problem by careful comparisons and 
instrument design. 
 
The final problem revolves around the Hawthorne effect. 
The test instrument was oriented toward international 
business. The control group’s experiential learning situation 
focused on the domestic business environment. 
Consequently, their motivation and interest level may have 
been affected, particularly on the post-test resulting in a 
lower performance. This study did show that the 
experimental group’s performance improved considerably as 
a result of the experiential learning experience, but the 
degree of improvement over the control group is in doubt. 
Future studies should take this problem under consideration. 
 

CONCLUSION 
 
The primary contribution of this limited study has been to 
show that simulations provide the participant with a valid 
learning experience in the area of international business at 
the capstone level. Administrators can with less 
intrepedation comply to AACSB guidelines via the 
simulations game. Secondary contributions include the 
isolation of some potential problem areas in conducting 
experiential research perhaps leading to improved 
experimental designs and test instruments. 
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