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What is Simulation ? 

 

Computer-based simulation can be described as 'an online re-creation of a real 

business environment for the purposes of learning'.  Users assume the role of a 

manager or supervisor and make decisions in the simulation based on that role.  The 

decisions taken by users determine the outcome of the simulation - multiple outcomes 

are possible depending on the decisions taken.  The simulation scenarios are based on 

real-world business environments, the decisions on typical business issues and the 

outcomes of decisions on analysis and research of real companies.  A simulation is 

most often run in two to four rounds, to provide users with the opportunity to reflect on 

results between rounds and modify their tactics if desired. 

 

Simulations can be designed to develop a wide variety of behavioural and technical 

competencies.  For instance, users may be asked to lead a major change effort, 

determine strategy for a newly merged organisation, make financial decisions for a 

start-up company, and develop many behavioural skills such as influencing, leadership, 

coaching, critical thinking, teamworking, remote working, etc.  Simulations can be used 

to analyse and understand the whole organisation, a specific initiative or process, the 

future state following restructuring, required roles or functions, specific performance 

tasks, to plan and test strategies, models and reactions, to communicate, provide 

context, energise, and engage people, to assess how people are performing a set of 

behaviours or tasks with a new initiative or process - all in a fun learning environment. 

 

 

What makes Simulation supported Learning different from other methods 
– and when should it be used? 
 

Computer-based simulation supports two of the key criteria in adult learning and 

education – adults learn by doing and learn by applying and testing experience against 

new learning. Simulation requires participants to test points of view and techniques and 

open these to the scrutiny of team-based decision-making. The consequence of each 

decision provides a learning opportunity to explore the impact of the decision.  This is 
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quite different from the traditional “input followed by check the understanding” in more 

traditional training which has a proven lower success rate.  

 

Traditional case studies can be both useful and interesting as examples, but they 

always deal with a past that is changing faster than one can write up the case and 

where there is little chance of assessing the impact of different decisions.  Computer-

based simulation is ideal as a training tool when the learning objectives make it difficult, 

or even impossible, to choose a concrete answer to a situation.  Good examples are 

“Strategy” (Rolex or Timex? Market Share or Revenue?) or “Change” (to what?), where 

many roads might lead to a desired future !  Simple tasks with exact answers 

(Procedure Training) can also be simulated with success, eg through e-learning, a 

method that may provide great savings on the training budget.  

 

The advantages of using simulation can be summarised as follows: 

A.  For the participants:  

a) Speed and retention of the learned material.  Research in the USA (eg 

Corporate Universities, Meister, Dr. Liz Haslam, Ph.D, Gartner Group) has shown 

that both understanding of the problem and retention of the learned material 

increase dramatically when using simulation.  As Galileo said: “You cannot teach 

a man anything – only help him find it for himself” – and that is exactly what 

simulations do.  Retention of lectures after a week was found to be 5% and after 

demos 30% - and falling; retention after simulation is 75%+, and staying high.  

Simulation is revolutionising training in the Medical Industry, the Military, Space 

and Aeronautics.  Pilots, trained in Flight Simulators, can take to the air with 

passengers without air-time on their own.  In business people obtain operational 

capacity faster and with fewer mistakes than before, both characteristics of major 

economic impact.  
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b) Adults learn by doing.  It is well recognised that adults learn from ‘doing’ and 

‘repeating’, drawing on their own experience. However, this may close the mind to 

thinking creatively.  Learning new concepts can be a lengthy and costly approach 

and unfortunately be based on “what we used to do”.  This is not sufficient today!  

Simulations, executed in teams, help people work together, exercise new 

learning, real-time and risk-free, before getting entangled in costly and time-

consuming experiments in real life. 

 

c) Activating, concentrating on what counts.  People have short attention spans. 

Simulations are an excellent way of keeping them active and awake. Through a 

team-based approach the attention span stays at top-level, eliminating the 

digressions during lengthy lectures and moving a large part of the learning 

towards ‘let’s do it’ – but risk free. The computer makes sure that complex 

scenarios can be practised and that the evaluation of results is fast and 

automatic, saving on precious training time.  

 

B.  For the organisation 

a) Organisational Learning. The objective of employees attending training 

programmes is to improve the creative and operational capacity of people as a 

resource.  As the goal of all organisations is to ensure longevity, CEOs must find 

smart ways to manage the bottom-line - revenue and cost.  Unfortunately these 

two objectives interact counter-productively, as unskilled people do a bad job, 

minimising earnings potential.  Training solutions and learning, found in one part 

of the organisation, must therefore be transmitted to other parts of the company, 

effectively and in a timely manner. Simulations have a proven effect as both a 

knowledge repository and a highly effective way to change behaviour, that is 

superior to other methods. 

 

b) Ideas-creation.  All organisations have a super-brain - the composite brain of the 

employees!  A well-designed simulation can be used to provide learning in best 

practice, log possible new solutions and to channel the experience and flow of 

ideas.  The Integrated Scenario Manager (ISM™) is an ideal tool to manage this 
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process, eliminating the technical barriers and allowing new simulations and 

changes to old ones to be created rapidly as know-how increases.  This helps 

disseminate new ideas and solutions throughout the organisation in days rather 

than months. 

 

c) Fewer mistakes. Organisations usually share experience, consultant’s advice 

and other newly acquired knowledge through manuals, web-sites, rumours and 

presentations, all with questionable efficiency due to the media, timing and lack of 

discipline !  Simulations play an increasing role by placing the users in a series of 

up-to-date simulated situations with immediate reward of the preferred behaviour 

– and punishment, if necessary.  The economic impact can be substantial : 

Mercury Communications UK eliminated 70% of project errors, and ABB reduced 

the project error-costs from $225M to $90M in 3 years. 

 

Other Tangible Benefits of using Simulation 

 

• Simulations are FUN. Compared to traditional ‘talk-and-chalk’, simulation-based 

learning is activating and dynamic.  Experience shows that the fun and the 

competitive element have a substantial and positive influence on the learning 

process.  

 

• Early implementation of learning with bottom line impact on the business.  It 

is possible to create a major simulation in a few months (and a small one in weeks) 

and change existing ones (content and logistics) in days, supporting immediate 

conveyance of new material.  

 

• Design can start small and simple and be extended in phases into major 

learning experiences as the need arises and time allows.  The work that goes into 

the initial design and implementation will constitute a preserved investment that 

can be used as a foundation for further development. 
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• Customers’ own values, norms and Balanced Scorecard can be implemented 

through the simulation. This leads to less waste and confusion through targeted 

individual and organisational learning. 

 

• Projects can be steered straight towards success, at huge savings, since the 

learning has been built into the design and already been practised - just like using 

a flight simulator. 

 

• Improved Team-work through the need to co-operate during decision taking.  

Users learn from each other as well as from the simulation and the coach, and 

‘repeat mistakes’ can be avoided, with improved commercial dynamics as a result. 

 

• Changes in the business environment (new product, services or operational 

conditions) can be integrated into existing simulations and disseminated into the 

learning environment for immediate practice in a matter of hours. 

 

• Standardisation and sharing of simulations will improve the training economy 

over time, as other ISM™-generated simulations can be imported, or exported, into 

the existing training portfolio.  These simulations may originate within the company 

or come from other companies. 

 

• Integration with a customer’s present Training Approach is straightforward, 

increasing the value of any investments made so far. 

 

 

Characteristics of effective computer-based simulation 

 

• Adults learn by doing.  Users learn hands-on how to implement the behaviour.  

A simulation places the users in a realistic business environment, where they are 

asked to complete tasks and take decisions in line with the business goals. 
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• Discovery.  Users have usually received background information on the 

simulation storyline in advance, and a description of issues currently facing the 

simulated company, which they are to try to resolve. 

 

• Application of experience.  Users are able to apply the experience of their day-

to-day work to the simulation experience, providing the link to the real world. 

 

• Scenarios.  Simulations contain scenarios that immerse users in a storyline and 

challenge them to reach desired outcomes.  There may be several paths to these 

goals, depending on the decisions taken. 

 

• Feedback.  Users receive written feedback at the end of each round on various 

performance criteria.  This is critical information for them to assess how well (or 

not so well) they are performing in relation to the challenge, and is measured by 

what is considered 'best practice' in the field.  Most importantly it provides users 

with learning to take back to the workplace. 

 

• Highly Interactive.  Simulation is designed so that users have an experience 

that is highly interactive, captivating, emotional, satisfying and fun.  This is 

achieved through the use of graphics, audio, recognisable environments, emails, 

telephone calls, meetings, reference documents, etc.  To foster the greatest 

collaboration and engagement users are often grouped into teams. 

 

• Performance Measures.  Measures of performance in the simulation will link to 

measures of performance in the real world.  One way this can be done is through 

the use of a simulation Balanced Scorecard, mirroring that of the organisation.  

Another way is to build the financial models in the simulation using actual 

company figures and models. 

 

• User driven.  The simulation experience is mainly in the control of the users.  

The users take decisions based on their knowledge and experience, which will 

then take them along certain decision-trees.  This provides a great deal of 

flexibility and learning. 
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Designing a simulation 

 

The design process of a new simulation must be managed as a project with clear mile-

stones.  The design project team may be entirely customer driven, or just supported by 

our experts acting as coaches, advisors, technical support and ‘simulation-handlers’.  

The various project phases – design, text-writing, testing and modification – can be 

prototyped and executed in parallel, saving on time and costly reviews. 

 

 

How a simulation is run 

 

• A simulation may be run with two to four rounds, with many scenarios illustrating 

the storyline.  Each round has a time limit, varying between 45 and 60 minutes. 

 

• Users are usually divided into groups of 3-5 people, who perform the simulation 

as one manager/supervisor.  The benefit is that users automatically experience 

working in a team, and the challenges that arise when dealing with different 

personalities and cultures. 

 

• At the end of each round, each simulation user team debriefs their experience 

and learning as a team. 

 

• Large group discussions with the facilitator ensue to share the learning and 

application to the real world of their jobs. 

 

• When all users have completed all the simulation rounds, each team makes a 

presentation to the other teams and the facilitator, on their performance, learning 

and how they will apply this experience in their workplace. 
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Why computer-based simulation is an effective approach to learning 

 

Well-designed computer-based simulation offers the ability to : 

 

• speed up the time to value of corporate initiatives 

 

• anchor an initiative or a new business process throughout the workforce in a way 

that is fast, consistent, and compelling 

 

• structure the experience to a user profile, eg by industry, initiative, role, function, 

team, previous knowledge, etc. 

 

• give users access to information on the intranet or internet 

 

• integrate local and global communities (via chat rooms, threaded discussion, 

email groups), to enable collaboration, interaction, feedback and support from 

peers, experts, and coaches 

 

• access other online performance support, eg action plans, assessment tools, etc 

 

• evaluate user reactions and suggest additional opportunities and practise options 

 

• monitor simulation performance to gauge how well a team, unit, or organisation is 

adhering to a new initiative or process 
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HRCgroup is an international management and organisation development practice, designing 

and delivering innovative action learning and blended learning initiatives that directly enhance 

organisation and individual performance.  They provide custom-built simulations, which can be 

simple or complex in nature, generic or industry specific, depending on the issues and 

requirements of the client organisation.  HRCgroup works with a variety of organisations 

nationally and internationally and in both the private and public sectors.  Their work has taken 

them to many different countries in Asia/Pacific, Europe, North America, South America. 

Contact HRCgroup at : info@hrc-group.com ;  website : www.hrc-group.com  


