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Abstract 

The author uses a qualitative transcendental phenomenological approach within a 

nested design-based research framework to determine the feasibility and initial design 

principles associated with a proposed game to support values-driven leadership 

education in an executive master’s degree program. Over a five-month period, three 

design iterations were used to elicit tacit knowledge from six experts in the field of 

values-driven leadership education. Designs were based on game development 

concepts that were known to be feasible, and acceptability of the proposed designs 

was determined by expert assessment. Transcendental phenomenological methods 

were used to elicit, analyze, and understand the data gathered during the project. The 

study found that it was feasible to design an effective values-driven leadership game. 

The study also identified 13 initial design principles (seven structural and six textural) 

to guide game development and contribute to the literature of game-based learning 

and leadership education. 



 

iv 

Dedication 

To my family: honored past, lovingly present, and the future yet to be born. 



 

v 

Acknowledgements 

I would like to thank those who played an important part in helping me to complete 

this dissertation and helping to keep me sane and motivated throughout the entire 

three-year program.  

 

To the faculty and staff (Dr. Jim Ludema, Dr. Marie Di Virgilio, Dr. Mike Manning, 

Dr. “Gus” Gustafson, and Amber Johnson)  at the Center for Values-Driven 

Leadership at Benedictine University, I offer my thanks for your service, support, and 

extraordinary vision; what a wonderful program you have created. I’d like to thank 

Dr. Marie Di Virgilio for being such an outstanding, supportive, and insightful 

Dissertation Chair. Many thanks also to Dr. Bill Pasmore and Dr. Diane Swanson, 

who gave so freely of their time and wisdom to guide and improve my research.  

 

Special thanks also go out to those who helped me design the game and write this 

paper. Savannah Davis, Steve Santello, and Steve Slatter provided invaluable 

assistance with game design reviews and concepts throughout the project, Glenn 

Mackey provided outstanding editorial support, and Joanna Beth Tweedy provided 

final manuscript polishing. Thanks to Kent Carrico and the rest of the Benedictine 

Library staff—your programs and personal support were instrumental in my success. 

 

In the sanity and motivation department, I would like to thank my fellow cohort 

members as they offered encouragement throughout the process. I’d also like to thank 



 

vi 

Dr. Allen McCoy, Dr. Lee DeRemer, and Lt. Col. Eric Schroeder for their inspiration, 

past and present. Thanks also go to my family (thanks, Mom!) and friends who 

provided encouragement and understanding throughout the process. 

 

Finally, I’d like to thank my wife, Jacque, whose steady support and unfailing 

confidence in my ultimate success, often far surpassing my own, was a constant 

source of energy and inspiration. From the early days of looking for “just the right 

program” to successfully defending this dissertation four years later, you have always 

been there for me. Thanks, Love! 

 



 

vii 

Table of Contents 

Contents 
Chapter 1: Introduction ................................................................................................. 1 

Study Structure.......................................................................................................... 1 
Demand for Game-Based Learning .......................................................................... 3 

Chapter 2: Literature Review ........................................................................................ 6 
Introduction ............................................................................................................... 6 
Game-Based Learning .............................................................................................. 6 

Values-Driven Leadership Education ....................................................................... 8 
Overview of Literature Review Organization........................................................... 9 

Games and game-based learning .......................................................................... 9 

Learning theories and taxonomies ...................................................................... 10 
Values-driven leadership .................................................................................... 10 
Summary, implications, and conclusions............................................................ 10 

Games and Game-Based Learning.......................................................................... 11 
What are games? ................................................................................................. 11 

Game-based learning .......................................................................................... 25 
Learning Theories and Taxonomies ........................................................................ 38 

EMSVDL students .............................................................................................. 39 

Learning theories ................................................................................................ 41 
Alternative learning theory paradigm ................................................................. 53 

Learning taxonomies ........................................................................................... 53 
Summary of learning theories ............................................................................. 55 

Values-Driven Leadership ...................................................................................... 56 
Servant leadership ............................................................................................... 59 

Positive organizational scholarship..................................................................... 62 
Appreciative inquiry ........................................................................................... 64 
Strengths-based approaches ................................................................................ 66 
Transformational leadership ............................................................................... 68 
Corporate social responsibility ........................................................................... 72 

Learning approaches in VDL education ............................................................. 77 
Summary, Implications, and Conclusion ................................................................ 79 

Initial design principles ....................................................................................... 81 

Implications......................................................................................................... 84 
Conclusion .......................................................................................................... 86 

Chapter 3: Research Methods ..................................................................................... 88 
Introduction ............................................................................................................. 88 

Design Thinking...................................................................................................... 89 
Design-Based Research .......................................................................................... 91 

DBR characteristics and models ......................................................................... 92 



 

viii 

Critique of DBR .................................................................................................. 94 
Decision to use DBR methodology..................................................................... 94 

Research Design and Execution .............................................................................. 95 
Study overview ................................................................................................... 95 
Phase one: Focus ................................................................................................. 97 
Phase two: Understand ........................................................................................ 99 
Phase three: Define ........................................................................................... 102 

Phase four: Conceive ........................................................................................ 103 
Phase five: Build ............................................................................................... 109 
Phase six: Test................................................................................................... 116 
Phenomenological approach ............................................................................. 117 
Data analysis ..................................................................................................... 130 

Final thoughts about methods ........................................................................... 134 
Chapter 4: Results ..................................................................................................... 136 

Overview ............................................................................................................... 136 
Bracketing and Epoche ......................................................................................... 137 

Games ............................................................................................................... 138 
Learning ............................................................................................................ 142 
Leadership ......................................................................................................... 145 

Summation ........................................................................................................ 147 
The Game .............................................................................................................. 147 

Iteration one ...................................................................................................... 149 
Iteration two ...................................................................................................... 166 
Iteration three .................................................................................................... 179 

Game presentation wrap-up .............................................................................. 192 

Thematic Families and Principles ......................................................................... 193 
Structural thematic families .............................................................................. 197 
Textural thematic families ................................................................................ 254 

Structural Description of Game Design Principles for VDL Education ............... 292 
Textural Description of Game Design Principles for VDL Education ................. 295 
Composite Description of Game Design Principles for VDL Education ............. 297 

Chapter 5: Discussion ............................................................................................... 299 
Overview ............................................................................................................... 299 
Connections........................................................................................................... 300 

Theoretical basis ............................................................................................... 303 
Situated practice and modeling the real world .................................................. 304 

User experience and meaningful choices .......................................................... 306 

Learning context and game design, development, and deployment ................. 308 

Multiple development levels ............................................................................. 309 
Values and ethics .............................................................................................. 310 
Performance and execution ............................................................................... 312 

Contributions and Implications ............................................................................. 313 
Validations ........................................................................................................ 314 
Extensions ......................................................................................................... 315 



 

ix 

Additions ........................................................................................................... 319 
Limitations and Recommendations for Future Study ........................................... 320 

No real game ..................................................................................................... 320 
Limited participant base .................................................................................... 321 
Long form game validation ............................................................................... 322 
Theoretical perspective and the linguistic turn ................................................. 322 
Extension of existing theory ............................................................................. 323 

Reflections and Conclusions ................................................................................. 323 
Appendix A: First Topic Presentation (Phase 1) ...................................................... 327 
Appendix B: Design Journal ..................................................................................... 331 

April 2017 ............................................................................................................. 331 
May 2017 .............................................................................................................. 338 

June 2017 .............................................................................................................. 350 
July 2017 ............................................................................................................... 356 

August 2017 .......................................................................................................... 373 
September 2017 .................................................................................................... 381 

October 2017 ......................................................................................................... 389 
November/December 2017 ................................................................................... 402 

Appendix C. Iteration Two Presentation Slides ........................................................ 404 

References ................................................................................................................. 426 
 

 



 

x 

List of Figures 

Figure 1. High-level Model of Nested Study Structure ................................................ 2 
Figure 2. Benefits of Play ........................................................................................... 14 
Figure 3. Expanded Play Model.................................................................................. 15 
Figure 4. Integrated, Social System and Semiotics Game Taxonomy ........................ 20 

Figure 5. Expanded Basic Taxonomy to Include Fiction/Non-fiction Dimension ..... 22 
Figure 6. Game-Based Learning Framework.............................................................. 32 
Figure 7. Design-Based Research Model.................................................................... 93 
Figure 8. Project Section One: Phases 1–3 (October 2016–March 2017) .................. 96 
Figure 9. Project Section Two: Phases 4–6 (April–October 2017) ............................ 97 

Figure 10. Author’s Game Design Studio................................................................. 105 

Figure 11. A Game Design Studio Table .................................................................. 106 
Figure 12. Extract from Researcher’s Design Journal: The Design Process ............ 108 

Figure 13. Phase Four Extract from Design Journal: A Failed Concept .................. 151 
Figure 14. Daily Player Data Input Screen ............................................................... 153 
Figure 15. Tree Growth Points Allocation Screen .................................................... 154 

Figure 16. Graphic Depiction of Module One Tree Growth Progression................. 155 
Figure 17. Team Leadership Interface ...................................................................... 158 

Figure 18. Module Four Game Board Mock-up ....................................................... 164 
Figure 19. Goals and Timeline of Major Game Activities ....................................... 168 
Figure 20. Module One Screen: Exploring Scholarnia ............................................. 169 

Figure 21. Top Down View of Exploring Scholarnia ............................................... 170 

Figure 22. Sample NPC in Player Network .............................................................. 171 

Figure 23. Market Interaction Model Prototype ....................................................... 177 
Figure 24. Initial Prototype of Business Model Canvas ........................................... 182 

Figure 25. Later Iteration of Business Model Canvas .............................................. 183 
Figure 26. Iteration Three, Module One Player Input Screen................................... 185 
Figure 27. Player Priority Assignment Screen .......................................................... 186 

Figure 28. Player Action Selection Screen (Modules One Through Four)............... 187 
Figure 29. Player Self-Development Daily Action Summary Screen ...................... 188 

Figure 30. Structural Thematic Families .................................................................. 195 
Figure 31. Count of Themes and Meaningful Statements in Structural Thematic 

Families ..................................................................................................................... 198 

Figure 32. Count of Themes and Meaningful Statements in Textural Thematic 

Families ..................................................................................................................... 256 

 

 

 

 



 

xi 

List of Tables 

Table 1. Nominal Game Typology Measurement* ..................................................... 17 
Table 2. 15-Dimension Game Taxonomy ................................................................... 23 
Table 3. Learning Taxonomies and Associated Major Categories ............................. 54 
Table 4. Servant Leadership Curriculum and Fink’s Taxonomy ................................ 61 

Table 5. Appreciative Inquiry Curriculum and Fink’s Taxonomy. ............................ 65 
Table 6. Strengths-Based Learning and Fink’s Taxonomy ........................................ 67 
Table 7. MLQ Scales and Sub-Scales ......................................................................... 70 
Table 8. Phases of CSR Development ........................................................................ 72 
Table 9. CSR Curriculum and Fink’s Taxonomy ....................................................... 76 

Table 10. Design Review Sessions: Overview ......................................................... 117 

Table 11. Participant Criteria .................................................................................... 127 
Table 12. Analytical Steps ........................................................................................ 131 

Table 13. Data Analysis Structure ............................................................................ 134 
Table 14. Use of Bracketing ..................................................................................... 138 
Table 15. Design Review Schedule .......................................................................... 149 

Table 16. Comparison of Initial and Final Design Principles ................................... 302 
 

 

 



 

1 

Chapter 1: Introduction 
 

Is it feasible to create a game to support learning in the Executive Master of Science 

in Values-Driven Leadership (EMSVDL) program at Benedictine University, and 

what are the design principles that inform the development of such a game? While 

these relatively straight-forward questions may be easy to understand, they are not 

easily answered. And, while game-based learning is an accepted and proven 

methodology for teaching, there is no “Values-Driven Leadership Game” currently 

available to fill the EMSVDL program’s needs, nor is there any established theory or 

principles for building such a game. This study uses a design-based research 

methodology and a qualitative, transcendental phenomenological research approach 

to develop and test design concepts for eventual development into an online computer 

game to support the EMSVDL program. 

Study Structure 

To answer the research question, “Is a values-driven leadership educational game 

feasible, and what are the design principles that should inform the design of such a 

game?” a design-based research (DBR) was used as its core methodology, and a 

transcendental phenomenological approach was used to gather, analyze, and interpret 

the data. The overall study conformed to the basic DBR methodology (Easterday, 

Lewis, & Gerber, 2014) and specifically took advantage of DBR’s allowance for 

nested research activities. While the Easterday et al. (2014) DBR model will be 



2 

 

discussed in more detail in Chapter 3, Figure 1 adapts the Easterday et al. (2014) 

model to depict its use in the current study and to help the reader orient to how the 

model was used in the current study. 

 
Source: Adapted from Easterday et al., 2014, p. 321 

Figure 1. High-level Model of Nested Study Structure 

 

Note that the current study is designed to be part of a larger effort aimed at actual 

game deployment. However, due to the cost and complexity of designing and fielding 

a world-class leadership game, the EMSVDL faculty needed to have some idea of 

what a game would look like and some assurance that building the game would be 

feasible. Feasibility and initial design principles are key considerations for the first 

four steps of the DBR process as described by Easterday et al. (2014), so the current 

study can be seen as fulfilling those steps and providing a foundation to proceed to 

the build-and-test phases that follow. The EMSVDL faculty recognized that it would 
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be a major contribution to their efforts, as well as to the field of values-driven 

leadership education, if basic questions regarding feasibility and initial design 

principles could be rigorously identified prior to making a deeper commitment to a 

game-based learning project. Therefore, it was agreed with the Center for Values-

Drive Leadership (CVDL) faculty at the start of this project that the scope would be 

limited to the first four steps of the DBR process and that neither an actual prototype 

nor a live test would be an output of the research described herein.  

Demand for Game-Based Learning 

The CVDL program faculty’s interest in game-based learning is not an isolated 

interest. There is a growing demand for game-based learning in higher education, 

with a 13.95% compounded annual growth rate projected from 2016–2020 (PR 

Newswire, 2016). Faria (1998) showed that there has been increasing interest in 

game-based learning in Association to Advance Collegiate Schools of Business 

(AACSB) schools. Furthermore, game-based learning in U.S. business schools 

increased from 0% when it was introduced in1956 to approximately 97% of AACSB 

business schools using business games by 1996. As one example of widespread 

game-based learning, McGraw-Hill Education Inc. (2017) claims that its product 

“The Business Strategy Game” has been played by over 50,000 students in 603 

colleges in 50 countries. Benedictine University’s EMSVDL program is a new entrant 

in the field of leadership, management, and business studies, and has an opportunity 

to take advantage of game-based learning to improve overall learning outcomes. 
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Faculty at the CVDL determined that designing a game for the EMSVDL program 

would fill a learning opportunity; however, it was not easy to know what a game 

should look like or how it should be designed. To be effective, games must be both 

fun and educational. Games that are not fun will not be played; on the other hand, a 

game might be fun but not add anything meaningful to the students’ understanding of 

course material. Bridging the gap between fun and learning effectiveness is at the root 

of game-based learning theory and practice. 

 

One challenge in the growing field of game-based learning is that it is still largely out 

of touch with learning theories. Recent studies have shown that most games are not 

designed with learning theories in mind (Wu, Hsiao, Wu, Lin, & Huang, 2012); 

instead, they are usually designed with a practitioner’s experienced eye towards what 

works. As a result, game effectiveness—and even the ability to study game 

effectiveness—remains an uneven proposition. Also, because there is such a wide 

disparity of learning domains in which games are used and widely varied game 

design methods used to make them, there is no standard game-based learning design 

approach for games in general nor for values-driven leadership game-based learning. 

Since values-driven leadership education is an aspirational, affirmative, and holistic 

approach to teaching students about leadership, a comprehensive values-driven 

leadership game would need to consider the whole-of-person in order to be effective. 

No game currently available for use in the classroom spans the length of a values-
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driven leadership educational program, so adopting or coopting such a game is not 

possible or practical.  

 

This dissertation not only created a game design concept for the EMSVDL program, 

but it also leveraged scholarly expertise to transparently and methodically explain the 

design process, design choices, and emergent design principles upon which a values-

driven leadership game should be built. The results of the current study provide a 

contribution to the literature about game-based learning design and values-driven 

leadership education by validating and extending current learning theories and adding 

new design principles to the corpus of leadership education knowledge. The 

following chapters provide a review of the literature that supports game-based 

learning and values-driven leadership. The literature review is followed by a 

discussion of the research methods that were used to answer the research questions 

which is then followed by a presentation of study results and a discussion of study 

findings.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Introduction 

In 2008, Bisoux authored an article in the AACSB journal, BizED, that called for an 

increase in the use of games to enhance education in U.S. business schools, and the 

AACSB blog listed “Gamification in the Business School” as one of the top ten 

stories from 2016 (Davidson, 2016). The AACSB’s interest and advocacy echoes a 

centuries-old tradition of using games as teaching tools and game mastery as a marker 

of a distinguished mind—the game of go (a.k.a. “Wei Chi”) and chess are two 

prominent examples in this regard (Avedon & Sutton-Smith, 1971). In a more general 

sense, games have been called upon to achieve a wide variety of purposes, including 

such diverse activities as planning for war, teaching young children how to do math, 

serving as ice breakers in social and professional events, and serving as a way for 

people to amiably pass their time together. In this literature review, the current and 

potential role of games to support values-driven leadership education are researched, 

evaluated, and discussed. The implications and conclusions of this effort were used to 

help identify the initial design principles used to design the first game conceptual 

prototype. 

Game-Based Learning 

Game-based learning is a seemingly straightforward concept—using a game to aid or 

promote learning. Game-based learning is often referred to as “serious gaming,” and 

the two terms are considered synonymous in this paper. The deeper discussion, later 
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in this paper, about what game-based learning really is will reveal it to be somewhat 

more nuanced and much less straightforward than it might at first appear. However, 

in popular parlance, game-based learning is, indeed, simply the use of games to 

achieve education or training objectives. The field of game-based learning, often also 

known as serious gaming, is relatively new as a coherent line of scholarly 

investigation, but it has generated a significant body of work to support the design 

and use of games in an educational context. The field of game studies, sometimes 

known as “ludology,” is a new and emerging field. The first scholarly journal to 

address computer-based games, Game Studies: The International Journal of 

Computer Game Research, began publication in July 2001 (Aarseth, 2001). Game 

Studies: The International Journal of Computer Game Research is now in its 16th 

year of publication, and game studies conferences and regional research networks 

have become widespread (Liboriussen, 2016). As a field, game studies is closely 

associated with sociology (Aarseth, 2001) and narratology (Simons, 2007). Several 

researchers (Frasca, 2003; Lindley, 2003; Simons, 2007) have observed that the 

relationship between game studies and other fields, especially narratology, has 

sometimes been contentious, as scholars have debated the relative merits of 

fragmenting existing fields into unnecessarily restrictive fields of research. This paper 

recognizes the tensions between game studies and other related fields; however, it 

will not explore or examine these tensions in any intentional way. 
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There are also two distinctions that need to be made between game-based learning, 

game theory, and gamification. Game theory as a field of academic interest dates to 

the 1950s when it was popularized by such concepts as the prisoner’s dilemma and 

the Nash equilibrium. Since Nash’s seminal 1950 paper on cooperation launched 

game theory as a scholarly enterprise, it has grown to become a key feature in 

disciplines such as economics, decision science, evolutionary biology, and operations 

research. While game theory may be applicable to the design and play of games, the 

game theory literature is formally outside the scope of inquiry in this paper.  

 

Also outside the scope of inquiry in this paper is the practice of gamification. 

Gamification in the work place, which entails application of game designs to help 

improve engagement and productivity in the work place, has been a growing trend. 

While gamification designers may draw on some of the same game design mechanics 

and techniques as game-based learning designers, game-based learning and 

gamification have very different goals and, therefore, have very different design 

characteristics. Since the goal of game-based learning is to help people learn new 

knowledge and skills while the goal of gamification is to increase productivity in the 

workplace, gamification is not addressed in this paper. 

Values-Driven Leadership Education  

Values-driven leadership is an aspirational, normative approach to leadership theory 

and practice that calls for an attention to social and environmental factors and 

outcomes that are not, today, typically addressed in organizations’ financial bottom 
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lines (Center for Values-Driven Leadership, n.d.). Values-driven leadership 

emphasizes flourishing and living out life-affirming values to meet social, 

environmental, and business needs (Center for Values-Driven Leadership, n.d.) 

Drawing heavily from positive organizational scholarship (Cameron, Dutton, & 

Quinn, 2003), appreciative inquiry (Cooperrider & Srivastva, 1987), transformational 

leadership (Burns, 1978), strengths-based leadership (Rath & Conchie, 2008), and 

corporate social responsibility (CSR) (Carroll, 1979; Swanson, 2014; Visser, 2011), 

values-driven leadership aspires to help leaders and organizations develop strong, 

positive cultures that not only meet business goals, but that also contribute to healthy 

communities, societies, and environments. From a game development perspective, the 

aspirational tenets of values-driven leadership will interact with overarching 

leadership and learning theories to inform game objectives and game design.  

Overview of Literature Review Organization 

To explore what we know about game-based learning in support of values-driven 

leadership education, the literature review has three main sections: a review of game-

based learning, learning theories, and values-driven leadership. 

Games and game-based learning 

The first section is a review of games and game-based learning in an educational 

context. A review of game studies and game typologies will lead into a discussion of 

game usage and efficacy in education and training contexts, as well as a discussion of 

game design principles and instructional design frameworks for games. 
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Learning theories and taxonomies 

In the next section, to gain a deeper understanding of the mechanisms by which 

games can support learning objectives, the literature surrounding learning theories 

and learning taxonomies is addressed. A review of learning theories will include a 

discussion of learning taxonomies and the predominant learning theories that are used 

in most educational games.  

Values-driven leadership 

In the third section, a deeper exploration of values-driven leadership will be 

conducted, with a look at its major components, core learning approaches, and 

participant attributes. Since the values-driven leadership program at Benedictine 

University uses Fink’s 2003 taxonomy of significant learning, which was further 

elucidated in Fink’s 2005 guide to course development, the exploration of the 

foundations of values-driven leadership will be concluded with an eye toward how 

values-driven leadership components are addressed by the six major areas of Fink’s 

(2003) taxonomy. 

Summary, implications, and conclusions 

Finally, the literature review will conclude with a summary of major findings in the 

literature and a discussion of how these findings may apply to future game research, 

design, and development to support values-driven leadership educational objectives. 

It is perhaps fitting to conclude this introduction and begin the exploration with a 

famous quote by J. R. R. Tolkien (1954/1994), an author who has become 

synonymous with adventure games: “It’s a dangerous business, Frodo, going out your 
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door. You step into the road, and if you don’t keep your feet, there’s no knowing 

where you might be swept off to” (p. 72). 

Games and Game-Based Learning 

What are games? 

A seemingly straightforward concept, the definition of what constitutes a game is not 

a settled matter, with multiple scholars having synthesized proposed definitions 

(Arjoranta, 2014). Biletzki and Matar (2014) described how Wittgenstein (1953) 

introduced and defined language games as a way to describe the seemingly ineffable 

nature of human language discourse; and Arjoranta (2014) built on Wittgenstein’s 

work to propose that the definition of what a game is should avoid essentialism and 

instead look for the ways in which two game-like activities are the same and the ways 

in which they are different. In short, activities should be seen as existing on a 

continuum where they may be seen as more—or less—game-like. This leaves open 

the possibility that almost any activity may have an element of game play embedded 

within it. A key insight is that the value of any definition is defined by its intended 

use and context (Arjoranta, 2014). With Arjoranta’s useful 2014 injunction in mind, 

proposed definitions will need to be measured against how well they fit—or do not 

fit—the intended purpose rather than whether an activity “is” or “is not” a game. 

Characteristics of play 

An aversion to essentialism notwithstanding, the numerous scholars who have 

proposed game definitions have at least provided a list of elements that can be used to 

help identify in what way games are similar. Huizinga’s (1938) theory of play forms 
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an early baseline that identifies eight main characteristics of play: play is non-serious, 

voluntary, and separate from “normal” life; furthermore, it absorbs the attention of the 

players, has uncertain outcomes, has rules that govern player actions, generates no 

profit or wealth, and forms the basis for secret exclusive social groups. Caillois 

(1961) critiqued and expanded Huizinga’s (1938) work, questioning the 

characteristics of non-seriousness and secret exclusivity. Caillois’s (1961) work thus 

arrived at six characteristics of play: it is a voluntary activity, it is separate from 

“normal” life, it has uncertain outcomes, it creates no wealth or profit, it is governed 

by rules that are accepted by the players, and the play exists in a fictional reality. In 

Suits’s (1967) definition, games exist when people engage in an activity that has 

some goal, and when attaining the goal is made more difficult by the presence of 

obstacles that the player willingly accepts.  

 

A key component in any discussion of games is the concept of “fun.” The Oxford 

Living Dictionary defines fun (n.d.) as “enjoyment, amusement, or light-hearted 

pleasure,” and Merriam-Webster defines fun (n.d.) as “what provides amusement or 

enjoyment.” In a psychological sense, Sackett, Meyvis, Nelson, Converse, and 

Sackett (2010) showed that people’s sense of time was related to their describing an 

experience as fun; that is, if time went by quickly, then people tended to rate the 

experience as fun. Also, Csikszentmihalyi’s (1990) concept of flow is commonly 

used to explain how games, specifically, are fun (McGonigal, 2011; Schell, 2015); 

several researchers have explored the use and measurement of flow for assessing 
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game-based learning design, but results have been mixed (Kiili, Perttula, Arnab, & 

Suominen, 2014; Procci, Singer, Levy, & Bowers, 2012). 

 

From a biological perspective, Burghardt (2010) outlined five criteria that signify an 

activity as play: the activity does not create a functional benefit in the player’s 

immediate context, the activity is voluntary and apparently pleasurable, the activity is 

distinguishable from more serious behaviors (i.e., actions may be exaggerated or 

clumsy approximations of serious activities), the activity is recurring, and the activity 

occurs in periods of reduced stress. These criteria have proven useful to biology 

researchers who investigate the functional characteristics and benefits of play 

(Graham & Burghardt, 2010). Indeed, much of the history of research about play, 

especially in biology, has focused on the functional benefits that play is assumed to 

provide. The literature is replete with theories and studies on the matter, but there is 

still little consensus about what function play performs (Graham & Burghardt, 2010).  

A similar attention to the functional aspects of play also pervades the play literature in 

psychology and sociology (Sutton-Smith, 1997).  

Functions of play 

Functional interpretations of play make the core assumption that play, which is often 

seen as frivolous, wasteful, and even dangerous, must happen for a good reason—that 

is, play must have some purpose that explains why it exists (Graham & Burghardt, 

2010). For all the risks and energy that play requires, there must be an adaptive 

benefit that it provides. Dewar (2014) provided an overview of a portion of the 
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literature that describes the benefits of play from a learning and developmental 

perspective. Figure 2 provides a very simplistic model of the play for adaptive 

advantage viewpoint. 

 

 

Figure 2. Benefits of Play 

 

While the scientific, empirical lens has ensured functional aspects of play have taken 

center-stage in much research, Rodriguez (2006) leverages Huizinga’s 1938 Homo 

ludens to offer a player-centric view of play that offers an alternative to the functional 

interpretation. Rodriguez’s (2006) interpretation of Huizinga’s approach to 

understanding play dispenses with the functional lens and, instead, argues that play’s 

purported benefits and functions are outcomes rather than their cause. In effect, this 

line of reasoning proposes that the functionalists’ model is missing a key component: 

the individual’s desire to play and their understanding of play as play. Said another 

way, individuals do not play unless they want to play and they find play to be 

enjoyable. Adding this seemingly small issue to the functional model in Figure 2 

leads to a revised model as depicted in Figure 3. 
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Figure 3. Expanded Play Model 

 

This is the unassuming but potentially radical concept that Rodriguez (2006) 

proposed: that the functional benefits of play only accrue to a person who is inclined 

to play in the first place. This is tantamount to asserting that functional benefits only 

accrue to those who want and desire them—we adapt and, therefore, evolve because 

we want to. This may be standard fare for constructivists (Gergen & Wortham, 2001; 

Weick, 1995) and scientists of the subliminal (Lipton, 2008; Mlodinow, 2013), but it 

is hardly the bread and butter of evolutionary biology. Nonetheless, the importance of 

the self in the origins and benefits of games and play will have significant meaning in 

the development of a game-based approach to values-driven leadership education. 

Game typology 

Beyond the challenge of defining and identifying games, there is another layer of 

conceptual effort required to discriminate between the myriad types of games that we 

humans play. One of the challenges associated with discussing games is that two 

activities that look very different may both be readily classified—with Arjoranta’s 

(2014) injunction in mind—as very game-like. Chess, for example, may look very 

little like the children’s game of tag, yet both can be easily classified as games. 

Caillois’ (1961) game typology has been useful and influential in helping to move the 
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discussion of games into this deeper conceptual layer (Henricks, 2010; Klein, 2013). 

Caillois (1961) divided games into four basic categories: agôn (competition), alea 

(chance), ilinx (vertigo), and mimicry (make believe). These categories can then be 

further refined by the dimensions of ludus (rules) and paidia (free play or frolicking).  

 

While, in 1961, Caillois was unfamiliar with Arjoranta’s 2014 polythetic advocacy, 

Caillois’s dimensions seem well-suited to adhere to Arjoranta’s prescription. The 

various dimensions of Caillois’s (1961) construct are mutually exclusive in their pure, 

descriptive states, but they are often mixed in practice (Henricks, 2010). That is, 

conceptually, games of skill (agôn) and games of chance (alea) are necessarily 

opposed to each other; and mimicry and ilinx stand alone as separate play categories 

(Caillois, 1961). Likewise, ludus and paidia are situated on opposite ends of the play 

continuum. However, in actual play, agôn, alea, mimicry, ilinx, ludus, and paidia are 

often combined in ways that create the myriad of different games that we observe 

humans to play. While no literature could be found to provide a matrix between 

Caillois’s (1961) dimensions and the common games with which most of us are 

familiar, Table 1 provides a provisional sample of what such a matrix might look like 

and how it might be populated and described. This is an illustrative example of how 

Caillois’s (1961) dimensions might be applied to widely-known games—the ratings 

in Table 1 are provided as sample estimates and should not be considered valid 

measures. Again, they are to illustrate how Caillois’s (1961) dimensions could 

possibly be applied to indicate the useful variation between games. 
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Table 1. Nominal Game Typology Measurement* 

 

Game Agôn 

(Competition) 

Alea 

(Chance) 

Ilinx 

(Vertigo) 

Mimicry 

(Make 

Believe) 

Ludus 

(Rules) 

Paidia 

(Free-

Play) 

Chess 6 1 1 1 6 1 

Roulette 1 6 1 1 6 1 

Tag 4 1 3 2 3 5 

American 

Football 

6 3 4 2 6 2 

Monopoly 5 5 1 2 6 2 

Poker 5 5 1 2 6 1 

Dungeons 

and 

Dragons 

3 5 1 6 5 5 

*All values are initial estimates, not validated measures of actual  

 

In Table 1, familiar games are listed in the left-most column, and Callois’s (1961) 

various play categories are listed across the top of columns 2–7. The ratings in each 

box correspond to the level of categorization that might apply to each game using the 

following proposed scale: 

1. No significant amount of this category. 

2. Very little of this category is present. 

3. Some, but not a lot, of this category is present. 

4. Quite a bit of this category is present. 

5. There is very much of this category present. 

6. This category is a primary ingredient. 
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For example, chess is a highly competitive game (6 agôn) with almost no luck 

involved (alea 1). Chess also has no significant amount of mimicry or ilinx (1 in 

each), and it is heavily rules-based (6 ludus) with almost no room for free-play (1 

paidia). It may be interesting to note the proposed alea rating in American football, 

which may not normally be thought of as a game of luck; however, various factors, 

such as the coin toss, the shape of the football, injuries, and officiating, are all luck 

elements that add to the sport’s alea (unpredictability). The only luck factor in chess, 

on the other hand, is associated with whether a player gets to go first or second; in 

this context, luck does not refer to the situations where an opponent’s ill-advised 

moves happen to create unexpected opportunities or dilemmas. 

 

However, Table 1’s primary function in this paper is not to propose an actual set of 

game category ratings based on Caillois’s (1961) criteria, but rather to demonstrate 

how games can vary in Caillois’s (1961) dimensions and still be classified as games. 

The ability to mix different game categories to generate impactful player experiences 

will be important to game design for the EMSVDL program. 

Game taxonomy 

While Caillois’s (1961) typology has proven useful for discussing play and games, 

there has also been an interest in grouping games into more fine-grained categories 

than Caillois’s typology supports. The taxonomies presented below are organized in 

order of increasing granular utility—that is, each taxonomy adds more dimensions 

that allow increasingly specific categorization of game design and increases the utility 
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for game designers attempting to determine what kind of game mechanics they want 

to use in their games (Lindley, 2003). However, because fine-grained taxonomies run 

into more overlap problems, they can also be potentially confusing, or even limiting, 

when designers attempt to use them to support game design. Therefore, before diving 

into the various taxonomies, it would be good to remember Arjoranta’s (2014) 

prescription to avoid essentialism and note Siebecke’s (1989) warning that, because 

games are a social creation, a final, universal game taxonomy will probably never be 

created. 

Klabbers’s taxonomy 

Klabbers (2003) offered a high-level taxonomy that categorized games by integrating 

their social arrangement (actors, rules, and resources) and their semiotic stance 

(syntax, semantics, and pragmatics). Figure 4 depicts Klabbers’s (2003) taxonomy. 
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Source: Reprinted from “The Gaming Landscape: A Taxonomy for Classifying 

Games and Simulations,” by J. H. G. Klabbers, 2003, in M. Copier and J. Raessens 

(Eds.), Level Up: Digital Games Research Conference (p. 64), 2003, University of 

Utrecht, The Netherlands. Copyright 2003 by J. H. G. Klabbers. Reprinted with 

permission. 

Figure 4. Integrated, Social System and Semiotics Game Taxonomy  

  

Klabbers’ (2003) taxonomy is the first layer of granularity wherein such game aspects 

as pieces, players, facilities, and rules appear as part of the taxonomic project. This 



21 

 

lets us distinguish between games in a way that Caillois’s (1961) typology could not 

support. However, it still operates at a fairly high level and is mainly useful as a 

research paradigm rather than a tool for game design. 

Lindley’s taxonomy 

Lindley (2003) offered an orthogonal taxonomy that varies its dimensions depending 

on the context that is being supported. Lindley’s (2003) taxonomy also attempts to 

integrate the narrative contribution to gaming in answer to the narrative vs. game 

studies contention discussed above. The basic dimensions of Lindley’s (2003) 

taxonomy are narrative, ludology, and simulation with game activities categorized by 

how much of each dimension they possess. The ludology dimension describes 

activities that are skill-based and corresponds to Caillois’s (1961) agôn dimension. 

The narrative dimension describes the extent to which an activity incorporates or 

follows narrative conventions. The simulation dimension captures how closely the 

activity attempts to model a real or fictional situation; this corresponds reasonably 

well to Caillois’s (1961) mimicry dimension, although the nature of the interaction 

(abstract or photo-realistic) is still left somewhat unsupported. The orthogonality of 

Lindley’s (2003) taxonomy becomes apparent when the additional dimensions of 

gambling, fiction/non-fiction, and physical/virtual are added. Each added dimension 

creates an increasingly complicated taxonomic space wherein activities can be more 

precisely located as game types, allowing more precise application of game design 

strategies and techniques (Lindley, 2003). Figure 5 illustrates one simplified 
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taxonomy using the basic ludology, narrative, and simulation dimensions, which are 

then extended to add the fiction/non-fiction dimension. 

Source: Reprinted from “Game Taxonomies: A High-Level Framework for Game 

Design and Analysis,” by C. Lindley, 2003. Gamasutra, 3 Oct 2003, p. 7. Copyright 

2003 by UBM Plc. Reprinted with permission. 

Figure 5. Expanded Basic Taxonomy to Include Fiction/Non-fiction Dimension 

 

Similar expansions can be rendered to visualize gambling (chance) and 

physical/virtual dimensions that could be combined into a single graphic; however, 

such a depiction would be difficult to create and understand. Therefore, Lindley 

(2003) applied only the additional dimensions that are of interest for the current game 

design context. 

Aarseth’s taxonomy 

Also in 2003, Aarseth, Smedstad, and Sunnana presented a multi-dimensional game 

typology based on thirteen discrete dimensions, as indicated in Table 2. In each row 



23 

 

in Table 2, there is one of Aarseth et al.’s (2003) taxonomy dimensions (e.g., 

“perspective”), a brief definition of the dimension, and a couple of game examples 

that illustrate opposite ends of the dimension’s measure. Note that although Aarseth 

et al.’s (2003) taxonomy has 15 dimensions (as indicated in Table 2’s title), Aarseth 

et al., for practical reasons, collapsed two of the dimensions (adversary structure and 

team structure) into the player structure dimension, leaving only 13 entries. 

Table 2. 15-Dimension Game Taxonomy 

 

Dimension Definition Sample Games 

Perspective The extent to which a player sees 

the whole play space (omni-

present), or just part of it (vagrant).  

Omni-present: Stratego 

Vagrant: Diablo 

Topography The extent to which a player can 

move freely within a play space 

(geometrical) or is constrained to 

occupy a relatively small set of 

discrete spaces (topological). 

Geometrical: Soccer 

Topological: Monopoly 

Environment The extent to which the play area 

itself changes over the course of a 

game. 

Dynamic: Command and 

Conquer 

Static: Chess 

Pace Whether the game is real-time 

(players execute moves at the same 

time) or turn-based (players 

alternate moves with other players). 

Real-time: Warcraft 

Turn-based: Civilization 

Representation The extent to which the player’s 

experience of time passage is 

intended to represent time passage 

in the game. A player’s experience 

of time passage in mimetic games 

corresponds to time passage in the 

game while, in arbitrary games, 

player time is not related to in-

Mimetic: Call of Duty 

Arbitrary: Steel Panthers 
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Dimension Definition Sample Games 

game time. 

Teleology The extent to which the game is 

intended to resolve to an ending. 

Finite games have a definite ending 

while infinite games do not. 

Finite: Bowling 

Infinite: Everquest 

Player 

Structure 

How players are organized in the 

game.  

Single player: Tetris 

Two-Player: Tennis (singles) 

Multi-player: Civilization 

Single Team: Dungeons and 

Dragons 

Two team: Volleyball 

Multi-Team: The Business 

Strategy Game 

Mutability The extent to which a player can 

change their own in-game 

capabilities through game play. 

Static games do not allow in-game 

capability change, power-up games 

allow players to temporarily alter 

their in-game capabilities, and 

experience-leveling games allow 

permanent modification of in-game 

capabilities. 

Static: Basketball 

Power-up: Checkers (kinging 

a checker) 

Experience-Leveling: 

Neverwinter Nights 

Savability The extent to which a game allows 

saving and retrieval of game-state 

information during play. Non-

saving games cannot revert to a 

previous game state, conditional 

games allow games to be saved at 

periodic intervals, and unlimited 

allows players to freely save and 

restore game states. 

Non-Save: Green and Great 

Conditional: Diablo III 

Unlimited: Doom 

 

Determinism The extent to which chance or 

player interactions may change a 

game’s state or outcome. In a 

deterministic game, the game will 

always progress in the same way if 

the player makes the same inputs. 

Deterministic: Cyber 

Awareness Challenge 

Non-Deterministic: Tic-tac-

toe, Poker, Yahtzee 
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Dimension Definition Sample Games 

In a non-deterministic game, 

elements of chance or other 

player’s actions may cause game 

outcomes to vary around a given 

input. 

Topological 

Rules 

If a game’s rules are topological, 

they change depending on some 

function of the current game state. 

Universal rules are not impacted by 

any game states. 

Topological: Chess (King’s 

ability to castle is restricted by 

the presence of opposing 

pieces) 

Universal: Tic-tac-toe 

Time-based 

Rules 

The extent to which game actions 

must be taken within a specified 

time frame. Time-based rules 

require players to complete actions 

within a specific time frame. 

Time-based: Conscious 

Capitalism 

Non-Time-based: Crossword 

puzzle 

Objective-

based Rules 

The extent to which a game 

requires players to achieve a 

specific game state in order to win 

or progress in the game. 

Objective-based: Paintball 

(capture the flag or eliminate 

all opposing players) 

Non-Objective-based: 

Asteroids (play continues until 

all of the player’s ships are 

destroyed) 

Source: Adapted from Aarseth et al., 2003. 

In Aarseth et al.’s (2003) taxonomy, the various dimensions can be combined in 

whatever way best supports the game design context, making it similar in nature to 

Lindley’s (2003) taxonomy and in accord with Arjoranta’s (2014) admonition.  

Game-based learning 

In 1780, Helwig, master of pages in the court of the Duke of Brunswick, had a 

problem. Pages were young noblemen who might someday lead armies in battle and 

Helwig had been given the task of training them in the art of war; however, teaching 

the art of war to young pupils was a difficult proposition (Avedon & Sutton-Smith, 
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1971). To make his job easier, Helwig modified the game of chess to be a more 

accurate and more enjoyable representation of the battlefield. His new game was 

well-received, and many modifications were made to it—these modifications 

culminated in 1867 in Kriegspiel, which was used to train German army officers in 

the conduct of operational war (Avedon & Sutton-Smith, 1971). Even more distant in 

time, the ancient games of chess and go are theorized to have been used as 

educational tools for military training and the enculturation of social elites (Avedon & 

Sutton-Smith, 1971). In more modern times, the earliest known widespread use of 

games to support business training and education was the American Management 

Association-developed 1956 board game Top Management Decision Game (Faria, 

1998). Later, Abt (1975) coined the term “serious games,” which started a more 

formal discussion of the use of games for purposes other than entertainment. Abt’s 

(1975) discussion advocated for the use of games in a wide range of learning 

applications, including education, training, and exploratory. While games have been 

used for many years, sometimes extensively, to promote learning, the study of game-

based learning as a field of sustained academic inquiry is relatively new (Prensky, 

2001; Van Eck, 2006). 

 

If ludology is a relatively new field, then the field of game-based learning is even 

newer. The International Journal of Game-Based Learning (IJGBL) was launched in 

2011, and the International Journal of Serious Games (IJSG) first issue was 

published in 2014. As a field, game-based learning is focused on the use of games in 
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education and training and is distinct from general game studies, which are open to a 

broader discussion of games. Therefore, broader journals, such as Game Studies and 

The Computer Games Journal, admit discussion about entertainment games, theories 

of games, and sociological issues, while IJGBL and IJSG tend to focus more 

specifically on only those games and factors that are relevant to education and 

training.  

 

Game-based learning is the use of games to meet educational or training objectives 

(Annetta, 2010; Pivec & Pivec, 2011; Trybus, 2014); however, as was illustrated in 

the previous section on games, this seemingly straightforward definition can beg 

many questions. For example, what defines an educational or training context; and 

what constitutes a game within that context? The literature around game-based 

learning is relatively quiet about such matters, indicating that the field is not 

interested in that level of esoterica. In their paper submission criteria, neither IJSG 

nor IJGBL ask for theoretical articles on game definitions or taxonomies or what 

constitutes a learning or training context.  

 

As an example, in Connolly, Boyle, MacArthur, Hainey, and Boyle’s (2012) meta-

analysis on using games for learning, they never specified what constitutes a 

computer game in a learning context; however, they did discuss various game genres 

and taxonomies as a way to differentiate methodologies and target audiences in each 

study. Connolly et al. (2012) depended on original study titles and the authors’ use of 
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key words to find games to include in their meta-analysis, thus removing the need to 

define games themselves, except at the genre level. Likewise, Clark, Tanner-Smith, 

and Killingsworth (2014) conducted a meta-analysis on the utility of using digital 

games for learning; furthermore, they did not explicitly define what a game is, but 

allowed the authors of each study to do that for them through the use of key words 

and study titles. This is not indicative of a weakness in the game-based learning field, 

but instead reflects the practical reality that the field has more important topics to 

attend to. The definitions of games and learning contexts is, so far, sufficiently 

settled, and exemplars are sufficiently instantiated to allow researchers to conduct 

deep exploration without significant fear that the proverbial academic rug will be 

pulled out from under them by a new, ground-breaking theory of games and/or 

learning. Whether such confidence is warranted in the long-term remains to be seen. 

Types of game-based learning 

As foreshadowed by the discussion about game typologies, there are many ways that 

games are used to support learning objectives. Gredler (1996) proposed that games 

and simulations are both experiential exercises that can be harnessed for learning. 

Gredler’s (1996) learning typology identified the differences between games and 

simulations and then went on to discuss the multiple levels within each category. It is 

interesting to note that Gredler (1996) made no reference to the larger game studies 

literature and the definitions and typologies located therein and, therefore, is maybe 

unaware of ways in which the proposed typology might be problematic. One such 

problem is in simulations and games which Gredler sees as two distinct entities. 
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Caillois (1961) is unlikely to have made such a stark distinction, rather viewing 

Gredler’s (1996) games and simulations as simply having more or less of a degree of 

mimicry. Simulations have high mimicry and games perhaps less so. Recognizing 

that Gredler’s 1996 work pre-dates later work, a review of Klabbers’s (2003), 

Lindley’s (2003), and Aarseth et al.’s (2003) proposed game typologies shows no 

distinct difference that would render simulations as fundamentally different entities 

from games.  

 

The problem with Gredler’s (1996) typology in this regard is that simulations, if 

removed from the sphere of games, may lose access to a wide range of design and 

development methodologies that would otherwise be available. However, recognizing 

that the game-based learning field is a relatively pragmatic one (as discussed in 

Game-Based Learning) and the risk of such alienation is probably seen as low for 

practical reasons, it is not surprising that Gredler’s (1996) typology has been well-

received and is widely cited in other works in the field (441 citations in Google 

Scholar as of February 18, 2017). For the purposes of this study, Gredler’s (1996) 

distinction between games and simulations will not be used, though other concepts, 

such as the difference between process and system simulations, may be useful. 

 

While Gredler’s (1996) typology was based on the nature of the player’s experiences, 

other typologies have focused on other game aspects. Michael and Chen (2006) 

oriented to the game-learning domain, namely military, healthcare, corporate, 
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education, government, politics, religion, and art. While not specified by Michael and 

Chen (2006), there is a wide variety of sub-types in each domain as designers in each 

domain approach different aspects with a different game (Breuer & Bente, 2010). For 

example, within the military domain, there are a wide array of flight simulators as 

well as many role-playing, board, and computer games for training in such areas as 

tactical combat, operations, logistics, and strategy (Donnelly, 2016).  

 

Sawyer and Smith (2008) put forward a serious games taxonomy that added an 

intended purpose dimension to the domain dimension. Thus, Sawyer and Smith’s 

(2008) taxonomy depicts a 49-square grid that cross-indexes seven domains 

(government/non-governmental organization, defense, healthcare, marketing, 

education, corporate, and industry) with seven game purposes (health, advertisement, 

training, education, science and research, production, and work). Breuer and Bente 

(2010) observed that Sawyer and Smith’s (2008) approach leads to much duplication 

as many game purposes are common across domains. A typology that looks more 

closely at deeper game aspects was proposed by Ratan and Ritterfeld (2009)—they 

did this by reviewing over 600 games to see how authors titled, described, and labeled 

their own games, and then used a qualitative approach to refine the list into four 

dimensions and 16 sub-dimensions. The four basic dimensions are educational 

content, learning principle, age group, and platform, each with multiple sub-

dimensions. In the learning principle category, Ratan and Ritterfeld (2009) identified 

four sub-dimensions: practicing skills, learning through exploration, solving thought 
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problems, and solving social problems. Breuer and Bente (2010) built on Ratan and 

Ritterfeld’s (2009) work to propose a nine-dimension typology that included 

platform, subject matter, learning goals, learning principles, target audience, 

interaction mode, application area, controls and interfaces, and common gaming 

labels. 

Game-based learning framework 

A key challenge in the development of game-based learning has been the 

development of a framework to reliably guide such an effort. To answer this problem, 

de Freitas and Oliver (2006) proposed a four-dimension framework to map digital 

games to the learning process, which van Staalduinen and de Freitas extended further 

in 2011. The van Staalduinen and de Freitas (2011) model has four basic components: 

game elements of context, learner specifics, pedagogy, and representation, each of 

which helps to aid in understanding how a game is constructed and how it is 

implemented. In 2013, de Freitas and Routledge provided the additional elements of 

soft skills, internalization, and cognitive development to emphasize game-based 

learning for a leadership context, the expanded de Freitas and Routledge model is 

depicted in  Copyright 2011 by British Journal of Educational Technology. 

Reproduced with permission of John Wiley & Sons, Inc.  

Figure 6, below. 
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Source: Reprinted from “Designing Leadership and Soft Skills in Educational Games: 

The E-Leadership and Soft Skills Educational Games Design Model,” by S. de Freitas 

and H. Routledge, 2011. British Journal of Educational Technology, 44(6), p. 39. 

Copyright 2011 by British Journal of Educational Technology. Reproduced with 

permission of John Wiley & Sons, Inc.  

Figure 6. Game-Based Learning Framework 

Taking another approach, Arnab et al. (2014) proposed and studied a model that maps 

learning mechanics to game mechanics (LM-GM Model). Game mechanics were 

defined as rules and rule combinations that allow players to interact with the game, 

and Arnab et al.’s (2014) model used a stock list of these game mechanics, matrixed 

with learning approaches, that facilitate analysis and research and assist in game 

design.  
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Game design practices and principles 

In 1998, Papert used the concept of a Shavian reversal to describe one of the core 

failings of game-based education at that time: namely that educational games just 

were not fun. A Shavian reversal comes from a supposed conversation between the 

famous playwright, George Bernard Shaw, and a would-be female paramour; and it 

describes the unfortunate situation wherein an offspring receives only the worst 

characteristics from its parents (O’Toole, 2013). Papert’s (1998) invocation of the 

Shavian reversal was used to address one of the core challenges of game-based 

learning at that time—many games designed for education were neither fun nor 

educational. As Van Eck (2006) and Prensky (2008) have observed, games often look 

too much like the traditional school work they were intended to replace, and this 

problem has not gone away (Shi & Shih, 2015).   

 

As an example of some of the research taking place from a practical perspective, Gee 

(2008), coming from a constructivist mindset, offered five conditions that must be 

present for a good game: 

• Games must be goal-based. 

• Experiences must be reflected upon. 

• Immediate feedback, and an opportunity to identify alternative approaches, must 

be available. 

• Players need to be able to iterate on the same, or similar, experiences so they can 

implement and improve their responses. 
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• Social interaction and debriefing that allows collaboration and learning from 

others is an important part of game-based learning. 

There is no single, universal formula for making a good game; it is still much more an 

art than a science (McGonigal, 2011). While there are numerous game design books, 

articles, and tutorials available, there is no more definitive consensus about game 

design than there is about creating art. As Schell (2015) observes, “Game designers 

await their Mendeleev. At this point, we have no periodic table. We have our own 

patchwork of principles and rules, which, less than perfect, allows us to get the job 

done” (p. xl). So, while there may be no single, definitive approach to making a good 

game, there are numerous mechanics available with which game designers may work. 

Many authors have offered their own comprehensive views on good game design; in 

fact, a search for “game design” on Amazon.com returned over 60,000 books. From a 

practical perspective, Schell’s bestselling 2015 work and a variety of other works will 

be used to inform the design process as actual game design begins. Hunicke, LeBlanc, 

and Zubek’s (2004) mechanics, dynamics, aesthetics (MDA) model is also a useful 

reference for understanding and designing games. 

Mechanics, dynamics, and aesthetics 

In 2004, Hunicke et al. proposed the MDA game design framework to help design, 

critique, and improve games. In the Hunicke et al. (2004) framework, games are 

composed of three distinct layers: mechanics (where the rules are located), dynamics 

(how the rules play out as the players interact with the game), and aesthetics (how the 

players experience the game). Eight non-exhaustive, aesthetic game archetypes listed 
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by Hunicke et al. (2004) include sensation, fantasy, narrative, challenge, fellowship, 

discovery, expression, and submission, all of which are derived from a game’s look, 

feel, and behavior when it is being played. In 2012, Portnow proposed the addition of 

competition to the core list, bringing the number of aesthetic goals to nine. According 

to Hunicke et al. (2004), determining a game’s aesthetic goals is a fundamental step 

in the game design process. We will return to this concept later in the paper in the 

syntax section of Klabbers’s (2003) taxonomy. While there is no research-validated 

list of aesthetic goals, the MDA framework and its aesthetic goals are widely used in 

the game development community.  

Elemental tetrad 

Schell (2015) offered the elemental tetrad as a way to understand the basic elements 

of every game. The elemental tetrad consists of a game’s mechanics, story, aesthetics, 

and technology, and it exists as equal partners in the game design—no element should 

be considered more important than any other element. In Schell’s (2015) approach, 

mechanics are the game’s goals, rules, procedures, algorithms, and feedback systems 

that drive the game. The story is the context that informs the player what the game is 

about; therefore, this is the realm of themes, genres, and storytelling techniques. 

Aesthetics refers to how the game is experienced through the player’s senses; 

therefore, it includes all five of the physical senses as well as the myriad of emotional 

sensibilities that may be activated as a result of experiencing the game. Finally, there 

is the element of technology, which refers to the actual medium through which the 
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game is played; therefore, this could include digital games as well as board games, 

field games, and role-playing games. 

 

Schell’s (2015) elemental tetrad has proved to be very useful in providing an 

understanding of the various game components, but it does not succinctly elaborate 

how a game might vary in each element. So, for example, Schell’s (2015) tetrad could 

not be used to evaluate whether one game had more or less “mechanics” or 

“aesthetics” than another game for the simple fact that all games have mechanics and 

aesthetics in them. For an appreciation of how games might vary in different 

dimensions, other typologies must be consulted. 

Efficacy of game-based learning 

Regardless of game type and approach, Gee (2007), Roy (2014), and Van Eck (2006) 

have all observed that play and games have often been seen as the antithesis of 

learning and training—students can either be playing or learning, but not both. 

However, over the past 15 years, an increasingly large body of research has been 

amassed to show the benefits of game-based learning, and enough research has been 

done in game-based learning to support multiple meta-analyses that have shown 

significant advantages to game-based learning approaches (Perotta, Featherstone, 

Aston, & Houghton, 2013). Games can create learning outcomes through both 

cognitive and affective means; they can provide both meaningful content and 

immersive experiences that aid in creating and sustaining motivation that leads to 

attention and retention (Cadotte & MacGuire, 2013; O’Neill, Wainess, & Baker, 



37 

 

2005). The aforementioned Clark, Tanner-Smith, and Killingsworth (2014) meta-

analyses, the Connolly et al. (2012) meta-analyses, and the Wouters, van Nimwegen, 

van Oostendorp, and van der Spek’s (2013) meta-analyses have all indicated positive 

correlations to learning and motivation; however, correlations between the use of 

games and learning outcomes were moderated by game design and implementation 

factors such as graphics, number of sessions, connection to other supporting 

coursework, and whether students worked as teams or alone. Both the Clark et al. 

(2014) and Connolly et al. (2012) meta-analyses closed with a call for more research 

on the various factors and correlated game features that influence learning motivation 

and retention. 

Summary of games and game-based learning 

As illustrated in the discussion above, the question “what is a game?” is more 

difficult to answer than it would appear. After all, is Tiddlywinks the same thing as 

professional American football or a flight simulator? The level of discussion in the 

academic community has advanced to a state of sophistication that has allowed the 

emergence of a new field, often labeled “ludology.” Ludology is largely based on the 

works of early authors such as Caillois (1961) and Huizinga (1938) and later major 

contributors such as Avedon and Sutton-Smith (1971) and Suits (1967). Additional 

researchers (Aarseth et al., 2003; Klabbers, 2003; Lindley, 2003) developed extended 

game taxonomies to enable an even more fine-grained ability to distinguish game 

types, thereby allowing more specific attention to design characteristics during game 

development and assessment.  
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The application of games to learning contexts is, of course, a fundamental issue in 

game-based learning. Several typologies have been proposed to identify the 

dimensions of game-based learning, including Breuer and Bente (2010), Gredler 

(1996), Michael and Chen (2006), and Sawyer and Smith (2008); additionally, several 

meta-analyses, including Clark et al. (2014), Connolly et al. (2012), O’Neill et al. 

(2005), Perotta et al. (2013), and Wouters et al. (2013) have also indicated game-

based learning’s efficacy. In total, the cross-section of ludology and game-based 

learning will be an important foundation for determining appropriate game attributes 

and game mechanics when designing any game for learning objectives, including for 

the EMSVDL program. 

Learning Theories and Taxonomies 

Just as it is important to consider ludic theories and typologies when designing a 

game for learning objectives, it is also critically important to understand and apply 

appropriate learning theories and taxonomies. The field of learning theory is both vast 

and varied, and it carries within itself numerous competing theories, approaches, and 

viewpoints (Ertmer & Newby, 2013). Once again heeding Arjoranta’s (2014) advice, 

it will be useful to not attempt to precisely define what adult learning is, but, rather, to 

identify those elements of adult learning that most closely resemble something that 

might prove useful in the development of a leadership development game. A useful 

delineation between types of learning theories is to classify them into behavioral, 

cognitive, or constructivist categories (Ertmer & Newby, 2013; Plass, Homer, & 
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Kinzer, 2015; Wu et al., 2012), which is the basic approach that will be used in this 

project. Wu et al. (2012) also included a humanist category, but this only had one 

entry, experiential learning, which has been folded into the constructivist category 

(Perkins, 1999). In each of the three learning categories, there are several learning 

theories which have been used in the development of game-based learning (Wu et al., 

2012). In addition to learning theories, learning taxonomies are also of interest since 

they are typically used as the basis for student assessment (O’Neil & Murphy, 2010); 

furthermore, three commonly used taxonomies include Anderson and Krathwohl 

(2001), Bloom (1956), and Fink (2003). In the following sections, some of the more 

prominent learning theories and the three learning taxonomies listed above are 

discussed in greater detail. 

EMSVDL students 

At the time of this research, the first cohort of EMSVDL students has not yet been 

admitted, yet there are characteristics of these future students that can be surmised 

and used in the exploration and incorporation of various learning theories. Students in 

the EMSVDL can be expected to already possess an undergraduate degree in any of a 

wide range of subjects and have eight or more years of professional experience 

outside of academia (i.e., business, non-profit, government, healthcare, etc.). Since 

the EMSVDL planned application materials and public communications emphasize 

holistic values, it can be expected that prospective students are at least moderately 

attuned to leadership objectives that go beyond the instrumental use of power and are 

motivated to learn more about values-driven leadership. Since EMSVDL students 
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will be experienced, adult learners, andragogical theories such as Illeris (2002) and 

Knowles (1973) will apply. Kuhne (2016) synthesized 10 key characteristics of adult 

learners: 

• Adults want more control over their own learning. 

• Adults reference their own experience. 

• Adult learning is typically voluntary, so adult motivation to learn is typically 

higher than children.  

• Adults desire more practical application. 

• To adults, the learner role is usually secondary to their “day job.” 

• Since the learner role is not primary, adults have to fit learning in. 

• Adults may lack confidence in their scholastic abilities. 

• Adults are more resistant to change than younger students. 

• There is more diversity of age and experience among adult learners. 

• Adults have to compensate for the effects of age on learning. 

In total, Kuhne’s (2016) list is well-supported by the constructivist learning theories 

described later in this section, while cognitive and behavioral approaches, also 

discussed later in this section, tend to treat the learner more like a vessel to be filled 

rather than a self-motivated learning agent. Interviews with course faculty and a 

review of curriculum currently in development for the EMSVDL program indicates 

that EMSVDL learning values and learning approaches are much more informed by 

constructivist learning methods, so cognitive and behavioral approaches may be less 

useful foundational theories when engaging with EMSVDL students. 
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Learning theories 

Each of the learning theories described below draws upon an assortment of 

supporting theories, which themselves draw on such antecedents as motivation, 

intelligence, sociality, engagement, emotional stability, social knowledge, and 

personal knowledge. In the vast field of learning research, there is only limited 

consensus about the nomological network that supports learning theories, with major 

components, such as the importance of learner motivation, still often debated 

(Mbarek & El Gharbi, 2013). However, Mbarek and El Gharbi’s (2013) meta-analysis 

of 60 studies on the antecedents of learning effectiveness showed that motivation, 

feedback, anxiety, self-efficacy, and training methods were correlated with learning 

outcomes. This is not to say that the question of motivation and other antecedents has 

been put to rest; however, studies such as Mbarek and El Gharbi’s (2013) offer a 

reasonable assurance that these can be taken seriously as points of academic attention. 

 

Some of the more prominent theories to be advanced in this regard include Knowles’s 

(1973) theory of the adult learner (andragogy), Illeris’s (2002) learning model (which 

is also focused more on adult learners), Deci and Ryan’s (1985) self-determination 

theory, and Vygotsy’s (1930–1934) work that today has been distilled into activity 

theory (Vygotsky, 1930–1934/1978). While Knowles’s (1973) and Illeris’s (2002) 

theories are more tightly focused on adult learners than Deci and Ryan (1985) or 

Vygotsky (1930–1934/1978), they all share a common concern for motivation and 

social interaction in addition to cognition. 
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The learning theories addressed herein are not exhaustive, but are intended to 

illustrate the breadth of thinking about learning’s major dimensions. To varying 

degrees, each of the learning theories discussed below addresses motivational and 

cognitive dimensions. Generally, behavioral theories focus more on the motivation, 

cognitive theories focus more on the cognition, and constructivist theories tend to 

emphasize both motivation and cognition. It is also important to note that, although 

learning theories are an important component of instructional and curriculum design, 

Wu et al.’s (2012) meta-analysis of game-based learning studies found that only 91 

out of 658 studies, or 13.83% of game-based learning studies and, assumedly, the 

games they studied, identified any learning theory at all as the foundation for the 

game design. While 91 studies is a reasonably large sample group with which to 

work, Wu et al.’s (2012) finding is, perhaps, indicative of the general divide that 

persists between instructional and game design experts. 

Behavioral learning theories 

Behavioral learning theories are those that posit that all learning is understandable 

from a purely objective perspective—behavior is the product of environmental 

conditioning and there is no need to consider emotional, cognitive, or other internal 

psychological states in order to understand behavior and learning (McLeod, 2016b). 

Some of the primary architects of the behaviorist school include Pavlov (1897), 

Watson (1913), and Skinner (1938). While quite popular in the mid-20th century, 

behaviorist learning theories have fallen out of favor, giving way to cognitive and 

constructivist viewpoints (Wu et al., 2012). However, behaviorism can still be found 
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in use today in clinical psychology and practical training environments (McLeod, 

2016b); and, even within constructivist learning theories, there is the need for positive 

and negative feedback, which are behaviorist theory hallmarks. So, while behavioral 

theories may be seen as too simplistic, they still have a place in informing other 

theories.  

Classical conditioning 

Classical conditioning theory was advanced by Pavlov (1897/1902) in his famous 

experiments with dogs. The basic concept in classical conditioning is that a subject 

can be trained to automatically exhibit a desired behavior in response to external 

stimuli. Conditioning is achieved through the repetitive use of negative or positive 

stimuli that are closely associated with some kind of signaling event (Pavlov, 

1897/1902). To condition dogs, Pavlov (1897/1902) gave them food and rang a bell at 

the same time; eventually, the dogs began to associate food with the bell ringing, and 

they would begin to involuntarily salivate any time the bell was rung, even when 

there was no food. While no modern educator appears to advocate the use of classical 

conditioning in a learning environment, the basic concept of providing a reward or 

punishment stimulus was given scientific merit by Pavlov’s (1897/1902) work. 

Operant conditioning 

If Pavlov’s (1897/1902) study operates as more of a foundation of behaviorist 

theories rather than an actionable theory of human education in its own right, 

Skinner’s (1938) explication of operant conditioning theory has been much more 

pragmatically applied. Operant conditioning is the shaping of a subject’s behavior 
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through a system of rewards and punishments that encourage or inhibit certain 

behaviors; the only antecedent of interest in operant conditioning is the stimuli that 

cause behaviors (Skinner, 1938). Skinner (1951) asserted that increasingly complex 

behaviors could be generated through the thoughtful application of a system of 

rewards and punishments and that there was likely no real difference between 

conditioning an animal and conditioning a human. As indicated by the fact that only 

two articles have been published in Education Resources Information Center (ERIC) 

on this topic in the last 15 years, operant conditioning as the primary lens of 

education research is not prominent today. 

Social learning theory 

Skinner’s (1938) operant conditioning relied on the use of positive and negative 

reinforcements as directly experienced by a learning subject; however, in 1977, 

Bandura proposed an expansion of operant conditioning to allow for a subject’s 

ability to learn by observing the experience of others. Bandura’s (1977) theory, 

known as social learning theory, allowed for people’s demonstrated capability to 

learn from others without any direct experiencing feedback themselves. However, 

Bandura’s (1977) theory is still a behaviorist theory as it eschews internal structures 

and focuses instead on the system of reinforcements that drive behavior; social 

learning theory’s major contribution was to open the aperture on allowable sources of 

environment input (McLeod, 2016a). 
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Cognitive learning theories 

Cognitive learning theories developed as an answer to some of the most basic 

critiques of the behaviorist approach by examining what was happening inside 

people’s minds when learning occurs (Ertmer & Newby, 2013). The processes that 

are of great interest to cognitive learning theorists are mental ones, such as long-term 

and short-term memory, self-concepts, cognitive mapping, motivation, and 

encoding/decoding (Grider, 1993). Also important is the gestalt concept of 

psychological completeness that gives rise to the human tendency to fill in missing 

data in the perceived environment (Korthagen & Kessels, 1999). Cognitive learning 

theories also owe much to the metaphor of the mind as a computer, and, in turn, have 

been shaped by the emergence of artificial intelligence programming, computer-aided 

education, and the need to accommodate a variety of learning styles that could not be 

explained with behaviorist approaches (Cooper, 1993). However, taken together, 

cognitive and behaviorist learning theories share the same basic, objective view of 

learning as being an empirically testable phenomenon that involves the student being 

given knowledge about the real world. This stands fundamentally different from—

though not exclusive to—constructivist learning approaches (discussed in next 

section) that see knowledge as negotiated and constructed rather than as constant and 

immutable (Reid, 2016). 

 

Another cognitive theory that is prominent both in learning and game design is Deci 

and Ryan’s (1985) self-determination theory, which states that people are motivated 

by the triple desires of mastery, autonomy, and relatedness. Deci and Ryan’s (1985) 



46 

 

concept was popularized by such diverse works as Pink’s (2011) book, Drive: The 

Surprising Truth About What Motivates Us, and McGonigal’s (2011) book, Reality is 

Broken: Why Games Make Us Better and How They Can Change the World. Deci and 

Ryan’s (1985) theory directly addresses learning, and numerous subsequent works 

support and extend the basic theory (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009). From a game 

perspective, Przybylski, Rigby, and Ryan (2010) saw self-determination theory as the 

construct that fundamentally explains the popular appeal of games. The following is a 

short list of theories that illustrate various aspects of the cognitive approach to 

learning. 

Gestalt theory 

According to Boeree (2000), Gestalt theory, introduced by Wertheimer in 1912 and 

advanced by Wertheimer, Kohler, and Koffka in the 1920s and 1930s, was a response 

to the behaviorist theories that dominated contemporary scientific psychological 

discourse. Gestalt theory, with its fundamental concepts of similarity, proximity, 

closure, figure-ground, symmetry, and continuation, describes the phenomena 

wherein the whole can be perceived as being greater than the parts (Boeree, 2000). In 

gestalt learning theory, this means that the work of learning cannot be accomplished 

simply by rewarding or punishing someone—there are higher-level cognitive 

processes that must be engaged before deep perception and problem-solving can be 

accomplished (Culatta, 2015b). In current educational discourse, gestalt theory is not 

prevalent; however, it is listed here because of its influence on learning theories 
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(Korthagen & Kessels, 1999), user experience design (“Gestalt Principles,” n.d.; 

Hampton-Smith, 2017), and game design (Despain, 2013). 

Attribution theory 

The most heavily cited articulation of attribution theory was Weiner’s (1985) article 

in Psychological Review, and it hypothesized that a learner’s sense of increased 

control in the learning process would improve learning outcomes. In other words, 

learners who feel like their own effort is important in the learning process are more 

likely to learn well (Weiner, 1985). Factors such as ability, effort, difficulty, and luck 

are at the core of Weiner’s theory (1985), which also introduced the now-common 

concept of the locus of control; however, this concept has largely been appropriated 

from its source in attribution theory. A search on February 16, 2018, for “locus of 

control in education” in the ERIC database showed 62 articles but only seven articles 

were listed for “attribution theory in education.” Leveraging attribution theory in 

instructional design suggests that course materials should be designed to emphasize 

the learner’s control over the material and also emphasize the likelihood that the 

learner will be successful in achieving desired outcomes (Culatta, 2015a). 

Conditions of learning 

Gagne’s (1985) conditions of learning theory put forward several propositions related 

to the learning process and learning dimensions. Gagne’s (1985) theory was based on 

two key propositions: instruction must be tailored to the dimension of learning that is 

desired, and engagement with the learning process is an iteration between a learner’s 

internal and external worlds. The dimensions of learning in Gagne’s (1985) theory 
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include verbal, intellectual, cognitive, attitude, and motor skills, and each of these has 

their own set of hierarchical levels that must be addressed in order to achieve desired 

learning goals. Gagne’s (1985) theory is credited with having had an important 

positive impact on the development of later instructional systems (Gredler, 1997) and 

is sometimes seen as a learning taxonomy similar to Bloom’s (1956) theory 

(Merrienboer & Bruin, 2015). 

Distributed practice 

Learning can occur all at once, in one event (e.g., a class or training situation), or it 

can occur in smaller events spaced over a longer period of time. The distinction 

between these two approaches has been called distributed learning vs. massed 

practice and was first elucidated by Ebbinghaus in 1885 (Benjamin & Tullis, 2010). 

Since then, distributed learning has become a staple in the field of cognitive 

psychology; Benjamin and Tullis (2010) observed, “Almost every major textbook on 

cognitive psychology and on human memory discusses the advantages of distributed 

learning….[t]he advantages provided to memory by the distribution of multiple 

practice or study opportunities are among the most powerful effects in study 

research” (p. 228). As Benjamin and Tullis (2010) stated, the basic idea behind 

distributed learning is to conduct learning events over a longer period of time, which 

allows people to be reminded of the material. The specific mechanisms behind this 

phenomenon are still being researched (Benjamin & Tullis, 2010), but include such 

features as superadditivity, nonmonotinicity, and reminding. Regardless of the 
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underlying dimensions of distributed learning, its effects are sufficiently extensive to 

make it an important component of the eventual game design. 

Constructivist learning theories 

In constructivist learning theories, the learner as a unique individual finally arrives. 

While behaviorist and cognitive theorists posit learners in an essentially 

mechanistic—although very complicated—way, constructivist theorists see learners 

as irreducible, which means they cannot be manipulated into learning, but must, 

instead lead their own learning (Vygotsky, 1930–1934/1978). Constructivist learning 

theory is the basic worldview that informs pedagogies such as experiential, situated, 

activity-based, and problem-based learning (Wu et al., 2012); constructivism will be 

an important concept in the design of a leadership development game.  

Discovery learning 

Discovery learning was first proposed by Bruner in 1960, and it advocated for 

education to be conducted in an exploratory—rather than tutorial—way. In Bruner’s 

(1960) conception, the act of discovery is critical in making it possible to later recall 

what has been learned; students learn by interacting through discussion, experiments, 

and manipulation of their environment to discover the relevant knowledge about a 

given topic. Bruner’s (1960) argument was that discovery is the key component that 

makes learning real and that, without discovery, the student will be unable to recall 

what has been supposedly learned. From a practical perspective, using Bruner’s 

(1960) theory would suggest that giving students the raw materials of a topic in a 
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structured environment and then letting them determine how to engage with the 

material should be the best way to create lasting learning outcomes. 

Experiential learning theory 

Drawing on the works of Dewey, Piaget, and Lewin, Kolb introduced experiential 

learning as a cohesive theory in 1984 to describe how personal experience is used to 

create knowledge. The theory relies on two dialectics: concrete experience vs. 

abstract conceptualization and reflective observation vs. active experimentation; 

furthermore, the interplay between these two dialectics creates a four-stage learning 

cycle wherein learners alternate between periods of activity and reflection to 

transform experience into learning (Kolb, Boyatzis, & Mainemelis, 2001). Practically, 

experiential learning theory calls for learners to engage in meaningful activity and 

then have an opportunity to reflect on their experiences before re-engaging with the 

learning activity.  

Activity-based learning theory 

Activity theory is a body of thought that originated from the works of Vygotsky and 

Leontyev but has now grown to be used in many fields including education and 

learning (Bedney & Meister, 1997). Activity theory shows that human behavior and 

learning is typically situated in a social context that gives meaning to otherwise 

inscrutable actions (Leontyev, 1978; Vygotsky, 1930–1934/1978). The motivation to 

learn can have multiple social sources and is based on an understanding of 

community roles and norms (Kuuti, 1995). With its emphasis on community and 

social contexts, activity theory offers interesting insights into possible game designs. 
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Situated learning 

Another learning theory in the constructivist mode is situated learning, which was 

introduced as a theory by Lave in 1988 and popularized by Lave and Wenger in 1991 

in their seminal work, Situated Learning: Legitimate Peripheral Participation. In 

Lave and Wenger’s influential 1991 perspective, one that dominates the social-

constructivist mindset, learning is not completely a product of an individual’s efforts 

but is also a product of interaction between social members in a community of 

learning practice. Lave and Wenger (1991) rejected the view that knowledge exists in 

an a priori context and is passed from teacher to student; instead, they saw knowledge 

as a socially-constructed reality that must be re-created in each setting with every 

student. Therefore, learning is more powerful when it occurs as close as possible to 

the context where it will be applied.  

Problem-based learning 

Problem-based learning originated from medical education but has since expanded to 

other learning areas (Barrows, 1986; Barrows, 1996; Savery & Duffy, 1995). The 

basic approach defined by problem-based learning is to confront learners with a 

problem relevant to their learning goals and then let them combine independent 

research and group collaboration to arrive at meaningful solutions. Iteration on 

multiple problems or deeper attention to the same problem over an extended period of 

time, with the instructor acting as a group facilitator or coach rather than as a lecturer, 

leads to deeper understanding and more enduring learning (Wood, 2003). The 

problem-based learning approach has been shown to be an effective, student-centered 

learning method (Wood, 2003), and it offers additional game design possibilities. 
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Transformational learning theory 

In 1978, Mezirow put forward transformational learning theory as a new way to 

approach adult learning. The basic premise of Mezirow’s (1978) transformational 

learning theory is that adult learners are trapped in a socially and personally-enacted 

web of meanings, power, and relationships that fundamentally limits their ability to 

engage with the learning process. Mezirow’s (1978) theory states that the student 

needs to confront some kind of dilemma or disorientation that cannot be resolved 

within the student’s existing epistemic or knowledge framework; additionally, the 

student’s disorientation is then followed by a period of critical reflection and search 

for alternative approaches that more satisfactorily encompass the new awareness. In 

practice, transformational learning goes beyond needs assessments, exercises, and 

competency analysis to also address the meaning structures that fundamentally limit 

growth (Mezirow, 1978). 

Constructionist learning theory 

In its most basic sense, Papert and Harel’s (1991) theory of constructionist learning is 

that we learn by building things in our heads and with our hands. In Papert and 

Harel’s (1991) approach to learning, students are encouraged to explore their own 

mental models and create new, expanded ones with the aid of facilitated instruction 

and hands-on interaction with physical objects in their environment. In Papert and 

Harel’s (1991) conception, constructionist learning theory could also be seen as 

learning-by-playing, but it would be wrong to see such playing as frivolous or without 

an objective. From Papert and Harel’s (1991) perspective, game-based learning would 

be a natural tool in the classroom. 
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Alternative learning theory paradigm 

While the behavioral, cognitive, constructivist learning theory categories are widely-

used as an organizing approach (Ertmer & Newby, 2013), other organizing paradigms 

also exist and could be of use. Schön (1981) applied the language of literature and 

philosophy to identify three main schools of thought about learning: romantic, 

progressive, and synthetic (as in synthesized). In Schön’s (1981) view, the romantic 

school advocated self-discovery in a free-play environment with learning occurring at 

the student’s pace. The progressivist adopted much of the romantic approach but 

added a significant layer of scaffolding to guide and assist the student through the 

process. Schön’s (1981) third school, the synthetic, is an inherently dialogic approach 

wherein students are confronted with challenges that illustrate the limits of their 

knowledge; the students are then engaged in a negotiated discourse that ultimately 

results in them recognizing the utility of a more advanced way of thinking about the 

topic. Abrahamson (2015) extended Schön’s (1981) approach by adding a fourth 

school: systemic. Abrahamson’s (2015) addition to Schön’s (1981) work took a 

systems-design approach that not only challenged students to confront the limits of 

their thinking, but also gave them a facilitated, social, situated environment to allow 

them to work through the problem collaboratively and dialogically. 

Learning taxonomies 

In the field of instructional design, learning taxonomies are a primary tool for 

developing courses and assessments (O’Neil & Murphy, 2010). Bloom’s (1956) 

taxonomy is probably the most widely-known; however, other learning taxonomies 

do exist and are also in widespread use. The Anderson and Krathwohl (2001) learning 
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taxonomy is essentially an extension and refinement of Bloom’s (1956) taxonomy, 

while Fink’s (2003) taxonomy represents a fundamentally different approach to 

course design and assessment. Key differences between Fink’s (2003) taxonomy and 

Anderson and Krathwohl’s (2001) or Bloom’s (1956) taxonomies are that Fink’s 

(2003) taxonomy does not have a hierarchy—it focuses more on affective domains, 

and it puts the learner more at the center of the learning process rather than just a 

receiver of information. Table 3 illustrates the major learning category in each 

taxonomy. 

Table 3. Learning Taxonomies and Associated Major Categories 

 

Bloom (1956) 

(Cognitive Domain) 

Anderson and 

Krathwohl (2001) 

(Cognitive Domain) 

Fink (2003) 

Knowledge Remembering Foundational Knowledge 

Comprehension Understanding Application 

Application Applying Integration 

Analysis Analyzing Human Dimension 

Synthesis Evaluating Caring 

Evaluation Creating Learning How to Learn 

 

Based on its focus on the learner as the center of the learning process and its more 

holistic approach to learning design, Fink’s (2003) taxonomy is a better fit with the 

values and principles of Benedictine University’s Center for Values-Driven 
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Leadership; therefore, the EMSVDL program has been designed using Fink’s (2003) 

taxonomy. 

Summary of learning theories 

As a review of the foregoing learning theory and taxonomy section, there are 

numerous theories of learning and there is no consensus about what learning is or 

how it occurs, though constructivist viewpoints are generally most prominent today. 

As learning theorists and practitioners have explored learning, their collective efforts 

and advocacies have tended to organize into three basic learning theory categories: 

behavioralism, cognitivism, and constructionism.  

 

Behaviorialism was an outgrowth of early 1900s empiricism and holds the belief that 

learning is best understood as changes in behavior, and, while internal structures such 

as memory, personality, and learning styles may exist, they are unknowable and 

irrelevant for research. Instead, researchers should focus on the external stimuli that 

result in behavioral changes that indicate that learning has occurred.  

 

Cognitivism accepted behavioralism’s basic empiricist approach, but observed that 

mental structures were not as unknowable as behaviorists believed and, therefore, the 

mind was a valid target of learning theory and empirical experimentation. Using the 

computer as a metaphor, mental processes such as intake, storage, recall, processing, 

and correlating were explored and incorporated into expanded learning theories.  
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While cognitivism may have been an expansion of behavioralism, constructivism was 

a revolution. Constructivist learning theorists rejected the basic concept of the learner 

as a receiver of knowledge from outside experts. Instead, constructivists observe that 

learners are engaged in their own process of knowledge creation and that the products 

of that process are a negotiated outcome between the learner and the learner’s 

environment—including professors, classmates, and society at large. The 

constructivist approach to learning theory has become the dominant general approach 

to learning, but the empirical roots of modern learning theory are still prevalent in 

modern educational design. The tension between these worldviews has sometimes 

caused friction between various groups (Illeris, 2002); however, Jonassen (1991) 

likened the difference between objective and constructive worldviews as being 

similar to the difference between an artist and a scientist. As artists and scientists can 

certainly coexist and benefit from each other’s expertise, Jonassen (1991) observed 

that so too can the objective and constructive learning theory camps. 

Values-Driven Leadership 

Values-driven leadership (VDL) is an interdisciplinary project situated in the field of 

leadership research, which is, itself, closely related to psychology, sociology, and 

organizational design and behavior. While VDL shares the general interests of the 

leadership field, it emphasizes a specific orientation to leadership components that is 

both descriptive and normative (e.g., servant leadership, positive organizational 

scholarship, appreciative inquiry, strengths-based approaches, transformational 

leadership, and corporate social responsibility), while also de-emphasizing some 
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aspects of leadership research that traditionally have been emphasized in the field 

(e.g., power, finance and business strategy, reward/punishment, and justice). This is 

not to say that VDL does not admit discussion about more traditional topics of 

leadership research; rather, VDL focuses on more positive aspects of organizational 

culture and leadership operating from a generative paradigm. 

 

One area in which the EMSVDL curriculum is not very specific is in the area of 

values definition. In other words, what is a value and what leadership values are to be 

enacted in a values-driven organization? As Swanson (personal communication, 

2017, January 1) observed, the term “values” is often vaguely defined in values and 

ethics discourse and much of its meaning is left for each person to provide, with an 

implicit assumption that there is broad consensus about the meaning and purpose of 

values statements. From a practical and educational perspective, Gentile (2010) 

observed in the Giving Voice to Values (GVV) project that it is not necessarily a bad 

thing to assume broad consensus on ethical and moral values, and that learning how 

to creatively and assertively act on those values, even in the face of values-conflicts, 

is where the real opportunity for education lies, and this is where the EMSVDL 

program puts more of its focus. 

 

However, to build a theoretical foundation for game design, a somewhat more 

detailed and nuanced definitional framework is appropriate. Frederick (1995) 

explicated such a framework with the delineation of three overarching values process 
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categories: economizing, ecologizing, and power aggrandizing. According to 

Frederick (1995), economizing values are associated with the process by which 

organizations efficiently and effectively meet customer needs for goods and services, 

ecologizing values are associated with the synergistic linkage to the organization’s 

outside environment, and power aggrandizing values are associated with the process 

whereby individuals and organizations accumulate power and prestige. Generally, 

virtue accrues to economizing and ecologizing values processes and is diminished by 

power aggrandizing ones; however, the balance between values processes is also 

important since an organization can emphasize economizing at the expense of 

ecologizing, which can have devastating stakeholder consequences (Swanson, 2014). 

 

In a more granular sense, Swanson (2014) used the concept of value attunement as 

another layer of normative focus to identify constructive values. That is, from a 

normative perspective, values should be constructive—individual and organizational 

values are only constructive if they are attuned to economizing and ecologizing 

values processes (Swanson, 2014). From Swanson’s (2014) perspective, value 

attunement requires every member of an organization to be values specialists to 

determine which values are most properly attuned to their role in the organization. As 

an example, two employees in an airline might be expected to both have the values of 

compliance and teamwork, yet a pilot in that airline might need to also have the value 

of independent decision-making while a gate agent might need to be more attuned to 

the value of courteousness. While the pilot and the gate agent should certainly 
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understand attunement to independent decision-making and courteousness in a very 

personal way, their attuned values should also be understood by organizational 

leaders so they do not undermine them, and, indeed, leaders should reinforce and 

build on these values for even more constructive organizational purposes. 

 

From a structural perspective, the EMSVDL program is organized in layers starting 

with a focus on each individual student’s leadership perspective and journey. The 

program then expands focus through a sequential emphasis on teams, then 

organizations, and then to global society in general. According to the CVDL 

approach, in each learning phase, the student confronts the leader’s multiple 

responsibilities, which include to be authentic, to be a teacher and learner, to be a 

relationship builder, to be a visionary and strategist, and to be a results driver. The 

major VDL components provide the theoretical and empirical mechanisms for 

enacting the overall VDL approach.  

 

In the sections below, a brief overview of each VDL component is addressed, along 

with a description of how it is situated in learning practice in the EMSVDL program. 

Servant leadership 

Servant leadership was first explicated as a leadership approach by Greenleaf in the 

1970 work, The Servant as Leader. Drawing from Hermann Hesse’s Journey to the 

East, Greenleaf’s 1970 essay—and revised 1991 essay—laid out the foundations of 

another-oriented approach to leadership. In Greenleaf’s (1970/1991) conception, the 
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leader’s proper role is to act as servant to those who are led; that is, leaders should put 

followers’ needs before their own. Spears (2010) distilled Greenleaf’s works to create 

an illustrative, but not exhaustive, list of 10 characteristics of a servant leader, which 

includes listening, empathy, healing, awareness, persuasion, conceptualization, 

foresight, stewardship, commitment to people’s growth, and building community. 

From a leadership perspective, Greenleaf’s (1970/1991) viewpoint was driven largely 

by what Greenleaf saw as amoral and unethical leadership in business and 

government leadership at that time. According to Greenleaf (1970/1991), the excesses 

that led to environmental degradation, social injustice, and lack of meaning in 

people’s lives could only be reversed by a general move towards a leader-as-servant 

perspective. 

 

Servant leadership has received empirical and practical support as researchers and 

practitioners have explored and adopted various aspects of the theory. In 1999, 

Farling, Stone, and Winston put forward a servant leadership model to support 

empirical research, and Barbuto and Wheeler (2006) expanded on Farling et al., 

(1999) to refine the construct and develop a scale for servant leadership assessment. 

In an empirical study of managers in three for-profit organizations, Melchar and 

Bosco (2010) found that “servant leaders can develop a culture of followers who are 

servant leaders themselves” (p. 74). Dierendonck (2011) provided a review of 

significant empirical support for various aspects and outcomes of servant leadership, 
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which includes humility, trust, empowerment, organizational citizenship behavior, 

and corporate social responsibility.  

 

In the EMSVDL program, servant leadership is placed early in the curriculum as an 

aspirational and inspirational introduction to the program. Orientation and exploration 

of servant leadership is conducted through a review of seminal articles and books, 

reflective writing exercises that explore servant leader dimensions, and discourse with 

faculty and cohort members about the meaning and application of servant leadership 

principles. Based on direct observation and personal communication with EMSVDL 

course designers, Table 4 demonstrates how servant leadership is instantiated in 

Fink’s (2003) taxonomy and depicts how the EMSVDL program applies Fink’s 

(2003) taxonomy to meet learning objectives. 

 

Table 4. Servant Leadership Curriculum and Fink’s Taxonomy 

 

Fink’s (2003) Taxonomic 

Dimension 

Servant Leadership Application 

Foundational Knowledge Students read and discuss seminal articles and texts.  

Application and Integration Students undertake reflexive writing assignments to 

explore how servant leadership is applicable in their 

own lives. 

Human Dimension and 

Caring 

Students share key insights with a sub-set of cohort 

members and report on their peers’ experiences and 

perspectives with skits, presentations, and discussions. 

Learning How to Learn The different learning modalities and media provide 

students with, perhaps, new ways to approach learning 

and self-transformation. 
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Source: J. Gustafson & M. Di Virgilio, personal communication, April 2015–Feb 

2018 

 

Servant leadership’s early introduction and in-depth treatment near the beginning of 

the program not only introduces servant leadership as a leadership approach, it also 

signals students to the core nature of what the EMSVDL program is all about. 

Positive organizational scholarship 

In 1999, Martin Seligman, the president of the American Psychological Association 

(APA), authored an annual address wherein psychology’s fixation with dysfunction 

and sickness was called to task. Seligman (1999) inquired as to why there was so little 

research and attention placed on wellness and flourishing; moreover, in 2000, 

Seligman, along with Csikszentmihalyi (1990), further expanded and clarified the 

new field of positive psychology. Csikszentmihalyi (1990) was the author of the 

influential concept of flow, which was joined by other concepts such as grit, authentic 

happiness, and positive neuroscience, to build the basis of an overall project to 

explore how people can lead meaningful, fulfilling lives (Seligman & 

Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). 

 

Positive organizational scholarship arose from the backdrop of positive psychology to 

embrace a wide range of positive-oriented approaches to organizational leadership 

and design. Cameron, Dutton, and Quinn (2003) were the first to explicitly define and 

describe positive organizational scholarship as a new field of study. According to 

Cameron et al. (2003), positive organizational scholarship was concerned with the 
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ways in which virtuous processes, positive organizing, positive deviance, upward 

spirals, and positive meanings could lead to extraordinary organizational outcomes 

for all organizational stakeholders. Cameron (2012) provided a review of current 

research on various aspects of positive organizational scholarship that illustrated 

empirical support for positive organizational scholarship approaches. In 2013, 

Meyers, van Woerkom, and Bakker authored a meta-analysis of 15 studies, which 

indicated that organizational interventions based on positive organizational 

scholarship showed significant capacity to improve employee well-being and 

performance.  

 

In the EMSVDL program, positive organizational scholarship is explicitly introduced 

in the first half of the program; however, it also acts as an umbrella term that 

generally applies to material and concepts presented throughout the program. Other 

VDL components, such as servant leadership, appreciative inquiry, and strengths-

based leadership, are often described as falling under the positive organizational 

scholarship research project (Cameron, 2012; Caza & Cameron, 2008). As a result, 

positive organizational scholarship as its own topic of student learning is somewhat 

diffuse and tends to rely on the approach used in other topic areas (e.g., servant 

leadership and appreciative inquiry) for student learning. However, positive 

organizational scholarship is a fundamentally important component in the VDL ethos 

and its concepts will need to be carefully addressed in an EMSVDL game. 
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Appreciative inquiry 

Barrett and Fry (2005) described appreciative inquiry as a capacity-building approach 

to organizational change, as opposed to the deficit-fixing approach that is commonly 

seen in today’s organization. Cooperrider and Srivastva, the 1987 originators of 

appreciative inquiry as an organizational change approach, observed that action-

research’s fixation on problem-solving rather than capacity-building was a “primary 

constraint on its imagination and contribution to knowledge” (p. 129). The basic 

premise of appreciative inquiry is that organizations should focus on becoming the 

organization they wish to be rather than trying to fix the organization they are now 

(Cooperrider & Srivastva, 1987). Since its 1987 inception as a mode of action-

research in support of organizational change, appreciative inquiry has been expanded 

to include a wide range of modalities, such as appreciative inquiry summits (Ludema, 

Whitney, Mohr, & Griffin, 2003), and additional important, explanatory metaphors, 

such as the five principles of positive change: constructionism, simultaneity, 

poeticism, anticipation, positivity (Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005). 

 

From an empirical perspective, appreciative inquiry has been widely studied; 

however, results have been mixed. Bushe and Kassam (2005) authored a meta-

analysis of 20 appreciative inquiry interventions, which found that only seven 

interventions (35%) achieved transformational goals. Bushe and Kassam’s (2005) 

study found that the difference between organizations that achieved transformational 

outcomes differed from those that did not in two important dimensions: successful 

organizations were more focused on how people thought about strategic change than 
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on how they behaved, and successful organizations allowed more self-organization in 

the change process. Clouder and King (2015) conducted a survey and case study on 

the use of appreciative inquiry in higher education and found it be a useful but under-

used and often misunderstood approach. Today, appreciative inquiry continues to 

grow and change as an approach to organizational development (Grieten et al., 2017), 

and it is a fundamental part of the EMSVDL program. 

 

In the EMSVDL program, learning about appreciative inquiry is supported by a wide 

range of student activities including reading, writing, interview practice, presentation, 

and discourse. Based on direct observation and personal communication with 

EMSVDL course designers, Table 5 illustrates how the EMSVDL program 

approaches appreciative inquiry through the lens of Fink’s (2003) taxonomy. 

 

Table 5. Appreciative Inquiry Curriculum and Fink’s Taxonomy. 

 

Fink’s (2003) Taxonomic Dimension Appreciative Inquiry Application 

Foundational Knowledge Students read and discuss seminal articles 

and texts.  

Application and Integration Students design and discuss an 

appreciative inquiry intervention oriented 

towards their own real-life organizations. 

Human Dimension and Caring Students conduct appreciative interviews 

with their classmates as well as with 

friends, family members, or co-workers 

ideally around the topic of inquiry 

identified under application and 

integration. 
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Fink’s (2003) Taxonomic Dimension Appreciative Inquiry Application 

Learning how to Learn For many students, appreciative inquiry 

will be a dramatically new way to view, 

participate in, and lead change. 

Source: J. Gustafson & M. Di Virgilio, personal communication, April 2015–Feb 

2018 

Strengths-based approaches 

The strengths-based approach to leadership and organizational design is an outgrowth 

of the positive psychology movement and is a core feature in positive organizational 

scholarship (Cameron et al., 2003; Caza & Cameron, 2008), appreciative inquiry 

(Cooperrider & Srivastva, 1987), and authentic leadership (Gardner, Avolio, Luthans, 

May, & Walumbwa, 2005). The strengths-based approach came from the field of 

social work and was most fully explicated by Rapp in 1997/2006 and was featured in 

Seligman’s 1999 presidential address to the APA. As a concept in organizational 

leadership and design, the strengths-based approach was initially advanced by Clifton 

and Rath (1998) and, today, is probably best defined by Rath’s 2007 book 

Strengthsfinder 2.0. The basic premise of a strengths-based approach in organizations 

and business is that every person has something that they enjoy doing, something that 

they are good at, and that gives them energy and satisfaction when they do it; 

consequently, organizations that do a good job of matching employee strengths to 

organizational tasks achieve much greater productivity (Rath, 2007).  

 

Empirical support for a strengths-based approach to organizational leadership and 

design has been primarily captured by its leading proponent and purveyor, the Gallup 

Organization, which has identified both the methods and the results of effective 
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application of a strengths-based approach (Asplund & Blacksmith, 2011). According 

to Gallup’s press material, a meta-analysis of 49,000 organizations that had adopted 

the strengths-based approach showed up to 29% increases in profit and 15% increases 

in employee engagement (Gallup, 2015). However, outside of Gallup’s reports, there 

is little independent verification of the benefits of a strengths-based approach in an 

organizational setting. 

 

In the EMSVDL program, the strengths-based approach is both addressed explicitly 

and also embedded throughout the program. As earlier observed, a strengths-based 

approach is “baked in” to the appreciative inquiry and positive organizational 

scholarship worldviews, so sections covering those topics naturally address strengths. 

Additionally, students are exposed to their own strengths through the use of the 

Strengthsfinder 2.0 instrument and focused discussion on the meaning and application 

of the individual results from that instrument. Based on direct observation and 

personal communication with EMSVDL course designers, Table 6 depicts how the 

EMSVDL program applies Fink’s (2003) taxonomy to meet learning objectives. 

Table 6. Strengths-Based Learning and Fink’s Taxonomy 

 

Fink’s (2003) Taxonomic Dimension Strengths-Based Approach 

Application 

Foundational Knowledge Students read and discuss seminal 

articles and texts and take the 

Strengthsfinder 2.0 instrument.  

Application and Integration Students write and discuss reflective 

essays on how a strengths-based 
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Fink’s (2003) Taxonomic Dimension Strengths-Based Approach 

Application 

approach could be used in their own 

lives and work. 

Human Dimension and Caring Students generate presentations to share 

their own results, discuss their own 

strengths perceptions, and provide 

feedback on classmates’ presentations. 

Learning How to Learn The application of a strengths-based lens 

provides students with a new way to 

understand how and why they might 

prefer and succeed at different things in 

their lives. This can be a powerful new 

way to understand how to learn new 

material. 

Source: J. Gustafson & M. Di Virgilio, personal communication, April 2015–Feb 

2018 

 

As both an underlying element of other VDL components and a topic of discussion in 

its own right, a strengths-based approach to leadership and organizational design is an 

important component of the EMSVDL program. 

Transformational leadership 

In 1978, Burns introduced the transformational leadership theory as an aspirational 

alternative to what was termed transactional leadership. While transactional 

leadership—which Burns (1978) saw as the most common leadership approach—

focused on a system of error checking and contingent rewards between leaders and 

followers, transformational leadership was an approach that led to changes in the way 

leaders and followers fundamentally saw the world. While Burns’s 1978 introduction 

was in the field of political leadership, Bass (1985a) extended the concept to the 

domain of organizational leadership (Kuhnert & Lewis, 1987). The basic factors of 
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Bass’s (1985a) initial approach to transformational leadership theory were 

charismatic leadership, individualized consideration, and intellectual stimulation, 

which, when combined with transactional leadership components of contingent 

reward and management-by-exception, led to improved team performance and 

increased team member satisfaction. Various later work (Antonakis, Avolio, & 

Sivasaubramaniam, 2003; Avolio, Bass, & Jung, 1999; Bass, 1985b; and Bass, 1988) 

has led to modification of the original factors into the current 4-scale, 12-sub-scale 

construct captured in the multifactor leadership questionnaire (MLQ). Table 7 depicts 

the four major MLQ scales at the top of each column with associated sub-scales listed 

below.  
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Table 7. MLQ Scales and Sub-Scales 

 

Transformational 

Leadership  

Transactional 

Leadership 

Passive/Avoidant Leadership 

Outcomes 

Idealized Attributes Contingent Reward Management-by-

Exception: Passive 

Generates Extra 

Effort 

Idealized 

Behaviors 

Management-by-

Exception: Active 

Laissez-Faire Effectiveness 

Inspirational 

Motivation 

  Generates 

Satisfaction 

Intellectual 

Stimulation 

   

Individualized 

Consideration 

   

Source: Bass and Avolio, 1995 

 

From an empirical perspective, transformational leadership theory has received much 

research support and validation, though the theory is not without its critics. A meta-

analysis of studies based on the MLQ was completed by Lowe, Kroeck, and 

Sivasaubramaniam (1996), and that meta-analysis showed significant support for the 

MLQ reliability and predictive power. Lowe et al.’s 1996 meta-analysis was updated 

by Dumdum, Lowe, and Avolio in 2013, and this update supported Lowe et al.’s 

(1996) findings. Judge and Piccolo’s (2004) meta-analysis found support for 

transformational leadership validity, but showed that contingent reward was also a 

powerful predictor of positive leadership outcomes; additionally, Judge and Piccolo’s 

(2004) study also found that transformational leadership is significantly positively 
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correlated with contingent reward. Yukl (1999) raised several conceptual issues with 

transformational leadership, some of which led to changes in the MLQ (Dumdum et 

al., 2013). Yukl (1999) observed that transformational leadership theory behavioral 

definitions were too ambiguous and that the theory was too biased towards the 

dyadic, heroic nature of leadership. Berkovich (2016) evaluated transformational 

leadership theory in the educational field, specifically with an eye towards a major 

criticism regarding falsifiability, and found that the theory is still viable but needs 

significant improvement. Nevertheless, transformational leadership theory continues 

to be a well-referenced and widely-used leadership theory with 151 studies having 

appeared in peer-reviewed journals in EBSCOHost between January 1, 2016, and 

February 21, 2017. 

 

In the EMSVDL program, transformational leadership can be expected to be a 

pervasive concept throughout the course of instruction. Transformational leadership 

does not have its own block of instruction, and students are not asked to explicitly 

explore and internalize transformational values. However, it would be a mistake to 

think that, therefore, the EMSVDL program is not infused with the concepts 

embodied in transformational leadership theory. The concepts of individualized 

attention, inspirational motivation, idealized influence, and intellectual stimulation 

are also deeply-held aspects of servant leadership, appreciative inquiry, and overall 

positive organizational scholarship. Therefore, any game that will attend to the 

EMSVDL curriculum will have to incorporate transformational leadership. 
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Corporate social responsibility 

According to Frederick (2008), “CSR occurs when a business firm, through the 

decisions and policies of its executive leaders, consciously and deliberately acts to 

enhance the social well-being of those whose lives are affected by the firm’s 

economic operations” (p. 523). Further, Frederick’s 2006 book Corporation Be 

Good! The Story of Corporate Social Responsibility not only gave a practical 

shorthand for what CSR is (i.e., “Corporation be good!”), but it also provided a 

comprehensive review of the history of CSR and explored the deontological and 

rational reasons for CSR’s rise. In 2008, Frederick also delineated four longitudinal 

phases of CSR practical and theoretical development (CSR1–CSR4), with CSR3 

being of particular interest to the VDL program since it heralded the introduction of 

values into the CSR discourse. Briefly, Frederick’s (2008) longitudinal delineation is 

described in Table 8. 

Table 8. Phases of CSR Development 

 

Phase Dates Emphasis 

CSR1: Social 

Stewardship 

1950s–1960s Philanthropy and being good stewards 

of social welfare 

CSR2: Social 

Responsiveness 

1960s–1970s Engagement with stakeholders and 

compliance with regulations 

CSR3: Values and 

Ethics 

1980s–1990s Creating and maintaining ethical 

organizational cultures 

CSR4: Global 

Citizenship 

1990s–2000s Organizations taking responsibility for 

the global impacts of their operations 

Source: Frederick, 2008, p. 523 
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In other CSR definitions, Carroll (1979) proposed one of the earliest frameworks for 

the modern concept of CSR with a 4-category construct that was designed to address 

a wide range of social issues. Carroll’s (1979) construct specified that a full treatment 

of social responsibilities must include economic, legal, ethical, and discretionary 

dimensions. In 2003, Schwartz and Carroll proposed a revision to Carroll’s (1979) 

four-category construct by eliminating the “discretionary” dimension and keeping the 

economic, legal, and ethical; furthermore, Schwartz’s (2011) work adopted the same 

basic three-dimension framework in recounting CSR history and current practice. In 

2010, Carroll and Shabana observed that there was no widely accepted fundamental 

definition of what CSR is; however, they did identify some of the most common 

topics vying for attention under the CSR conceptual umbrella, namely business 

ethics, corporate citizenship, stakeholder management, and sustainability. Carroll and 

Shabana (2010) thought that these common topics matched reasonably well with the 

social issues that were identified in Carroll’s (1979) treatment. In 2010, Maon, 

Lindgreen, and Swaen agreed that there was limited consensus on an overarching 

CSR construct and offered a construct that recognized stakeholder orientation, 

voluntary commitments, internal and external foci, and recognition of an 

organization’s moral responsibility to society. 

 

Another theoretical lens through which CSR has been understood has been stages of 

organizational adoption of CSR philosophies. Drawing from psychological (e.g., 

Kohlberg, 1976) and organizational development theorists (e.g., Greiner, 1972), CSR 
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development has been traced and categorized by numerous researchers (Maon et al., 

2010). Carroll (1979) characterized the general arc of corporate CSR responsiveness 

as being on a range from “do nothing” to “do much” (p. 502). Maon et al. (2010) built 

on the work of several other theorists to derive a proposed three-stage understanding 

of organizational cultural development, including cultural reluctance to CSR, cultural 

acceptance of CSR, and cultural embedment of CSR.  

 

From a strategy perspective, Porter and Kramer (2006) authored an influential article 

in Harvard Business Review that made an unequivocal claim for CSR as a valid 

component of business strategy and illustrated the CSR value chain using current 

social issues, such as environmental sustainability, consumer and worker safety, fair 

dealings, and stakeholder management. In contrast to the CSR literature, Laszlo and 

Zhexembayeva’s (2011) work leveraged the strategy literature to develop a concept 

of embedded sustainability that is similar in tone to that described by Maon et al. 

(2010). Maon et al.’s (2010) cultural development stages of reluctance, acceptance, 

and embedment all mesh well with Laszlo and Zhexembayeva’s (2011) strategy arc, 

which runs from risk mitigation through product differentiation and positioning to 

radical innovation.  

 

In an important supporting role in CSR development, Elkington (1994) initially 

proposed and subsequently expanded (1998) the concept of the triple bottom line, 

which advocated for companies to keep balance sheets on social and environmental 
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issues in addition to their financial balance sheets. The triple bottom line has been 

popularized as “people, planet, profit” (Hindle, 2009; Slaper & Hall, 2011) and has 

generated a robust literature around operationalizing Elkington’s 1994 concept 

(Slaper & Hall, 2011). The basic conception of people, planet, profit is a useful, 

simplifying construct for use in Carroll’s 1979 matrixed conception and Porter and 

Kramer’s (2006) strategic business depiction. In terms of addressing the various CSR 

constructs into a business leadership framework, Swanson (2014) proposed a 

comprehensive model for embedding corporate CSR by starting with the leadership 

mindset. In Swanson’s (2014) conception, the process of CSR necessarily begins with 

normative receptivity (the opposite of normative myopia), proceeds through the 

development of a repertoire of expanded values-detection processes, and ends with 

value attunement between economizing and ecologizing values processes. 

 

CSR is a prominent and pervasive topic in the EMSVDL program, both implicitly and 

explicitly. As a values-driven program, the EMSVDL curriculum is naturally infused 

with the moral and ethical frameworks that inform professional life, both 

descriptively and normatively; as such, CSR will be a thread that runs through all 

program discourse. Based on direct observation and personal communication with 

EMSVDL course designers, Table 9 depicts how the EMSVDL program applies 

Fink’s (2003) taxonomy to meet learning objectives; from an explicit perspective, 

CSR also receives robust treatment in the EMSVDL program, as also illustrated in 

Table 9. 
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Table 9. CSR Curriculum and Fink’s Taxonomy 

 

Fink’s (2003) Taxonomic 

Dimension 

CSR Application 

Foundational Knowledge Students read and discuss seminal articles and texts.  

Application and Integration Students undertake reflexive writing assignments to 

explore how CSR applies in their own professional 

environments and also develop and discuss CSR 

research proposals on global topics of interest. Real-

world projects may include CSR objectives. Students 

will apply CSR evaluation criteria to their own 

professional environments. 

Human Dimension and 

Caring 

Students discuss CSR perspectives with classmates, 

critique presentation proposal concepts. Students will 

also share CSR research and implementation 

experiences and concepts, thereby gaining a deeper 

appreciation of both each other’s worldviews and 

professional contexts. 

Learning How to Learn For many students, CSR will be a familiar but perhaps 

ambiguous concept. Therefore, understanding 

embedded CSR as a strategic business approach will 

likely be new to many students and may require a 

fundamental paradigm shift that will allow new 

opportunities for personal, academic, and professional 

growth. 

Source: Source: J. Gustafson & M. Di Virgilio, personal communication, April 2015–

Feb 2018 

 

 

Overall, any game treatment of the EMSVDL program will need to explicitly 

incorporate CSR components, either as a game module in its own right or as a key 

component of multiple modules—or both.  
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Learning approaches in VDL education 

From a fundamental course design perspective, and as illustrated in the text and tables 

in the sections above, the EMSVDL program is organized around Fink’s (2003) 

learning taxonomy. Fink’s (2003) taxonomy not only uses language that meshes more 

readily with the EMSVDL worldview, but it also meshes more readily with the 

EMSVDL’s overall constructivist approach to learning. From a learning delivery 

perspective, the basic EMSVDL learning approach is overwhelmingly dialogic and, 

to a lesser extent, situated and experiential. Dialogic learning is a constructivist 

learning approach that uses respectful dialogue to enable learners to develop their 

own knowledge rather than simply receive it from a professor (Wells, 1999). VDL 

demonstrates its dialogic orientation by organizing its classes almost exclusively 

along dialogic lines. Lecture is typically very short, and it is generally acceptable to 

interrupt a lecturer to ask a question or make an observation. All significant blocks of 

instruction are interspersed with open-class dialogue or, alternatively, dialogue is 

conducted in sub-groups to allow more intense participation.  

 

VDL learning is more situated and experiential from the scholar’s point of view 

rather than the practitioner’s. The program relies on student activities that largely 

replicate scholarly activities, such as journal reviews, theory-driven research, article 

writing, and conference attendance. However, some activities, such as public 

presentations and working in teams, also replicate activities and skills that are directly 

related to practitioner experiences and situations; furthermore, various in-class 
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exercises, such as games, are sometimes used to increase relatability to practitioner 

concerns.  

 

The EMSVDL also uses the instructional technique known as scaffolding, which is 

the use of instructional aids and approaches that are not specifically part of the core 

content or learning approach (Wood, Bruner, & Ross, 1976). In a game, this might be 

a hint or a help function; in a computer-based instructional device, it might be access 

to an index or links to additional sources to help the student quickly gain access to 

supporting information. In a classroom, slides and visual aids can be thought of as a 

sort of scaffolding as they help the student better understand what the teacher is trying 

to communicate. The EMSVDL approach is expected to be at least moderately 

scaffolded, mainly through the use of in-class visual aids and assigned mentors. 

EMSVDL uses a blended on-line/in-person format, and the on-line portion of the 

program may be enabled with various scaffolding artifacts; however, at least initially, 

there will be little targeted assistance to students outside of classroom instruction. In 

this regard, game applications could provide additional scaffolding in addition to that 

provided by mentors and teachers. 

 

In all cases, the EMSVDL learning approach can be expected to embody within itself 

the very values it espouses, namely a positive, appreciative, flourishing, servant-

oriented approach to students as learners. Any additions or modifications to the 
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EMSVDL program, including game-based learning, will need to be designed, 

developed, and implemented with this generative paradigm in mind. 

Summary, Implications, and Conclusion 

A review of the literature of games, learning, and values-driven leadership can 

scarcely hope to be more than a cursory survey of these vast fields; however, certain 

themes and highlights that will prove useful in a game design effort do become 

apparent, and these themes are summarized here. The implications and conclusions to 

be drawn from this summary will provide insight and direction for the game 

development project that follows. 

 

Games are a subset of play, and they are, fundamentally, a willing acceptance of 

handicaps in the pursuit of an interesting aim; additionally, they can take many forms 

and have many design features. Games are fun because we say they are fun, and they 

serve some inner drive that has, thus far, been opaque to scientific investigation. Self-

determination theory of mastery, autonomy, and relatedness is a core concept in 

modern game design. The new field of ludology, the study of games, has sought to 

explore games in a more rigorous fashion, yet their work is just beginning. One area 

of concerted effort in ludology has been the development of typologies that explain 

and categorize the wide variety of activities that we intuitively understand to be 

game-like. While there are several typologies of different scale and granularity, there 

is significant similarity between them; further, some basic concepts, such as the 

delineation between narrative and action, skill and chance, and realism and 
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abstraction, are common to them all. This effort continues to lead to a deeper 

understanding of what is—and what is not—a game, and, ideally, helps us to make 

better games. Additional taxonomic dimensions add the capacity to methodically 

analyze games in different ways and allow us, perhaps, to better understand what 

makes a good game. 

 

The field of learning is also deeply absorbed in how learning happens and how it can 

be more effectively and efficiently accomplished. Major categories of modern 

learning theories include behavioral, cognitive, and constructivist modes of thought, 

which owe most of their difference to scientific worldview (positivist vs. 

interpretivist) and source of agency and motivation (internal or external). 

Constructivist learning theories emphasize an interpretivist worldview that says 

reality does not exist a priori but, instead, is constructed as we encounter phenomena. 

From a constructivist perspective, the source of various phenomena can be internal or 

external to the learner. On the other hand, behaviorists and cognitivists tend to use a 

more positivist lens that asserts that a prior reality does exist and that it can be 

discovered and taught using scientific principles. In this view, learners are more like 

computers or vessels to be filled with the knowledge of the real world rather than 

constructors of their own knowledge. Behavioralism and cognitivism differ on their 

emphasis on the internal and external mechanisms of learning—behaviorists assert 

that the learner’s internal world is essentially unknowable and only the external 

environment is relevant to study while cognitivists believe that there are important 
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things we can know about the inner workings of the human mind and how it learns. 

Out of these basic worldviews, an enormous number of learning theories have been 

advanced to guide the practical application of concepts to actual learning. 

 

Just as the learning field strives to bridge the gap between theory and practice, values-

driven leadership takes an aspirational and normative approach to bridging the gap 

between leadership theory and practice. With its emphasis on strengths-based, 

positive psychology and positive organizational scholarship, values-driven leadership 

explores the practices that lead to personal, organizational, and societal flourishing. 

Generative social and leadership concepts such as transformational leadership, 

servant leadership, appreciative inquiry, and corporate social responsibility, are all 

enabled by values-driven leadership’s fundamentally positive orientation. The 

EMSVDL program is one instantiation of a values-driven leadership learning 

community, and its members (students, faculty, and staff) can be expected to focus 

their efforts and work together to explore, learn, and implement values-driven 

leadership principles. 

Initial design principles 

A common DBR methodology (Herrington, McKenney, Reeves, & Oliver, 2007) is to 

identify initial design principles to inform the development of the very first 

conceptual designs and prototypes. The forgoing review has suggested six high-level 

design principles that will be used to guide the development of the initial conceptual 

prototype in the next phases.  
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• The game must have an interesting challenge, narrative, and interface. 

• The game must be personally situated, and players should be able to see their own 

lives somewhat reflected in the game narrative. 

• The game content and approach must be positive and progressive. 

• The game must be credible and at least metaphorically relatable to real-world 

concerns. 

• The game must include significant social components. 

• The game must be constructive, which means the players must have the 

opportunity to interact, reflect, and re-attempt game functions to gain deep 

insight. 

While the list of six high-level design elements listed above provided the initial 

overarching basis for game design, Davis (2017) developed a more detailed 

delineation of how the various game typologies referenced in Chapter 2 might be best 

applied in a game design for education about responsible leadership. This exploration 

resulted in a list of 13 design principles that provided even more detail to support 

game development: 

• Balance between free-play and rigid-rule formulations. Allow the players to have 

flexibility to pursue multiple paths to success and express themselves through 

multiple in-game and meta-game venues. 

• Allow time for the players to periodically reflect on their game experiences and 

take new actions to modify future game states. 
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• Moderate competition. Do not let competition between players and teams 

dominate the game. 

• Include the possibility of disorientation, misinformation, and even deception. 

Ensure the players are at least somewhat uncertain about game information at 

least some of the time. 

• Include compelling narratives that build as the game progresses. While the chosen 

narrative(s) are not core game features in and of themselves, a compelling 

narrative, including context, is a key feature required for player engagement. 

• Ensure the game environment, supporting game resources, and the facilitators 

available to support the game are consistent with responsible leadership tenets as 

well as with overall game aesthetics. 

• Consider allowing players to design or select their own roles during the game. 

Giving players the ability to design their own avatars, set up their own skills, and 

select their own positions within the game setting can aid in engagement as well 

as promote the situated learning the game is trying to achieve. 

• Allow, or even require, players to switch roles as the game progresses. A key 

ingredient in role switching is not to simply act in the new role, but also to see the 

internal dimensions that constrain and promote various actions in the new role.  

• Resource players with role options that have a positive orientation and reflect 

responsible leadership perspectives. Similarly, actions that players may take in 

these roles should also reflect positive aspirations. 
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• For communication between players and with non-player characters, use game 

mechanics that reflect communication channels in the targeted domain of interest. 

• Ensure communication channels are resourced with the ability to reflect 

qualitative as well as quantitative data and ensure both consensus and conflict can 

be transmitted. 

• The decisions that the players make should be informed by both internal 

(psychological, emotional, rational, etc.) and external (other people, markets, 

physics, etc.) constraints and objectives.  

• Care must be taken to avoid making the game too literal in its simulation of both 

the leadership and targeted domain. (Davis, 2017, pp. 23–24) 

In addition to the 13 design principles listed above, Davis (2017) also used Hunicke 

et al.’s (2004) and Portnow’s (2012) list of nine possible aesthetic goals to select four 

that were most appropriate for educational games on responsible leadership: 

challenge, fellowship, discovery, and expression. 

Implications 

Exploring the relevant literature has revealed some significant implications for the 

research and development of game-based learning for values-driven leadership. One 

of the first observations was that there is little consensus or reliable understanding of 

what makes a game-based learning implementation effective. While many studies 

have shown that game-based learning is often effective, there is only a superficial 

understanding of why it works. This means that game design for education is still 

much more of an art form than a science. This insight is supported by the general lack 



85 

 

of a design consensus in the larger, entertainment-focused game industry. This means 

that a conscious focus on the use of game-design features for specific learning goals 

would be a useful contribution to the game-based learning literature. 

 

Along a similar line of thinking, the current approach to game-based learning has 

continued to feature a significant disconnect between learning theory and game 

development. Game designers and researchers have been slow to use explicit 

pedagogical/andragogical approaches in the development and study of game-based 

learning. A significant contribution to the literature could be made by using an 

intentional focus on learning theory and its application to the game-design process. A 

focus on theory could also benefit game design as pertinent game features would be 

more readily apparent. 

 

One very important feature that seems to be often lost in game-based learning design 

is the requirement that a game be fun in order for it to be useful as a learning tool. 

Instructional designers may proclaim that first priority must go to the learning 

objectives while game designers may suggest that there is no point in doing a game at 

all if it is not going to be fun. The loggerheads that result may be a false dichotomy in 

that there is nothing that inherently prevents a fun game from also being useful for 

learning. However, the dialogue and shared understanding needed to work through 

the synthesis of game design and learning objectives may sometimes be hard to 
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maintain, leading to the unfortunate Shavian reversal that results in a game that is 

neither fun nor meets learning objectives. 

 

Finally, a primary feature that must be considered in any game-based learning project 

to support values-driven leadership is that the game itself must reflect the values that 

values-driven leadership espouses. This means more than simply that the game must 

contain values-driven leadership content—the game itself must demonstrate the 

positive, generative, constructive values in the way it interacts with the values-driven 

leadership learning community. From this perspective, it must provide meaningful 

choice, reflective experience, social engagement, and a positive outlook—a worthy 

goal indeed! 

Conclusion 

At this point, it has become obvious that each of the individual fields of games, 

learning, and values-driven leadership can occupy researchers and designers for a 

lifetime. Merging the three fields in some kind of a conceptual framework, and then 

embodying that framework in a game, was a creative and intellectual challenge. The 

foregoing exploration of the game, learning, and values-driven leadership literature 

found no evidence whatsoever of an explicit overlap of these three fields. While there 

are numerous game-based treatments of leadership, none could be located that are 

directly involved in the full range of values-driven leadership principles. A new 

treatment, rooted in values-driven leadership principles, grounded in learning theory, 

and consciously applying game design principles and mechanics has great promise to 
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not only create a useful game-based learning capability for the EMSVDL program, 

but also to advance the larger understanding of values-driven leadership and game-

based learning. 
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Chapter 3: Research Methods 

Introduction 

Design Based Research (DBR) is closely associated with educational research and is 

frequently used in the development of educational interventions (Christensen & West, 

2017). Since the current study is in support of an educational design aim, DBR was a 

good fit for this research study. DBR is a pragmatic research approach that seeks to 

improve real-world outcomes while developing principles and theories about how to 

transform the target processes. As described earlier in Chapter 1 and in greater detail 

in this chapter, DBR is conducted in iterative phases that provide the researcher with 

the opportunity to revisit and revise concepts anywhere along the research continuum 

throughout the project. In this study, iteration was mainly confined to the conceive, 

build, and test phases with a few forays back into the define and understand phases. 

 

From a transcendental phenomenological perspective, data was collected through a 

series of structured design review sessions in which game prototypes were shown and 

explained to study participants who asked questions, provided feedback, and offered 

additional theories, concepts, and ideas for possible incorporation into subsequent 

prototypes. Interactions were predominantly captured on video with some sessions 

being captured in notes. Data from design sessions was coded and themed following 

Creswell’s (2013) guidance and the themes that arose from the data formed the basis 

for the design principles that are a finding of this study. 
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What follows in the rest of this chapter is a brief overview of design thinking, how 

design thinking informs this study and the DBR methodology in general, an overview 

of the DBR process and how it was conducted in this study, and a discussion about 

the transcendental phenomenological approach to data collection. The chapter 

concludes with some thoughts about the DBR process used in this study. 

Design Thinking 

Both this study in particular and DBR in general were heavily influenced by and 

situated in design thinking concepts. Design thinking has become a recognized 

orientation to problem solving that has been implemented in numerous domains; 

while there is no single source of truth for what constitutes design thinking (Kimbell, 

2011), Kolko (2015) offered a list of certain common features that extend across use 

domains. 

• Emphasize user experience over abstract conceptions, statistical models, or 

expert-driven depictions. 

• Create models to enable deeper, faster understanding of the topic. Do not rely 

only on verbal representations. 

• Use prototypes to generate even deeper insight into participants’ experience and 

provide a richer foundation for solution development. 

• Tolerate failure. Failure is an inevitable part of the process as initial design 

concepts will almost invariably give way to more nuanced and effective solutions 

as understanding of the situation improves. 
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• Emphasize feature simplicity to reduce confusion and ambiguity in the mind of 

the user. By avoiding the temptation to include too many features, many of which 

will not be used, users can more easily understand the key choices that confront 

them. 

Indicating the variation, but also the similarity, in design thinking taxonomies, Young 

(2016) provided the following list of design thinking principles. 

• Human centered: Design thinking focuses on the human experience rather than 

the system design. 

• Mindful of process: Design thinking understands that most of human experience 

is processual and that designs need to be enacted in human-centered processes. 

• Culture of prototyping: Prototyping rapidly and inexpensively generates deeper 

shared understanding of required design features. 

• Bias toward action: Design thinking eschews endless analysis and review of 

previous material. While analysis and review are useful and important, they can 

lead to paralysis that prevents progress. 

• Show, do not tell: Use models, prototypes, and demonstrations to share design 

stories with collaborators.  

• Radical collaboration: Engage all stakeholders as early and often as possible.  

The differences and similarities between these lists hints at some of the 

methodological challenges confronting design thinking in general in that there is a 

relatively wide group of principles and methods that all lay claim to the term “design” 
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(Kimbell, 2011). Similar criticisms of design thinking have been raised by Nussbaum 

(2011) and Maciver, Malins, Kantorovitch, and Liapis (2016). 

 

Despite the relative paucity of methodological consensus regarding design thinking, 

there has been sufficient agreement on its basic principles to allow its emergence as 

both a field and a practice with most of its followers rarely questioning its basic tenets 

(Buchanan, 2015). For example, in Easterday et al.’s (2014) discussion about the 

ways in which DBR could be improved, no mention was made of any overarching 

limitations associated with the use of design thinking itself as an organizing 

philosophy. Similarly, design-thinking organizations such as Apple, IDEO, IBM, and 

the Stanford Design School may update, tinker with, innovate on, and otherwise 

improve how they apply the basic concepts of design thinking; however, there 

appears to be no serious questioning of the utility of its underlying principles within 

these organizations.  

Design-Based Research 

DBR is an approach wherein the researcher collaborates directly and iteratively with a 

practitioner group to develop both a solution to a practitioner problem as well as a 

contribution to theory (Barab & Squire, 2004). From an epistemic perspective, DBR 

allows for both objective and subjective inquiries, with the focus being on the 

research question and the problem that is trying to be solved; therefore, design-based 

research should be considered a pragmatic research approach (Creswell, 2013; 

Rudestam & Newton, 2015). From a methodology perspective, DBR allows for 
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qualitative and/or quantitative data collection; however, it is important to recognize 

that DBR is highly situated and eschews fixed variables that a positivist, experimental 

mindset requires (Van den Akker, Gravemeijer, McKenney, & Nieveen, 2006).  

DBR characteristics and models 

DBR has heterogenous roots; however, a prominent place in the DBR literature is 

given to papers written by Brown (1992) and Collins (1990), which introduced the 

concept of using design experiments to improve educational theory and practice 

(Christensen & West, 2017; Herrington et al., 2007). While the term “design 

experiments” has subsequently been replaced by the term “design-based research,” 

the philosophical roots and core characteristics of the methodology have remained 

intact. Christensen and West (2017) have summarized these characteristics as the 

following: 

• Design-driven. 

• Situated. 

• Iterative. 

• Collaborative. 

• Theory-building. 

• Practical. 

• Productive. 

Easterday et al. (2014) observed that DBR allows a bridge between theory and 

practice by offering a methodology that not only creates effective interventions, but 

also contributes to design theories. Van den Akker et al. (2006) prescribed that DBR 
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projects should remain focused on contextually relevant and meaningful subject 

matter and all research methods used should be judged solely on their ability to 

illuminate the research question. In 2006, Reeves introduced design-based research 

principles and a DBR model (Figure 7) intended to add rigor and methodological 

consistency to DBR projects. Herrington et al. (2007) and Kennedy-Clark (2015) 

advocated for the use of Reeves’ (2006) DBR model in graduate education research. 

 
Source: Reeves, 2006, p. 109.  

Figure 7. Design-Based Research Model 

 

Easterday et al. (2014) introduced an alternate but similar DBR model that was 

previously depicted in Figure 1 (in Chapter 1 of this paper). In addition to elucidating 

the basic phases and characteristics of DBR studies, Easterday et al. (2014) also 

described the ways in which research studies can be nested within larger studies, 

which produces a research agenda that ends in a fielded intervention as well as a 

contribution to theory.  
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Critique of DBR 

From a critical perspective, DBR has similar limitations to those discussed with 

respect to design thinking in the previous section of this paper. Easterday et al. (2014) 

characterize DBR as a “low paradigm” (p. 319) field because of its relative lack of 

professional consensus regarding research methods; furthermore, Christensen and 

West (2017) similarly observed that DBR continues to suffer from a lack of 

methodological definition and wide variation in the use of DBR terms. Taken 

together, these criticisms can conspire to make it difficult for researchers using the 

DBR methodology to articulate their methods and defend the quality of their research. 

These criticisms notwithstanding, researchers continue to find the DBR methodology 

to be an effective tool for both research and practice (Christensen & West, 2017; 

Easterday et al., 2014; Kimbell, 2011)—a cursory search for DBR-based studies in 

EBSCOHost returned 973 entries from January 2012 to January 2018.  

Decision to use DBR methodology 

The principal reasons for selecting DBR as the primary research methodology were 

its focus on using design to create a useful, real-world product (an educational game 

on values-driven leadership) while still offering the capability to contribute to design 

theory in the wider field of leadership and change education. Additionally, the ability 

to nest this research project within a larger, longer-term research project while 

remaining within a single, coherent framework was a major benefit. Fortunately, 

design thinking and the tools and methods associated with its practice were subjects 

of major coursework in the values-driven leadership doctoral program, which 

provided a solid platform of understanding regarding the DBR’s theoretical 
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underpinnings. DBR, owing to its roots in the design field, shares many of design 

thinking’s characteristics, and this made DBR a readily adoptable methodology. 

Tools such as those provided by Easterday et al. (2014) and Reeves (2006) greatly 

aided the adoption of DBR methods. The next sections follow the Easterday et al. 

(2014) DBR model to describe how the study was actually conducted. 

Research Design and Execution 

The forgoing discussion about design thinking in general and DBR in particular 

provides the background for a more detailed discussion of actual steps taken to 

accomplish each project phase.  

Study overview 

The following sections specify in more detail how each phase of the Easterday et al. 

(2014) DBR method was accomplished. Since the current project took over a year to 

complete, it is useful to divide the six phases into two basic sections: approval and 

execution. The approval section of the current project is depicted below in Figure 8 

and corresponds with phases one through three of the Easterday et al. (2014) DBR 

model. The project began with an effort to identify the topic for consideration, 

progressed through a quest to gain clarity on the topic, and culminated in a research 

proposal that was approved by the faculty and Institutional Review Board (IRB). 
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Source: Adapted from Easterday et al. (2014). 

Figure 8. Project Section One: Phases 1–3 (October 2016–March 2017) 

 

Following proposal and IRB approval, the second section of the study involved work 

to conceive and build conceptual prototypes in the game design studio for 

presentation to study participants. Three iterative rounds were conducted between 

April 2017 and October 2017 with responses from each review session incorporated 

into the next round of design work. Each iteration spanned approximately two months 

and the overall cycle is depicted in Figure 9. 
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Source: Adapted from Easterday et al., 2014. 

Figure 9. Project Section Two: Phases 4–6 (April–October 2017) 

 

In the next sections, a narrative description of each phase details how the phase was 

conducted and offers some insight to challenges experienced in each phase. 

Phase one: Focus 

The first phase of this study was to identify a significant educational challenge, 

problem, or opportunity. Significant progress in this phase had already been made 

through the simple expedient that the practitioners (the EMSVDL course designers) 
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already knew what opportunity they wanted to explore, namely game-based learning. 

The faculty already understood the motivational and engagement benefits that games 

can provide and felt that having a game to support EMSVDL learning objectives 

would be a good idea. Early discussions with key personnel indicated that the staff 

was interested in a “world-class game” that will not only reinforce program content 

but will also reflect the values-driven nature of the overall program itself. 

Additionally, the faculty was interested in a game that was embedded throughout the 

18-month program rather than played in just one class or one course—this is a 

relatively unusual concept in that few, if any, educational games are currently 

deployed in this manner. Finally, the game was intended to mirror course content to 

augment and amplify course concepts that were developed using Fink’s (2003) 

learning taxonomy. The key contribution intended for the game was to provide a 

more experiential and motivational learning method than can be provided by more 

traditional lecture, seminar, and project-based methods. 

 

• Data collected during phase one was mainly in the form of one-on-one 

dialogue and meetings. At this early stage, the DBR methodology was not yet 

known to me, so discussions were not conducted using DBR terms; however, 

a review of the first formal presentation of the proposed research topic (see 

Appendix A: First Topic Presentation) indicates that the project was well-

aligned with DBR phase one activities. The proposal briefing listed the 

research team, the topic under consideration, the nature of the desired 
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outcome, the level of deliverables expected to be created in the study, and the 

literatures and theories that would be referenced. However, in Appendix A, it 

is also interesting to note the lack of methodological definition at that stage of 

project development. Another key consideration was that I was not a skilled 

computer programmer, so it was agreed that the end product would not 

include a functional game prototype. Subsequent to the briefing, additional 

meetings and discussions were held to further clarify intent and solidify 

support for the project. Data during this phase were not collected for formal 

analysis, but the results of these discussions were captured in products such as 

the proposal briefing and a summary paper presented to faculty and fellow 

students in the values-driven leadership doctoral program.  

 

By the end of the focus phase, the study had a firm foundation upon which to start the 

next phase, which, in this case, was a literature review, but which also aligned nicely 

with the understand phase that comes next in the Easterday et al. (2014) DBR model. 

Phase two: Understand 

The initial stages of the current study included not only a literature review but also a 

search for an effective methodology. It was immediately obvious that a standard 

quantitative approach would not be possible since there was no game to test, no 

subjects to test it on, and no course to embed it in. For similar reasons, a pure 

qualitative approach was also deemed to be not feasible since, without an extant 

game, there would be no phenomena to study and no theory to inductively generate. 
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After investigating other constructs, such as a theoretical paper or action research, 

DBR was discovered as a viable alternative and, for reasons discussed above, was 

selected as the method for this study. From January 2017 forward, the terms and 

methods associated with the DBR methodology began to be used in the current 

project. 

Literature review 

In phase two of the Easterday et al. (2014) DBR model, the research is aimed at more 

fully understanding the intervention context, characteristics of the learning 

population, and the domain of study. In a similar vein, Herrington’s DBR planning 

template (n.d.) lists similar key steps in the DBR process and additionally specifies 

searching for design principles that are already known, creating draft design 

principles of our own, and identifying technological capabilities. To accomplish these 

steps, literature that identified key design principles for values-driven leadership, 

game-based learning, and adult learners was referenced. A review of the literature 

found no design principles specifically oriented towards game-based learning for 

values-driven leadership, so the search for such design principles became one of the 

key research questions for this project.  

Interviews and document reviews 

Understanding in phase two was also gained through interviews with the faculty who 

were developing the program curricula and the course material. Through extended 

dialogue, factors such as class size, scheduling, student profiles, subject matter, and 

technology assumptions were made clear. From a content perspective, the EMSVDL 
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program was intended to loosely follow the extant values-driven leadership doctoral 

program (of which I was a student), so there was at least a basic template of real-

world practice that could be referenced. A deeper understanding was further 

facilitated by reviewing the actual online courses that were available at the time. The 

program was still under construction, so only four out of sixteen courses could be 

reviewed in this way; however, two factors enabled sufficient understanding to 

proceed: 

• Most of the courses remaining to be developed could be expected to follow the 

same general structure and pacing as the courses already developed. However, 

two of the remaining courses were intended to be capstone project-type courses, 

which became a consideration for game design. 

• The course content was intended to mirror the content found in the doctoral 

academic program (pre-dissertation), which I had recently completed. This meant 

that I was sufficiently familiar with the intended course material to allow game 

design to continue, even though the details of the particular EMSVDL courses 

were not yet elucidated. 

The end of phase two concluded with a completed literature review (see Chapter 2) 

that encompassed the data collected thus far. Phase two also culminated in an 

explication of the seven initial draft design principles that were drawn from the 

interviews and literature review. Generating initial design principles was essentially 

an intuitive process of synthesizing what had been read in the literature and heard in 

interviews into a coherent list of high-level statements. Synthesis occurred as 
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impressions emerged during deep contact with the material; these impressions were 

refined through cross-check with the material and discussion with faculty.  

Phase three: Define 

The third phase in the Easterday et al. (2014) DBR methodology is to define the 

problem in such a way as it can be solved. In the DBR “focus” and “understand” 

phases, the study gained increasing knowledge of the topic under consideration, but it 

is not until the define phase that the actual project goals are explicitly stated. In the 

context of the current study, project definition was accomplished through a careful 

review of the data collected in the first two phases and an assessment of my own 

capabilities. The culmination of the define phase took the form of a dissertation 

proposal and an IRB package submission. These documents outlined the research 

question, relevant literatures, research methods, ethical considerations, and expected 

study outcomes.  

 

The actual method used to complete the dissertation proposal drew more heavily from 

academic norms and institutional requirements surrounding the dissertation process 

than from any DBR-based methods. The DBR method does not prescribe any 

particular method for defining a study—it only requires that it be accomplished in 

some way (Easterday et al., 2014). In the current study, the requirements of the 

dissertation process were sufficiently rigorous to form an effective foundation to 

proceed to the next study phases. In any case, the problem definition at this point in 

the process is not immutable; it is subject to change as the study progresses through 
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its iterative cycles (Easterday et al., 2014). It needs only to be sufficiently robust to 

provide confidence to proceed to subsequent stages. In this project, dissertation 

proposal and IRB approval were gained in April 2017, which advanced the study to 

phase four: conceive. 

Phase four: Conceive 

As described by Easterday et al. (2014), the conceive and build phases of the DBR 

process are where the designer creates the initial solution design, develops sketches, 

diagrams, and other representations that convey concepts about the design. In 

Easterday et al.’s (2014) description, the designer operates mainly with concepts and 

uses inexpensive means to render and explore various ideas. In the current study, 

exploring and working with concepts was enabled and enacted through a combination 

of resources and practices. From a resource perspective, access to a game design 

studio was crucially important in order to conceive and build the artifacts required in 

this study. It was also important to have ready access to research material and data 

gathered in phases one through three. In many cases, this data was printed and taped 

to the wall, written on sticky-notes and posted to various locations in the studio, or 

written on white boards prominently located around the studio. From a practice 

perspective, keeping a design journal, taking pictures of concepts in various stages of 

development, interacting with game design material with no intentionality, and 

leaving prototypes intact as long as possible all contributed to design progress. Due to 

their importance in the study, a short description of the design journal and the design 

studio are included here. 
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Design journal 

At the beginning of active design work in the current study, I began to keep a design 

journal to capture not only ideas, insights, and emerging concepts, but also thoughts, 

fears, and confusions that arose throughout the project. From a data collection 

perspective, the design journal also acted as a running memo and bracketing platform, 

as recommended by Creswell (2013) and discussed in more detail in the 

phenomenological data collection and analysis section below. Use of the design 

journal was not guided by any specific plan or rubric; entries were made whenever it 

seemed warranted to do so. The journal was done in Microsoft Word, and its only 

formatting was a date header that allowed use of the navigation function in that 

program. In total, 113 entries were made over a seven-month time frame. 

Design studio 

To support the design of the EMSVDL game in this study, a game design studio was 

established in my home; the studio included space to conduct research as well as 

design activities. Two pictures of the studio are shown at Figure 10 and Figure 11. 
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Source: Author 

Figure 10. Author’s Game Design Studio 
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Source: Author 

Figure 11. A Game Design Studio Table 

 

The design studio offered the capability to rapidly conceive, build, and test numerous 

prototypes, the vast majority of which never made it out of the studio confines. From 

a physical perspective, the design studio had approximately 45 square feet of working 

table space, four whiteboards, a computer work station with printer, and ample wall 

space to hang poster paper and place sticky notes. From a materials perspective, the 

studio contained over 100 board games that could be used to provide tokens, maps, 

boards, cards, and other artifacts that could be re-purposed to support ideation and 

crude prototype development. The computer workstation also had various computer 
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games loaded and an internet connection, which gave access to other game resources. 

The total studio occupied approximately 400 square feet of floor space. It might also 

be noted—mainly because of the term’s persistent use in the design thinking literature 

(Kupp, Anderson, & Reckenrich, 2017) and design-based research literatures (The 

Design-Based Research Collective, 2003)—that the studio stayed “messy” throughout 

the study.  

 

From a theoretical perspective, Schön (1990) observed, “Designing is seen as a 

conversation with the materials of a situation within which new trials are often based 

on learning from earlier ones” (p. 138). A design studio allows these materials to be 

close at hand and readily available for unintended, even playful, use. Austin, Devin, 

and Sullivan (2012) demonstrated the value of accidental discovery that is facilitated 

by a design studio arrangement; additionally, Barry and Meisiek (2015) described a 

studio as a place where “learning happens through making” (p. 4). This was certainly 

my experience in the design studio used in this project. 

Conceiving the design 

Buchanan (2015) described the design thinking process as occurring in four distinct 

moments: invention, judgment, connection and development, and integration and 

evaluation. These seemed like relevant moments during my own experience with 

design in this study. However, there is a sense of flow and iteration that is not, 

perhaps, captured in Buchanan’s (2015) elucidation of the design thinking process. 

Figure 12 is an extract from the design journal that captured how, in situ, the design 
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process appeared to be happening—notice that there is a constant backflow from later 

steps to previous steps as indicated by the numbered arrows. The iterative concept 

depicted in Figure 12 is evident in design thinking and design-based research in a 

fractal sense; however, the sense of micro-iteration that I experienced during phase 

four of the design process (depicted in Figure 12) is hard to detect in the design 

thinking and design-based research literature. 

 

 
Source: Adapted from Buchanan, 2015, p.15. 

Figure 12. Extract from Researcher’s Design Journal: The Design Process 

 

In Tekippe’s 2003 assessment of Lonergan’s 1992 work on insight, Tekippe (2003) 

summarized some of the process of gaining insight: “One has to begin somewhere, 

hopefully with something fairly simple. Then one looks at another area, and another, 
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then comes back possibly to the first area, but sees it at a deeper level” (p. 20). 

Tekippe’s (2003) description is somewhat closer to describing my own experience of 

design in the current study. 

 

Also worth noting in Figure 12 is the lack of any arrows leading to integration. This is 

because, for most of phase four, none of the work of conception was being 

consciously molded into a deployable artifact—all of the conception essentially 

stopped at the develop step and fed back into the previous design steps (inventing and 

judging). As the scheduled time for each design review approached, work transitioned 

from conceiving to building as described in the next section. 

Phase five: Build 

One of the key features of the DBR methodology, and of design thinking in general, 

is to conduct rapid, low-cost prototyping to quickly gain understanding without 

prohibitive expense (Easterday et al., 2014; Kolko, 2015; Young, 2016). A key 

feature of the “build” phase in the Easterday et al. (2014) model is the construction of 

a working prototype to rapidly gain deep understanding. However, in the case of a 

world-class computer game, the cost of producing even an “alpha” version can be 

expected to cost a substantial amount of money and time—far more than the current 

project would have allowed. Indeed, regardless of the availability of funds and time, it 

was considered foolhardy to develop a working prototype without a very good 

understanding of what might be possible and what a prototype might look like. 

Therefore, as described in the introduction to this paper, the entire current study was 
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designed to explore feasibility and initial design as part of a larger game development 

effort. As a result, artifacts produced in phase five of the current study were largely 

robust expansions of concepts that had been generated as described in phase four 

above. These more robust conceptual—but still non-functional—prototypes were then 

shared with participants in phase six (“test”). The products created in the studio can 

be thought of as boundary objects between the designer and the participant 

community. In 2002, Carlile elucidated a way to understand what boundary objects 

are and how their quality can be assessed. 

Boundary objects 

Carlile (2002) used the term “boundary object” to describe artifacts that are used to 

share knowledge across boundaries. Since none of the study participants did any work 

or collaboration in the design studio, they were effectively “outsiders” from a 

functional or work-group perspective, and this meant that all artifacts created to share 

knowledge could be classified as boundary objects between the studio designer and 

study participants. Carlile (2002) specified three characteristics of effective boundary 

objects: they establish a shared syntax, use concrete means to cross semantic 

boundaries, and take a pragmatic view of local application and embeddedness. 

Carlile’s (2002) criteria can be used to describe how the boundary objects (a.k.a., 

game concept prototypes) were constructed in this study. 

Syntax 

From a syntax perspective, the primary languages used in collaboration were game 

design and values-driven leadership. Game design was the most obvious syntax used 
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since it provided the “face” or frame of the game and was the first aspect encountered 

during design sessions. Game design syntax included artifacts and discussion that 

indicated what the game might look and feel like (aesthetics), what kinds of player 

experiences might be achieved (dynamics), and the rules and logic that would govern 

game play (mechanics). The mechanics, dynamics, aesthetics (MDA) framework was 

first elucidated by Hunicke, LeBlanc, and Zubek in 2004 and is a widely-recognized 

game design syntax. Study participants were not formally aware of the MDA 

framework; however, all participants had experience with playing games, so the 

framework was already somewhat familiar, which made it relatively easy to 

communicate and discuss various aspects of game play. While the MDA framework 

provided part of the primary syntax for collaboration, the language of values-driven 

leadership was also important. Game artifacts were, as much as possible, introduced 

within the context of values-driven leadership; and this became more pronounced 

over each collaborative iteration. 

Semantics 

From a semantic perspective, Carlile (2002) observed that solid procedures and 

concrete artifacts, such as models, maps, and physical objects, are much more 

effective than simple verbal or textual communication in detecting differences and 

ensuring common understanding across boundaries. In this regard, Carlile (2002) is in 

step with one of the basic tenets of design thinking and design-based research: an 

emphasis on prototyping (Christensen & West, 2017; Kolko, 2015; Young, 2016). In 

the current study, boundary objects created for collaboration were almost exclusively 
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model or object-driven, and very few textual objects were created to support the 

design review process. Some texts were created in the studio space to keep track of 

design intent and results of previous prototype designs; however, these never became 

boundary objects since they were not shared with other study participants. Models 

and objects created as boundary objects usually took the form of Microsoft 

PowerPoint slides that were created as mock screen-shots from potential game 

designs or physical objects, such as game boards, cards, tokens, and play money, that 

could be used to depict game concepts. These boundary objects were supplemented 

by the use of white boards and sketches during actual design reviews. Also of great 

utility during the review process was an understanding of the transcendental 

phenomenological approach that was being used to collect data. The details of this 

interaction will be covered in the Phase Six section. 

Pragmatics 

Carlile (2002) described the pragmatic characteristic of a boundary object as anything 

that helps to transform participants’ knowledge. While syntactic and semantic 

characteristics can help to reduce misunderstanding and avoid crossed purposes, the 

real value of boundary objects is in knowledge transformation. In Carlile’s (2002) 

conception, the only boundary objects that can directly aid in knowledge 

transformation are the same tools that are so useful in resolving semantic complexity, 

namely objects, maps, and models. In the current study, the slides and physical 

objects created for design reviews were valuable in helping participants to understand 

the proposed design concepts and gave them ready tools with which to provide 
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feedback to the designer. This led to both the assessment of feasibility as well as the 

elucidation of game design principles. 

Consultation with design peers 

Consultation with design peers occurred informally during each round of design work 

and more formally before each review session. Design peers in the current study 

refers to people knowledgeable about game design, content design, software 

development, and/or user experience; additionally, they are willing to offer feedback 

on proposed game concepts and approaches. My interaction with design peers could 

be seen as a learning engagement wherein I was the student and the other designers 

were the teachers. Using the learning metaphor, Prince’s (2004) conception of active 

and passive learning can be seen to have been occurring over the course of the current 

study. Active learning can be said to occur when the student is required to actively 

participate in the learning activity; on the other hand, passive learning occurs when 

the student is expected to take in what is offered in a lecture, book, or other one-way 

communication from teacher to student. Continuing with the learning metaphor, all of 

the various consultations, taken together, also cohere with Brown and Duguid’s 

(1991) communities of practice conception wherein learning is a fluid activity and 

precise methods and measures of transferring knowledge are not evident. 

Passive-inductive 

Passive-inductive consultation occurred whenever I reviewed design tips, techniques, 

or best practices for various aspects of game design, although there were too many 

such sources to enumerate and no single source was relied upon for game design 
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insight. Exemplar sources included game design forums such as Cardboard Edison, 

Gamasutra, and Boardgamegeek as well as Schell’s 2015 book, The Art of Game 

Design, and McGonigal’s 2011 book, Reality is Broken. Some insights were directly 

captured in my design journal; however, many others were not, and it is impossible to 

say how any specific interaction may have impacted the creative process. Cameron 

(1992) refers to this process as “filling the well” and “stocking the pond” (p. 20), and 

Tekippe (2003) used Archimede’s eureka moment to illustrate how insight is 

synthesized and emergent from multiple sources. It is in these senses that the passive-

inductive mode of collaboration assisted in the current study. 

Passive-abductive 

In the passive-abductive mode of interaction with the design community, I reviewed 

and played games currently available on the market. The term passive-abductive is 

used to indicate that the design tips were more abductively absorbed than in the 

passive-inductive process—that is, design principles and techniques were inferred 

from what I experienced as a reviewer and a player. In the passive-inductive mode, 

design tips were explicitly spelled out, whereas, in the passive-abductive mode, the 

reasons for various game designs had to be inferred from the experience of playing or 

observing them. Through interaction with numerous games, ranging from baseball to 

tic-tac-to to chess, I developed a rich store of game design exemplars from which to 

choose. While business-oriented games were included, they were by no means the 

only, or even the primary, games that were played or reviewed during the span of the 

current study. Much as the physical design studio provides a place where the designer 
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has ready access to the materials of creation, the passive-abductive process provides 

the designer with a ready store of concepts and schemas that can be applied to the 

game design challenge. 

Active 

Unlike passive consultation sessions wherein I read or watched what others had 

written, said, or done without benefit of being able to ask questions, in the active 

consultation sessions, I communicated face-to-face with the peer designers to explain 

the conceptual designs and get direct feedback. In active learning sessions, there was 

a robust exchange of ideas as the reviewer and I discussed the strengths and 

weaknesses of various approaches. Peer review sessions also centered around such 

concerns as the feasibility or difficulty of any particular approach. In total, 

approximately 10–12 hours of feedback with design peers was accomplished in active 

feedback sessions. 

Building the models 

Referring back to Christensen and West’s (2017) roles of the design-based researcher, 

project management required the establishment of various milestones, including 

design reviews. Scheduled design reviews with study participants acted as a forcing 

function to drive development of a set of artifacts that could be used for collaboration 

during the review sessions. A key decision was which concepts to develop for testing 

and how those concepts should be shared. This was a primarily intuitive process that 

drew on personal presentation and collaboration skills. While concepts generated and 

contemplated in the design studio were extremely rough and only marginally 



116 

 

rendered, the products that were shared with study participants were at least 

somewhat more detailed and descriptive, and the level of detail increased through 

each iteration. Typically, the decision about which concepts to further develop into 

test objects was made within about a week of the actual review session, which 

allowed ample time to build out the conceptual prototype without unduly constraining 

time available for the creative process. 

Phase six: Test 

In the Easterday et al. (2014) DBR model, phase six involves iterative testing of 

design concepts with a relevant community. During the sixth phase of the current 

study, a transcendental phenomenological approach was taken by sharing the initial 

prototype design with a total of six study participants to gain insight into required 

design principles, identify improvement opportunities, and update the assessment of 

overall feasibility. In each session, I presented various objects created in phase five, 

each of which indicated options for possible game design, and answered any 

questions the participants had about the designs. The participants were further asked 

to reflect on the game design throughout the review session and their viewpoints were 

explored using the game design objects, whiteboard, or through discourse. The 

specific mode of interacting with participants varied with each iteration and each 

participant; however, the basic format was that of a semi-structured interview 

(Creswell, 2013) with the various design artifacts (as described in the Chapter 3: 

Boundary Objects section) as the center of conversation. Eight out of the nine reviews 

were done face-to-face in the participants’ work area or nearby meeting room. Five of 
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the sessions were video-taped while three were captured in notes taken during and 

after the sessions. Table 10 provides an overview of the nine review sessions. 

Table 10. Design Review Sessions: Overview 

 

Design Session Iteration Number of 

Participants 

Method Length 

(hrs:mins) 

1 1 1 Face-to-Face 4:45 

2 1 1 Phone 2:00 

3 1 1 Face-to-Face 1:30 

4 1 1 Face-to-Face 1:45 

5 2 1 Face-to-Face 1:45 

6 2 2 Face-to-Face 3:04 

7 3 1 Face-to-Face 1:49 

8 3 1 Face-to-Face 3:28 

9 3 2 Face-to-Face 2:16 

 

Phenomenological approach  

Within the overall DBR methodology used for the current study, a transcendental 

phenomenological approach was selected for data collection and analysis. The 

primary reasons for taking a transcendental phenomenological approach were the 

need to find common experiences in the viewpoints of disparate but similarly 

qualified experts, and the need to determine the basic principles, or essence, of what 

the game was supposed to achieve. Finding the common, essential viewpoint shared 

by a community that has had similar experiences is one of the great strengths of the 

transcendental phenomenological approach (Creswell, 2013). In this study, the 
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common experience shared by all participants was that of being exposed to game 

design concepts, and all participants were asked to provide their thoughts and 

viewpoints relative to that experience. In transcendental phenomenology, the aim is to 

move beyond the researcher’s received wisdom and personal biases to identify the 

basic essence of the subjects’ experiences, to move beyond what we think we know 

about how people “should” experience a phenomenon and understand more clearly 

how the phenomenon is actually experienced (Moustakas, 1994). Research methods 

such as bracketing and identifying meaningful statements are foundational techniques 

in setting the stage and actualizing transcendental phenomenological research 

(Creswell, 2013). 

 

Also, since one of the key research aims of the current study was to determine the 

feasibility of designing a game to support values-driven leadership education, it was 

important to explore designs with an eye towards how it could potentially be 

instantiated in the real world. From a design perspective, this meant generating 

numerous options and prototypes that served as highly useful boundary objects 

between myself and study participants.  

 

Easterday et al. (2014) specifically addressed using nested qualitative studies to 

inform the phases of the DBR process; however, they do not discuss how a qualitative 

approach might be embedded within a DBR study to capture and analyze data useful 

to study progression. Easterday et al. (2014) also suggested that expert feedback 
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should be gathered in phase four, the conceive phase, though they did not explain 

how the data should be collected, analyzed, or synthesized into design principles. 

From a scope perspective, Bakker and Gravemeijer (2006) used historical 

phenomenology as an input to the design of a statistics curriculum for 7th and 8th 

graders, while Sloane (2017) went in the other direction to say that the entire DBR 

methodology is, in essence, a transcendental phenomenological project. Both of the 

extremes of reference indicated by Bakker and Gravemeijer (2006) and Sloane (2017) 

are useful brackets to the use of transcendental phenomenology in the current study, 

which provides a possibly novel approach to iteration and feedback in the DBR 

methodology.  

 

Another strength of using the transcendental phenomenological approach was the 

participants’ relative lack of expertise in game-based learning, game design, and the 

overall complexity of the game design process. Participants’ lack of familiarity with 

game design principles meant that they could not elucidate values-driven leadership 

learning principles in cogent game design terms, so there would have been significant 

syntactic and semantic hurdles to overcome to put domain-specific knowledge in 

game terms, or vice versa. However, regardless of game design skill, participants 

could be considered experts in values-driven leadership education and, as experts, 

they possess highly generalizable domain knowledge that allows them to apply their 

knowledge in novel situations, such as those presented to them in the game design 

reviews in the current study (Hoffman, 1996). Experts are also able to detect errors in 
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a wide variety of representations and generate innovative insights to complex 

problems (Hoffman, 1996), which was a highly useful capability in the current study. 

Four of the study participants were also primary stakeholders in the eventual 

development and implementation of the game in a graduate-level program, so they 

had situated expertise in the curriculum, understood the intended audience, knew the 

generally expected outcomes of the game instantiation, and had a significant stake in 

the results; consequently, motivation was never a problem in the current study. 

Quality control 

According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), the traditional terms associated with 

quantitative research are not sufficient or useful for describing the quality of 

qualitative research studies; instead, they use the terms credibility, transferability, 

dependability, and confirmability. The current study uses Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) 

terminology as a provisional set of criteria; since the findings detailed here are part of 

a larger design project, the principles are subject to additional development, testing, 

and analysis in future research rounds. From this perspective, the primary determiners 

of quality will be the participants themselves as they judge whether the feasibility and 

design principles that arose from the current study are of sufficient quality to inform 

their decisions about how, or if, to proceed to the next steps of game development. To 

a larger audience, Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) quality dimensions may be applied to 

the current study to determine sufficiency to inform design and policy decisions.  

Credibility 
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In accordance with Lincoln and Guba (1985), the current study used prolonged 

interaction and triangulation to establish credibility. Prolonged interaction was gained 

through the use of multiple in-depth design reviews and numerous interactions over 

an extended period of time (six months). This extended interaction allowed sufficient 

time for learning and insight to emerge from both the discourse and reflection. 

Triangulation is a recommended qualitative research technique (Cohen & Crabtree, 

2006; Creswell, 2013; Rudestam & Newton, 2015), and it was accomplished in this 

study through the use of sampling technique, peer advisory, and iterative reviews. 

The sampling strategy included experts in the field of values-driven leadership who 

came from both inside and outside the school where the game is expected to be 

deployed. This helped to ensure that important design principles were more likely to 

be credible to the wider community of leadership scholars. Discussions with game 

designers was also an important cross-check on the game design and ensured that 

game prototypes were generated and modified with an eye towards deployment and 

user experience. The design reviews themselves provided the last leg of in-depth 

triangulation as previous responses were incorporated into subsequent conceptual 

prototypes. This resulted in participants seeing the results of not only their own 

previous responses, but also the synthesized responses of other participants. This 

meant that the concepts were triangulated not just among participants, but they were 

also longitudinally triangulated over the study’s one-year span. Finally, two of the 

review sessions were conducted with two participants rather than just one. This 

allowed the participants to respond not only to my presentation of the prototype, but 
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also to each other’s responses. This interaction between participants also aided in 

establishing dependability as discussed below (Shenton, 2004).  

Transferability 

Both Creswell (2013) and Cohen and Crabtree (2006) synonymize thick description 

with transferability in the Lincoln and Guba (1985) taxonomy, and the current study 

relies on thick description as a primary means of discussing collected data. Going 

from the participants’ own words to a series of progressively more abstracted codes 

and themes (Creswell, 2013), participant responses provide both the raw data for 

codification as well as the supporting narrative to illustrate why the selected codes 

were meaningful. The reader can determine from these thick descriptions if—and to 

what extent—the findings in the current study might apply to situations important to 

themselves or their research. 

Dependability 

In Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) formulation, dependability refers to the likelihood that 

the results found in the study could be replicated by other researchers. Cohen and 

Crabtree (2006) linked dependability to an external audit wherein an external 

researcher reviews the data to identify weaknesses in methods and conclusions, while 

Shenton (2004) emphasized that research documentation should be of sufficient detail 

to provide the dependability required for study trustworthiness. In the current study, 

the primary method of establishing dependability is through Shenton’s (2004) 

approach and is accomplished by not only a complete description of the study’s 

context and process, but also by providing access to much of the raw material 
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generated in the study. Additionally, from a practical perspective, the current study is 

a dissertation that was reviewed by three experts in the field of values-driven 

leadership, thereby providing a level of auditing that is uncommon in most non-

dissertation research.  

Confirmability 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) described confirmability as the extent to which the findings 

in a qualitative research study reflect the participants’ points of view (rather than the 

researcher’s point of view). To achieve confirmability, Creswell (2013) recommends 

a detailed audit trail. Shenton (2004) also recommended an audit trail but also added 

reflective commentary by the researcher as a useful confirming tool. In keeping with 

Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) observation that many methodological techniques could 

help to satisfy more than one quality criteria, Cohen and Crabtree (2006) also 

observed that triangulation can add to a study’s confirmability. In the current study, 

reflexivity was primarily gained through my use of a design journal while 

triangulation was achieved as discussed above. From an auditing perspective, Figure 

8 and Figure 9 serve as a trail which others can follow to explore and confirm (or 

disconfirm) the current study’s findings. 

Role of researcher and participants 

An important consideration in any research project is the roles that are played by the 

researcher and participants (Creswell, 2013; Kimbell, 2011), and Christensen and 

West (2017) identified four key roles that the researcher must play in a DBR project: 

researcher, project manager, theorist, and designer. The roles highlighted by 
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Christensen and West (2017) are not unique to a DBR setting; however, they provide 

a useful set of lenses for viewing the researcher’s role. As the researcher in what is 

essentially a qualitative approach in the current study, I was required to act as the 

instrument of data collection during interactions with study participants and design 

collaborators. This meant that it was my own questions and demonstrations that were 

used to elicit responses rather than any instrument, such as a survey. As the project 

manager, I had to determine how design work, reviews, transcription, and iterative 

research were to be knitted together to meet project timelines as well as ensure quality 

criteria were met. Project management included not only design, data collection, 

analysis, and report drafting, but it also included collaboration with committee 

members and other editors. As a theorist, the data collected and analyzed in the first 

half of the project had to be synthesized into a coherent model that captured and 

attempted to give a sense of the relationship between the various principles 

discovered during the study. Finally, from a design perspective, I was responsible for 

applying the basic principles of design thinking as discussed above to design the 

numerous prototypes that were developed, reviewed, and discarded along the way. 

 

A peculiarity in the current study was that, from a transcendental phenomenological 

perspective, I was a significant—perhaps even central—part of the experience shared 

by the participants. Pardoning the metaphor, but if transcendental phenomenology is a 

good approach for exploring people’s shared experience of, for example, living 

through a hurricane (Biggar, 2015), then, in the current study, the prototype 
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demonstration was the hurricane and the researcher was a central component of the 

phenomenon being studied. My personal role in this aspect of the current study will 

be addressed in more detail in the personal experience section in the bracketing end 

epoche section of the next chapter.  

Participants 

The participants’ roles in this project were to provide project focus, to explain course 

content, structure, and audience, and to participate in design reviews to offer insight 

and responses to the emergent game design. Participants were generally more focused 

on the content and structure of the game as opposed to the game aesthetics or 

mechanics; however, participants were encouraged to, and did, make many 

observations about various aspects of game design not related to content or structure. 

For example, one participant, early in the process, questioned the use of a game 

mechanic that used a tree metaphor to inform various game rules and interfaces. 

Reflection upon the input, and reference to the initial design principles, soon made it 

clear to me that the participant was right to question that mechanic, and the tree was 

quickly replaced with a more appropriate, situated mechanic. This one example 

indicates the degree to which participants were co-creators in the design process as 

they offered ideas, asked pointed questions, and reflected on content, structure, and 

game design principles. In addition to the participants’ roles as collaborators and co-

creators, five of the participants were also accomplished academic researchers who 

provided significant support and feedback on the design and execution of this study. 

Feedback between participants and me was not limited to design sessions—e-mails, 
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phone calls, and other communications outside of the design review process were also 

commonly exchanged.   

Collaborators 

As discussed in the consultation with design peers section above, there were also 

several collaborators in the current study, in addition to study participants, who 

provided valuable game design feedback during the entire project. Collaborators, in 

this sense, were game and narrative designers who looked at the emerging design 

with an eye toward how well the game was being constructed as a game—they 

provided useful feedback on proposed game rules, presentations, and cohesion of the 

overall story.  

 

Sampling and participant profiles 

This study used a mixed sampling strategy, combining elements of criterion-based 

and purposeful stratification to gather data throughout the project (Creswell, 2013). 

The basic criterion common to all participants was that they have a deep background 

in values-driven leadership. From a stratification perspective, participants could be 

tagged with their status as EMSVDL faculty and whether or not they were a current 

student. Table 11 identifies the criteria as they applied to each participant. 
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Table 11. Participant Criteria 

 

Participant VDL Familiarity Program 

Faculty 

Student 

M Expert Yes No 

J Expert Yes No 

G Expert Yes No 

A Advanced No* Yes 

B Expert No No 

D Expert No No 

*A was not program faculty but was a member of the staff and quite involved with 

program strategy and functions. 

 

The mix of participants presented in Table 11 provided the depth and breadth of 

perspective required at this stage of the overall game development project. Since the 

current study only addresses phases one through four of the overall game design 

project, it was not deemed necessary, or even practical, to attempt to include a wide 

sampling from sub-groups, such as potential students and professors. The smaller 

sample size during early project phases enabled more rapid development and was 

consistent with the DBR methodology as described by Easterday et al. (2014). It also 

meets Polkinghorne’s (1989) prescription for 5 to 25 participants in transcendental 

phenomenological studies. The following is a short description of each of the 

participants in this study; these synopses provide a textural depiction of how the 

criteria in Table 11 applied to each participant. These synopses are by no means a 

complete vita for each person, but give the reader a sense of the depth of knowledge 

and commitment to values-driven leadership that each of these people share. 
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M 

M is a core faculty member in the program where the EMSVDL program is being 

developed, and she is the overall lead for developing and deploying the program. M 

has a Ph.D. in Organizational Development and spent many years in professional 

practice in various management capacities. M is a published author, has taught 

widely, and is a core faculty member in the values-driven leadership doctoral 

program. M has conducted research in values-driven leadership, employee 

engagement, change leadership, work group transformation, social enterprise, and 

responsibility. M is also the overall project lead for the development of the EMSVDL 

game and was my primary point of contact with the faculty throughout the project. 

J 

J is a professor of global leadership and is director of the center that is sponsoring 

both the EMSVDL program and the game that is the subject of the current study. J is 

a Past Chair of the Academy of Management’s Organization Development and 

Change Division and is widely published in the field of leadership and organizational 

change. J holds a Ph.D. in Organizational Behavior and has consulted widely with 

business, industry, and government clients. J’s research has included global 

leadership, values-driven leadership, appreciative inquiry, positive organizational 

scholarship, and the link between small and mid-sized businesses. J collaborated 

extensively throughout the various phases of the current project. 
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G 

G is a core faculty member in the program where the EMSVDL is being developed 

and is actively involved in course development and deployment for that program. G 

holds a Ph.D. in Organizational Development and has spent many years as a 

practitioner in business and religious organizations. G is also a Lutheran Minister and 

a Past Chair of the Business Leadership Division of the International Leadership 

Association. G is a core faculty member in the values-driven leadership doctoral 

program, and he consults and speaks globally on leadership and organizational 

development issues. His research has focused on servant leadership, self-

transformation, legacy-driven leadership, organizational culture transformation, high 

performing teams, and human flourishing. 

A 

A is the communications director and senior research associate for the center where 

the EMSVDL program is being developed and has been an integral member of 

various research teams that have done work under its auspices. A is also currently (as 

of November 2017) a student in the values-driven leadership doctoral program. A has 

an M.A. and a B.A. in Communication Studies, has several years of leadership 

experience in the non-profit sector, and has taught as an adjunct professor in 

marketing and public speaking. 

B 

B is a Professor of Practice of Social Organizational Psychology at Columbia 

University and a distinguished visiting scholar in the values-driven leadership 
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doctoral program. B holds a Ph.D. in Administrative Sciences and has published over 

20 books in the field of organizational development. B is a consultant to Fortune 500 

executives and is recognized as an international authority on organizational leadership 

and change. B’s primary research interests include organizational change, 

organizational design, leadership development, team dynamics, global organizations, 

collaborative action research, and chief executive officer (CEO) succession. 

D 

D is a Chair of Business Ethics at a major U.S. research university and is a 

distinguished visiting scholar in the values-driven leadership doctoral program. D 

holds a Ph.D. in Business Administration and has authored several books and dozens 

of articles, chapters, and handbook entries. D is a recognized expert in corporate 

social responsibility and business ethics and has consulted on these topics with large 

business and government organizations. D’s primary research interests include 

corporate social responsibility, relationships between organizational social and 

financial performance, business ethics education, the creation of shared values for 

business and society, the regulation of risky systems, and CEO duality. 

Data analysis 

Data gathered in each session was manually transcribed by the researcher following 

each of the three review iterations. I conducted manual transcription because I 

doubted that the syntax and semantics of the conversation could be faithfully 

reproduced by a third-party transcriptionist. Personally transcribing the notes also 

ensured that I was more in touch with the feedback that had been given, which was 
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important in attempting to both analyze the data as well as incorporate feedback into 

the next design rounds.  

 

Following the last design review iteration, data collected from all three iterations was 

analyzed following Creswell’s (2013) guidelines with the intent of distilling design 

principles from the themes that emerged from the analysis. Table 12 is adapted from 

Creswell’s (2013) work and provides a good overview of the data analysis approach 

in the current study. 

Table 12. Analytical Steps 

 

Analysis Step How Accomplished in Current Study 

Describe personal 

experience 

Reviewed design journal and meeting notes. Wrote 

personal account of the process and its meaning to me. 

List significant 

statements made by 

participants 

Conducted first pass to highlight and summarize key 

statements, then applied meaning codes to each 

statement.  

Group statements into 

themes 

Grouped similar meaning codes into thematic groups.  

Write a textural 

description 

Described the design principles as elucidated by study 

participants. 

Write a structural 

description 

Described the values-driven leadership game in its 

learning context and discuss the feasibility of game 

development, and deployment. 

Write a composite 

description 

Summarized overall essence of the participants’ 

experiences. 

Source: Adapted from Creswell, 2013, pp. 193–94 
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Personal Experience 

As a means to increase the quality and credibility of their work, it is common for 

phenomenologists to attempt to separate their personal experiences from those of the 

informants in a study (Cohen & Crabtree, 2006; Creswell, 2013). This reflection, also 

known as bracketing, is intended to act as a reflective brake on the researcher’s 

tendency to introduce their own biases into the research project (Creswell, 2013). By 

writing about our own experience, transcendental phenomenological researchers can 

prime our own analytic viewpoint to, perhaps, enable ourselves to maintain an 

increased level of objectivity with the research process and the data it creates; in 

addition, a written reflection affords transparency to the reader, allowing them to 

determine for themselves how much the study is likely to reflect the researcher’s own 

experience rather than that of the participants (Creswell, 2013). To achieve the twin 

aims of priming and transparency, the current study includes a personal reflection on 

my own role in the execution of this project; this is captured in the bracketing and 

epoche section of Chapter 4. 

Building themes 

After reviewing the entire dataset, significant statements were highlighted and 

extracted for further review. Significant statements in this regard were those 

statements that seemed to emphasize or illustrate the participant’s interest and 

experience during the review session (Creswell, 2013; Groenwald, 2004). All of the 

significant statements were grouped into thematic meaning clusters which were given 

a short code to summarize the theme with each significant statement belonging to 

only one thematic group.  
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Theme families 

After building the thematic groups, the themes were grouped into families to allow 

abstraction and expression in a more concise form (Creswell, 2013). This was 

accomplished by iteratively reviewing the themes and manually applying tags to 

similar clusters. Initially, tags had no label other than a number to signify 

commonality between themes, and a single theme could be tagged with more than one 

tag. After all themes were grouped, they were reviewed, and a suitable name was 

generated to describe the overall family.  

Structural, textural and composite descriptions 

Following Creswell (2013) and Moustakas (1994), after all of the data was coded and 

thematically grouped, structural and textural descriptions were generated to provide a 

narrative account of how the participants experienced the phenomenon (structural), 

what the participants experienced (textural), and a combined narrative of the 

participants’ overall experience (composite). The structural and textural accounts fed 

the overall composite account narrative, which provided the essential nature of this 

study’s findings (Creswell, 2013). Table 13 provides a graphic depiction of how the 

data was analyzed in the current study. 
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Table 13. Data Analysis Structure 

 

 
Source: Adapted from Creswell, 2013, pp. 186, 193–194 

 

Final thoughts about methods 

While the forgoing sections have provided an accurate account of the processes that 

were followed to complete the current study, they indicate, perhaps, a cleaner and 

more methodical depiction than what really happens while conducting a design-based 

research project with a transcendental phenomenological approach. As is common 

with qualitative research projects (Creswell, 2013), there was much back and forth 

between the emerging data, the research methods, the research scope, and even the 

research question. The dynamics of “messiness” will be captured in more detail in the 

results and discussion chapters that follow; however, it seems useful to observe here, 

in the methods section, that, while a rigorous approach was taken, the interpretivist 
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mindset that provided the lens for this project meant that nothing could be taken for 

granted and everything was—and still is—open for re-interpretation. When one 

considers the fact that the current study is only one part of a much larger effort to 

design, develop, and field a world-class game for values-driven leadership education, 

it may be apparent that significant re-interpretation and re-negotiation will be 

required. The hope is that the results found through the methods described here will 

provide a useful foundation for subsequent design, development, and deployment 

efforts and will contribute to the literature regarding game-based learning, design-

based research, and values-driven leadership. 
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Chapter 4: Results  

Overview 

The application of the research methods described in Chapter 3 was successful in 

generating a large amount of rich data regarding values-driven leadership and its 

potential instantiation in a digital learning environment. To refresh this study’s intent, 

the two research questions are the following: 

• Is it feasible to create a game to support learning in the Executive Master of 

Science in Values-Driven Leadership (EMSVDL) program at Benedictine 

University? 

• What are the principles that inform the design of such a game? 

While the feasibility question was largely answered through the use of multiple 

design prototypes, the question of design principles required deeper analysis of 

participant statements during the design reviews. 

 

In a larger sense, while the data collected in the current study support research 

questions regarding feasibility and design principles in a values-driven leadership 

educational game, they could also be used to explore such topics as the process by 

which expert groups make emergent sense of a phenomenon of interest or how 

boundary objects can be used to elicit development criteria for an expert system. 

However, in the current study, the focus is on whether a values-driven leadership 
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computer game for education is feasible and what might be the design principles for 

such a game if it were developed.  

 

Chapter 4 is arranged in six sections, the first of which is bracketing and epoche, 

wherein I explore my own relationship with the material and design process and 

attempt to set the stage for an intersubjective analysis that follows later in the chapter. 

The intent is to not isolate myself from the conversation per se, but to locate my own 

role within the emergent dialogue so as to be able to better detect the expert voices of 

the study’s participants. Following the bracketing discussion, a description of the 

game is provided for each of the three design iterations. Following the game 

description, the data is discussed in terms of its structural and textural themes 

followed by a concise description of each. Finally, the chapter concludes with a 

comprehensive description of the transcendental phenomenological inquiry. 

Bracketing and Epoche 

An essential practice in transcendental phenomenological research is the technique of 

bracketing and epoche; however, there is no one way to accomplish this technique 

(Creswell, 2013; Laverty, 2003; Tufford & Newman, 2010). In the current study, 

bracketing occurred in five main ways, as indicated in Table 14. 
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Table 14. Use of Bracketing 

 

Bracketing Technique Location in Process 

Design journal Phases four through six. 

Pre-design review bracketing Before design reviews, conducted within design 

journal. 

Discussion with design peers Phases four through six. 

Personal journal Phases four through six and throughout dissertation 

write-up 

Narrative of my own 

experience 

Prior to beginning data analysis and writing of 

Chapter 5. 

 

The design journal is attached at Appendix B, and it contains both in-process 

bracketing comments as well as summarizes results of discussions with design peers. 

My personal narrative regarding games, learning, and leadership follows in the next 

section. As a prelude to the next section, it is important to recognize that bracketing—

the setting aside of biases and preconceptions that is sought herein—is rarely, if ever, 

completely realized; it is only approached (Creswell, 2013; Laverty, 2003). However, 

by exploring my own experiences with games, leadership, and learning, I hope to see 

more clearly what the study participants had to say about these topics themselves. In 

each of the next three sections, my narrative will not only describe my own 

background and views on the topic, but also how these factors might have impacted 

data collection and my own impending analysis of the collected data. 

Games 

I start my formal bracketing process with games because they are among my earliest 

memories, preceding in intensity and frequency any conceptions of learning or 
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leadership. I have played far too many games to recall, and the hours spent playing 

them are, similarly, beyond counting. While I accept it to be true that some people do 

not like to play games, I do not understand how this is possible. I have a very wide 

view of what constitutes a game—Suits’ (1967) definition most closely approximates 

my own view: a willing adoption of handicaps and obstacles. Taxonomies such as 

Callois’s (1961) and Lindley’s (2003) were also useful because they helped me to 

understand and explain, for example, how Monopoly and a flight simulator are both 

games, albeit very different ones. 

 

Beyond any definitions or deconstructions, games, to me, should be, first and 

foremost, fun. Games that are not fun are bad games that should be redesigned or 

simply not played. The observation that a game is a “serious” game, intended for 

learning, does not, in my mind, absolve the game from having a responsibility to be 

fun. The power differential in the educational or training environment has often left 

me little choice but to play un-fun games, regardless of my opinions of them; 

however, I did not enjoy those experiences, and I believe their learning value for me 

was greatly reduced as a result. This is a key issue in the current game project; 

although students can be forced to play—or endure—the process of playing a game, 

they cannot be forced to enjoy it. I believe this is a concept that is easily forgotten in 

game-based learning design: if the game isn’t fun, you shouldn’t bother using it. 
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My own viewpoint with games can be somewhat understood using Hunicke et al.’s 

(2004) concept of eight primary aesthetic goals associated with why people play 

games. Aesthetic goals are useful in the current study because my own aesthetic 

preferences informed how I designed, explained, and re-designed the EMSVDL 

game, and it may also impact how I analyze and report the data from this study. In 

ranked order, my own preferred game aesthetics are challenge and fellowship 

followed by discovery, sensation, narrative, fantasy, expression, and surrender. A bit 

about each of these aesthetics follows.  

 

For me, the most compelling core game aesthetics have been, by far, challenge and 

fellowship, with challenge as the most important. Games should be difficult to master 

and, as much as possible, played with other people; however, I have spent many 

hours playing solo computer and board games, so fellowship is desirable but not 

mandatory. To me, the core aesthetic of a game should revolve around some kind of 

challenge, some kind of requirement to overcome an obstacle through wit, guile, and, 

in some games, physical exertion. Without a challenge, I don’t see how an activity 

can be called a game, though I recognize that, sadly, other people may disagree with 

my opinion. Fellowship is also important if it can be included; although I always 

appreciate games that can be played alone if no other players are available. In my 

experience, games can facilitate camaraderie and a sense of shared experience that is 

difficult to engender in any other way, at least with any frequency. 
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Following challenge and fellowship, discovery, sensation, and narrative are most 

important to me. Discovery is related to surprise and serendipity—it captures the 

“Eureka!” moment when I find a new resource, make a new connection, or develop a 

new strategy. Discovery is, therefore, related to challenge, but it also encompasses 

more of the wonder and excitement of apprehending some new, valued treasure. 

Sensation is an often overlooked, and sometimes dismissed, aspect of game design; 

however, good games do not make this mistake, and I recognize sensation’s 

importance to me. Sensation, in this regard, is how the game appears to my senses, 

usually sight and sound, although games such as paintball and soccer also appeal to 

my kinesthetic sense. Narrative is also important because the sense of story in a game 

helps to keep me immersed, even as the game may lag; it can provide an important 

thematic arc that helps the various aspects of the game “make sense” together.  

 

Fantasy, expression, and surrender round out the aesthetic list. These are, arguably, 

somewhat less important to me, though I recognize their importance to others. 

Fantasy, in this sense, is to play out a role in a setting that may be foreign to the 

player. For me, though I have played many role-playing games wherein assuming a 

role such as an elven wizard or a post-apocalypse survivor is normal, it was still the 

challenge and fellowship of these games that was most compelling. I have little desire 

to “disappear” into a role, though it does aid in the narrative to ably act the part when 

such is required. Expression is, similarly, not as important of a topic to me, and I had 

to work to remember that it can be an important aesthetic goal for others. When 
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playing the on-line role-playing game Everquest, for example, I never cared what my 

armor looked like and I typically never care which token I use when playing 

Monopoly. I will allow that if there is a token color to choose, I usually choose green. 

Finally, there is surrender. In Hunicke et al.’s (2004) conception, surrender is the 

intentional use of games as a means of escape—a mindless diversion that really 

fulfills few other aesthetic goals. Doing the “easy” crossword or playing Minesweeper 

on a personal computer are in this category. Surrender games may have other 

aesthetic aspects associated with them, and they may look nice or have a bit of a 

challenge, but their core focus is really just to pass the time amiably. Of course, one 

person’s surrender game can be another person’s towering epic of supreme challenge, 

so surrender is more in the eye of the beholder. So player beware! 

Learning 

In this paper, I bracket learning because the current project is about designing a game 

for learning and, like most people in the United States, I have had significant 

experience with learning throughout my life, both as a student and as an instructor. It 

is very difficult to bracket my life-long experience as a formal and informal learner 

and a teacher. Informally, I have been an avid learner, finding interest and taking the 

time to widely study diverse fields such as evolution, astronomy, history, psychology, 

management, information technology, biology, archeology, anthropology, sociology, 

and, of course, games—all for no other reason than because they have interested me. 

The language of constructivist learning speaks to me, especially in the more advanced 

learning domains, and I believe that learning happens best this way. However, this 



143 

 

kind of learning does not get credentials and, therefore, does not pay the bills. 

Employers want to see degrees, certificates, and licenses, regardless if they actually 

lead to capability; and, for those, I have needed to attend formal training and 

education. 

 

Like most Americans, I have extensive experience with formal training and 

education; in addition to attending a doctoral program of which this dissertation is a 

component, I have also completed high school, undergraduate college, pilot training, 

instructor pilot training, two master’s degrees, much of a doctoral degree, and smaller 

training sessions too numerous to count. I have found formal training and education 

to be far too mechanistic and “results-oriented” and not focused enough on the 

student’s experience. “Results-oriented” is in quotations because I am being ironic; I 

believe most training and education results are superficial and short-term, but since 

we use short term measures of performance, it gives the illusion of sufficient learning. 

The emphasis, far too often, seems to be on how fast we can mold students into some 

kind of temporary new likeness, regardless of what it costs them or what is lost in the 

process. I believe the current mania for learning efficiency and the reliance on 

standardized testing for the assurance of learning does not benefit the student or, in 

the long run, society.  

 

I will resist the urge here to descend further into an indulgent polemic on the United 

States’ culture of training and education in general, and my own experience in 
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particular, and simply observe that I feel it could be done better—and games are a 

significant way in which training and education could be improved. However, as long 

as learning is seen in terms of dollars and return on investment, it may be an uphill 

battle to make any serious changes to the overall system. Suffice it to say, in this 

current project and in game-based learning in general, my preference is for games to 

be tools for student learning, not hoops through which they must jump to meet 

arbitrary learning goals and short-term learning objectives.  

 

In the current project, my own opinions about learning have tended to direct the game 

development into as much player discretion, and as little assessment, as possible. My 

biases relative to learning culture can come into play as I may have a hard time 

understanding and appreciating that people may be reluctant to engage with 

seemingly frivolous game features or superfluous content. To some extent, games 

exist in opposition to precepts of situated learning since games typically require some 

level of abstraction in order to extract their core messages. It can be a problem if 

people are unable or unwilling to make the connections between game messages and 

desired learning. Of course, the decision to pursue a game in the first place tends to 

set up the tension between situatedness and abstraction, but my own proclivities in 

this regard may exacerbate the problem. I saw this during the design iterations in 

phases four through six of this project, and I will need to be mindful of it as I conduct 

data analysis. 
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Leadership 

The final bracketing area is that of leadership, which, to my mind, is very close to 

learning and suffers from the same maladies. Informally, leadership is a wonderful 

thing since it harnesses the best a group has to offer. If someone knows how to do 

something, knows where to go, or knows how to get somewhere, they naturally take 

the lead, but this is the crucial point—they don’t stay in the lead forever. On the other 

hand, in the formal world, we install leaders in their positions regardless of whether 

they know how to do something, know where to go, know how to get there, or really 

do anything better than those they lead. This is not leadership; this is feudalism. And 

we are trained in western culture to seek these leadership positions and are 

congratulated for attaining them, which is akin to aspiring to an aristocracy. This does 

not serve.  

 

After a 24-year military career, I am no stranger to the dynamic of installed 

leadership and its siren call to power. While everyone I knew who aspired to greater 

rank and authority in the military was encultured to say the right things about why 

they wanted those things, the truth of these aspirations was often, if not always, closer 

to ego than agape. I suppose I have control issues, but I also suppose I am not alone. 

Deci and Ryan’s (1985) self-determination theory calls for mastery, autonomy, and 

purpose, and leadership often pre-supposes a diminishing of each of these for the 

follower. Perhaps this is why, year after year, Gallup routinely finds approximately 

20% engagement in the U.S. work force. In my view, the issue is not that we have 
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bad bosses and bad employers, it is that we have a flawed system that installs bosses 

and pushes them to “drive results,” and we call this leadership.  

 

However, I am a (somewhat) practical person, and I see no serious alternative to 

engaging with the system as it is. My answer, as limited as it might be, has been to try 

to do my small bit to bring play—frivolity even—into my professional environments. 

Throughout my career, I have often taken unusual stances relative to leadership 

practice, and games have been part of that alternative viewpoint. Whether it was 

gamifying flight scheduling, turning a dry aircrew training session into an interactive 

knowledge hunt, or simply taking time to play small games throughout the day, I have 

always tried to bring the energy of play into my surroundings. I do not understand 

why this is not more common. Therefore, it can be hard for me to understand why 

someone would not rather play a game than submit to stultification, even if playing 

the game is less efficient in a narrow sense. The forgoing goes some small distance in 

exposing my biases about how to live within the system we have, but it does not do 

much to explore my biases relative to leadership theory and practice in the current 

research project. 

 

If anything, I am perhaps too closely identified with the content in the values-driven 

leadership literature and curriculum. That is, after two years of formal study, I 

probably think I know and understand it better than I really do. This could result in 

confirmation biases as I consistently interpret the experts’ words in ways in which I 
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think they meant them. This is tricky, because, often, their viewpoint really will be 

the same as mine. Some areas that I think could be better addressed in the values-

driven leadership curricula are systems-thinking, double-loop learning, and 

complexity, and these have informed some of my thinking in the current project. It is 

possible, even likely, that I will seek to impute those concepts to the experts rather 

than to my own preference. To some extent, this will be appropriate as systems-

thinking, double-loop learning, and complexity were all directly presented as part of 

the game rationale; however, it would be a stretch to say that these concepts were 

strongly stated by research participants. 

Summation 

In total, the biggest biases I see as possible problems for data analysis are my 

preference for certain game aesthetics, my distrust of the formal learning process, and 

my closeness to the values-driven leadership material. These could lead me to 

errantly interpret the data in ways that support preferred game designs, put more 

control in the hands of students, and inadequately represent values-driven leadership 

principles. Throughout the current project, I have captured my own thoughts and 

concerns as I approached major milestones, and this has proven to be helpful. 

Hopefully, the forgoing discussion will be similarly useful as I begin the process of 

data analysis. 

The Game 

In a transcendental phenomenological inquiry, it is assumed that all of the participants 

in the inquiry have experienced the same phenomenon (Creswell, 2013); therefore, to 
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aid the reader in understanding what it was that participants were responding to, the 

next several pages include a general overview of the game as it was presented to 

participants in each design iteration. Initial prototypes are rarely sufficient to meet 

stakeholder expectations, and the designs presented to participants in each iteration 

were no exception. However, it is also important to remember that the primary 

purpose of the game design prototypes was to elicit responses from study participants 

and that the prototypes were not, themselves, the focus of the research. It is easy to 

forget this basic concept, and I had to remind myself of it several times as evidenced 

in the design journal.  

 

The themes that emerged from the review sessions are the primary research aims, and 

a full treatment of these is given in the themes section later in this chapter. From a 

feasibility perspective, the design prototypes were important tools in determining how 

the art of the possible might intersect with the realm of the desired. In this regard, all 

design prototypes that were presented to participants were known to be feasible 

because the game mechanics had already been instantiated in other games on the 

commercial market or by the designer. The question, then, was around whether what 

was known to be a feasible design would also be acceptable to study participants.  

 

The game overviews, labeled “Module X Presentation,” are not intended to be an 

exhaustive description of the game rules, mechanics, or interfaces, but are simply 

intended to help orient the reader to what the participants saw. A general discussion 
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of the responses is provided after each module to provide context to help explain why 

the design changed in the next iteration. Table 15 shows the dates for the design 

reviews in each iteration and how many interviews and participants were involved in 

each review. 

Table 15. Design Review Schedule 

 

Iteration  Interviews Participants Dates 

1 4 4 5–6 Jun 2017 

2 2 3 6–7 Sep 2017 

3 4 5 12–26 Oct 2017 

 

Iteration one 

Development 

Iteration one began in April 2017 and lasted for approximately 8 weeks (April 9, 

2017 to June 5, 2017 in the design journal at Appendix B). Work during phases four 

and five of iteration one was mostly conducted in the design studio shown in Figure 

10 and Figure 11. From early April through early June, I started with the initial design 

principles and stated game goals to generate concepts for four game modules that 

were designed to match the EMSVDL program structure of self, team, organization, 

and society. Each game module was designed to mirror content in the course 

curriculum. A review of my design journal during phases four and five of iteration 

one shows 37 entries (22 pages) and me grappling with concepts such as learning 
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assessment, in-game feedback, change, constructivism, and the use of a tree 

metaphor, to name a few. 

 

Despite the amount of time that was spent on them, some game concepts never made 

it out of the studio. One such example included a pattern generation module, which is 

depicted in Figure 13. Because of the amount of time and attention some potential 

concepts received, a recurring theme in the journal was the notion of becoming 

attached to the concepts. An entry from my design journal on May 29, 2017, says, 

“As an aside, even now, though I can see the tug of attachment to the prior work. 

Interesting. In any case, I haven’t made a choice between them, or even some other 

third/fourth/fifth/sixth/seventh/eight/ninth way yet to be discerned.” As discussed 

earlier, the first design reviews were scheduled for early June 2017, and these acted as 

a forcing function to make me select which concepts and which features I would 

present at the design review.  
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Source: Design Journal, 2017, April 10 

Figure 13. Phase Four Extract from Design Journal: A Failed Concept 

 

Presentation and response 

In phase six, the prototypes for each module were presented to study participants for 

their consideration and responses. Participants included M, J, A, and G. 
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Module one presentation 

Game module one was presented in multiple media, including a Microsoft Access 

database, physical game pieces, white board sketches, and conversation about the 

game. Game module one was postulated to run concurrently with the first four 

courses of the EMSVDL program and to last approximately 8 weeks. The module’s 

overall purpose was captured in the design journal as the following:  

Attention to yourself and your own well-being is a fundamental part of 

values-driven leadership. Values-driven leaders do not mortgage their 

own welfare any more than they do the welfare of any other 

stakeholder. Self-regard includes physical well-being, social well-

being, and aspirational well-being. Students will be exposed to, and 

experience, these considerations. (Design Journal, May 21, 2017) 

 

To this end, game module one included features that emphasized personal well-being 

in physical, emotional, spiritual, and social dimensions. In module one, players would 

have the opportunity to log in to the game daily to catalogue activities and participate 

in various game functions, such as taking surveys, making journal entries, conducting 

game environment housekeeping, and participating in social exchanges with 

classmates and the person’s own social network outside the classroom. Players would 

earn points from these activities that they could use in later parts of the game. A game 

prototype was generated in Microsoft Access; Figure 14 is a screenshot of what a 

notional game interface might include. 
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Figure 14. Daily Player Data Input Screen 

 

After logging points, module one used a game mechanic based on a tree metaphor to 

illustrate issues associated with growth, community, and aspirations. Since the tree 

metaphor is used early in the EMSVDL program, it was thought that using the 

metaphor in the first game module would be consistent with the curriculum. In the 

game, players would use the points they had earned by logging daily activities (e.g., 

sleep, exercise, journaling, etc.) to grow their tree, support the community, or buffer 

against future adversity. As players allocated their points to each of these dimensions 

in whatever proportion they desired, they would receive daily feedback about how 

much their tree had grown, what kind of support they had received from their 

community, and the negative impacts (if any) of any adversity they had faced. Figure 
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15 depicts an early rendition of how a player might allocate points to various aspects 

of tree growth. 

 

Figure 15. Tree Growth Points Allocation Screen 

 

Figure 16 depicts the notional graphic presentation the players might have seen as 

their tree grew. 
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Figure 16. Graphic Depiction of Module One Tree Growth Progression 

 

At the end of module one, players would have developed a points inventory that 

would be used to resource game functions in module two, and a visual artifact (i.e., 

their tree) that would provide a unique representation of their attention to self-

development. 

Module one response 

While participants were generally open to the concept of developing a game for 

values-driven leadership education, reviews on the first prototype were decidedly 

mixed. All participants appreciated the game mechanic of earning points based on 

real-world player activities, and, since logging activities was a self-reported function, 
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there was a discussion about potential player honesty—or lack thereof. However, 

there was unanimous agreement that this was an acceptable risk and could even play a 

part in class discussion and research as players discussed the likelihood and 

ramifications of player deception. While most participants were receptive to the use 

of managing tree growth as an abstraction for player growth and performance, the 

response was lukewarm at best and called into question whether the basic design 

principle of situatedness was violated. For this reason, despite the amount of work 

that was done to research and design, the concept of the tree design feature was not 

included in the next design. However, participants did appreciate the role that various 

graphic artifacts could have in providing positive feedback on player performance, so 

the tree growing iconography was retained in a different form. 

Module two presentation 

Module two was designed to accompany the fifth through eighth courses in the 

EMSVDL curriculum and to last for 18 weeks. The overarching intent for module 

two was captured in the design journal as the following:  

Module 2: Values-driven teams are based on individuals who willingly 

embrace team goals. Values-driven Team development requires 

careful explanation, respectful dialogue, and an allowance for the 

drives of identity expression and self-determination. The first phase of 

module 2 includes building a foundational knowledge about leadership 

theory, ethics, and morality using a peer-teaching approach that also 

pre-sages the team portion in the next phase. Phase 2 introduces team 

development and team leadership with the emphasis on conscious 

interaction, direction and delegation, and development. Also needs to 

include networking outside the team. (Design Journal, May 21, 2017) 
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Module two introduced the concept of non-player characters (NPCs) who were 

computer-based people generated to provide notional human interaction in team-

based scenarios. NPCs were presented as people who worked for the player as their 

subordinates within a notional, non-specific industry. Each NPC would have a 

personality profile including the big five personality types as described by Costa and 

McCrae (1992). Players could attempt to hire NPCs during a hiring event wherein 

other players (students) could also attempt to hire the same NPCs; however, an NPC 

could only be hired by one player. Once hired, the player could give NPCs various 

tasks to include learning about leadership principles, team dynamics, and doing work 

on company projects. Players progressed by using their personal energy points (as 

described in module one above) to teach, direct, coach, and mentor their NPC 

subordinates. Figure 17 is a basic interface that depicts notional NPCs and the options 

players had for interacting with NPCs. The points required to conduct any interaction 

are listed on the right side of the text portion (center of the screen). Players would 

have a finite number of points as determined by their actual score achieved in module 

one activities; this would limit the amount of interaction the player could conduct 

with each NPC. 
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Figure 17. Team Leadership Interface 

 

NPCs would have dynamic engagement scores that would fluctuate based on factors 

such as perceived player interest in the NPC’s welfare, success in attaining personal 

and team goals, and the selected modes of interaction that the player chose. 

Interactive modes would include directive and supportive dimensions as described in 

Blanchard, Zigarmi, and Zigarmi’s (2013) situational leadership II model and 

House’s (1996) path-goal theory. Players would receive feedback about how well the 

team was progressing towards achieving learning goals that would allow them to 

operate effectively as an internal consultancy team. Approximately half-way (9 

weeks) through the game, the players would transition from teaching their NPCs 

foundational knowledge to directing NPCs in the application of that knowledge in 

fictional situations as internal consultants. Team members could also choose to 
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continue to develop their own skills as they progressed; however, these efforts would 

have to be balanced against time away from consultancy efforts. The specific 

consultancy tasks were only generally rendered but would typically involve the NPC 

or player attempting to resolve a company leader’s dilemmas through the application 

of leadership and ethics theories. Answering questions or applying different strategies 

would result in various levels of success, depending on how well the player or NPC 

diagnosed the problem and applied suitable solutions. There would be multiple paths 

to successful outcomes, although some outcomes would be clearly preferable to 

others. Once again, the specific outcomes and pathways were only generally 

rendered, and no interfaces were developed to support the concept in the design 

review sessions. 

 

At the end of the 18-week game, players would have developed a company that they 

would ultimately end up leading in modules three and four. The strength of the 

company would have been tied to player performance in the module, so players 

would end the module leading companies of different sizes and revenues. The players 

would also be informed that their team of NPCs might also form the leadership cadre 

for the players’ companies in modules three and four, so NPC development in phase 

two was important not only for meeting company development goals but also as a 

precursor to being effective as leaders in subsequent modules.  
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Module two response 

Participants liked the peer teaching component of module two; however, there were 

mixed opinions regarding the levels of abstraction. Two of the participants thought 

that maybe the focus of gameplay was too abstract and not sufficiently situated in 

business practice. However, all participants appreciated the concept of having NPCs 

for the players to work with. There was significant discussion about whether players 

should be on teams with fellow cohort members or work individually—there was 

tentative agreement that each player playing their own team would probably be best 

since this ensured that everyone played the game, rather than relying on a strong or 

interested team mate. The concept of using points to take actions was accepted as a 

valid game mechanic, and participants liked that players needed to show some 

interest in the NPCs, not just give them tasks. The major change to the game that was 

made due to feedback in iteration one design review sessions was to make the tasks 

that players and NPCs performed more business oriented while still being useful for 

teaching players foundational knowledge.  

 

Module three presentation 

Module three was designed to accompany the ninth through twelfth courses in the 

EMSVDL curriculum and to run for 24 weeks; it was also designed to focus on 

organizational leadership. The aim of module three was described in the design 

journal as “Explore the nature of social networks, organizational goals, intervention 

tools, and the importance of sub-group engagement and how these factors interact to 

produce organizational change” (Design Journal, May 21, 2017). Due to difficulties 
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in conceptualizing the appropriate relationship between theories of organizational 

leadership, behavior, culture, design, strategy, and performance, the design concept 

that was presented was less robust than those presented in other modules. The best 

that could be described was that the module would be a sandbox wherein players 

could try a variety of approaches to seize organizational opportunities and solve 

organizational problems. The specific ways in which the organization would be 

modeled were loosely organized around social network theory, as well as Pasmore’s 

(2015) actions for leading continuous change (discover, decide, do, and discern) and 

Drucker’s (1985) eight management objectives (marketing, innovation, human 

organization, financial resources, physical resources, productivity, social 

responsibility, and profit requirements).  

 

Players would use team points to assess and conduct change projects, which would be 

grouped into organizational change, culture change, process changes, re-organization, 

technology changes, business line changes, strategy changes, acquisitions, 

consolidations, and divestments. There would also be types of goals, types of roles, 

and types of responsibilities, as well as different change approaches, tools and 

techniques. Players would use “exploration” type actions to learn about change 

opportunities, perspectives, and opinions by inquiring into organizational areas to find 

out what formal and sub-groups think about various change concepts. Each group and 

sub-group would have their own conception about goals, roles, and responsibilities, as 

well as their own opinion of desirable change initiatives. All potential change 
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initiatives would get a “score” from each group, which would vary for individual 

agents within the group, and agents would tend to vary around the central group 

opinion. Beyond the very basic conception described above, there was little to 

demonstrate to the participants during the iteration one design review; this made the 

discussions about module three much more exploratory than was the case with the 

other modules.  

Module three response 

As might be expected due to the limited prototyping that was done for module three, 

feedback on the module was mostly exploratory. Participants saw the value of the 

sandbox approach to module three development and offered a range of models, 

theories, and orientations that might be useful in building out such a sandbox. One 

participant proposed the use of the competing values framework, which ended up 

being included in the next revisions. A major question was how to model change and 

organizational behavior without getting too mechanistic. Since there are no models 

that are capable of accurately predicting how change will occur in an organization, 

any attempt to simulate change in a game would need to have the right look and feel 

without necessarily being “correct.” The use of a culture construct helped to address 

this issue in the next prototype. 

Module four presentation 

Module four was designed to accompany courses 13 through 16 in the EMSVDL 

program and to run for 18 weeks. In this module, the players would lead the company 

they develop in modules two and three in the global marketplace. The objective 
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outlined in the design journal as “Explore how organizational decisions impact the 

world and how CSR costs can be transformed into profitable opportunities if CSR is 

embedded rather than reactionary” (Design Journal, 2017, May 21). The basic 

approach to module four was to use a map-based interface that would depict business 

opportunities in various regions of the world. Each opportunity would have a cost to 

investigate, a risk factor, an expected payoff, and a time to implement. Each 

opportunity would also have a rating for negative externalities that would capture 

negative personal, social, and environmental impacts that would occur if the 

opportunity was engaged. However, these negative externalities would be hidden 

from the players unless their organization was advanced enough in CSR capabilities 

to detect the issues. This dynamic was intended to capture the effects of normative 

myopia described by Swanson (2014). As players improved their CSR capabilities, 

they would become not only attuned to the likely impacts of their operations, but they 

would also become better able to determine what the local environment could support 

and how an opportunity might be modified to reduce negative externalities. The aim 

was to increase corporate revenue while not ravaging the planet, societies, or people 

in the process. 

 

To accomplish these aims, players would have organizational action points, derived 

from their performance in module three, that could be spent on global operations. 

Basic options would include investigating new opportunities, investing in new 

opportunities, managing change in current opportunities, increasing CSR capacity, 
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and reacting to events that might disrupt their operations. Figure 18 is an image of the 

mock-up that was used to describe module four. The white cards had the cost of 

discovery (in red) on one side, and then, when the card was successfully explored, the 

card could be flipped over to reveal the details about the opportunity. The various 

numbered tokens represented activity points allocated by the players, and the game 

board itself was intended to represent the geographical nature of regions, albeit 

abstractly. The white piece of paper and the yellow piece of paper contained rules and 

costs for performing various actions, and money would be used to invest in 

opportunities as well as provide a mechanism for scoring player success. 

 

Figure 18. Module Four Game Board Mock-up 
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An important feature of module four was that if players remained oblivious to their 

externalities, they would eventually experience increasingly severe penalties from the 

game. These penalties would take the form of events that caused disruptions or 

outright negation of operations in one or more regions, and these might be caused by 

workforce, societal, or environmental abuses. Players would gradually be made aware 

of externalities as they receive in-game feedback in the form of problems that need to 

be resolved and opportunities they can pursue. The contents of the problems and 

opportunities would imply both the presence of negative externalities as well as steps 

that could be taken to mitigate them. In addition, scaffolding in the form of in-course 

instruction and in-game help functions would highlight the presence of negative 

externalities in the game. 

 

The end of module four would represent the end of the entire game and conclude the 

arc that started with self-development, ran through team and organizational 

development, and ultimately resulted in leading a global enterprise with major 

impacts on the environment and society. The game was designed to allow exploration 

at different levels of analysis while still maintaining a thread that connected each 

module to the others. With the proposed design, players could see a direct linkage 

between taking care of themselves, leading teams, leading organizations, and leading 

a global enterprise. 
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Module four response 

Participants were generally very receptive to module four and offered only narrative 

and contextual inputs to help guide further development. Of the four modules 

presented, module four was the most concrete “business game,” and participants were 

more easily able to appreciate it both as a game and as an educational business 

simulation. Participants liked the notion of organizational blindness (a.k.a., normative 

myopia) and that intentional energy (i.e., action points) needed to be spent to 

overcome its effects. Participants also appreciated the game mechanic of 

environmental thresholds that caused negative feedback to the players when they 

were crossed. The threshold mechanic is less random and arbitrary than other 

methods of inducing disruption since thresholds can—in game terms and in 

practice—be explored, discovered, and avoided. Based on its positive reception, there 

were no major changes made to module four in the next prototype. 

Iteration two 

Development 

Development work in iteration two ran from June 11–August 29, 2017, (see design 

journal entries in Appendix B) and consisted of significant revisions to three of the 

four game modules. In general, the modules were made more cohesive, more situated 

in business practice, and more aligned with culture models. It is worth noting that 

major changes to the game occurred because of iterative creative and analytic surges. 

The design journal evidences the ebb and flow of ideas and analysis, and it also 

captures the difficulty of documenting the interplay between these functions. The 

number of ways in which game design concepts can be used to explore personal, 
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team, organizational, and societal challenges is far beyond too large to enumerate or 

document. Therefore, the prototypes that were created in this project were ultimately 

the result of a creative process rather than an analytical one.  

 

During the iteration two timeframe, I became aware of Hunicke et al.’s (2004) MDA 

framework and the concept of aesthetic principles, which were refactored into the 

game to give it a much more interactive and exploratory feel. As in iteration one, 

development was conducted in my studio and peer review was conducted before the 

new prototype was presented to the participants. Since the prototype had advanced 

considerably since the first design round, more concrete mock-ups were able to be 

created for presentation to participants. These slides are included in Appendix C. 

 

Another area of research conducted in iteration two was on the notion of slack from 

organizational strategy literature. Daniel, Lohrke, Fomaciari, and Turner (2004) 

showed significant correlations between organizational slack resources and its 

performance. This should be no surprise to leadership theorists who recognize the 

need for exploration and space in order to find and enact organizational change 

opportunities. However, the connection between slack (as discussed in the strategy 

literature) and organizational space (as discussed in the leadership literature) is not 

well-made. Slack was not directly incorporated in the game design in iteration two, 

but was able to be incorporated into the design in iteration three. 
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Presentation and response 

The game in iteration two retained the same basic structure of self, teams, 

organization, and society, as indicated in Figure 19. The aesthetic and mechanics 

goals are listed in the upper left, and the timeline (arrow) that extends from the lower 

left to upper right indicates the major activities that players will be performing across 

the 18-month span of game play. Items marked with an asterisk would be short-term 

activities, ones that might only last for a short period of time (less than a week), while 

other activities would be more enduring. 

 

Figure 19. Goals and Timeline of Major Game Activities 

 

The concept of game modules became somewhat less distinct as the various game 

phases became more cohesive. However, the milestones listed in Figure 19 provide a 

rough boundary between the four modules.  
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Module one presentation 

Module one changed significantly between iterations one and two. The new module 

presented to participants no longer included the tree growth metaphor; instead, it 

introduced an exploration and development mechanic whereby players could move 

around a fictional space named “Scholarnia” to advance skills, expand their network, 

and help to develop the environment. The basic concept of logging personal wellness 

points was retained and was not significantly changed from the first iteration (see 

Figure 14). Points earned by personal wellness activities could be used to explore 

Scholarnia, as illustrated in Figure 20. The green boxes indicate clickable areas that 

would move the player to a new screen if selected. Each screen would present the 

player with different challenges, discoveries, or opportunities to engage in expressive 

activities or fellowship with other players. 

 

Figure 20. Module One Screen: Exploring Scholarnia 
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Moving around the map would deplete available action points listed in the upper left 

corner of Figure 20, and the “open map” function in the upper right would give the 

player a top-down view of what they had discovered so far of Scholarnia. Figure 21 

depicts such a map using a hexagon mock-up. Players would start out not knowing 

the full extent of the geography, and, as they moved around the map, they would see 

new tiles and some general information about the tiles, but they could only find out 

detailed information by moving to that tile. 

 

Figure 21. Top Down View of Exploring Scholarnia 

 

Specific discoveries and activities included meeting NPCs who could eventually be 

part of the player’s team, exploring companies the player might be able to lead, 

meeting guides who could help the player with various game functions, finding books 

that would let the player take quizzes to increase player skills in leadership and ethics 

foundational knowledge, and having public areas that would let the player construct 
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buildings that would provide action point benefits to both the player and other 

players. Engaging with each of these functions would require action point 

expenditure. 

 

Module one would end with a hiring event wherein players could attempt to hire 

NPCs they had met during their exploration of Scholarnia. Figure 22 is an example of 

a possible NPC the players could meet and attempt to hire. The résumé details were 

notional information that provided narrative context as well as indicated potential 

value for a player’s team. 

 

Figure 22. Sample NPC in Player Network 

 

Players would use points they had earned during module one game play as currency 

to use in extending offers to desired NPCs; however, competition would occur 

between players if they extended offers to the same NPCs. 
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Module one response 

Participants were generally enthusiastic about the general contours of module one; 

however, the exploration and development functions were questioned. One 

participant questioned whether the players would get the point of developing 

Scholarnia’s infrastructure, and this concern led to a significant change in the 

exploration and development mechanics in iteration three. There was also significant 

discussion about player feedback and interaction with other players, and, while these 

functions were present in iteration two, feedback and player interaction were more 

prominently addressed in iteration three. 

Module two presentation 

Module two was changed somewhat from the first iteration; however, the pedagogical 

concept of peer teaching and leadership functions of coaching and mentoring were 

retained. The narrative and tasks for NPCs to perform took on a more business flavor 

while the emphasis on team dynamics was retained. A major change in iteration two 

was also the use of Cameron and Quinn’s (2011) operationalization of the competing 

values framework (CVF) to provide an underlying culture logic that could inform 

multiple dimensions of game mechanics and emergent dynamics. Using the CVF, 

NPCs could be given an organization cultural preference rating derived from a 

combination of their personality scores and their organizational context. An NPC’s 

cultural preference would impact how they viewed various opportunities and 

challenges and would also impact how they interacted with the player and other 

NPCs; furthermore, an NPC’s culture preference profile could be detected by the 

player through extended conversation and careful attention to NPC actions. 



173 

 

 

From a game play perspective, the primary mode of player interaction was to spend 

action points to either continue personally exploring Scholarnia or to direct the 

exploration of NPC team mates, as indicated in Figure 17. NPCs would have a skills 

profile that would ultimately impact how effective they were going to be in their jobs 

in a new company, and these skills could be improved through exploring the 

Scholarnia environments. Players could use more or less direct language to guide 

NPC development efforts, and players also had to decide how much individual 

attention to pay to each NPC and what kind of language to use in communications. 

This mechanic is supported by leader-member exchange as described by Northouse 

(2016) as well as by Peters and Fletcher’s (2004) work on intra-organizational 

communication. Players would reach the end of module two with a team of NPCs 

who had skill development ratings in major strengths areas as described in the Clifton 

and Rath (1998) Strengthsfinder, namely strategy, influencing, execution, and 

relationships. The final action in module two was for each player to consult with their 

NPCs to select a company that they could lead in the next two modules. NPCs would 

voice a preference for each company based on its perceived fit with the NPC’s own 

organizational culture preference and its domain congruence (i.e., NPCs would prefer 

to work in industries with which they are familiar).  

Module two response 

Module two was well received by study participants, although the concept of 

exploration and development was still an issue. Participants appreciated the inclusion 
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of more business-oriented language and context as well as the inclusion of a richer 

narrative to describe player interactions. There was also significant discussion about 

whether there would be a wide variety of capabilities among NPCs and if some of the 

NPCs might actually be “lemons.” There was an interest in having players be 

confronted with difficult decisions associated with NPC failure to progress or 

perform. 

Module three presentation 

Of the four modules, module three was most changed from its initial conception. This 

is, perhaps, not surprising, given how little of module three was extant in the first 

design iteration. In the second iteration, module three was built around the Cameron 

and Quinn (2011) CVF operationalization and continued with the basic game 

mechanic of players allocating action points to explore, find, select, and execute 

opportunities or deal with problems. The basic social networking and Pasmore’s 

(2015) change concepts from the first iteration were retained; however, player options 

were more robustly rendered. An enduring concern through the development of 

module three was how to model an organization’s interaction with the external 

environment without that interaction becoming the primary focus of the module. The 

primary focus of module three was, essentially, how to manage change in an 

organization, not how to successfully compete against other firms.  

 

From a game-play perspective, action points—one of the game mechanics that was 

used in modules two and three—was extended to module three. In module three, 
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action points were a metaphor for organizational energy and were informed by 

Schatteman’s (2016) work on how aspirational values affect organizational 

performance, as well as by Vogel and Bruch’s (2011) work on how to understand and 

manage organizational energy. While neither Schatteman’s (2016) nor Vogel and 

Bruch’s (2011) works were sufficiently detailed to specify an organizational energy 

algorithm, their works provided explicit support for organizational energy as a unit of 

reference. In a more general sense, the concept of organizational energy is implied by 

theories that seek to understand organizational productivity and how organizations 

can more efficiently and effectively meet their objectives; productivity, efficiency and 

effectiveness all imply work which itself implies energy. For example, Hatch (2013) 

discussed organizational culture and performance without specifically addressing 

organizational energy as a concept; similarly, Cameron and Quinn (2011) explored 

the cultural variables that lead to organizational effectiveness without expressly 

referring to organizational energy. However, Hatch (2013) and Cameron and Quinn 

(2011) both addressed—but did not define—productivity, which is a construct that 

implies organizational energy. In the end, while it may not be possible to precisely 

measure organizational energy in the real world or in game terms, the concept was 

sufficiently accessible and intuitive that, if organizational energy moves in ways that 

are consonant with empirical evidence about organizational culture and behavior, it 

was deemed to be of sufficient utility to be used as a game mechanic. 
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However, representation of the external world was required, so a basic framework 

that would describe how well the company culture fit the required market culture was 

developed. The model was rudimentary, had many permutations, and was not fully 

rendered or described for the iteration two design reviews. As it turned out, an 

entirely different method of modeling external interactions was developed in the next 

iteration, so further development along initial lines of inquiry stopped. Figure 23 

shows one such model that would leverage the concept of market shares, value nets, 

corporate leadership team strengths, and culture congruence to generate feedback 

about financial performance. This model is shown only to indicate the type and depth 

of studio prototypes that were developed but not used.  
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Figure 23. Market Interaction Model Prototype 

 

Module three response 

The general response to module three was overall positive; however, there was 

significant conversation about the limitations of the CVF when it came to moral and 

ethical considerations. The CVF is a descriptive rather than normative framework, 

and it also has no dimensions that measure organizational values along ethical or 

moral dimensions. This was a major concern for participants, and the CVDL return 

on values instrument (ROVI) was offered as a possible addition to the game engine. 

The ROVI overlaps with the CVF but also adds moral and ethical dimensions. From a 

game design perspective, the ROVI was a useful addition and was largely 
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incorporated in the next design round. Due to its overlap with the CVF, including the 

ROVI was a reasonably straightforward change and did not disrupt the basic design 

mechanics presented in module three; however, it did add depth and a necessary 

ethical component to the design. The ROVI is still under development, so it has not 

been published; however, the instrument’s dimensions are grounded in well-

supported theory and initial empirical support has been encouraging. 

Module four presentation and response 

For module four, since the initial prototype was so well received in the first iteration, 

there were few changes made, and we did not spend much time reviewing the 

offering. Module four remained essentially unchanged from the first iteration, with 

the small adjustment of being more cohesive with the other modules. One significant 

response to module four, which also applied to module three as well, was how players 

might operate as teams. This was a recurring discussion stemming, I believe, from a 

common practice in education to set players up in teams to accomplish discovery 

learning and project-based learning tasks. These practices are supported by activity 

theory (Vygotsky, 1930–1934/1978), situated learning theory (Lave & Wenger, 1991) 

and problem-based learning (Wood, 2003); however, there are also practical issues 

with personal agency and participation in team-based activities. That is, not every 

player tends to put in the same amount of time and energy, and players within a team 

may allow more motivated players to do the work.  

 



179 

 

Helle, Tynjala, and Olkinuora (2006) described the benefits and limitations of team-

based learning through their systematic review of 28 empirical studies of problem-

based education, which includes team-based learning as a central concept. Helle et al. 

(2006) found that cooperation and collaboration had important educational benefits, 

and this concept was also known intuitively by study participants. To gain the 

benefits of player cooperation without allowing players to defect from play or allow 

any player to dominate their team, the concept of peer governance boards was 

developed for use in the values-driven game concept prototypes. Players would be 

grouped into teams of five and would act as board members for each other’s 

company. This would allow significant cooperation while still creating a need for 

each player to interact meaningfully with the game. 

Iteration three 

Due to the level of design development by iteration three, there is enough detail in the 

logic and screens presented here to pique the reader’s interest in more detail about the 

game itself. However, it is important to remember that the game itself was only an 

artifact used to elicit responses from study participants. The discussion about the 

game presentations that follow below is only intended to give the reader a sense of 

what the participants were seeing; therefore, it is not an explication of the game’s 

entire logic or algorithms, some of which were, in any case, notional. 

Development 

Development in iteration three took place from September 9–October 12, 2017, and 

was conducted in my design studio. Peer reviews and continued research supported 
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new development. The major changes to the design included a deeper integration of 

the CVF and ROVI frameworks as well as a more streamlined interface. In the third 

iteration, the map of Scholarnia was eliminated and replaced by a simple choices 

framework that gave players “cards” to select from. Another major change was the 

inclusion of Osterwalder’s (2004) business model ontology and canvas as a method 

for not only blending internal and external organizational interactions, but also as a 

cohesive element that ran through all four modules. Osterwalder’s (2004) business 

model ontology and canvas provide an accessible way to conceptualize how business 

functions relate to external stakeholders in an integrated model using nine key 

dimensions: value proposition, customer segment, relationship management, key 

resources, key processes, distribution channel, key partners, cost structure, and 

revenue structure. While there were significant changes to the game design between 

iterations two and three, the basic contours of the game remain unchanged—the game 

still followed the self, teams, organization, society arc, and it still relied on the use of 

action points, NPC interactions, and meaningful player choices as the key player 

activities. 

 

By iteration three, design development had progressed to the point that more 

elaborate interfaces were able to be created for presentation to study participants. 

Also, during iteration three, the participant group was expanded to a wider range of 

scholars and took a relatively extended period of time. This meant that meaningful 

design work was done between review sessions. For example, between a design 
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review session on October 12, 2017, and the next one on October 21, 2017, the 

concept of how to display choices to players had changed; however, changes to the 

design did not fundamentally alter the logic or theoretical basis for game elements. 

From a game design perspective, the game retained its construct of self, team, 

organization, and society, and was structurally very similar to the game presented in 

iteration two. However, changes to the interfaces and the inclusion of the ROVI and 

business model canvas allowed even more cohesion between game modules. Figure 

24 is an initial prototype of using the business model canvas in the EMSVDL game 

design. The colored chips were intended to represent player investment in various 

business areas. The business model canvas instantiation depicted in Figure 24 can be 

compared to a later version, shown in Figure 25, which includes much more detail 

and game logic. 
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Figure 24. Initial Prototype of Business Model Canvas 
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Figure 25. Later Iteration of Business Model Canvas 

 

The business model canvas shown in Figure 25 includes ratings for each of the nine 

business model canvas areas plus additional functional areas that are not explicitly 

included in the business model canvas construct but are common in organization 

design (e.g., human resources, information technology, and legal). The dice arrayed 

around the canvas indicated current development ratings in each area, and the column 

of dice along the right side of the canvas indicated various customer segments and 

their sizes. Development of the logic and formulas for the interplay was limited to 

basic assessment and feasibility, so detailed logic and formulas were not necessary 

for this stage of the design process. 
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The business model canvas is situated in the larger business strategy literature 

wherein Porter’s (1985) concept of the forces that confront business (a.k.a. “Porter’s 

Forces”) as well as Porter’s (1985) value stream concept were also useful in 

understanding and describing the balance between internal and external forces that 

every organization faces and that needed to be modeled for the current game. 

 

Finally, before entering the overview of modules one through four, a quick discussion 

about the use of action points as a game mechanic is warranted. Players initially earn 

action points in module one by engaging in personal wellness behaviors; action points 

in this regard can be thought of as energy that player has available to undertake a 

day’s actions. During each module, the range of activities on which players can spend 

their points increases to include not only personal wellness and growth, but also team, 

organizational, and societal flourishing. Since action points are limited, they serve the 

game purpose of giving the player meaningful choices regarding how to gain them 

while also modeling realistically the limits of attention and power that confront 

leaders. 

Module one presentation 

Figure 26 shows the updated screen where players would log personal wellness 

activities in module one. The solid blue blocks indicated where players enter data, 

and the rest of the screen provided historical feedback as well as relative feedback 

compared to other players in the same cohort. The screen also provided an indication 
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of the total points that would be available for use in the module as well as access to 

other menus where additional points could be earned.  

 

Figure 26. Iteration Three, Module One Player Input Screen 

 

The game then provided screens that allowed players to customize their home base, 

customize their avatars, make connections with other players, reach out to their social 

group outside the game, and check game status data. When the player was ready, they 

could then set their priorities for the day and then spend their action points. Figure 27 

depicts the player’s priority assignment screen wherein they can assign priorities for 

self-improvement, network development, company growth, and community 

involvement.  
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Figure 27. Player Priority Assignment Screen 

 

The player’s selected priorities would impact the options they were given in the next 

screen, which is depicted in Figure 28. The 12 cards in the center of the screen 

represented options the player had for conducting actions that day. As cards were 

selected, more cards may be made available. Cards required action points to select 

and were color-coded to indicate what priority area they represented. For example, 

green cards were associated with self-improvement and red cards were associated 

with community involvement. A running counter indicated how many points the 

player has remaining to spend.  
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Figure 28. Player Action Selection Screen (Modules One Through Four) 

 

Once the player spent all available points, they would be shown a recap screen about 

what they accomplished that day, as shown in Figure 29.  
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Figure 29. Player Self-Development Daily Action Summary Screen 

 

Players would continue with the process of logging wellness activities and spending 

earned points to develop various aspects of themselves and their environment for the 

duration of module one. At the end of module one, a hiring event would take place, 

much as was described in iteration two; players would spend earned points to extend 

offers to NPCs in a hiring market wherein other players would also compete. Once 

the hiring event was completed, the game would progress to the next module. 

Module one response 

Module one was well-received by study participants. The ability to customize 

environments, set priorities, include individual characteristics, make meaningful 

choices, and get feedback was appreciated. Some participants wondered what would 

guide player priorities—that is, why players would pick one action over another. To 
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help players with this issue, the use of external scaffolding in the form of game 

administrator feedback or internal scaffolding in the form of NPC guides, other player 

feedback, or game results could all be used to guide players to a balanced 

developmental approach. However, as the game is designed as a sandbox rather than 

a linear narrative, it is conceptually acceptable for players to explore a wide range of 

developmental strategies. 

Modules two–four presentations 

Modules two through four are discussed as one in this section because the blending of 

interfaces and game logics made the boundaries between modules much less distinct 

and the changes from iteration two were not extreme. In module two, the players 

would continue to use the team leader interface screen (Figure 17) to manage 

interactions with NPC team members, and players could also continue to do their own 

development started in module one. At the end of module two, the players and their 

team of NPCs would have increased their personal skills, networks, and community 

involvement while also growing their company. A provisional narrative at this point 

of the game would be that the player is leading a division in a moderately-sized, 

publicly-traded company, and the NPCs are part of the player’s leadership team. The 

business model canvas provides the template for company growth, and the 

community involvement dimensions are a sampling of self and social wellness 

functions. The players would continue to use the priority (Figure 27) and action 

selection screens (Figure 28) for their own development. NPCs would also be doing 

their own exploration and development using the same menus and options, though 
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they would set their own priorities and make their own choices about what options to 

pursue. The players would have the option to have discussion and provide feedback 

about NPC choices and progress. 

 

In module three, the interfaces would remain essentially unchanged; however, the 

details of the choices made available to the players on the action selection screen 

(Figure 28) would change to indicate organizational rather than personal opportunities 

for development. Players would also be presented with problems that needed to be 

solved in order to prevent negative consequences. The specific opportunities and 

problems presented to players would be a function of organizational culture and triple 

bottom line performance. Players who would adopt a more control-oriented approach 

to game strategy would tend to see more problems and fewer opportunities, while 

players who would adopt an innovation-oriented approach would see more 

opportunities. However, the game would include an internal stress model that 

increases friction and misalignment within the company as it grows. Players who 

would adopt too much of an innovation approach without paying sufficient attention 

to internal controls would start to see expanding costs and project development 

timelines. This is consistent with growth archetypes described in Cameron and 

Quinn’s (2011) CVF operationalization as well as other theorists, such as Schein 

(2010), who saw the development of turf-oriented political processes associated with 

growth, and Greiner’s (1972) organizational lifecycle model, which posited crises 

induced by organizational growth. 
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An important addition to the game in modules three and four was that players and 

NPCs would be given the opportunity to take ethically questionable or objectionable 

actions. If selected, these actions would typically have some short-term pay-off but 

come at the cost of negatively impacting the organization’s ethical culture. More 

objectionable opportunities would be marked with normative indicators that provide 

players with a warning that the action is clearly outside cultural norms. However, less 

objectionable opportunities would be labeled as gray, indicating that reasonable 

people may disagree about the ethical content of the action. While taking such actions 

may not cause as much of a negative impact to company culture, it would have the 

ancillary effect of changing how much normative warning would be provided to 

players on future opportunities. This means that two players may have the same 

opportunity, but a more ethically straight-laced player would see the opportunity 

colored in red while a more casually ethical player might see the same opportunity 

colored in grey. 

 

In most of module three, the external world was relatively benign and 

accommodating to player actions; that is, players were not confronted with very many 

external or CSR-oriented challenges. However, in module four, the emphasis moved 

from internal development to external engagement. The interfaces remained 

significantly the same; however, additional screens would be added to show game 

states relative to geography. Figure 18 continued to be a very rough example of what 
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such an interface might look like. Players would continue to work with their NPCs to 

discover, select, implement, and follow through on internal and external change 

opportunities. The concepts of negative externalities and normative myopia that were 

introduced in iteration one would continue to be used. 

Modules two–four responses 

Participants were generally quite receptive to the logic and structure of the game 

design as presented in iteration three. They appreciated the meaningful choices that 

the players were confronted with; however, since the game was done as a sandbox 

rather than a linear narrative, there was some concern about how the players would 

know what they were supposed to do. Internal and external scaffolding and feedback 

would be necessary to help players get moving in the right direction. Overall, while 

there would be significant design and development work left to do to turn the game 

described herein into an operational game, participants were satisfied that the game 

design was on the right track, seemed feasible, and would add value to both values-

driven leadership education as well as the literature on values-driven leadership more 

generally. 

Game presentation wrap-up 

Overall, the three iterations of game design, development, and review accomplished 

what was intended. The entire process was well-supported by the DBR approach, 

which gave the process useful context for thinking about both the game design 

process as well as the research process associated with design principles and learning 

theory. The game design and presentations elicited significant input from participants, 
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which not only helped advance the game design, but also revealed underlying themes 

that can be deemed tentative design principles in games designed to support values-

driven leadership education. The specific themes and principles revealed in this 

process are discussed in greater detail in the next section. 

Thematic Families and Principles 

The design review sessions and subsequent transcription, coding, and analysis 

revealed 650 meaningful statements that were grouped into seven structural and six 

textural thematic families. Thematic families form the core of the design principles 

elucidated later in this chapter. The transcendental phenomenological approach used 

in the current study, with its use of both structural and textural description, provided a 

novel angle for thinking about design principles. The structural thematic families 

describe the design and contextual approach to the game, while the textural thematic 

families describe the game’s values-driven leadership subject matter. Textural 

elements were entwined with multiple structural themes and, since themes could have 

both structural and textural content, determining the appropriate alignment of a 

particular theme and its related meaningful statements required a modification to this 

study’s research methods. The study’s seven structural thematic families are listed 

below: 

• Theoretical basis—The game should be grounded in solid, relevant theory. 

• Modeling the real world—The game should have verisimilitude to people’s own 

experiences. 

• Situated practice—The game should be situated in a business context. 
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• Learning context—The game should be coupled to the structure, pacing, and 

content of EMSVDL courseware. 

• User experience—The game should be enjoyable to play and provide useful, 

meaningful feedback so that players have an opportunity for reflective practice. 

• Meaningful choice—Players should be given choices that impact game results but 

are not obvious. 

• Game design, development and deployment—The game should be feasible to 

design and build, be accessible by course professors and students, and be designed 

according to good commercial design best practices. 

Figure 30 shows the relationship between the various structural thematic families and 

follows the general MDA arrangement as described by Hunicke et al. (2004). The 

learning context and theoretical themes indicate the participants’ interest in making 

sure that the game was tied to the EMSVDL curriculum and that both game content 

and design were supported by learning and leadership theory. In addition to the 

interest in the learning context and theoretical basis, participants also evaluated game 

design concepts based on their own experiences, and these evaluations were used to 

validate proposed game design concepts. The game design itself encompassed the 

game mechanics that were intended to lead to the game dynamic of situated practice 

and, ultimately, the players’ aesthetic experience. 
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Figure 30. Structural Thematic Families 

 

The structural thematic families represented in Figure 30 are not, in and of 

themselves, novel as they were largely identified during the literature review before 

the design process even started. However, the design process helped to validate, 

clarify, and refine the principles, and they also provided a framework that allowed 

better understanding of the study’s textural themes that resided within the structural 

frame. 

 

In the first pass through data analysis, once the data had been collected, coded, and 

grouped into themes and thematic families, it became clear that something was 

missing—the game’s content had largely disappeared from the thematic families, 

even though the themes contained significant content information. The transcendental 

phenomenological approach requires both a structural and a textural processing of the 
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data (Creswell, 2013), and applying the transcendental phenomenological approach 

helped to identify the problem. Many of the themes held both structural and textural 

information, but I had allowed the structural lens to be the dominant lens during data 

aggregation. Recognizing that the resultant data matched neither the transcendental 

phenomenological approach (since it had lost its textural qualities) nor the tenor of 

the data collected, I went back to the themes and consciously applied a textural lens to 

allow the content to arise from the data. Since all the thematic families had, up to that 

point, been structural, the additional pass through the data was specifically intended 

to see how meaningful statements in the same theme might apply to different 

thematic families, paying particular attention to themes that were referenced in 

several thematic families, since it seemed that heterogeneous referencing might 

indicate the presence of textural content. This resulted in the identification of the six 

textural thematic families listed below. 

 

The six textural thematic families include the following: 

• Self-development—The game must give players the opportunity to explore, 

engage with, and get feedback on their own self-development efforts. 

• People and teams—Players must be given the opportunity to interact with people 

and lead teams to explore values associated with the balance between team 

maintenance and team performance. 
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• Organizational leadership—The players must be able to lead a business 

organization to achieve superior business results. Players must be able to see how 

their values impact business results and organizational culture development. 

• Values and ethics—The game must give players the opportunity to explore how 

their values and ethics impact not only their own teams and organizations, but 

also the larger society in which their business exists. 

• Leadership behaviors—The game must give the players opportunities to practice 

leadership behaviors as described in relevant leadership theories. 

• Execution and performance—The game must give the players an opportunity to 

not only lead their organizations, but to also achieve superior business results in a 

market environment. 

The following sections illustrate and expand on the 13 thematic families; the 

discussion will begin with the structural thematic families followed by the textural 

thematic families. 

Structural thematic families 

The structural thematic group included seven thematic families comprised of 33 

themes and 650 meaningful statements. Figure 31 shows the number of meaningful 

statements and themes that were accorded to each thematic family and shows that the 

preponderance of discourse was around the game’s theoretical basis, emphasis on 

situated practice, and coherence to participants’ knowledge and experience of the real 

world. 
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Figure 31. Count of Themes and Meaningful Statements in Structural Thematic 

Families 

 

A discussion of the content and raw data that led to the thematic families in Figure 31 

follows. 

Theoretical basis 

 

What’s nice about it is how you’re bringing your learning in the 

program with your exploration of the literature and build this [the 

game] around hypotheses that you do this to grow the organization. 

(B, personal interview, 2017) 

 

The participants in the current study were highly interested in having the game reflect 

relevant theory across the learning, game design, and leadership domains. Of the 33 

total themes identified in the current study, 18 of them were referenced in the 

theoretical basis thematic family, and 226 of the 650 meaningful statements were 
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oriented towards theoretical concerns. The themes (with associated number of 

meaningful statements) in the Theoretical Basis thematic family include the 

following: 

• Culture model (65). 

• Levels of analysis (25). 

• Organizational model (23). 

• Change model (16). 

• Relationships and social networks (16). 

• Definition of values (15). 

• Competency model (13). 

• Strategy (10). 

• Values and ethical applications (9). 

• Diversity (8). 

• Employee engagement (8). 

• Research concerns (4). 

• Game objective (3). 

• Learning model (3). 

• NPC modeling (3). 

• Develop self (2). 

• Learning objective (2). 

• Personnel management (1). 
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Given the fact that the participants were expert scholars in the field of values-driven 

leadership, it is, perhaps, not surprising that they would have such an interest in the 

game’s theoretical foundation. Throughout the demonstration and discussion of the 

various game conceptual prototypes, participants peppered me with their theoretical 

questions, observations, and concerns. Participants’ theoretical inputs were typically 

succinct—sometimes only a few words—but they all served to indicate interest in 

ensuring that the game has a firm theoretical basis.  

 

The following few sections include a discussion about some of the major components 

of concern for the game’s theoretical basis, and these sections are intended to provide 

an indication of how important the topic was to participants rather than an exhaustive 

description of all the theoretical components and discussions that took place.  

Culture model 

 

These are the 16 variables we have built into the cultural…integration 

of core values, how well they integrate core values. (J, personal 

interview, 2017) 

 

By far, the most-discussed theme in the theoretical basis thematic family, as well as in 

the study overall, was the issue of how to model organizational culture in the game; 

65 of the meaningful statements in the theoretical basis thematic family had to do 

with modeling culture. Culture and values are inextricably bound (Cameron & Quinn, 

2011; Schein, 2010), and any attempt to model the impact values have on an 

organization must necessarily have a culture model in which values operate. Some 
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comments were given as suggestions, such as J saying, “Another one you could use is 

Schein of course; you could look at Schein’s 12 levers, I think it’s creating and 

sustaining culture.” Additionally, J also asked, “[W]hat are the components of 

organizational culture that you have to have in order to be a high performing, values-

driven culture?” Similarly, D inquired about some of the game’s theoretical biases:  

It seems to me that there’s a bias that’s saying that any problem will 

move to control…you’re saying that there’s a bias for a shift from, 

over time, a shift from the upper quadrant to the control, hierarchy. 

Well, there’s no real argument against that. (D, personal interview, 

2017) 

 

B observed that “there are definitely value choices to be made about how you 

organize and how hierarchical you are and how siloed you are.” D further observed, 

“In some organizations, the team building is valued more than in others.” Both B’s 

and D’s observations indicate a familiarity with current research and theory that 

support their statements; and, although neither participant specifically elucidated the 

warrants for their claims, it was clear during the conversation that both participants 

thought their claims were theoretically and empirically sound. During our review 

session, D also asked the following:  

Well, I mean, I just think a good, in a dissertation, I mean, you will 

bring in the literature for where you got these ideas, right? And that 

sounds good to me, although it makes a lot of sense too, given what we 

know about business organizations. (personal interview, 2017) 

 

When discussing the proper relationship between strategy and culture, a concern for 

theoretical validity was evident in the following exchange between J and me: 
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J: Right, so, for example, here [referring to model drawn on 

whiteboard in room] it says culture of VDL but really, [i]t’s an 

agnostic model, your strategy could be to beat the competition, your 

mission could be to make as much money as we can, your vision is 

to…and that creates a culture, and then you operationalize it by 

business planning and getting the right people on the bus. But if you 

want to stick the VDL in there, then changes everything. And, I’m 

wondering maybe if this, our ROVI, is a blow-up of the VDL culture 

[refers to whiteboard model]. You know a values-driven culture has all 

the things you see on that paper there. 

 

Me: I also wonder about, I get the “culture eats strategy for breakfast” 

sort of concept, that once a culture is instantiated, that strategy is going 

to flow out of that culture, it’s going to, the strategy you think you’re 

going to apply to the future is going to be pretty much prescribed or 

proscribed by what cultures you already have in place, that is previous 

strategies. 

 

J: Right, exactly, you must have read Schein, you must have paid 

attention when you read Schein. 

 

Me: Right, you might say that the model only applies in the first year 

or two, because after that the culture will be established, the Founder’s 

Effect sort of thing. 

 

J: Right, yeah, I see what you mean. And, so, as it relates to this little 

diagram here, your point is well taken, and in fact, maybe the VDL 

culture shouldn’t be in the middle, but it should be the thing that’s 

driving everything else. (personal interview, 2017)  

 

The final conceptual game design prototype incorporated the CVF, as operationalized 

by Cameron and Quinn (2011), and the ROVI, as designed by the CVDL (n.d.); in 

fact, much of the conversation about the culture model was oriented to discussing the 

CVF and the ROVI. A common observation had to do with the lack of a normative 

framework in the CVF. For example, J observed, “The thing about the CVF, however, 

is that it’s not a normative, or moral, or ethical framework.” B concurred, saying, 
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“[N]o, not at all” to the observation that the CVF does not address normative or 

ethical concerns. The need to incorporate a values model was a key concern for 

developing a culture model. M observed, “[A]s people build those [leadership] 

competencies, they’re building that culture, and that would lead you to a VDL 

culture.” Similarly, A provided both a metaphor from the field of architecture, 

referencing Aristophanes’ injunction that a building should be durable, useful, and 

beautiful, as well as a list of leadership concerns intended to inform how culture is 

built, maintained, and changed. Overall, the breadth and number of statements 

participants made about culture indicated how fundamentally important having a 

good culture model would be to a game on values-driven leadership.  

Levels of analysis 

 

Here’s where the synergy across levels is popping up, right? (D, 

personal interview, 2017) 

 

Another area of robust discussion was the question of levels of analysis. The game 

was designed from the beginning to address multiple levels of analysis, including self, 

teams, organization, and society. This construct was not only the topic of 

conversation, but it also provided a framework within which other topics were 

discussed.  

 

J observed, “I love that you've got this broken out into leading self, others, 

organization and society; that’s the way it should be.” G thought that the proposed 
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levels of analysis were a good fit with theory as well with the EMSVDL curriculum. 

D applauded the use of multiple levels of analysis saying, “So you’re working across 

well-identified levels of analysis, which is what I do in my work, so I’m with you.” B 

wanted to make sure that the various levels of analysis interacted with one another: 

“Do previous phases still apply, in the sense that you’re still doing the wellness stuff 

and somehow it progresses into the later stages?” Along the same lines, D asked, 

“[A]re you working with causation across all levels of analysis, or saying these are 

components of these levels?” Finally, D concluded with an exclamatory remark that 

again validated the use of multiple levels of analysis: “We’ve covered, I mean, we 

ended up in the global arena with thresholds from the beginning, where do we go 

next, galactic?” 

Modeling organizations, strategy, and change 

 

Really? Is that what the model says, or is that, you know, what you 

think? (M, personal interview, 2017) 

 

Given that one of the primary levels of analysis in the current study is the 

organizational level, it is no surprise that the issue of how to model organizational 

behavior and change was a common topic of discussion. J was very interested in the 

organizational model, observing, “[W]hat’s most in my mind are design principles for 

building values driven companies.” J also asked, “[H]ow do you translate your 

strategic foundations into a business planning and talent management system?” G 

wanted to make sure that the organizational model included purpose, vision, mission, 
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and values. D wanted to know how the game would model organizational outcomes 

relative to various values orientations: “Is there a way to capture whether the values 

are correct for the org and are oriented towards where we want to go?” J wanted to 

ensure that the organizational model included performance outcomes: “[W]hat should 

be the core design principles as far as content for building values-driven companies? 

So, I’m thinking performance driven, strengths based.” One of the foundations for 

modeling the organizational business model was Osterwalder’s (2004) business 

model canvas, and B thought it was a good inclusion: “Good, I have that book on my 

shelf.” D thought Porter’s (1985) value chain concept would be useful as a way to 

model organizational processes: “Porter’s primary value chain sort of thing, you have 

inputs, outputs, I mean sales, service afterward, and that’s the value chain, and I see, 

then there’s secondary support areas like IT, HR, finance.”  

 

From a strategy and change perspective, M compared organizational change to hitting 

a baseball:  

One of the reasons it’s difficult, if you were just throwing the ball up 

and hitting it yourself, but there’s so many moving parts, just like in an 

org, it’s always in motion, so you can’t just have a path and that’s the 

way it’s going to go. (personal interview, 2017) 

 

M also referenced various change theories and supporting theories, such as Deci and 

Ryan’s (1985) self-determination theory and the need for alignment between all 

levels of the organization: “[T]he need for alignment between the top of 

organizational goals all the way down, so that the person sitting all the way down 



206 

 

doing whatever it is they’re doing understand all the way to the top.” J thought that 

using social network analysis might be a good tool for modeling and showing change, 

but thought other elements and cultural tools, such as the CVF and ROVI, would also 

be needed: “How you get there is your model of change, and analyzing it from a 

network analysis perspective is an interesting tool, but those are only pieces of the 

puzzle.” J thought that change needed to start from a strategic foundation: “You have 

a strategic foundation which includes strategy, mission, vision, and values and 

behaviors.” D further observed that risk calculations were important: “Have to 

understand risk, and what you’re risking.” Another area that got attention was the 

concept of organizational slack and its importance in enabling organizational change. 

B observed that, “How can you change if there is no slack? You have to have room.” 

And J and M agreed that Heifetz’s (1994) recommendations to get on the balcony, 

create a holding area, and regulate distress all required slack capacity in order to 

achieve. B observed, “[Y]ou can’t get on the balcony if you have no slack.” In a 

similar line of thinking, A brought up recent conversations at the 2017 Academy of 

Management conference regarding “white space” and its crucial role in enabling 

organizational change. The Human Capital Institute’s (2017) article on managing in 

the white space provides explanatory detail to the importance of conscious 

application of slack resources. 
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Situated practice 

 

This should reinforce what they’re learning. (B, personal interview, 

2017) 

 

The second area of interest for participants was the issue of situated practice, which 

was sometimes expressed as simulation. The situated learning thematic family had 

119 meaningful statements aggregated into 13 themes, as indicated below: 

• Game objectives (16). 

• Learning model (16). 

• Adversity (15). 

• Narrative (15). 

• Develop self (11). 

• Collaboration (10). 

• Coaching and mentoring (8). 

• Values and ethical applications (7). 

• Relationships and social networks (6). 

• Strategy (6). 

• NPC modeling (5). 

• Competency model (3). 

• Levels of analysis (1). 

Situated practice is a foundational concept in Lave and Wenger’s (1991) situated 

learning concept and was among the top concerns for study participants, who wanted 
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players to experience the game in the proper business context. This meant that game 

scenes, game iconography, game narratives, and game situations needed to resemble 

what a person might see if they were running a real business. J wanted the game to be 

“less about using the game to demonstrate conceptual learning of the material than it 

is to demonstrate the capacity to lead an organization.” M thought that a more 

situated approach “encourages people to play every day.”  

 

Lave (1988) questioned whether abstracted learning was generalizable to varied 

domains, and situated learning is largely built on the premise that abstracted learning 

is less generalizable than is typically assumed. Study participants in the current study 

never directly referenced situated learning theory, but their concerns mirrored those 

of the situated learning mindset. From a game design perspective, using Hunicke et 

al.’s 2004 MDA model, situated practice can be thought of as the dynamics portion of 

that model. With the proper mechanics and aesthetic qualities, the player can have the 

dynamic experience of feeling, at least somewhat, like they are actually leading teams 

and organizations in a global endeavor.  

 

Early game design prototypes had more abstracted game play, and this received 

pushback from participants in various ways. J made the statement that “the game is 

more leading a team, and leading an organization to accomplish results in the world, 

or, you know, the marketplace,” which was offered to correct what J thought was too 

much of a content-oriented—rather than practice-oriented—approach. A had 
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concerns about a lack of valid situatedness hurting the game’s credibility and offered 

that “the game needs to be child-like without being childish.” Participants’ concerns 

with situatedness led to many changes in the game design over the course of the 

project. 

Narrative and adversity 

 

We need stories. (M, personal interview, 2017) 

 

There were several themes that comprised the situated practice thematic family, but 

two prominent themes were narrative and adversity. Participants were quite 

concerned with the narrative that would inform player situatedness. G wanted to 

know which narrative tools and approaches would be used to develop the situated 

narrative and whether the players would be faced with a single change initiative at the 

organizational level or many. J offered the narrative angle that “every student in the 

cohort is a CEO, because everybody wants to be the CEO, right?” M observed, 

“Adding narratives—the stories that brings the values piece—brings it into sharper 

focus.” J also offered a specific narrative context by saying, “You may need to build 

in an element of a senior team making decisions with pressure from the board and 

shareholders.”  

 

In addition to the narrative concerns listed above, another way in which participants 

expressed their desire for situated experience was associated with adversity and 
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conflict. Initial game design concepts had very little adversity or conflict built into the 

game; however, participants were interested in having the players deal with adversity 

of different kinds. One kind of adversity was of the seemingly random kind that is not 

technically an outcome of a player’s actions. This kind of adversity could be anything 

from an earthquake to a personal misfortune for NPCs on the player’s team. M 

observed, “You could also have problems that come from the external environment,”; 

M also asked, “Are there environmental surprises or political unrest issues that 

happen?” J and M both had opinions about adversity at the team level as well, with J 

offering, “You’ve got your team members and you’ve got some that are performing, 

some that are underperforming, some that are honest, some that are not.” M asked, 

“People that are talking about that [a change initiative], can they be conversations that 

are supportive and not supportive?” B thought that the adversity dynamics might be 

introduced as a result of a player’s inattention to personal and team wellness: “As you 

grow, you get sucked into that, so you stop doing all that [wellness], and your team 

disintegrates because you’re not paying attention to them.” All of these participant 

responses are indicative of the participants’ interest in the game being a situated 

experience for players. 
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Game objectives 

 

How do I put what I learned into practice to accomplish a result is 

what you ultimately want to learn. (J, personal interview, 2017) 

 

Game objectives are closely related to the game narratives, and participants were 

quite interested in both. Participants were interested in seeing the game objectives 

stated in situated, realistic terms. J’s opinion about module four and game goals 

around CSR was indicative of participants’ desire to see situated game goals:  

I do think in that module, what we should be looking at, looking at 

trying to make choices to move us into the embedded realm, I mean 

that should be the whole objective of that module. I mean why not? 

(personal interview, 2017) 

 

While discussing module three, M asked, “[W]hat are we having them actually do? Is 

it implementing a change or making a case for change and getting alignment to it? Is 

that where we’re at?” At the team level, J said, “You have got to work with this team 

to pull off some project, or to produce some set of results.” B thought balance as a 

game objective was desirable: “[Y]ou’re learning about how to successfully balance 

and make good choices about growing the organization perspective and keeping 

yourself healthy.” D asked, “What is the goal, developing this other person’s skills, or 

some other goal.” All the forgoing questions and comments indicate an interest in 

having objectives that are meaningful in the context of business leadership, and they 

support the concept of situated practice as an important structural design principle. 
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Coaching, mentoring, and collaborating 

 

Having them mentor each other, I thought, was kind of unique and a 

good way to add another level, not complexity, but a good way to 

bring the teaching to bear. (M, personal interview, 2017) 

 

Additional major areas of participant interest in the situated practice realm were 

coaching, mentoring, and collaboration. Coaching and mentoring were things leaders 

would perform mostly with subordinates while collaboration could be done with 

anyone. J wanted to see players having to “coach and mentor them [NPCs] in such a 

way according to the paradigm that G offered in the leading and developing others 

class,” while M offered that “teaching people how to mentor others is part of it.” 

From a collaboration perspective, B said that it is important to provide players with 

an opportunity to collaborate on game play: “[Y]ou’re playing the game in your own 

head making your choices, and checking in with real live other people about how do I 

look, how am I doing, just like getting 360 feedback.” B also observed that 

collaboration in the face of ethical uncertainty was both a good idea in the real world 

and also in the game:  

Right, that’s the kind of thing where it gets grayer, the value of 

discussing that with other people, so when you get into those situations 

they really are gray, “[W]ow, I’m really not sure” that’s a really good 

time to suggest to people that they chat. (B, personal interview, 2017) 

 

 

A common technique in higher education is to group players into teams to complete 

projects. Student-teaming essentially forces players to collaborate and more actively 
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engage with the course material (Chiriac, 2014). J was quite interested in having 

robust collaborative opportunities, as evidenced by the following statement:  

It would be great to have 5 teams of 5, and [T]eam [1] runs the ABC 

company, [T]eam 2 runs the XYZ company, and Team 3 runs some 

other company, so that you are actually collaborating with people in 

your cohort. 

 

However, I was concerned about social loafing and the potential for lost learning if 

players devolved responsibility to just one or two members, which can be a problem 

for team-based projects (Aggarwal & O’Brien, 2008; Chiriac, 2014). M suggested 

having a board of directors comprised of other players so that players would run their 

own companies but would also sit on each other’s boards: “What if you had 

teammates on your board of directors, so your teammates on your board. You’d have 

both.” M’s observation provided a game mechanic that allowed significant player 

collaboration while still requiring each player to play their own game. J thought M’s 

idea was a good solution: “I see the logic of having people run their own company, 

forced essentially, and it’s good because they learn some stuff. I like that, I also like 

the social aspect, the peer board sort of thing.” B also saw the value of the peer board, 

succinctly stating, “Nice, I like that.” 
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Modeling the real world 

 

That’s reality. (M, personal interview, 2017) 

 

An interesting phenomenon observed throughout the project was participants 

comparing theory and proposed game concepts to what they personally perceived as 

“the real world.” Figure 30 indicates the relationship between theory, the learning 

context, and modeling the real world. Participants seemed to moderate content and 

learning theory through their own personal lenses before validating their inclusion in 

the game model. It was not always clear whether the real-world model that 

participants were referencing was formed from personal experience, extensive 

research, or some combination of both. Participant comparisons between the real 

world and game concepts comprised 77 meaningful statements that aggregated into 

15 themes, as indicated below: 

• Change model (18). 

• Strategy (10). 

• Stakeholder activism (10). 

• Relationships and social networks (7). 

• Organizational model (7). 

• Personnel management (7). 

• Adversity (5). 

• NPC modeling (3). 

• Credibility (3). 
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• Culture model (2). 

• Game objectives (1). 

• Develop self (1). 

• Values and ethical applications (1). 

• Competency model (1). 

• Employee engagement (1). 

 

Many (27) of the participants’ real-world comparisons were made around the themes 

of modeling change, organizations, and culture; however, strategy, stakeholder 

activism, personnel management, relationships and social networks, adversity, and 

overall game credibility also received significant comparison to the real world.  

 

While it was rarely stated directly, one reason for referencing real-world knowledge 

in game assessment was to evaluate whether the game was realistic. Participant 

comparison of game concepts to real-world experience is closely related to the 

concept of situatedness, as discussed in the previous section, and can be interpreted as 

a participant’s valuing verisimilitude as a game quality. M made the following 

succinct comment about a game component that matched well to personal experience: 

“[I]t’s also based in reality, beautiful.” A expressed the desire for verisimilitude most 

directly by stating that “there needs to be a balance between ‘gameisms’ and ‘real-

world,” though A recognized that this is a hard balance to achieve. Nevertheless, 

regardless of difficulty, game coherence to what participants believed to be legitimate 
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experience was repeatedly tested and discussed. The following sections provide 

deeper insight into the general nature of the participants’ desire to include real-world 

modeling in game design deliberations. 

Modeling organizations, culture, and change 

 

Ultimately, the organization needed to see results for its efforts. (G, 

personal interview, 2017) 

 

It was common throughout the design reviews for participants to compare their own 

experiences and research with what was being proposed for change, culture, and 

organizational models in the game. Typically, participants comments were intended 

to validate the game design concept being discussed or working through problems in 

designing a good game mechanic. Leveraging personal experience as a primary 

change agent in a major U.S. company, G said, “There does not seem to be just one 

way to make that kind of change [culture change] happen,” and further stated that the 

“key to success in every change effort was staying true to values.” Not only do G’s 

two statements indicate significant properties of change and the importance of values, 

the statements also indicate G’s interest in comparing game and theoretical models to 

personal experience.  

 

Similarly, when discussing game change models, M referenced personal experience 

leading a major change effort in a large U.S. company this way: “Departments have 

their own way of doing things, getting things done, and all of a sudden we have to use 
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the same system. They’re giving up functionality, and it wasn’t necessarily sold that 

way.” D was also comparing game concepts to the real world with this observation: 

“In some organizations, the team building is valued more than in others.” J further 

referenced personal experience with an observation about a medium-sized U.S. 

company that had run into growth problems: “After being in operation for 10 years, 

maybe it was even 15. They realized that their systems were underdeveloped, they 

had grown, and they were making a lot of mistakes because they didn’t have good 

systems.” Taken together, the preceding comments provide insight not only into 

textural phenomena that will be discussed more in depth later, but they also provide 

direct evidence of participants’ interest in the game not conflicting with what they 

understand to be the truth of the “real world” regarding change, culture, and 

organizational behavior. 

Strategy and adversity 

 

Not that it’s a good thing, but it’s a reality. (M, personal interview, 

2017) 

 

Participants often leveraged personal experience to assess game components 

associated with strategy and adversity. B referenced a common strategic mistake that 

companies make during their budgeting processes when they leave no slack: 

“Everyone budgets as much as they can possibly budget every year, nobody just 

budgets 75%, chances are something is going to happen.” When discussing 

organizational innovation and how organizations sometimes quit exploring, M said, 
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“[T]hey get blinders,” while D observed that, although some young firms benefit 

from valuing exploration and innovation, “a lot of those firms fail too.” From the 

perspective of dealing with real-world adversity, M asked, “[A]re you going to allow 

the game master to change the circumstances, the context, by, ‘Oh, there’s going to be 

a hurricane’ and not tell people?” M further asked, “Is there a way to model 

unsuccessful implementation? Because a lot of implementations are not successful.” 

Both of M’s observations indicate an interest in providing players with experiences 

that happen in the real-world in a way that forces them to adapt their strategy and 

continuously evaluate their values. 

Relationships, social networks, and personnel management 

 

You have to be part of the fabric of that organization in order to get 

anybody to listen to you about to make change happen. (M, personal 

interview, 2017) 

 

Another area of interest in which participants made comparisons between game 

concepts and their own understanding of the real world was in the treatment of 

relationships, social networks, and personnel management. When we discussed how 

social networks factored into change, M told a story about a personal experience with 

corporate change: “I assigned people different areas to stay in touch, to know what 

was happening, and then when there was a change, we’d get out our diagram and say, 

okay, what are they doing.” B observed that “getting people into your network is one 

thing, keeping them there is another.” When we discussed local activism in the 
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context of the game’s treatment of CSR, D observed that “if you were in the localism, 

like in the Niger delta with Shell, there is risk of blowback from the local community, 

from the locals.” And when we discussed how normative myopia can lead to surprises 

in the game, D also noted, “That’s reality, this is reality.” When we discussed 

teamwork and relationships between players in the game and how to balance game 

play with social feedback, J offered this thought: “I mean, because if you stop and 

think about it as it relates to leadership and group dynamics, that’s a big factor, if 

someone acts in a way that is self-serving, or disrespectful of others….” And M 

similarly observed that “when you think about it in real life, the lack of support is 

more subtle and people don’t necessarily feel it, but they need to be aware and they 

need to understand why to be developmental.”  

 

Some observations were couched in the language of reality being perhaps regrettable 

but still necessary to capture. When we talked about personnel management in the 

game, M shared the following story:  

So, for this particular person, we met in a separate meeting room, and I 

explained the situation, we had an HR person in the room because we 

needed to do that, and we had a good relationship, through the 

conversation, I explained why we had to do what we had to do, and I 

said that this announcement will be made shortly, do you want to go 

back to the unit, would you like me to go get your stuff for you, how 

would you like to do it? You can let somebody go with dignity and 

respect even though you had to get rid of somebody. (M, personal 

interview, 2017) 
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Not only does M’s story reify the connection between personnel management, 

strategy, and values, but it also indicates M’s interest in making sure the game was 

grounded in real-world experience. G shared a similar perspective when observing 

that their company had to “promote some employees to customer status if they 

couldn’t make the change.”  

 

The key point to distill from the forgoing conversation about modeling the real world 

is that participants were consistently concerned with being able to tie proposed game 

concepts to their understanding of the real world, and that verisimilitude should be 

considered as important not only for the purposes of this game, but for business 

leadership games in general. 

User experience 

 

I’m super excited right, now, I’m jumping out of my skin, this is really 

cool. (J. interview, 2017) 

 

Throughout the current project, participants were understandably—and laudably—

concerned with how players would experience the game. There were 114 meaningful 

statements made, and these were aggregated into 12 themes, as indicated below: 

• Feedback (51). 

• Scaffolding (10). 

• Credibility (8). 

• Game objectives (8). 
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• Learning model (6). 

• Collaboration (6). 

• Learning objective (6). 

• Player engagement (6). 

• Adversity (5). 

• Player safety (5). 

• Relationships and social networks (2). 

• Game design theory (1). 

Participant concerns in this regard were largely informed by what feedback the 

players would be getting and how players would be receiving that feedback. Other 

major areas of concern had to do with player engagement and safety, as well as how 

much players could be expected to learn and how learning might be best supported in 

the game from the player’s perspective. 

Player feedback 

 

So, that’s going to help determine what the game gives you again? Oh, 

it’s built in?....ahhhh. (D, personal interview, 2017) 

 

Based on the number of meaningful statements made by participants in the current 

study, player feedback (51 meaningful statements) was second only to modeling 

culture (65 meaningful statements). Participant concerns in this regard ran the gamut 

from player rewards to feedback about poor player performance. In a general sense, D 

indicated interest in the player’s experience by asking, “I guess I’m interested in, each 
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user will have a different experience of the game, right?” J asked, “Do you have to 

share with the participants the number of points they get?” A was concerned about the 

player’s experience when asking, “[H]ow will players know what the buildings do 

and how they work,” as well as “[H]ow much time will it take to understand and 

actually get to know the value of buildings and other placements in the commons?” 

 

Specific to player rewards, participants talked about badges, points, and other ways to 

provide feedback to players. B understood the value of player rewards when we 

discussed the sense of progress that was built into the game: “[Y]eah, a level within a 

level, a sense of accomplishment.” M asked, “Would there be a way of badging, 

because we want to do badges for each of the 4 modules.” J wanted to see feedback 

that rewarded cooperation between players: “Is there is a way to build an equation 

into the game whereby, if all of the teams, you know succeed then you get a better 

overall score, or something like that?” M asked, “Will they get points or minus points 

for how they react to what happens? Like Johnson and Johnson, they seem to know 

how to handle that sort of stuff, the Tylenol, that kind of thing.” As an aside, M’s 

comment about Tylenol not only indicates an interest in what kind of feedback 

players will get, but also indicates M’s interest in modeling feedback on the real 

world. 

 

On the negative feedback side of the coin, participants were also interested in how 

players would be notified of less successful performance. D asked about how the 
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player might see that energy in the game (a.k.a. action points) had been 

inappropriately spent: “But the leader could perceive that there’s been energy spent 

that shouldn’t have been spent.” J indicated interest in negative feedback with the 

following comment:  

It’d be interesting to play with that at some point in terms of building 

in some assumptions like that into the game. Sort of like the negative 

side, instead of just accumulating positive points, you also build in 

demerits for poor choices. I mean, all of those other ones are good 

choices, so you get a three for, you know, each one of those, but if you 

choose based on the last one, you get a zero. (J, personal interview, 

2017) 

 

A wanted to make sure players were given immediate feedback about their various 

inputs relative to personal development by showing relative measures for such facets 

as exercise, eating right, getting enough sleep, and other self-development areas. In 

addition, A wanted to give players immediate feedback about the negative impacts of 

chronic poor choices in such areas. 

 

In other areas of player feedback, participants were interested in how players would 

get information about the game state and how they would be able to interpret and 

make sense out of what was going on in the game. One game feature gave the players 

a dashboard where they could see what they had spent their action points on and what 

the results were (Figure 29), and D observed, “That makes sense, you can grasp it the 

way you’re doing in one glance.” On the other hand, D was also concerned that 

aspects of player feedback might be too distant from player decisions, and the deeper 
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meanings of their actions might not be apparent: “The user is really aware, or even 

interested in what you’re saying, because I would think that, as a user, I’d be looking 

at relative to what I’ve done, what’s happening.” From a learning perspective, B was 

similarly concerned with transparency: “[I]f it’s not transparent it’s a little harder to 

make the connection.” 

Scaffolding and learning 

 

What is winning? (M, personal interview, 2017) 

 

Wood, Bruner, and Ross (1976) built on Bruner’s (1960) work on discovery learning 

and introduced the term “scaffolding” to describe the way in which an expert 

instructor assists a student in the learning process. The scaffolding process is very 

similar to Vygotsky’s (1930–1934/1978) concept of the zone of proximal 

development (ZPD), and the two have largely become synonyms of each other in the 

education literature (McLeod, 2012). In both ZPD and scaffolding, the instructor 

provides assistance beyond the actual accomplishment of the task and gradually 

reduces assistance as the student begins to grasp what is required and is able to 

accomplish the task independently. In practical terms, scaffolding can be contrasted 

with a lecture-and-test approach, wherein students are presented with the task or 

material to be learned and then tested on their mastery of it with little, if any, 

instructor assistance along the way. Scaffolding in game terms can be internal or 

external. Internal scaffolding would be in-game guides, help features, clues, tips, or 
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any other assistance that would help a player to understand what is required in the 

game, all of which helps them to better understand what learning goals they are 

expected to achieve through playing the game. External scaffolding would be any 

assistance rendered outside the game play and could consist of discussions with a 

professor, having the ability to reference wiki material, student guides, videotaped 

walkthroughs of the game, or any combination of the above.  

 

Feedback on player performance is also a key component of scaffolding, and it is, 

therefore, important to consider how and when feedback is given. Feedback is 

difficult to separate from learning since the two are so entwined. Kolb, Boyatzis, and 

Mainemelis (2001) gave a primary place in their experiential learning theory model. 

Schell (2015) stated, “Feedback can exert a powerful influence on how much the 

player understands and enjoys what is happening in your game” (p. 260). Therefore, 

the discussion about feedback in the previous section should be considered a partner 

to the current section on scaffolding and learning. While meaningful statements listed 

in the feedback section above are implicitly related to learning, the meaningful 

statements in the scaffolding and learning themes were more explicitly so.  

 

Participants in the current study were interested in how the players would know what 

to do and how they would be helped through the learning process. B asked 

forthrightly, “What’s the explanation of why I should play the game, just right up 

front. What is this going to do for me?” Moreover, A was concerned that overly 
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simplified game presentations might strain players’ willingness to accept game 

premises: “[W]hile full complexity may not be required, if it’s too hokey for people 

with leadership experience, it might turn them off.” At the lower bound of 

Vygotsky’s (1930–1934/1978) ZPD, players are not challenged or they do not see the 

point of continuing with the learning process, and B’s and A’s comments echo 

Vygotsky’s concerns.  

 

At the upper end of Vygotsky’s (1930–1934/1978) ZPD, the student ceases to be able 

to keep up with the instruction and stops learning. In other words, they get 

overwhelmed and are unable to grasp what is being presented. In game terms, this 

might happen when a player either does not understand game play functions, such as 

how to interact with the game, or does not understand what their goals are or how to 

form and execute a strategy to accomplish it. With respect to this upper bound, J 

observed the following:  

Yeah, so, there could also be a mechanism built into the game where if 

somebody is really tanking it you have a coach intervene and kind of 

artificially pumps them back up; and as you said earlier, of all of this, 

is learning and so you’ve gotta have some avenues, like you just 

described, that allow people, if they’re not doing well, to learn new 

stuff, and get back in at a higher level. (J, personal interview, 2017) 

 

Similarly, the following exchange between M and me is illustrative: 

Me: So, ideally too, in the scaffolding concept, you can have...Umm, 

I’m a little, [H]elp.” If that’s the way you want it scaffolded, I mean[.] 

 

M: Some prompts or some hints or something? 
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Me: Yeah, well, you can. So the choice of scaffolding is associated 

with [what will work in the game]… 

 

M: I like the, “go do some research.” or point to some sources, but I 

wouldn’t want to tie it to a book, because that would make it, the shelf 

life. Very short. (M, personal interview, 2017) 

 

Study participants were also quite interested in how the players would understand and 

be guided toward learning goals. D asked, “What is your goal for the user? Because, 

see, I would accept a goal of edifying one’s personal choices according to these rules 

you’ve laid out.” J offered that, “They [players] want to learn about executive 

decision making.” Similarly, B reflected on what the players might be thinking while 

playing the game:  

I’d want to see how that plays out, how does that play out in my life, in 

my team, in my organization? Something to at least be able to play 

with and not get hurt, not get killed in the real world. (B, personal 

interview, 2017) 

 

J wanted the game to keep people engaged so they would keep playing the game and 

absorbing its messages: “An interesting question for me is what’s going to make 

people really excited about playing this game?...There has to be enough of a 

compelling end game so that they want to get in there, into the game and do this.” D 

thought that game components such as surprise would be helpful to player learning: 

“Right, this has truth to it even though I would have rejected it previously because of 

some meme in my mind.” 
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Finally, a common input from study participants was on the topic of reflection and 

how important it is to both learning and leadership. Reflection is one of the key steps 

in Kolb, Boyatzis, and Mainemelis’s (2001) experiential learning theory; additionally, 

participants in the current study were also attuned to the importance of reflection. M 

asked, “[I]s there some way that people can get points for being reflective, to think 

about, to take the time to step back. That’s one of the differences in great leaders, 

right?” B was of similar mind: “I like that you’re thinking about slack and other 

things that would help them to ingrain habits of reflecting on their values in action.” J 

made a comment that nicely tied reflection to the game’s basic values orientation:  

So, I was also thinking, the good choice/bad choice all along the way, 

but also when you get to the team level, maybe the organizational 

level, having the team that’s working in the organization, maybe it’s a 

person or whatever, create a set of values that they want to live by and 

operate by, and then have those values, and each choice you make 

along the way, maybe not all of them, but some of them, a little thing 

pops up and says “is this decision congruent with your values?” You 

know? What makes me think of that is that, in our research with the 

Small Giants, that’s one of the things that we found to be most 

important in terms of building a values-driven culture, is being clear 

about what your values are and referring to them regularly when 

you’re making major decisions. (J, personal interview, 2017) 

 

Learning context 

 

We want it to be about high performance, but also ethical practice. (J, 

personal interview, 2017) 

 

As might be expected when designing a game to be part of a higher education 

curriculum, there was significant conversation about the context in which the game 



229 

 

and associated learning would be situated. The importance of evaluating the learning 

context is a common theme in instructional development, and study participants were 

understandably attuned to this requirement. Overall, the learning context thematic 

family included 42 meaningful statements represented by 9 themes, as indicated 

below: 

• Learning objectives (15). 

• Structure (9). 

• Assessment (8). 

• Develop self (4). 

• Organizational model (2). 

• Change model (1). 

• Competency model (1). 

• Strategy (1). 

• Culture model (1). 

Learning objectives, content (which includes develop self, organizational model, 

change model, competency model, strategy, and culture model), assessment, and 

structure are discussed further below. 

Learning objectives and content 

 

So, it’s tied to the curriculum that way. I see. (D, personal interview, 

2017) 
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The learning objective for the EMSVDL game mirrored that of the EMSVDL course 

in general and was, therefore, not a topic requiring extensive discovery; instead, 

discussion was more about how to understand and operationalize EMSVDL learning 

objectives in the game context. Several comments had to do with trying to identify 

where course concepts were captured in the game. M asked, “It’s pretty clear to me 

how values play in the first module, what’s the value, how are we getting at the 

values in this [module 2]? I mean, we’re teaching the concepts, but are we also 

teaching values?” Similarly, J asked, “Where, in leading and develop teams, do you 

have develop team skills?” Additionally, J asked, “Where do you build in all the 

content about leading self?” D simply appreciated that the game was closely linked to 

the EMSVDL material: “That’s interesting, that you’re bringing it from the actual 

curriculum of the program.” 

 

In addition to the connection between EMSVDL coursework and the game, 

participants were also interested in how detailed the game play needed to be to meet 

course learning objectives. M asked, “We definitely want to teach them about 

different change models, but is that what you want in the module? I mean, they’ll 

have that in their tool kit.” M’s interest in this statement was to not let the game get 

too focused on details that would bog the game down and would be available to 

students in other venues anyway. J had a similar concern when asking the following: 

“Do we want to build into the curriculum and build into the game an expectation that 

students know what an ERP system is, how to implement an ERP system?” The 
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implied answer to J’s question was, “No,” we did not want to have the students 

become experts in enterprise resource planning systems in order to play the game; 

however, familiarizing students with such a concept in a general sense would not be 

outside the scope of the game. Also in this line of thinking, J stated the following:  

I had one other thought about this, so, not so keen on this option, so 

now I’ve got a 4th option. A 3rd option was to build some stuff around 

org design, but that’s just not that interesting. I mean, it is, but then 

you get into compensation systems and reward systems. (J, personal 

interview, 2017) 

 

 

In agreement with J’s assessment, B simply responded, “No” when the option 

of using a detailed organizational design model as the basis for the game 

design was presented.  

 

As evidenced in the discussion above, game learning objectives were entwined with 

EMSVDL course learning objectives, but in some cases the conversation was more 

about understanding how a particular piece of content might be best understood from 

both a course and a game perspective. In these cases, game development helped to 

shape EMSVDL course development. For example, the game’s use of the Cameron 

and Quinn (2011) CVF operationalization led J to observe the following: “If we use 

the competing values framework, then we have to have it somewhere in the 

curriculum.” Similarly, the game’s focus on leadership competencies required a more 

intentional mapping between EMSVDL’s values-driven leadership competencies and 

other course organizational and personnel management models. M asked, “So, in 
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addition to, the, we can apply, we can take the assessment tools for them to come up 

with the answer, right?” Other concepts, such as slack and Osterwalder’s (2004) 

business model canvas, have emerged as important concepts in the game design; 

however, it is unclear whether these concepts will also be added to the EMSVDL 

course material. 

 

Finally, one participant (J) was quite interested in making sure the game had a solid 

understanding of its own structure from the perspective of learning theory, game 

design theory, and content theory. J had concerns that too much emphasis was being 

placed on the learning and game design theories that inform game development and, 

perhaps, not enough emphasis was placed on the content itself. J expressed this 

concern on multiple occasions, one time asking, “Shouldn’t there be a third category 

which is like mechanics and aesthetics but are content goals?” On another occasion, J 

stated, “Those are about the infrastructure of the game and they’re right, and they 

need to be there, but there’s a third category, what is the nature of the content that we 

want to teach?” J’s concerns were borne out during data analysis when the structural 

elements of game design clearly formed the lens bias for my initial analysis. J’s 

injunctions were instrumental in ensuring that the other textural lens was properly 

attended. 
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Structure and assessment 

 

Is the game paced with the course material? (A, personal interview, 

2017) 

 

In addition to the discussion about learning objectives described above, participants 

were also interested in how the game was situated in time and presentation to other 

course material. This concern echoes Klabbers’s (2003) concern with game 

pragmatics and van Staalduinen and de Freitas (2011) attention to game context as 

important elements for consideration. Throughout the design process, the EMSVDL 

course schedule was posted in the design studio, and it was referenced often. In 

addition to having the course lineup, course textbooks and online course materials 

were also available and referenced during the project to give me a better idea of how 

the game might integrate with the coursework. 

 

I was not the only person concerned with the integration of game and coursework. A 

asked, “Does this game run the whole length of the program?” And M wanted 

clarification about game structure when asking, “So the overall game is embedded in 

the course for 16 weeks, embedded in the modules?” J was of similar mind when 

asking, “Each of the courses in the curriculum line up next to these [game] 

dimensions, and is it possible for us to map them right now?”  
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In addition to concerns about structural alignment between course material and game 

concepts, participants were also interested in how the game itself might change as 

play progressed to keep pace with expanding player capacities. This is in keeping 

with Vygotsky’s (1930–1934/1978) ZPD and Wood et al.’s (1976) scaffolding 

concepts in that the game could become progressively more complex and difficult as 

player capabilities increased. J observed the following:  

It could be that as you go in the curriculum, you start more concepts 

and theoretical, and you still bring in new concepts the whole way but 

the more you get into the curriculum the more you get into simulation, 

applying the concepts in the world. (J, personal interview, 2017) 

 

The following extended dialogue between M and me also illustrates the nuanced 

discussion that was involved in structuring the connections between the game and the 

course material: 

Me: Module 1 runs somewhere through here, module 2 runs here, 3 

and then 4 [drawing timeline on board], the details of that... 

 

M: Actually, each course is supposed to have a, because we’re 

following Fink’s taxonomy, it will have an artifact that kind of says, 

this is evidence that you have command of this knowledge, and that 

will be in a portfolio[.] 

 

Me: Is that going to be in a […]  

 

M: In an Engage portfolio[.] 

 

Me: Like a test? 

 

M: It depends, in this class [points at schedule] what they will be asked 

to do at the end is to identify their favorite leadership theory that they 

learned about, their favorite theory and then do a blog or a video, and 
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we have all these requirements for it, but it's like the terminal project 

for that[.] 

 

Me: Okay, alright, well, part of thing here is to, we’re gonna have to 

plumb through both the cognitive and emotional response of “is this 

going to be worth it?” 

 

M: To the instructor you mean[.] 

 

Me: To you, to you, really, to you and J and G[.] 

 

M: You mean to the game? 

 

Me: [Y]eah[.] 

 

M: Oh[.] 

 

Me: I mean, not in a general sense, but this specific thing, this module, 

I still have three more modules to share with you and is this module... 

 

M: This module makes a lot of sense because, it’s about in order to 

lead yourself, you need to know about yourself, and to make yourself 

strong and whatever, you know, invest in yourself, this is a great way 

of getting a sense of where you’re at. (M, personal interview, 2017) 

 

The interplay between J and me in the next piece of dialogue has a similar tenor: 

J: Oh, okay, because, alright, alright, I’ll have to see how that goes 

because, so then, you know, here in module 2, if the module is about 

learning and developing others, I can see how you bring in the content 

from Northouse and theories of leadership, but I’d also expect to see 

stuff on coaching and mentoring, and putting together development 

plans for people, leadership development plans[.] 

 

Me: [S]ure, yeah[.]  

 

J: I would also expect to see stuff from leading teams class around you 

know... 
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Me: [W]hich I haven’t seen specifically, yet, but, yeah[.]  

 

J: You mean, from G and M[?] 

 

Me: [Y]eah is that in this section? 

 

J: In the leading other section? I mean, that’s where I would put it, but 

it might go in the leading organizations... 

 

Me: I mean, anything that’s in this section is legitimate, and so the 

reason that I have the transformational leadership and whatnot, is 

because I know they're using the Northouse book. 

 

J: Right[.] (J, personal interview, 2017) 

 

These instances of extended dialogue are included here simply to give a sense of how 

granular and nuanced the interplay was between EMSVDL content, participant 

perspectives, the game designer (me), and the structure of the emerging game design. 

 

An important aspect of learning structure is assessment of learning—learning 

assessment and assurance of learning are important considerations in developing 

educational materials. For example, the AACSB’s international accreditation 

coordinating committee published an AACSB (2013) white paper, entitled “AACSB 

Assurance of Learning Standards: An Interpretation,” to describe how the AACSB 

requires schools to have an assurance of learning program that includes the following 

steps: 

1. Establish learning goals. 
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2. Align curricula to goals. 

3. Identify assessment measures and instruments. 

4. Collect, analyze, and distribute assessment data. 

5. Use assessment data to support continuous improvement efforts. 

 

Study participants were interested in how learning would happen and how instructors 

could know that learning had occurred. J voiced this concern by asking the following:  

I see the thing you’re doing here with helping people learn content, 

and that’s important. In my mind’s eye, if the game is more leading a 

team, and leading an organization to accomplish results in the world, 

or, you know, the marketplace, then we also have to look at how do we 

also tackle the issue of learning the content. Because, as you say, if we 

have them grow market share kind of approach, it’s not trivial, but it 

might be a good way to go, it’s more applied. How do I put what I 

learned into practice to accomplish a result is what you ultimately 

want to learn. [B]ut then the question is how do we make sure they’re 

actually learning the material, right? (J, personal interview, 2017) 

 

B wanted to make sure there was a way to see if people were playing the game: “Is 

there a way for J or M to monitor if people are playing?” B also thought that there 

would be a way to combine reflexivity, learning, and assurance of learning by having 

students write papers about their experiences: “I don’t know that you need to 

necessarily build this into the simulation but, the program should have people writing 

about their experiences while playing, right?” A also asked, “Is there a way to assess 

whether players are learning?” A also asked if players would be expected to write a 

paper about their game experiences. 
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Finally, one other topic that was also addressed in the themes of structure and 

assessment was the issue of using game outcomes to directly assess player learning. 

The proposed game design did not recommend an explicit attachment between game 

performance and student grades, and participants were generally supportive of this 

approach. M’s personal experience with educational games suggested that doing well 

in a game was more representative of getting good at playing the game, not 

necessarily learning anything about the material. D shared the following thoughts:  

Yeah, that’s cool, I like that, there’s no outcome of the game per se, 

that’s necessary. It’s the user’s experience and the experience of the 

meaning of the curriculum to the person who is forging their way 

through the game. (D, personal interview, 2017) 

 

So, while game scores were discussed often (e.g., see Player Feedback section), there 

was no significant push by participants to have game scores directly support giving 

players course grades or otherwise have the game “automatically” give grades for 

student performance. 

Meaningful choices 

 

It’s important to build in, at every level, good choices vs bad choices. 

(J, personal interview, 2017) 

 

In Figure 30, the meaningful choices thematic family is depicted as a sub-theme of 

the user experience thematic family, and so it is. However, the urgency and stridency 

with which meaningful choices was discussed throughout the project made it proper 

to identify it as a special case of user experience. Certainly, the concept of providing 
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players with meaningful choices is not a novel finding of this project—Schell (2015) 

directly stated, “A good game gives the player meaningful choices [emphasis in 

original]” (p. 290). In the current project, giving the players meaningful choices was a 

primary game design element. In fact, there are 33 instances of the use of the word 

“choice” in the design journal (Appendix B), and the literature review also referenced 

meaningful choices as a desirable game component. Study participants were also 

interested in the players having choices, though they may have been less attuned to 

the concept of meaningful choices than I was.  

 

Early in the design review process, I found it necessary to explain that it is possible 

for games to present choices that are not meaningful, and that this is not a good thing. 

One way for meaningless choices to occur is when the good choice is so obvious that 

it presents no decision challenge. Participants were familiar with this concept under 

the guise of social desirability bias wherein people will choose options that make 

them look most favorable to others and avoid options that make them look bad to 

others (Zerbe & Paulhus, 1987). If game decisions were to be rendered in a way that 

made the “right” choice obvious from a social desirability perspective, the player 

could easily select the correct choice without any significant thought or challenge. 

Therefore, it was important in the game to attempt to create situations and feedback 

loops that helped to make the values and ethics dimensions less clear. An exchange 

between J and me in this regard is illustrative. 

Me: [F]rom a situated perspective, it can be difficult for people, and 

there's tension, and from a design perspective, you’ve gotta give 



240 

 

people interesting choices to make, something to do. So, if all you do 

is to regurgitate content, then that’s the same thing as [sitting in] class. 

 

J: That’s what you don’t want, that’s why I want the simulations, right. 

 

Me: Right. So, the challenge is trying to make it look like you’re not 

just regurgitating the information. 

 

J: Absolutely, and so that’s why I say, let’s say we come up with our 

VDL model and it has 10 things. Then you try to build those 

assumptions into, and you say, okay, build those into an organization, 

make choices and your choices are more or less right or wrong on each 

dimension; and I know you'd have to build that, it isn’t built yet, but 

you get my point. 

 

Me: Yeah, anything that has a name and you can scale it, then you can 

gamify it[.] 

 

J: [Y]eah[.] (J, personal interview, 2017) 

 

Overall, the meaningful choices thematic family was comprised of 36 meaningful 

statements represented by six themes, as indicated below: 

• Values and ethical applications (15). 

• Strategy (9). 

• Personnel management (9). 

• Competency model (1). 

• Learning model (1). 

• Adversity (1). 

The next three sections discuss choices about values and ethics, strategy, course 

content, and learning areas. 
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Choices about values and ethics 

 

Make better choices, better decisions. (M, personal interview, 2017) 

 

Schein (2010) gave a fundamental role to values as a determinant of business decision 

making. In Schein’s estimation, the deepest levels of cultural formation are based on 

espoused and assumed values. Unfortunately, cultural values foundations are not 

necessarily evident to people in the culture; either the values are so ingrained as to be 

beneath notice (assumed values) or they may be rationalized values that seize on 

short-term opportunities or focus on short-term risks and do not hold steady over time 

(Schein, 2010). The EMSVDL game design was intended for—and participants 

supported—giving players a decision space in which to frequently explore values and 

how they impact teams, organizations, and society. An interaction with M illustrated 

the values-driven emphasis: 

M: Now, this is for the company, but, as a player, am I the leader of 

the company? 

 

Me: [Y]eah[.] 

 

M: So, what we’ve been trying to in this entire program is develop 

values-driven leaders, so my decisions as we go through these 

decisions, I should be going through that based on the values that I’ve 

come to. (M, personal interview, 2017) 

 

M also wanted to see evidence of conscious values assessments: “Do they go through 

a values sort, or how do people identify their own, and then also identify the values of 

their organization, the team?’ J expressed a similar interest: “When you get to the 
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team level, maybe the organizational level, having the team that’s working in the 

organization, maybe it’s a person or whatever, create a set of values that they want to 

live by and operate by.” Both J and M were expressing not only an interest in the 

players’ values approach to organizational leadership, but their comments also 

indicate that they wanted players to be making conscious, meaningful decisions about 

values and ethics concerns. B was interested in how players would orient to the game 

and what goals they would set for themselves: “Do I choose what the goal is, whether 

to grow my company or grow myself? Change the world?” An interaction with D also 

demonstrates a deep concern for the values basis of game decisions:  

D: Mmm, see, I come out of an institutional economics, economics 

masters, and I studied John Dewey and Clarence Ayers, and my 

mentor Bill Frederick, it’s like Galbraith, Commons, John Commons. 

The thinking isn’t like that, it’s more like, American pragmatism with 

a value context, and are you saying, that in your experience, and we’re 

not criticizing here, because I think this comes up in my field, it comes 

up in lots of fields, are you saying that, in your experience, in the 

curriculum, that you’re often encountering what seems to be a 

dismissal of instrumentality and strategy in favor of…I don’t even 

know. 

 

Me: I would say it’s not really, it isn’t clearly wrestled with. So, in 

other words, you just, in the places where we talk in terms of 

instrumentality, we just sort of talk in those terms, and when we get 

into the deep appreciation for the essential unity of each person and the 

acceptance and not just acceptance but advocacy for the person[.] 

 

D: [R]espect, dignity, sacred other[.] 

 

Me: [T]hen we tend to just do those. The place where they meet with 

each other, what happens when that meets this, that is the place where 

you get, what I consider a paradoxical relationship[.] 

 

D: [T]hat’s where you get into good leadership[.] 
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Me: [R]ight, well, yeah, exactly. That’s the challenge[.]. (D, personal 

interview, 2017) 

 

Another game feature described to participants was the idea of a sliding ethicality 

scale that would be used to subtly influence player perspectives on potential choices 

based on how they had responded to other choice options. The ethical sliding scale 

mechanic was introduced to try to solve the issue of choices being too obvious, and 

participants thought it was a good way to give people non-obvious ethical choices. 

When we discussed how a gray area might be represented, J thought the ethical 

content and approach was well-applied:  

Me: Say there’s a law that says that you can’t do something, but it’s 

not enforced, and all your competitors do it. What do you do? That’s a 

[gray] area. 

 

J: [R]ight, yep, and those are exactly the kinds of choices that we need 

to build in. That’s amazing that you can build that into a game, and 

you can build in the slippery slope principle, that’s really cool. (J, 

personal interview, 2017) 

 

In aggregate, participant responses to proposed game designs indicated not only 

their interest in meaningful choices, but also their interest in specific 

opportunities to decide between competing values in a strategic business 

framework at the personal, team, organizational, and societal levels. 
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Strategy 

 

It’s about having to make strategic choices. (J, personal interview, 

2017) 

 

Strategy, as a theme that informed the meaningful choices thematic family, was of 

significant interest to study participants. J claimed that the game should be about 

strategic choices as evidenced in this exchange: 

J: So, right, this feels more like a business simulation to me, I mean 

that’s less about just being able to teach content or you know. 

 

Me: Right, yeah, but[…] 

 

J: It’s about having to make strategic choices[.] 

 

Me: Right, I mean, when you’re operating at this kind of level [module 

4], people disappear here, there's not a single face. 

 

J: [R]ight, although you may need to build in an element of a senior 

team making decisions, with pressure from the board and 

shareholders[.] (J, personal interview, 2017) 

 

B explored strategic choices through the lenses of player preference and balance:  

B: If I can summarize, you start out at an individual level, then 

organization, finally society, each time you’re presented with these 

kinds of choices that you have to make about, and I’m not quite sure 

why I would choose one over the other to begin with, but maybe it’s 

just personal preference or[…] 

 

Me: [Y]eah, it is. Do you want a big company? The focus could be on 

a network, a large network is its own reward and they just want to 

know a lot of people. 
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B: [R]ight, so, I know if I just do that [one development focus] then it 

hurts me everywhere else, I need a more balanced approach to that sort 

of thing, and built into it is the idea that there’s balance. (B, personal 

interview, 2017) 

 

D liked to see that players have game experiences that vary depending on their own 

stated priorities: “So at the very beginning of the game, people are, people weight 

them, they’re actually indicating the area where they want improvement, increasing 

their chances of choosing improvement the most…oh, that’s good.” From a team and 

organization perspective, M clarified how strategy is developed in the game, “So as 

part of your strategy while you’re playing the game, you would look at all the 

problems and opportunities and then decide as a team what you want to do.”  

Meaningful choices, course content and learning 

 

People love it, and I would love it too. (J, personal interview, 2017) 

 

In addition to meaningful choices about values, ethics, and strategy, participants were 

interested in how choices might play out relative to various aspects of course content. 

Participants’ discussions in this regard took the form of either clarifying how the 

game would handle the content or offering ideas about how it might be done. In either 

case, participant responses indicated an interest in giving players meaningful choices 

relative to course content and learning objectives. B leveraged Kolb, Boyatzis, and 

Mainemelis’s (2001) experiential learning model, and the importance of reflection, to 

observe the following: 



246 

 

[Players should be able to] make different choices than I did last time. 

I think that would be an important part of it, otherwise I might be 

confused and keep doing the same thing. Otherwise, it might be “I love 

self-development that’s what I’m going to do for the whole thing.” (B, 

personal interview, 2017) 

 

A made a connection between personnel management, meaningful choices, and game 

play by drawing an analogy to fantasy football: “The fantasy football component was 

the part that sounded most fun—selecting a team, trying to get the right balance of 

skills, background, and personalities, all under a salary cap sounded like great fun.” D 

thought that the adversity inherent in paradoxes would provide a good learning 

opportunity if paradoxical situations could be created: “I find paradoxes to be a real 

opportunity.” J also discussed meaningful choice in the context of personnel 

management and team selection:  

If I want to choose M as my teammate, or M is one of the options, I 

can choose [M] for financial competence, or I can choose [M] for 

networking capabilities, I can choose [M] for other things like that. (J, 

personal interview, 2017) 

 

From the forgoing discussion, it is evident that participants were quite interested in 

not only players having the opportunity to make meaningful choices, but they were 

also interested in the content of those decisions. Particular emphasis was placed on 

values, ethics, and strategy. 
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Game design, development, and deployment 

 

There’s a lot of networking work to make all these choices, think 

through what they are and the consequences of them. (B, personal 

interview, 2017) 

 

The final structural thematic family was that of game design, development, and 

deployment. This thematic family related to participants’ concerns about game design 

feasibility, development timelines, and how the game would be deployed and 

incorporated to support the EMSVDL program. Participants were not overly 

concerned with the specifics of game programming, algorithms, or system 

architectures, but they were aware that such issues are important to successfully using 

games in an educational context, so their questions tended to be more testing and 

probing than declarative. There were 36 meaningful statements representing four 

themes in the game design, development, and deployment thematic family, as 

depicted below: 

• Feasibility (15). 

• Game deployment (9). 

• Game design theory (6). 

• Research concerns (6). 

The next three sections discuss feasibility, deployment, design theory, and research 

concerns in more detail. 
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Feasibility 

 

Is that too complex? (M, personal interview, 2017) 

 

One of the research questions for this project was whether it was feasible to build an 

educational game to support values-driven leadership education, and the use of 

prototyping was the main method in which feasibility was tested. As discussed in 

Chapter 3, prototypes not only probed whether designs would be acceptable to study 

participants, but prototypes also gave me the opportunity to evaluate how difficult it 

would be to operationalize game concepts. Participants had similar questions 

throughout the design review series. However, in general, participants were more 

focused on game particulars and tended to only ask about feasibility when they saw a 

proposed game concept as being difficult to develop. This dialogue between M and 

me is an example of participants’ concern about feasibility: 

Me: [T]he very first time you meet this person [NPC], you might not 

know anything about what their knowledge level is, or maybe you 

know that the person claims to be a this or whatever. 

 

M: [M]m hmm, so, would the person [player] know to go after 

somebody who has a deep understanding of situational leadership 

approaches? Is that, kind of help? 

 

Me: [W]ell, that would be... 

 

M: [O]r, do you give them a situation and say, “[H]ere’s the situation 

and you need to find somebody who has the right kind of skill to deal 

with it” and they say, “[W]ell that needs to be situational leadership,” 

or is that too complex? 
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Me: [T]hat might not be too complex, but it’s probably in the next, if 

we do use something like that, it’s probably in the next module [.] (M, 

personal interview, 2017) 

 

Similarly, A asked about the difficulty of building educational games that are 

sufficiently complex to provide learning benefits but not so complex that they become 

too difficult to build. J understood there was inherent complexity in game design and 

development, but was confident of the project’s feasibility:  

Very cool, it’s fantastic. One of the things I really appreciate is the 

expertise you have in games and understanding all those dimensions 

and trails that you have to go down and trace in order to build back up 

to create the game and relate to learning and content learning. It’s 

complex stuff, and it’s cool to see it start to take shape as you apply 

these design principles. (J, personal interview, 2017) 

 

D questioned how much could be included in an initial prototype and 

cautioned about trying to do too much in the first pass: “You cannot possibly 

spell out all of these scenarios, although you might give the example you just 

gave in the write-up.” J similarly observed, “In the original prototype you 

can’t build in all of these things.” 

 

Participants demonstrated an understanding of what would be required to 

build the game. B observed, “It feels like there’s a lot of interdependent 

programming for this, if-then sorts of stuff.” D exclaimed, “There’s a lot of 

work behind the scenes on this, in the programming, my goodness.” M asked, 

“How do you do that in a game system?” Perhaps the following excerpt helps 
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to capture not only how participants thought about game feasibility, but also 

about how complexity in the game needed to be metered to learning goals for 

the students and developmental capabilities of the game designer:  

D: I think it does more than that, and I appreciate that, the 

phenomenology of it, but it’s also showing me that it can be done, it’s 

technically feasible, with enough design and coding and algorithms 

and paths, that it’s theoretically possible to go from this curriculum to 

these principles, to this game, which is still not going to be done. 

That’s what I’m getting, that this is feasible, it won’t capture every 

little thing about human interactions. But, your cohorts in using this, is 

the goal really to capture every little thing or for the user to go away 

thinking I hadn’t thought about this before and now I’m reflecting 

more on what calling a meeting really represents in leadership. Isn’t 

that really more of it, you’re wanting the user[…] 

 

Me: [Y]es, the user should be able to more easily recall and more 

deeply appreciate what those kinds of activities and what that language 

means. 

 

D: According to the curriculum? 

 

Me: Right, according to VDL[.] 

 

D: Right, well, I mean, that’s pretty elegant. I’m all for design 

principles, I think going from curriculum to design principles to 

prototypes to what users in this program are reflecting on, is unusual, I 

think it’s unusual, and I think it’s a lot. Where does that come in 

[points at the CVF model][?] I’m not saying I need to see everything, I 

mean I get the 4 levels. (D, personal interview, 2017) 

Game deployment 

 

I can see a game master. (M, personal interview, 2017) 

 

Participants were at least somewhat concerned about how the game would be hosted 

and played in a live class situation. However, participants were also aware that the 
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project was still in its earliest stages, and many details regarding deployment would 

have to be worked out in the future. Nevertheless, there was at least some attention 

given to this important issue. A asked, “Will data move back and forth between Wylie 

[EMSVDL on-line class hosting company] and the game? If so, how?” A was also 

interested in where the game would be hosted and how it might be maintained. G was 

curious about how long it would take to develop and deploy a game. M thought that a 

game master might be needed to provide sufficient integration across the 18-month 

timeframe:  

I don’t think we want to be, bothering isn’t the right word, but we have 

a lot of instructors, one for 16 classes, so do you want every one of 

those people to learn how to? you know what I mean, it just sounds 

messy. (M, personal interview, 2017) 

 

Another important aspect of game deployment raised by participants was the issue of 

testing. A thought testing should occur as early as possible with testers who were 

representative of the likely EMSVDL student demographics. The following 

discussion with M regarding testing is also instructive: 

Me: [Y]eah, so to the extent that every one of those people [draws 

faces on board], if you just have one who does the game. Now the 

challenge here is of course, the people in the courses, your students, 

are going to be somewhat quizzical if the instructor knows nothing 

about, doesn’t even know they're playing a game, right.  

 

M: [M]aybe, I think as part of the test, we’d let them play the game, 

you know, the instructors. [B]ecause these are all our friends from the 

doctoral program, these are all very serious people who want to know. 

(M, personal interview, 2017) 
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Testing was also a pervasive concern throughout the design process as I tested several 

prototypes before they were ever presented to anyone. Evidence of this process can be 

seen in the dissertation design journal (Appendix B) on 8 April, 4 June, 22 June, 25 

September, and 1 October, to point out but a few. After the formal design reviews, the 

CVDL program director informed me that the game should be designed to be 

accessible via mobile devices (personal communication, November 28, 2017)—this is 

a major design characteristic in the game deployment theme. 

Game design theory  

 

I wouldn’t have known that was unusual unless you told me. (D, 

personal interview, 2017) 

 

Game design theory and research concerns were themes that captured participants’ 

concerns about what theories informed game design, how game design theory was 

applied, and how the game design was going to be incorporated in the research 

project. Study participants were not tremendously concerned about game design 

theory; however, they did make some comments that were considered meaningful and 

worthy of discussion. One example of concern for game design theory was when I 

introduced the aesthetic goals from Hunicke et al.’s (2004) MDA framework. I had 

the following exchange with J: 

J: [T]hat’s cool. Are you going on to the next slide? Before you go on 

to the next slide, what do you mean by aesthetic goals and mechanics 

goals? Okay, I got ya, yeah yeah. Okay, the aesthetic goals, where do 

those come from, they come from the literature? 
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Me: [Y]ep[.] 

 

J: Discovery, fellowship, challenge, expression, and that comes from 

what literature, game design principles? 

 

Me: Yeah, the MDA framework, mechanics, dynamics, aesthetics[.] (J, 

personal interview, 2017) 

 

D appreciated the connection between game design principles and eventual game 

deployment: “I think going from curriculum to design principles to prototypes to what 

users in this program are reflecting on, is unusual, I think it’s unusual, and I think it’s 

a lot.” G was interested in the distinction between games that are heavily quantified 

and those that are more narratively based. We discussed that neither is better than the 

other, but both can be used for different things; most often, games use some 

combination of narrative and quantification as indicated in Lindley’s (2003) 

taxonomy.  

 

The concept of creating a game that runs alongside the entire 18-month EMSVDL 

program is also unusual, and participants thought it was a good capability, but they 

were interested in whether that would work. There is no programming or game design 

limitation associated with an 18-month game; in fact, some on-line games (e.g., 

Everquest, World of Warcraft) have players who have been playing for many years. 

The fact that an 18-month game is unusual is more of a factor of fragmented 

curriculum and course development as each professor develops material for their own 

courses. Since the EMSVDL curriculum is being designed from the ground up by a 
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core staff, it presents an opportunity to develop a long-form game that is not normally 

seen in educational gaming. 

Textural thematic families 

 

Shouldn’t there be a third category which is like mechanics and 

aesthetics but are content goals? (J, personal interview, 2017) 

 

As discussed in the introduction to Chapter 4, the textural thematic families were 

identified through a modification to the basic analysis methods described in Chapter 

3. The revised process was intended to remedy a gap that had not been foreseen 

during study design, namely the absence of a textural view of the data at the thematic 

family level. While it is possible that, from a transcendental phenomenological 

method perspective, a textural description could have been written without 

identifying explicit textural thematic families, this approach seemed less rigorous and 

less conceptually satisfying than going back to assess the data through a textural lens. 

The six thematic families that emerged from an additional data aggregation were 

initially suggested by the frequency with which some themes cross-populated into 

multiple thematic families, and these formed the basis for the lens which was 

subsequently applied.  

 

However, even themes that were tightly focused on one thematic family harbored 

both textural and structural information. One example of such a case was with the 

feedback theme and its parent structural thematic family “user experience.” While, 
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from a structural perspective, all 51 meaningful statements in the feedback theme 

were structurally related to user experience, 24 of them also contained significant 

textural content. For example, J observed that a player’s score (feedback) should be 

dependent on how well their actions are in concert with effective leadership 

dimensions: “Your score is based on you exhibiting different dimensions of the 

theories that are in the readings.” This is not only a structural statement that informs 

the development of a game feedback system, but it also illustrates the kind of content 

that J wanted the feedback mechanism to transmit. Similarly, M discussed a badging 

mechanism as a reward (feedback) system: “We’re envisioning 4 badges for the 

program, one being for leading self, leading others, leading organizations, and leading 

society.” M’s statement contains a significant structural feedback component 

(badging) as well as significant textural feedback areas (self, others, organizations, 

and society). 

 

The textural thematic families, listed below, contain the content that was otherwise 

missing from the structural thematic families:  

• Self-development. 

• People and teams. 

• Organizational leadership. 

• Values and ethical applications. 

• Leadership behaviors. 

• Execution and performance. 
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Figure 32 depicts the themes and meaningful statements that were coded in each of 

the six textural families. 

 
 

Figure 32. Count of Themes and Meaningful Statements in Textural Thematic 

Families 

 

Each one of the textural thematic families is described in more detail in the following 

sections. 

Self-development 

 

Where do you build in all the content about leading self? (J, personal 

interview, 2017) 

 

The self-development thematic family contains themes that are related to individual 

wellness, flourishing, and growth. The game presented to the study participants had 

4 11 8 10 11 7

32

100

148

82 79

57

0
20
40
60
80

100
120
140
160

Themes and Meaningful Statements

Themes Meaningful Statements



257 

 

significant content related to physical, emotional, social, and professional health, and 

study participants agreed that these content areas were important to the game design. 

The concept captured in the self-development thematic family was that values-driven 

leaders must be able to take care of their own health, wellness, and flourishing if they 

have any hope of attending to the flourishing of others. J captured this concept with 

the following statement: “You need to put your own oxygen mask on first, and also 

you need to develop and prepare yourself for success at the next levels.” There were 

four themes represented in the self-development thematic family, as shown in the list 

below: 

• Develop self (18). 

• Feedback (7). 

• Levels of analysis (4). 

• Learning objectives (3). 

These themes are discussed in more detail in the next three sections. 

Develop self 

 

This is about learning about who you are, the self. (J, personal 

interview, 2017) 

 

Study participants were very interested in how the game represented and encouraged 

player self-development as a fundamental requirement of being an effective, values-

driven leader. Self-development in the context of the game was somewhat open-

ended in that the game prototype only referenced a sub-set of all possible self-
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development areas; that is, the prototype specifically resourced wellness and 

flourishing around sleep, diet, exercise, journaling, social connections, meditation, 

and in-game community outreach. The following comment from M is indicative of 

how study participants viewed the self-development game design: 

This module makes a lot of sense because it’s about, in order to lead 

yourself, you need to know about yourself, and to make yourself 

strong and whatever, you know, invest in yourself, this is a great way 

of getting a sense of where you’re at. (M, personal interview, 2017) 

 

Study participants appreciated the dimensions demonstrated in the design prototype 

and also nominated other self-development factors, such as financial health and 

professional development. J observed, “I do think there are dimensions of health, 

there’s relational health, financial health, there’s work health, so we’ll need to think 

that through at some point.” J continued by stating that “experiences, work 

experiences, accumulating necessary skill sets by working in different areas [are 

important].” The game design was presented as flexible enough to add new 

components as they are identified and also capable to include user-defined self-

improvement goals, such as smoking cessation. G thought it was important that the 

game include all four of the levels of analysis found in the EMSVDL course 

curriculum, and was, therefore, supportive of the inclusion of significant self-

development content in the game prototype. D also agreed that the growth at the 

individual level was a relevant game component. 
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Feedback 

 

This is cool. [S]o, when it’s on the screen, will I see my tree growing? 

[G]rowth? (M, personal interview, 2017) 

 

In addition to validating the general self-development concept and offering 

suggestions for specific categories, participants were also interested in how various 

self-development game functions might be applied and what kind of feedback players 

might receive. J said, “I was wondering about that, if there’s a way to take away 

points for smoking too much.” A said that “players should get immediate feedback 

about ‘charge inputs’ they make when they are lower than desired.” One participant 

(A) also shared a personal experience wherein a FitBit had given feedback that A had 

figuratively walked the length of Italy, which A thought was “pretty cool,” and this 

was seen as a useful design characteristic for the game. D was interested in possibly 

seeing a mechanism whereby, “when one shows their strengths, and maybe it changes 

as the game recognizes the change in the user and starts adjusting the points.” D 

recognized that this was a fairly advanced concept that would not likely be included 

in an initial prototype, but it was a good indication of the level of nuanced feedback 

that participants were sensitive to in terms of potential game designs. 
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Levels of analysis and learning objectives 

 

Four modules, self, others, organizations, society. (J, personal 

interview, 2017) 

 

Study participants often referred to self-development as one of the four levels of 

analysis presented as modules in the game. The four levels of analysis (self, teams, 

organization, society) were discussed in the levels of analysis section above, and they 

were not only useful as theoretical constructs, but they also formed the basis for much 

of the content that appears in the textural thematic family. Since the EMSVDL course 

is also built on the same four foundational levels of analysis, participant comments 

about learning objectives sometimes referred to desired self-development learning 

content. 

 

D identified self-development as part of the larger game learning objective: “[S]o you 

have the individual level, the team level, the company level…Know yourself, okay. If 

you’re taking certain surveys that you’re proposing, then there would be a knowing of 

self going on. That fits in, yep.” G and J were both very interested in making sure that 

self-development was included and integrated with the other levels of analysis. D saw 

synergy across levels with game mechanics that provided feedback between leader 

self-development and community involvement: “It makes sense to me, I’m looking at 

the green and the red [cards] thinking the enhancement of the leader is enhancing 

community.”  
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Overall, study participants were very supportive of the approach to self-development 

that they saw in the game design prototype, and their comments indicated how 

important self-development was to their conception of effective leadership. Their 

comments were often made in the context of learning objectives, feedback, levels of 

analysis, and other themes; however, the basic message that self-development must 

be a key component of game content was very clear. M’s comment nicely sums up 

participant responses to the overall game design approach and the fact that self-

development was explicitly resourced in the game: “Yeah, this is good, so this is an 

encouraging way to be a well-rounded, healthy individual. I like it.” 

People and teams 

 

It was all about engaging people through conversation and helping 

them feel autonomous and the Ryan and Deci stuff. (M, personal 

interview, 2017) 

 

Study participants were very interested in the game’s treatment of people and teams. 

Participant concerns included both the players’ interactions with computer-generated 

characters and teams as well as with other players in their cohort. One of the key 

levels of instruction in the EMSVDL program is about teams, so the fact that 

participants were interested in how it was treated in the game is not surprising. 

However, it was a concept that needed to be validated, and it was also useful to see 

how participants responded to various ways in which people and teams were modeled 



262 

 

in the game. There were 11 themes and 100 meaningful statement represented in the 

people and teams thematic family, as shown below: 

• Relationships and social networks (31). 

• Personnel management (18). 

• Collaboration (16). 

• NPC modeling (11). 

• Employee engagement (9). 

• Game objectives (5). 

• Levels of analysis (3). 

• Narrative (3). 

• Learning objectives (2). 

• Feasibility (1). 

• Adversity (1). 

The next three sections discuss these themes in greater detail. 

Relationships and social networks 

 

It is interesting, another dimension that most people don’t pay 

attention to, and we should. It’s good stuff. (B, personal interview, 

2017) 

 

To a large degree, relationships and social networks were already discussed in the 

structural thematic families section above. However, here the discussion will focus on 

how participant responses were indicative of content rather than structure. For 
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example, in the structural thematic families section, B was quoted as saying, “Getting 

people into your network is one thing, keeping them there is another,” and this 

quotation was used to illustrate how B was modeling the real world as a way to 

validate proposed game design concepts. However, B’s statement can also be 

interpreted as being supportive of including relationships and social networks as part 

of the game design. Similarly, M’s statement that, “I assigned people different areas 

to stay in touch, to know what was happening, and then when there was a change, 

we’d get out our diagram and say, okay, what are they doing,” is not only an example 

of using real-world experience to validate game design concepts, it can also be 

interpreted as M having an interest in the game design including similar relationship 

and social network components. With respect to social networks, B commented, 

“There’s a lot in social network that would be interesting, most people don’t 

understand how networks work, or can work, should work…and I think values are 

connected to that.” J observed, “I do think that social networks would be a piece of 

it.” M thought that, “Part of it [successful change management] could be the 

effectiveness of relationships as they go about trying to make this change happen,” 

and D’s observation that, “Well, there could be negative team values, okay,” indicates 

sensitivity to the nuances and importance of modeling team behavior through a values 

lens.  

Modeling people and teams 

Study participants were interested in how people and teams were represented, what 

kind of information players received, and how players could interact with people and 
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teams in the game design. M commented, “Because you want to understand where 

they [NPCs] are behaviorally, so that you can, you can even get some situations 

where we tell the story about what that person did to get a sense of who they are.” M 

further stated, “Give us a situation, then you tell a story, so that people can understand 

how he is in that specific context.” M’s asked the following question about an NPC’s 

characteristics, which also indicates the level of modeling that participants were 

interested in: “I’m trying to build a relationship, is he a Cubs or a Sox fan?” Details 

such as M’s question about an NPC being a Sox or Cubs fan were echoed when A 

observed that tricky details might be included in narratives with NPCs to ensure 

players are paying attention: “Maybe the NPC doesn’t have a son, maybe she has two 

daughters.” D’s observation that, “Interesting, right, of course, withholding is a huge 

sink [employees withholding energy from company],” was similarly concerned with 

the details of NPC modeling. Of course, every modeling endeavor comes with a price, 

and D observed, “I think that goes a little too deep for a game, because I mean, in a 

team, you want to develop people, but a game can’t simulate all that.” Regardless of 

the depth of modeling that can be achieved in any particular simulation, it is evident 

that experts in the field of values-driven leadership expect an educational game to 

model at least some level of team development and individual behavior as part of the 

player’s game experience. 
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Leading a team 

 

Where, in leading and develop teams, do you have “develop team 

skills”? (J, personal interview, 2017) 

 

In addition to modeling social networks, teams, and individuals, participants were 

also interested in how players would be given the opportunity to exercise team 

leadership skills. J observed, “[Y]ou have got to work with this team to pull off some 

project, or to produce some set of results.” As a specific example of an activity that 

might be involved in leading a team, M offered, “I think it would be neat to have 

perhaps, the person who’s playing the game determines who should be promoted and 

has to explain why and all that.” A thought a player should have the opportunity to be 

involved in employee hiring and firing. D validated that it was reasonable for a 

player, acting as a leader, to influence team performance: “So in terms of the 

measurement of the team’s energy, there might be a net increase, because of the 

leader, sort of a servant leader sort of thing, listening, empathy…okay, I see, that’s 

interesting.” B also thought players should be able to influence people in their sphere 

of influence: “I like helping people think about the world around them.” G wanted to 

see team dynamics represented in the game and was also interested in making sure 

team dynamics were integrated into the levels of analysis above (organizations) and 

below (self). J’s comment, “Four modules, self, others, organizations, society,” is also 

applicable here since it indicates a fundamental interest in having a team leadership 

component in the game. 
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In sum, it is clear that, from a textural perspective, team modeling and leadership was 

an important consideration for study participants and should be a prominent 

component in any game designed to support values-driven leadership education. 

Organizational leadership 

 

Yes, there are definitely value choices to be made about how you 

organize and how hierarchical you are and how siloed you are. (B, 

personal interview, 2017) 

 

Study participants were very interested in the game design enabling players to 

practice organizational leadership, and this required a game design that included 

culture modeling, organizational behavior and change, and other levels of analysis 

(i.e., self, teams, society). Organizational leadership in this context was oriented 

towards commercial, capitalist, for-profit companies. Other organizations, such as 

non-profit and governmental agencies, could be supported by the game design, but 

some mechanics and aesthetics would have had to be changed to accommodate these 

other organizational types. Also, the organizational view that was adopted in the 

game design tended to be of Hatch’s (2013) modernist and symbolic perspectives. In 

Hatch’s (2013) description, the modernist lens tends to see reality as being objective 

and following universal principles, as well as being describable and falsifiable in 

quantitative terms. In the game, the use of frameworks such as Costa and McCrae’s 

(1992) big five personality types, social network analysis, and Cameron and Quinn’s 

(2011) operationalization of the CVF can be considered as modernist approaches to 
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personal, social, and organizational modeling. Similarly, the CSR game mechanic of 

environmental thresholds is also a largely modernist approach.  

 

The game’s symbolic, or interpretivist, components also cohere to Hatch’s (2013) 

description of the symbolic approach, which sees knowledge as subjective, socially 

constructed, and difficult to generalize over distance and time. The game’s ability to 

change to reflect individual player decisions and preferences by varying future 

options based on past decisions as well as by giving different venues for player 

expression are symbolic in nature and result in an open-ended game that not only has 

no prescribed route to success, but it also has no single definition of what success 

even looks like. Unfortunately, the initial game design prototype created little 

significant representation for Hatch’s (2013) post-modern lens. Future iterations of 

the game may be able to include post-modern elements through game mechanics, 

such as role-switching and de-centering or de-privileging human status in the 

organizational system. 

 

Participant responses in the organizational leadership thematic family were comprised 

of 148 meaningful statements represented by eight themes, as listed below: 

• Culture model (68). 

• Change model (35). 

• Organizational model (29). 

• Levels of analysis (4). 
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• Feedback (4). 

• Game objectives (3). 

• Learning objectives (3). 

• Narrative (2). 

These themes are covered in the next three sections. 

Culture model 

 

Spatially, it’s really elegant [CVF model], but, of course, I’ve not yet 

seen its purpose in the game. Does it have anything to do with the 

outcome of the game? (D, personal interview, 2017). 

 

The concept of culture modeling was previously described in this paper in the culture 

model section of the theoretical basis thematic family. The culture modeling theme is 

another good example to illustrate how participant statements could carry both 

structural as well as textural content. From a structural perspective, participants 

wanted to ensure that game mechanics were grounded in solid, relevant theory. The 

following question from J about an organizational culture indicates the theoretical 

underpinnings of a values-driven culture as described in the ROVI: “We have three 

questions about dignity and respect, three questions about care and support, to what 

extent do people find purpose and meaning at work, to what extent is there 

forgiveness?” J’s comment also indicates deep interest in making sure ROVI-based 

cultural elements are represented in the game. D made a straightforward statement 

regarding the desirability of including a culture model in the game: “So, when you go 
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back to the purpose of the dissertation, to elucidate principles for game design, this 

would be one [culture modeling].” A was very interested in how culture would be 

represented in the game and shared ten elements of culture that A was currently 

crafting into a book on the subject. B’s quotation, which was already quoted in the 

theoretical basis section but bears repeating here, is also illustrative of how important 

it was to participants for the game to do some level of culture modeling: “Yes, there 

are definitely value choices to be made about how you organize and how hierarchical 

you are and how siloed you are.” 

 

Participants’ interest in culture modeling was also revealed by the questions they 

asked and the suggestions they offered. J offered a potential game situation that could 

be described as follows:  

So, you’re the CEO and I’m the consultant you hired, and I can say, 

“[H]ey man, you’re really hierarchical, you’re not very nimble, you 

need to be nimble to succeed in this environment, so how can we help 

your organization get more nimble”? (J, personal interview, 2017) 

 

J’s quotation indicates not only a theoretical approach to understanding and 

leveraging culture, but it also indicates an interest in seeing culture modeled in the 

game in very practical ways. Likewise, M offered the following real-world example 

that served as an exemplar for the sort of cultural dynamics that M wanted to see in 

the game: 

One example, from my own dissertation, was the change 

implementation of growth span, was a way to get control of the 

hardware and software expense. The procurement people, their thing 
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was to wring costs out of the system while the IT people wanted “the 

best” so right there, they were at odds, like at the president level. (M, 

personal interview, 2017) 

 

In total, between explicit and implied statements, it was clear that participants 

felt that including a culture model in a game on values-driven leadership was 

essential. 

Organizations and change modeling 

 

It’s artificial because you sort of drop in your variables, and what are 

the underlying variables [in standard business strategy games]? (D, 

personal interview, 2017) 

 

Closely related to the concept of modeling culture, participants thought modeling 

organizations and how they change was also important. Modeling organizational 

behavior is not a primary component in most business strategy games and is not 

typically demanded of business simulations. For example, a recent poll by the 

Academy of Management business policy listserv community asked members to 

nominate business simulations based on criteria such as allowing student teams to 

compete with each other and allowing players to make decisions such as setting 

prices, investing in capacity, and develop new products; however, there was no 

requirement or value specifically ascribed to modeling an organization’s internal 

environment or structure of behavior (personal communication, January 23, 2018). In 

all cases reviewed for this study, business strategy games emphasized modeling 

external performance criteria more than internal ones.  
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From a structural perspective, organization and change modeling have already been 

described in the “modeling organizations, culture, and change” section above, and the 

major provisions described therein do not need to be repeated here. Some additional 

participant textural insights from the design review sessions will help to solidify the 

importance of organization and change modeling. Participants considered modeling 

organizations and change to be essential because they considered establishing and 

maintaining high-performing cultures just as important as sustaining outstanding 

organizational performance. The following question from M indicates not only an 

interest in the theoretical underpinnings of the game, but also the extent to which 

internal organizational dynamics are adequately modeled to inform game outcomes:  

Are there some ideal values, like HR and finance those are sort of like 

supporting things that have to happen, is there a value is there an x 

amount or a percent of your point that should be dedicated to those? 

(M, personal interview, 2017) 

 

J posed the following question, which indicates a need for an organizational 

model to allow various decisions to create feedback for player consideration: 

“What should be the core design principles as far as content for building 

values-driven companies?” Once again leveraging Hunicke et al.’s (2004) 

MDA framework, the game mechanics were designed to create the desired 

player experience of seeing meaningful results from decisions they make 

about how an organization operates and what it will attempt to achieve. Any 

attempt to give meaningful feedback about perennial issues such as resistance 
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to change, change capacity, organizational energy, employee engagement, 

and ethical behavior would be arbitrary and unsatisfying without an 

organization and change model to support it. Participants’ responses 

validated and deepened this viewpoint. 

Leading organizations 

 

That’s very cool. (J, personal interview, 2017) 

 

J’s comment (“That’s very cool.”) was made in reference to a demonstrated game 

design concept that showed how players who resorted to organizational control 

strategies would tend to start seeing more options as problems rather than 

opportunities. J was not alone, because, on top of culture, organizational, and change 

models, participants wanted to see evidence that the game would allow players to 

practice and get feedback on their performance as organizational leaders. From a 

structural perspective, much of the organizational leadership content was captured in 

the meaningful choices, user experience, and learning context structural thematic 

families above; however, a short discussion here is warranted to establish 

organizational leadership as a textural element as well.  

 

M asked about the use of Osterwald’s (2004) business model canvas and its ability to 

inform feedback mechanisms: “[S]o you would look at, the business model canvas in 

terms of the things you’re really measuring to say this is successful?” D asked about 
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how energy was modeled and used in the organization: “Ah, okay, I buy it, sure, the 

only point being is there energy creation in the company in these contexts and is there 

energy depletion?” J referenced the narrative context in which organizational 

leadership might exist with the statement: 

You have got to work with this team to pull off some project, or to 

produce some set of results, because the board of directors has told 

you to increase revenue by 30% and profitability by 45% in the next 

three years, and your job is to grow market share by pulling this team 

together, how are you going to accomplish that goal, kind of thing? (J, 

personal interview, 2017) 

 

G asked about how the game might provide players with the opportunity to 

practice working with reflection and values to ensure success in game change 

efforts. A also wanted to see those elements but did express concern that if it 

were not well-modeled in the game, then players may find the feedback to be 

too “cheesy,” or predictable. G also wanted to know, “Is there a way to 

capture whether the values are correct for the org and are oriented towards 

where we want to go?” G’s question not only represents a key organizational 

leadership quandary, but also extends into the next section regarding 

organizational values and ethics in the broader society. 
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Values and ethics 

 

The thing that it doesn’t have, and that we need to find a way to build 

in, is the normative ethical side, how do you build virtuousness into a 

model like this? (J, personal interview, 2017) 

 

Study participants were explicitly and implicitly interested in how proposed game 

designs treated values and ethical considerations. From an explicit perspective, 

participants directly asked how the game would treat values and ethics, or they 

offered suggestions about how to do so. The general nature of values statements came 

from the applied perspective that is evidenced in Gentile’s (2010) Giving Voice to 

Values program vis-à-vis the more theoretical approach described by Swanson 

(2014). This is to say that participants seldom stopped to spend much time specifying 

how they thought about values or how their own conception of values would inform a 

theoretical foundation for a VDL game. Instead, participants generally talked in 

general terms about the need for a values discourse in the game and sometimes used 

specific examples to attempt to illustrate various ways in which that might be 

accomplished. Overall, the values and ethics thematic family was comprised of 84 

meaningful statements represented by 10 themes, as listed below: 

• Values and ethical applications (31). 

• Definition of values (15). 

• Levels of analysis (8). 

• Diversity (8). 

• Narrative (6). 
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• Feedback (6). 

• Game objectives (4). 

• Learning objectives (4). 

• Scaffolding (1). 

• Stakeholder activism (1). 

A fuller description of these ten themes is discussed in the following three sections. 

Values and ethical applications 

To a large degree, participant interest in the game design’s treatment of values and 

ethical applications was described in the values and ethics section of the meaningful 

choices thematic family (above); however, the following discussion will amplify the 

evidence for participant interest that was demonstrated in the previous values and 

ethics section by identifying explicit and implicit references to values and ethical 

applications. The following comment from J indicates a desire to leverage an explicit 

values and ethics component to differentiate the EMSVDL game from other business 

strategy games: 

One of the things and we’ve been talking about this all day, is that it’s 

important to build in, at every level, even in the first module, is good 

choices vs bad choices. Positive values-driven choices vs negative 

values-driven choices. If we can build that in, I think, all along the 

game, that will distinguish it from just the shoe game. I think that’s 

important to build into the game, I don’t know exactly how to do that. 

(J, personal interview, 2017) 

 

D was similarly explicit with the following observation: “This is values-driven 

leadership, and so, at some point, I’m interested in what’s their core value.” B asked, 
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“Are there, the program talks about, any set of core values that you could build into 

this, like appreciation for diversity?” These statements indicate an explicit interest in 

seeing values and ethics modeled in the EMSVDL game design; however, other 

participant statements implied participant interest in values and ethical applications. 

 

While contemplating a proposed game mechanic in module one that would promote 

player engagement with fellow players, M observed that the proposed mechanic 

“starts to build that sense of responsibility to society and the world.” M’s observation 

is an implicit statement of interest in seeing values and ethical considerations 

expressed in the game design. Similarly, J’s question also indicates that the game has 

an inherent values and ethical orientation: “Can’t you put something into the x or the 

y that measures ethicality?” M actively demonstrated a values and ethics orientation 

during a play-through of one of the components in module one: 

Me: There’s a couple of other things going on, one is that your 

mycorrhizae also is a pool with the rest of the people in your grove, 

the people in your cohort. 

 

M: I love it. 

 

Me: Only you can grow your tree, but everybody can get the bonus 

from mycorrhizae regardless of whether, so everybody gets the bonus 

whether they contributed or not. 

 

M: [M]m hmm, that’s interesting.  

 

Me: So, you get a game theory thing going here, with some social 

stuff. 

 

M: Right, because I could just try to take advantage of everybody else 

without contributing. 
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Me: You could. 

 

M: But I wouldn’t do that [laughs], it doesn’t seem quite just. 

 

Me: Well, see, it starts activating these kinds of conversations[.] (M, 

personal interview, 2017) 

 

In sum, 61 out of the 650 meaningful statements used the word “values” and another 

17 explicitly mentioned “ethics.” It would probably have been safe to assume that 

values and ethical applications would have been an important component of any game 

on values-driven leadership; however, the empirical data now supports that 

reasonable supposition.  

Values definitions and examples 

 

It’s just sort of one of the first places I go, what values? (D, personal 

interview, 2017) 

 

As described in the literature review of this study, the definition of values can 

sometimes be a murky proposition, and interactions with participants were consistent 

with this premise. To be sure, study participants seemed quite secure in their own 

understanding of what values are and their instrumental role in guiding personal, 

organizational, and societal behavior; however, there was limited interest in seeing 

specific delineations of values definitions or values lists. As an example of a specific 

values delineation, Swanson (2014) proposed lists of constructive individual and 

organizational values, and the field of ethics is replete with ethical frameworks and 
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lists based on Aristotelian, Kantian, and Rawlsian conceptions of, respectively, virtue, 

duty, and justice (Frederick, 2006). 

 

A lack of desire to specifically address values definitions and lists seemed to arise 

from two main dynamics. First, the game was always under development and some 

decisions, such as what specific values lists should be used, were assumed to be 

something that could be tackled at a later time, as long as the basic mechanics of the 

game were in place to accommodate them. Second, the time required to specifically 

address any given values list would have detracted from the opportunity to discuss 

other game concepts. Taken together, these two reasons may account for the general 

lack of interest in identifying a specific definition of list of values to be included in 

the game. However, this did not mean that participants were indifferent to values 

definitions and taxonomies; in fact, several meaningful statements were made in this 

context. 

 

When considering the definition of values in a game context, J elucidated the 

difference between values, strengths, and personality characteristics with the 

following statement: 

J: [Y]ou’re absolutely right, you forgive people for conflating those. 

But for example, for myself, I don’t know how I score on the Big 5, 

but I’ve got my top 5 strengths and how my score is on the big 5, I also 

want to make a commitment, when I’m at work, and also in my 

personal life, but when I’m at work, to treat people with dignity and 

respect, I want to make a commitment to being honest, having 

integrity. I want to make a commitment to pursuing excellence, both 

for myself and for the people I work with and for the organization, I 
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want to make a commitment to being entrepreneurial, and innovative. 

Those are more like conscious choice values that I want to govern how 

I operate and how the people in the organization I’m in operate, and I 

think you explained that well over here how that could be factored in 

and it’s even a double-loop kind of thing because some of that is 

implicit in the choices you make, but we could also set it up so that we 

consciously revisit those from time to time to say how are we doing? 

(J, personal interview, 2017) 

 

J’s statement not only delineates the difference between strengths, personality, and 

values as being, essentially, a matter of intention and choice, but it also nominates 

some constructive personal and organizational values (italicized in quotation above) 

that compare well with Swanson’s (2014) list, which also mentions honesty, 

innovation, quality, and broadmindedness. In a similar way, B’s earlier comment 

(restated here), “Are there, the program talks about, any set of core values that you 

could build into this, like appreciation for diversity?” can be interpreted as advocacy 

for the inclusion of values in the game as well as a nomination for inclusion of a 

specific constructive value, namely diversity. In some cases, values delineation could 

be seen as a distinction between aggrandizing values on one hand and economizing 

and ecologizing values on the other. D’s statement that, “Not all values are ones we 

can agree on, when there’s an agreement as to like, status is a value, power is a 

value,” is indicative of this distinction. And J’s comment, “I’m with you, yep, yep 

and you can build in choices in the game that raise or lower the ethicality rating,” also 

indicates that there should be some mechanism whereby constructive and 

unconstructive values can be distinguished. Finally, the following exchange between 

J and me indicates that, although specific values definitions and lists may not have 
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been fully delineated in the game design during this study, there will be great interest 

in doing so in future game development: 

Me: Right, the stuff that I write about like for example, the person who 

did their dissertation on virtues vs values, and he writes about it, he 

says something. But when you put a game out in the world, for my 

dissertation I can opine that way [about right and wrong values], but 

once you put it into a game in some way, you’d be saying that VDL 

says this is the right value. 

 

J: Right, yeah, no problem, I got no problem doing that. (J, personal 

interview, 2017) 

 

One values area that was briefly addressed above but deserves more discussion here 

is the value of diversity. Diversity was repeatedly used as a values exemplar, which 

perhaps elevates its status above other potential nominees for inclusion on a VDL 

constructive values list. It was not clear that participants were intending to 

specifically nominate diversity as a constructive value superior to other possibilities, 

but the frequency of its use in this study made it worth mentioning here. In addition to 

B’s reference to diversity (above), G also noted the value of diversity in an 

organization and how different strengths and orientations can complement each other. 

J noted the following: “You want some variance, you don’t want everyone thinking 

the same thing.” M also observed, “You want difference, and you want the ability to 

understand differences.” Once again, participant interest in diversity is merely noted 

here and is not intended to indicate an overriding interest in diversity as a constructive 

value. 
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Game operationalization 

In addition to participants’ interest in the inclusion of values and ethics in the game 

theoretical foundation and mechanics, participants were also interested in how players 

would experience the game’s value dimensions. J’s comment about a game objective 

in game module four indicated interest in this regard:  

So, I dig that module, and I do think in that module, what we should be 

looking at, looking at trying to make choices to move us into the 

embedded realm, I mean that should be the whole objective of that 

module. I mean why not? (J, personal interview, 2017) 

 

M was interested in the use of narrative to support values exposition: “I think 

the story will stick better and it will make it more interesting and more 

compelling,” and “Adding those narratives, the stories that brings the values 

piece, brings it into sharper focus.” From a scenario perspective in potential 

module four CSR treatment, D observed, “If you were in the localism, like in 

the Niger delta with Shell, there is risk of blowback from the local 

community, from the locals,” which indicates an interest in providing players 

with feedback about their values operationalization through stakeholder 

activism. Another aspect of operationalizing values was the desire to see 

impacts between different levels of analysis. The levels of analysis dynamic 

are addressed in more detail above, but it is accurate to say that participants’ 

statements about the game’s treatment of levels of analysis also contained 

significant values content. D’s comment perhaps captures this overlap best: 

“So far, I can see value in the team-building, values-driven, that community 
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values are important, team-building values are important, the value of 

personal development is important.” 

 

In summary of the values and ethics thematic family, study participants were 

very interested in seeing the inclusion of values and ethics considerations in 

the EMSVDL game and were supportive of the general constructs that were 

used to support development of the conceptual game design. 

Leadership behaviors 

 

This is the goal of this game now [in module 3], generating alignment, 

I kind of like that, However you can get there. (M, personal interview, 

2017) 

 

In addition to the previous discussions about self-development, modeling people, 

teams, and organizations, and addressing values and ethics, study participants were 

also very interested in specific leadership behaviors. While transformational 

leadership was rarely mentioned as a specific referent for participant statements, the 

four transformational leadership dimensions of idealized influence, inspirational 

motivation, intellectual stimulation, and individualized attention (Bass & Avolio, 

1995) were closely related to various participant statements. In total, the leadership 

behaviors thematic family was comprised of 79 meaningful statements represented by 

11 themes, as listed below: 

• Adversity (26). 
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• Competency model (19). 

• Coaching and mentoring (8). 

• Game objectives (5). 

• Learning model (5). 

• Narrative (3). 

• Feedback (4). 

• Learning objectives (3). 

• Strategy (3). 

• Levels of analysis (2). 

• Values and ethical applications (1). 

The themes within the leadership behaviors thematic family are addressed in more 

detail in the following three sections. 

Leadership competencies 

 

You need to pay attention to your authentic self, your results driver, 

your teacher learner, your learning agility, visionary strategy, these 

are all the things that you need as an individual, right? (J, personal 

interview, 2017) 

 

One of the areas of great interest to study participants was the leadership 

competencies that were to be included in the game. Many models and references were 

mentioned, and some models (such as the CVDL competency model mentioned by J 

in the quote at the beginning of this section) were addressed in more detail. In some 

cases, leadership competencies were addressed as specific functions, and in other 
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cases they were addressed as general approaches. An example of the specific 

reference was D’s comment when describing how a leader affected an NPC in the 

game: “You’ve narrowed, influenced.” Additionally, M said, “I think one of the other 

lessons is that you have to have a long-term view.” G recounted personal experience 

of culture change during which leadership competency included knowing when to fire 

someone and doing it respectfully: “Some people needed to be promoted to customer 

status, but it needed to be done respectfully and with an eye towards that person’s 

future, but it needed to be done.” When describing leadership, J said, “From the team 

level, it has to be about task and process, at the organizational level it has to be about 

creating cultures that are high performance both financially and in the human 

dimension.”  

 

From the more general perspective, participants mentioned leadership theories, such 

as servant leadership, transactional leadership, authentic leadership, adaptive 

leadership, and leader-member exchange theory (LMX), though none of these 

theories was described in any great detail. Also, from a general perspective, but not 

specific to any theory, was B’s statement regarding the leadership competency of 

keeping values in mind: “You’re starting to see, that, gee, if I’m not aware of the 

values, they’re going to make this harder.” In general, the details of incorporating 

specific leadership theories were something that participants entrusted the game 

designer to accomplish. J made the most comprehensive statement integrating high 

level theory with specific competencies:  
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They have to act with authenticity according to authentic leadership 

principles, internalized moral perspective and balance, and decision 

making, and all that kind of stuff. That they have to exhibit some of 

the dimensions of servant leadership, whatever dimensions you want 

to build in. That they have to exhibit dimensions of Heifetz’s adaptive 

leadership where they stand on the balcony and they reduce the 

psychological stress for the people on their team. Put out a clear path 

to get it done. (J, personal interview, 2017) 

 

Also, in a general sense, D’s comment (below) illustrates that there was interest in 

making sure that players could see that leadership existed at multiple levels at the 

same time, while it also illustrates D’s interest in ensuring values statements are 

clearly understood in the game as well as by leaders: 

In your own design here, values-driven leadership, it’s like the values 

on the individual level, personal development, the values of building 

relationships, the values of functioning teams and cohesion, the values 

of community flourishing, or however you put it. However you, Brad, 

puts it. I just think, again, back to that taking that, you know, taking 

that word values too for granted. (D, personal interview, 2017) 

 

One area of specific participant interest in the leadership behavior thematic family 

was also mentoring and coaching. J specifically stated, “I’d also expect to see stuff on 

coaching and mentoring, and putting together development plans for people, 

leadership development plans.” Similarly, M stated, “There would be other pieces 

like the coaching and the mentoring,” and “Teaching people how to mentor others is 

part of it.” 

 

Finally, M’s description of how the EMSVDL course, to which the game is tied, 

develops competencies illustrates the importance of leadership competencies in game 
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design: “The other thing that I’d mention is that as we develop the courses, we’re 

aligning the competencies in that model, to the overall course objective and each 

assignment underneath it.” 

Adversity and conflict 

Dealing with adversity and conflict is often described as a leadership core 

competency (e.g., Hatch, 2013; Heifetz, 1994; Northhouse, 2016; Schein, 2010), and 

study participants made frequent reference to including conflict and adversity in the 

game design. M’s comment, “Are there environmental surprises that happen?” and J’s 

statement, “You’ve got your team members and you’ve got some that are performing, 

some that are underperforming, some that are honest, some that are not,” were both 

indicative of an interest in players having an opportunity to deal with adversity and 

conflict. M also asked directly, “Is there a conflict element to this in the game?” J was 

enthusiastic about having players experience setbacks that could be turned into 

learning opportunities: “Yea, oh, I love it! I love it, a bomb [an unexpected in-game 

problem]!” M also asked about how relational challenges might create adversity in a 

change initiative: “People that are talking about that, can they be conversations that 

are supportive and not supportive?” B described how a player might experience 

adversity by their own inattention: “As you grow, you get sucked into that, so you 

stop doing all that [wellness], and your team disintegrates because you’re not paying 

attention to them.” 
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There was also concern about whether adversity could potentially keep a player from 

advancing in the game. M asked, “Is it possible for people to be stuck there and not 

move to stage 4?” B thought difficulty and adversity were an expected part of any 

game but also asked, “Can you go backwards and start again if you see you’re getting 

into that? [reset game to a saved point],” and then later stated, “It’s one of the aspects 

of a good game, that you can at least hit reset if you need to.” D thought adversity 

could be a good learning opportunity: “I find paradoxes to be a real opportunity.” 

Overall, it would be too much to say that the participants wanted the players to 

experience the game as some sort of conflict simulation; however, they were 

interested in seeing players have the opportunity to deal with adversity and conflict 

because, as M said, “That’s real life.” 

Leadership behavior game mechanics 

Participant interest in leadership behaviors was also revealed through their interest in 

how leadership competencies would be treated in the game through player resources 

and scoring. J observed that the players score should be dependent on congruence 

with course material: “Your score is based on you exhibiting different dimensions of 

the theories that are in the readings.” M wanted to know if points could be gained for 

being reflective: “Is there some way that people can get points for being reflective, to 

think about, to take the time to step back. That’s one of the differences in great 

leaders, right?” B wanted the game to provide the players with opportunities to make 

choices that related to leadership behaviors: “You’re learning about how to 

successfully balance and make good choices about growing the organization 
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perspective and keeping yourself healthy.” B also thought the game could provide 

players with a good opportunity to practice reflection on their own values and mental 

frameworks: 

It’s not just out there moving, make a move, at some point they need to 

slow down and reflect, “[W]hy do you make those moves? What’s 

guiding my choices? What’s my model or framework or values 

framework or what’s in my head about why I’ve been doing this? (B, 

personal interview, 2017) 

 

The narrative lens used to situate players in the game was also of interest to 

study participants. J offered the following: “Let’s imagine that at this point, 

you’re going to start a new business, this is a startup…” as a narrative 

approach and “every student in the cohort is a CEO, because everybody wants 

to be the CEO, right?” Similarly, M asked, “Do you give them a situation and 

say, ‘[H]ere’s the situation and you need to find somebody who has the right 

kind of skill to deal with it.’?”  

 

Overall, while study participants were not overly concerned with the specific 

details of how leadership competencies would be operationalized in the game, 

their comments, described above and in other sections, are sufficiently 

illustrative to indicate that they thought it was an important topic for 

consideration. 
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Execution and performance 

 

And the other question I have is, in the end, people will be wondering, 

[W]ell, did I win[?], [C]ould you bankrupt your company in stage 4? 

What is success and what is failure? (M, personal interview, 2017) 

 

The last thematic family in the textural category was execution and performance. 

Study participants were quite interested in making sure the game was not just an 

exercise in people management, relationship building, or even culture building; there 

needed to be some kind of performance results that could be measured in terms of 

traditional business outcomes, such as revenues, market shares, and emerging 

business outcomes such as those captured in triple bottom line accounting. The 

execution and performance thematic family was comprised of 57 meaningful 

statements represented by seven themes, as indicated below: 

• Strategy (33). 

• Stakeholder activism (9). 

• Game objectives (6). 

• Feedback (4). 

• Organizational model (3). 

• Learning model (1). 

• Learning objectives (1). 

Due to the matrixed nature of the data, with many statements and themes holding 

both structural as well as textural data, the last set of themes in the execution and 

performance has been almost completely explicated in previous sections. For this 
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reason, only a cursory review of the major themes in the execution and performance 

section is provided in the next two sections. 

Strategy 

 

It all depends on where you’re going, right? (M, personal interview, 

2017) 

 

Study participants were very interested in having the game design give players the 

experience of creating and executing a strategy. Much of the evidence for strategy as 

a textural theme was previously addressed in the strategy section in the structural 

thematic family “meaningful choices.” The following discussion amplifies and 

situates those comments in their textural framework. Participants’ statements in the 

earlier section on strategy were used to highlight their interest in having the players 

have meaningful choices to make during the game. One of the primary areas of 

interest for player choice was the business strategy the players would use in the game. 

M observed, “So, as part of your strategy while you’re playing the game, you would 

look at all the problems and opportunities and then decide as a team what you want to 

do,” which is a direct statement about strategy development. The following comment 

by J also directly illustrates an interest in strategy: “So, you sort of see here [draws 

model on the white board] strategic foundation which includes strategy, mission, 

vision, and values and behaviors. Then, these create a culture of VDL, according to 

this model.”  

 



291 

 

An exchange with M is a more implicit, but still direct, statement about strategy 

development and execution: 

M: Would there also be an opportunity for people to say that we have 

to stop doing this? This is a project that doesn’t make sense. 

 

Me: [Y]eah, absolutely. 

 

M: People don’t do that in real life. 

 

B also referenced a strategy and execution conundrum from the real world: “We 

might need to do something we haven’t planned, and then we won’t have any budget 

to do it.” The following comment from is D is a strategic sensibility that is important 

in overcoming normative myopia and creating flourishing communities: “Right, 

there’s always going to be some level of negative externalities.” 

 

The forgoing comments, when added to the treatments in previous sections, provide 

ample evidence of the participants’ interest in the game having a significant strategy 

component. J’s comment is a useful capstone: “It’s very much a strategy game.” 

Game outcomes 

As illustrated throughout the previous results sections (see user experience, situated 

practice, theoretical basis, and modeling real world), study participants had a 

significant interest in players striving towards some sort of meaningful result, 

preferably situated in a business context. J stated, “The goal is to generate economic 

prosperity and growth and also get down to one earth [worth of impact].” M asked a 

question that implicitly referred to game outcomes: “Is that going to impact your 
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profitability?” J also directly stated, “We want it to be about high performance, but 

also ethical practice.” Participants mentioned various aspects of stakeholder activism 

as a way to operationalize feedback to player strategies with the implicit assumption 

that most stakeholder activism would provide negative feedback on player 

performance or provide adversity to increase the challenge level of the game. J 

observed, “Right, the activists go after the one with the largest market share.” In a 

similar line of thinking, D, when discussing potentially extreme stakeholder 

responses, exclaimed, “Yeah, wow, corporations beware!” 

 

M’s comment at the beginning of this execution and performance section is also 

directly instructive of participant interest in providing measures of organizational 

performance. J’s discussion regarding the elements of performance is also illustrative: 

So, then you can look at 5 criteria for being a great innovative 

organization and 5 criteria for being a great market oriented 

organization, 5 for internal systems and 5 for having a great culture. 

And then sort of work the game around scoring all those dimensions, 

and you gotta maximize, or optimize all 4. (J, personal interview, 

2017) 

 

In sum, participants’ responses indicated they were interested in results, 

wanted to see performance, and were very interested in how the game would 

operationalize these functions. 

Structural Description of Game Design Principles for VDL 
Education 

In accordance with Moustakas (1994) and Creswell (2013), this section presents a 

structural description of the game design principles identified in this study. Structural 
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VDL game design principles are those which will inform the development of game 

designs that provide the best context for player learning. These are represented by the 

seven structural thematic families: theoretical basis, situated practice, modeling the 

real world, user experience, learning context, meaningful choices, and game design, 

development, and deployment. While participants were not experienced game 

designers, their questions and comments nevertheless indicated a nuanced 

understanding of how game design can be married to learning theory to produce 

game-based learning.  

 

Participants wanted to make sure all game aspects, including game design, learning 

models, and game content, were based on credible, relevant theory and situated in a 

business context. Almost every proposed, significant game element was questioned 

about its theoretical validity and connection to other game components. They wanted 

players to be exposed to leading edge leadership theory as well as to be able to 

practice leadership skills in a safe yet challenging learning environment. They wanted 

business narratives and business challenges to be the dominant themes in every game 

context across all leadership domain levels of analysis: self, teams, organization, and 

society. Participants wanted to see that the game modeled the real world with 

plausible authenticity; however, they were willing to allow abstracted game 

environments as long as the treatment was credible. This meant that, for example, 

culture, organizational behavior, and change could be modeled in various abstract 
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ways, but that these abstractions had to be internally consistent, tied to theory, and 

consistent with participants’ experiences.  

 

Participants were also interested in how the players would experience the game and 

how the game would connect with the intended learning environment. Issues such as 

player experience, feedback, scaffolding, learning models, and assessment of learning 

were all on participants’ minds. Questions about topics such as how the players would 

know what goals they were supposed to achieve, how players would be scored, and 

how players would know how they were doing were all asked by study participants. 

How the game would integrate with the EMSVDL courseware, learning objectives, 

and timeline were also of significant interest. While participants were not overly 

concerned about tying students’ grades to in-game performance, they were interested 

in how learning was conjectured to occur and how it might be tested. 

 

Finally, participants were interested in how the game would be designed, developed, 

and deployed to meet EMSVDL needs. It is in this area where the feasibility portion 

of the study was most prominently addressed. The basic premise was that all designs 

proposed to the study participants were known to be feasible based on games already 

on the open market or already developed by the designer. The fact that study 

participants found the proposed designs to be generally acceptable was indication that 

the game is feasible; however, significant design, development, and deployment work 

is still required in order to make the game a reality.  
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In sum, from a structural perspective, participants wanted the EMSVDL game to be a 

realistic, situated, credible, simulation of a modern business environment that will 

provide players with meaningful choices and feedback across all levels of analysis in 

the leadership domain: self, teams, organizations, and society.  

Textural Description of Game Design Principles for VDL 
Education 

While the structural description provides the context in which player learning will 

occur, the textural description provides a view of the content that players will be 

expected to learn. The textural description that follows here is based on the six 

textural thematic families described earlier in this chapter. These thematic families—

self-development, people and teams, organizational leadership, values and ethics, 

leadership behaviors, and execution and performance—are the “what” that exists in 

the “how” described by the game’s structure. 

 

Echoing the participants’ concerns for satisfactory integration across multiple levels 

of analysis, four thematic families—self-development, people and teams, 

organizational leadership, and values and ethics—correspond to the four levels of 

analysis described earlier—self, teams, organizations, and society. Participants 

wanted to ensure that players had the opportunity to learn, understand, and practice 

wellness and self-development principles and get feedback on their progress. They 

wanted to see evidence that the game provided a credible method to tie self-
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development to the higher levels of leadership represented by teams, organizations, 

and society. Participants wanted the game to incorporate collaboration, networks, and 

relationships as well as culture and change, and they wanted players to be confronted 

with ethics and values considerations across all levels of analysis. Participants wanted 

players to have the opportunity to reflect and examine how their own values were 

affecting game outcomes and, subsequently, to make different choices if the situation 

warranted. 

 

Participants also wanted players to demonstrate a wide range of leadership 

competencies that were informed both by theory and practical experience. A key area 

of interest was how the game would treat adversity and conflict, since these topics 

were considered important to developing leadership competency. The participants 

wanted to understand how players would exercise leadership behaviors in the game 

and how they would be scored on their success. While the participants did not engage 

in an exhaustive delineation of all desired leadership competencies to be modeled and 

resourced for player interaction, it was clear that the eventual final game design will 

need to be explicit about this delineation. 

 

Finally, participants were very interested in ensuring the game was ultimately a 

strategy game focused on performance and execution. Game decisions, scores, 

feedback, narratives, and major aesthetic values should support the goals of the 

players achieving significant personal, team, organization, and societal results. At the 



297 

 

personal and team level, this was individual flourishing and effectiveness, while at the 

organizational and societal levels, it was about effective business results in the 

context of flourishing communities. Participants were interested in game design 

models that could create credible game results that plausibly reflected player 

decisions without seeming arbitrary or unrealistic.  

 

Overall, from a textural perspective, participants wanted the game to credibly and 

coherently advance VDL principles in a business context. They wanted players to 

identify and reflect on values as they determined and executed strategy across the 

leadership domains of self, teams, organizations, and society; furthermore, they 

wanted players to strive for and achieve substantial business results as a result of their 

strategy, choices, and execution. 

Composite Description of Game Design Principles for VDL 
Education 

The composite description of the VDL game principles blends both the textural and 

structural descriptions into a combined narrative that captures the overall essence of 

the participants’ experience in this study (Creswell, 2013). Overall then, participants 

were very interested in the possibilities of using games to advance VDL education 

and they came away with an appreciation for both the opportunities and difficulties 

associated with building such a game. While the game was deemed feasible, it was 

clear that it should not be taken lightly. 
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Participants wanted to see a credible, effective business strategy game through which 

players can learn about leadership and the importance of values and culture in 

attaining successful business results. Participants wanted the game to transparently 

and plausibly connect player choices and interactions with relevant theory to provide 

feedback that is both realistic and satisfying. In this game, players should reflectively 

explore their own values as they develop and execute strategies to achieve significant 

results at the levels of self-development, team effectiveness, organizational results, 

and societal impacts in a business context. In short, participants wanted a game that 

challenged players to change the world, beginning with the only place that players 

have the sole power to change: themselves.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

Overview 

The literature review in Chapter 2 established a strong foundation for the overall 

project; furthermore, the research methods and results identified in Chapters 3 and 4 

in this paper have gone a long way in answering the two research questions in the 

current study: Is it feasible to create a game to support learning in the Executive 

Master of Science in Values-Driven Leadership (EMSVDL) program at Benedictine 

University, and what are the design principles that inform the development of such a 

game? Working in concert with the faculty and affiliated experts in the academic field 

of values-driven leadership education and using a design-based research approach 

allowed not only the exploration and answering of feasibility and design principle 

questions, but it also enabled the construction of a conceptual game design that can be 

leveraged for continued development and eventual deployment. The findings 

described in Chapter 4 concluded that a game is feasible and that there are 13 core 

design principles (seven structural, six textural) that should guide its development. 

The structural design principles included a strong theoretical foundation, matching 

the learning context, verisimilitude with the real world, game design principles, 

situated practice, focus on user experience, and meaningful choices. These seven 

structural principles provide the framework within which the learning content can be 

provided. The learning content is described by six textural principles of self-

development, people and teams, organizational leadership, values and ethics, 

leadership behaviors, and performance and execution. While these findings are useful 
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in their own right, this chapter will also seek to tie the results to the larger literature of 

learning, games, game-based learning, and values-driven leadership. 

 

The next four sections explore the connections and contributions in the current study 

as well as a discussion of its limitations and recommendations for future study. The 

connections section will place the current study in the context of the literatures 

reviewed in Chapter 2 while the contribution section evaluates what the current 

findings might mean for the game-based learning and values-driven leadership 

education fields. Finally, the limitations and recommendations for future study 

provide a discussion of how the current study might be improved or extended by 

future research. 

Connections 

The literature review described in Chapter 2 provided a solid basis for understanding 

the nature of the game-based learning challenge, especially as it relates to the field of 

values-driven leadership education. At an early stage in the current project, a review 

of relevant literature resulted in the identification of six design principles that formed 

the initial basis for game design. The initial six design principles are reviewed in 

Chapter 2, but they are also re-stated here for ease of comparison to the current 

study’s findings. A comparison is useful in illustrating how the literature review 

informed and guided initial designs and was, to varying degrees, extended by this 

study. 
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Table 16 provides a comparison between the initial design principles and some of the 

design principles identified in the current study. It is interesting to note that, while 

five of the seven structural design principles were fairly well presaged by the initial 

list of design principles, only three out of six of the textural design principles were 

addressed in the initial design principles, and, for the most part, only marginally so. It 

was stated earlier in Chapter 4 that my bias for the structural lens necessitated a 

change to the research method, and it can be seen that the structural bias was in place 

even in the early stages of the current project.  
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Table 16. Comparison of Initial and Final Design Principles 

 

Initial Design Principle Structural Design 

Principle 

Textural Design 

Principle 

Interesting challenge, 

narrative, and interface 

User experience, 

Meaningful choices, 

Situated practice 

None 

Personally situated, 

players should be able to 

see their own lives 

somewhat reflected in the 

game narrative 

Situated practice, Model 

real world 

None 

Content and approach 

must be positive and 

progressive 

Theoretical basis Values and ethics 

Credible and at least 

metaphorically relatable 

to real-world concerns 

Modeling real world None 

Include significant social 

components 

Situated practice, User 

experience 

People and teams, Values 

and ethics 

Opportunity to interact, 

reflect, and re-attempt 

game functions to gain 

deep insight 

Situated practice, 

Theoretical basis 

Self-development 

 

With five out of seven structural design principles closely related to design principles 

identified from the literature on learning and game-based learning, it is clear that the 

current study is closely connected to extant theory and best practice. The following is 

a quick review of how each of the design principles is connected with the literature 

around game-based learning and values-driven leadership education. 
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Theoretical basis 

The theoretical basis design principle echoes the participants’ concerns for Wu et al.’s 

(2012) finding about the paucity of theoretical foundations for game-based learning, 

which were discussed in Chapter 2. While participants in the current study were not 

necessarily familiar with the lack of explicit theoretical support for extant game 

designs in the game-based learning field, they were, nevertheless, very interested in 

ensuring that a game created under their auspices was rooted in theory. Wu et al.’s 

(2012) study specifically addressed the learning theory basis for game-based learning 

design and Arnab et al.’s (2014) work with the LM-GM model is an example of an 

attempt to create a theoretical model to support game design and analysis—both Wu 

et al.’s (2012) study and Arnab et al.’s (2014) project are indicative of a general 

academic interest in ensuring a theoretical foundation for learning interventions. 

From a content perspective, the injunction for a theoretical foundation is not as 

explicit; perhaps it is assumed. For example, Herrington and Oliver’s (1995) work 

described situated learning media as providing students with “access to expert 

performances and the modelling [sic] of processes” (p. 3), but did not explore the 

theoretical bases for the performances or processes to be modeled. Similarly, 

Korthagen (2010) described the profound difficulties facing new teachers because 

their formal education had prepared them so poorly for what they experienced in 

actual classroom environments, thereby highlighting a limitation in the content of 

teacher education. Also, while much is written about the learning theory of game-

based learning media design, there is little in the literature that describes, or even 

recommends, having a solid understanding of what theories will be represented in the 
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game design. Perhaps it is assumed that this is not worth mentioning, but such was 

certainly not the case in the current study. 

Situated practice and modeling the real world 

As discussed in the literature review, situated practice and experiential learning are 

often considered two of the primary strengths of game-based learning (Gee, 2007; 

Herrington & Oliver, 1995; Van Eck, 2006; Wu et al., 2012) and they were a key 

consideration for participants in the current study. While situated learning is a distinct 

learning theory from Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning theory (which itself was a 

synthesis of Dewey, Piaget, and Lewin’s earlier work), the two are often incorporated 

simultaneously (Herrington & Oliver, 1995; Wu et al., 2012)—participants in the 

current study were very interested in providing not only situated, collaborative, 

contexts, but also the opportunity to reflect on past practice and adjust future 

behavior. Situated practice is a cornerstone of Lave and Wenger’s (1991) theory of 

situated learning; additionally, Herrington and Oliver’s (1995) list of nine 

characteristics of situated learning in an e-learning environment, including authentic 

context, real-world knowledge, reflection, and collaborative construction of 

knowledge, has many similarities with participant responses in the current study. As 

Wu et al. (2012) found, the literature and practice of game-based learning is heavily 

identified with situated learning and situated practice, and study participants’ own 

words in the current study indicated they were in full agreement that situated practice 

is a key design principle for game-based learning in values-driven leadership 

education.  
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In Lave and Wenger’s (1991) situated learning theory, cognitive apprenticeship 

involves the learner being able to observe and emulate the actions of an expert, 

ideally with some kind of articulation that allows extraction of tacit knowledge from 

what is being observed and practiced. In the current study, expert scholars in the field 

of values-driven leadership education repeatedly tested their own knowledge stores to 

determine whether proposed game features were consistent with their own 

experiences. This dimension of game-based learning design is not significantly 

represented in the game-based learning design literature and is, therefore, somewhat 

of a surprise. As discussed in the situated practice section above, real-world contexts 

and expert modeling are considered cornerstones of situated learning; however, there 

is little written to describe how such material is created.  

 

For example, Herrington and Oliver (1995) used the vignette that a video game could 

demonstrate a teacher asking an overhead question as an example of expert modeling. 

However, Herrington and Oliver’s (1995) example does not describe why that 

particular teaching skill should be expressed in a game, nor does it address how 

asking an overhead question might be done in any number of ways and which way 

should be modeled. Van Staalduinen and de Freitas (2011) highlighted learning 

objectives as a key element in their e-learning model; however, they also did not 

describe how such objectives should be modeled. The problem of what outcomes to 

include in a game design is not unique to game-based learning—standard course 
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development suffers from the same challenges as experts (teachers and educators) are 

left to explore their own understanding of the material to select the proper mix, 

balance, and progression between elements in the curriculum (O’Neil, 2015; 

Passerelli, n.d.). While the course material for the EMSVDL program was being 

developed in parallel with game design and guided game development, the specifics 

of which elements of instruction to include in the game were not mandated by, but 

were only informed by, the EMSVDL curriculum. Schell (2015) observed, “The point 

is that you don’t need to perfectly replicate real experiences to make a good game. 

What you need to do is capture the essence of those experiences for your game” (p. 

21). Study participants apparently used a similar approach as they repeatedly 

referenced their real-world experience as warrants for game design claims. 

User experience and meaningful choices 

In modern software and game development, the software user’s experience has 

become not only an important consideration, but even its own field of expertise, 

sometimes known as “UX.” As discussed in Chapter 2, Finks’ (2003) learning 

taxonomy, which is also used to develop EMSVDL courseware, puts the user’s 

learning experience at the center of the taxonomy; and since it is part of the definition 

of constructivist learning theory, all constructivist learning theories have student 

experience as their basis (Wu et al., 2012). In the current study, participants were 

similarly concerned with how players would experience the game and how they 

would learn the course material. User experience is a broad concept admitting of 

many sub-dimensions and areas of expertise (Bongard-Blanchy & Bouchard, 2015); 



307 

 

and participant responses in the current study were only a subset of the wider range of 

dimensions described in Bongard-Blanchy and Bouchard’s (2015) work. Van 

Staalduinen and de Freitas’ (2011) learning model put user experience as the hub of 

the entire model, emphasizing user engagement, user feedback, user learning, and 

user behavior, which were all areas of robust concern for participants in the current 

study. Hunicke et al.’s (2004) MDA framework was similarly interested in the user’s 

experience although the user’s experience was not central in the MDA framework.  

 

Participants in the current study were also interested in having the students make 

meaningful choices regarding values-driven leadership in a simulated business 

context, and this concept is also well-supported by the constructivist learning and 

game literatures. From the game perspective, Schell (2015) described choice as “the 

heart of interactivity” (p. 211), and from the learning theory perspective, having 

meaningful choices was the foundation of Glasser’s (1997) influential choice theory 

and choice theory’s application to student learning. As discussed in Chapter 2, 

constructivist learning theory holds that giving students meaningful choices about 

their own activities and their own learning is considered central to effective 

knowledge development (e.g., Bruner, 1960; Kolb, Boyatzis, & Mainemelis, 1999; 

Lave & Wenger, 1991; Vygotsky, 1930–1934/1978; Wood, 2003). Overall, then, it is 

clear that user experience and meaningful choices as design principles are well-

connected to existing theory and practice. 
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Learning context and game design, development, and deployment 

As discussed in Chapter 2, the learning context in which game-based learning is to be 

conducted is of major importance in the game-based learning literature (Gee, 2007; 

Herrington & Oliver, 1995; Van Eck, 2006; van Staalduinen & de Freitas, 2011), and 

it was also very important to participants in the current study. The learning context 

includes the range of factors that Klabbers (2003) might have called pragmatics as 

well as the various aspects of learning that van Staalduinen and de Freitas (2011) 

labeled as game elements, and, in the current study, this included such aspects as 

timing, pacing, connection to other coursework, and evaluation. Even in the design of 

normal—that is, non-game courseware—the context in which the material will be 

presented is considered a crucial element in curriculum design (O’Neil, 2015).  

 

Indeed, even as the game design was being conceived for the current study, 

courseware for the EMSVDL program was also confronting such issues as student 

demographics, student characteristics, the blend between on-line and in-person 

learning, the application of a learning taxonomy, learning assessment, and integration 

with a larger community that included the Benedictine University business school as 

well as the regional organization that would ultimately give the program its 

accreditation. O’Neil (2015), citing Lattuca and Stark’s (2009) work, distilled context 

into an eight-element model that included objectives, material, arrangement, students, 

methods, tools, assessment, and continuous improvement; and these elements were 

also of concern to participants in the current study as they explored questions 

regarding feasibility, game design details, and how the game would be deployed. In 
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sum, the importance of the learning context and game design principles identified in 

the current study are well-supported by existing theory and practice. 

Multiple development levels 

The previous sections have addressed connections between structural design 

principles identified in the current study while this and the next section will review 

how the textural design principles also connect with the literature—and the answer is, 

“tangentially.” As indicated at the beginning of this paper, there are no known games 

specifically designed to support values-driven leadership education, so it is not 

surprising that there is little specific literature aimed at what such a game might 

entail. Therefore, the following discussion evaluates whether the participants’ content 

claims, as summarized in the current study’s findings, are connected with or 

anomalous to the larger literature about values-driven leadership. Four out of the six 

textural design principles (self-development, people and teams, organizational 

leadership, and values and ethics) were based on specific levels of analysis associated 

with for-profit business organizations. The following discussion will evaluate whether 

these dimensions are valid levels of analysis to inform game design. 

 

Hatch (2013) observed that it can often be difficult to identify the right level of 

analysis to use when studying an organization and that shifting levels of analysis in 

the middle of a study can cause great confusion. Boulding (1956) explicated a 

hierarchy of systems that placed individuals as a lower order system below that of 

social organizations and transcendental systems. While Boulding’s (1956) work did 
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not attempt to identify the granular levels of analysis that may exist at and between 

the levels of human and social organization (levels seven and eight), Hatch (2013) 

offered the simple example that when we look at an organization as a whole, sub-

organizations, such as departments and divisions, might form a lower level of analysis 

and the outside society might form the larger one. Kast and Rosenzweig (1972) 

provided a more detailed description of how general systems theory and levels of 

analysis can be applied to organizational research and also identified the environment, 

the organization, and organizational subsystems, such as people and teams, as being 

potentially fundamental levels of analysis. Jepperson and Meyer (2011) also 

discussed how levels of analysis should be considered important to sociological 

research, and they also warned against a tendency to attempt to reduce superordinate 

analytic levels into mere configurations of more basic structures. Specifically, 

Jepperson and Meyer (2011) listed three major sociological levels of analysis—the 

individual, structural, and institutional—and they described how attempting to 

analyze complex social phenomena at only the individual level has not been shown to 

be a useful approach. Taken together, this cursory review of the literature on general 

systems theory as it has been applied to social systems suggests that not only are 

multiple levels of analysis germane as a topic of interest, but also that the major units 

of individual, teams, organizations, and society are valid analytic targets. 

Values and ethics 

It is not rare to see games about values and ethics, nor is it rare to see values and 

ethical issues presented in games; however, there is little written in the game-based 
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learning literature about it. The de Freitas and Routledge (2013) e-leadership game-

based learning model, based closely on the more general van Staalduinen and de 

Freitas (2011) game-based learning model, says that game-based learning for leaders 

should give the players opportunities to practice soft skills, such as decision making, 

strategy, and communicating with internal partners (e.g., team members). However, 

the de Freitas and Routledge (2013) model makes no mention of ethics or values, 

neither as a component of soft skills nor in any other category in their model. 

Similarly, there is no discussion about modeling culture or internal networks as part 

of game design or game play, nor is there any discussion about how a leader’s ethics 

and values impact the creation and maintenance of such a culture.  

 

It is an open question, therefore, how values and ethics should be treated in game-

based learning models, and especially so for games that are designed to teach various 

forms of leadership. Should values and ethics be treated like content and simply be 

addressed in the game design only to the extent that the learning objectives explicitly 

call for them? Or should values and ethics be seen as a central component of game-

based learning design that should be intentionally incorporated into game design as a 

matter of design principle? In the current study, values and ethics were explicitly 

called for in the game’s content, so it is not surprising that it was included and 

robustly discussed—participants in the current study would likely advocate for the 

inclusion of values and ethics as design principles rather than as content features. 



312 

 

However, whether the findings in this study relative to values and ethics are 

generalizable to the larger game-based learning community is still arguable.  

Performance and execution 

As discussed in Chapter 2, one of the primary attributes of a game is that it has some 

kind of goal, even if it is a user-defined goal. Therefore, it is no surprise that the 

current study emphasized performance and execution as an important design 

principle. The Kolb, Boyatzis, and Mainemelis (2001) experiential learning model 

puts feedback as a core step in the process, and the van Staalduinen and de Freitas 

(2011) game-based learning model, based on the experiential learning model, also 

emphasizes the critical nature of feedback in the learning process. Performance, 

execution, and feedback are such natural parts of game design (Hunicke et al., 2004; 

Schell, 2015; Sylvester, 2013) that it may be puzzling why participants were so 

interested in it. However, the finding about performance and execution in the current 

study is a relatively specific prescription in which the game needs to include an 

explicit business performance aspect and include measures that define business 

success in a values-driven culture. Business success factors need to include not only 

financial performance, but also environmental, social, workforce, and even personal 

measures of flourishing. The interest in business-oriented measures can be seen as a 

call to ensure that the game’s measures of soft skills, which tend to be more internally 

focused in an organization and do not override the need to create successful business 

outcomes. In other words, participants wanted to make sure there was a balance 

between team tasks and team maintenance without one predominating the other. 
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Once again, neither the van Staalduinen and de Freitas (2011) learning model nor the 

de Freitas and Routledge (2013) learning model addresses the issue of what kind of 

performance to measure. In these learning models, the decision about how to measure 

and provide feedback on performance would be a matter of content, not game design 

principle. While findings in the current study certainly indicate that performance and 

execution should be significant components of a game on values-driven leadership, it 

is an open question whether this prescription would apply to the larger game-based 

leadership education community. 

Contributions and Implications 

There were two main contributions made by the current study: (1) a statement of 

feasibility regarding the development of a values-driven leadership educational game 

and (2) the generation of design principles that can help to inform the development of 

such games in other venues. Other contributions include the use of transcendental 

phenomenology as a nested activity within the DBR methodology and extension of 

the literature on game-based learning, especially as it relates to leadership education. 

The question of feasibility is, generally, not a particularly exciting question; however, 

it is often the question that must be answered before more substantive questions about 

how or why can be considered. The fact that the current study found the design of a 

values-driven leadership educational game to be a feasible undertaking is both a 

useful and a non-obvious contribution. While, logically, anyone can propose that a 

game on any topic is feasible, whether such a design could be expected to appeal to 
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experts in the target field is another matter. That participants in this study found the 

conceptual design prototypes to be provocative and appealing and that the designer 

determined that the prototypes were capable of being built are of no small 

significance to the EMSVDL program. Whether the findings are of similar utility in 

the larger leadership education field remains to be seen. From the perspective of 

theoretical contributions, the next sections explore how the current study’s design 

principles and methodology contribute to the field of leadership education and game-

based learning theory by the validation and extension of existing theory as well as 

through the addition of new knowledge in the form of the 13 design principles 

identified in the current study.  

Validations 

The forgoing discussion regarding connections between the literature and the findings 

in the current study illuminates not only where there is support and validation, but 

also where there is extension and novelty. Certainly the current study found support 

for various structural design principles, such as situated practice, user experience, 

meaningful choice, and learning context, that can also be found in the van 

Staalduinen and de Freitas (2011) game-based learning model as well as the Kolb, 

Boyatzis, and Mainemelis (2001) experiential learning model. The current study also 

evidenced support for Klabbers’ (2003) game taxonomy with its categories of syntax, 

semantics, and pragmatics—the current study’s textural design principles align with 

semantics, and the structural design principles align with syntax and pragmatics. To 

the extent that validation of existing theory and practice is a useful contribution, the 
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current study is a contribution to both game design theory and learning theory, as well 

as the more specific sub-field of game-based learning theory. 

Extensions 

Values and ethics 

The current study potentially extends current theory by adding values and ethics as a 

proposed fundamental attribute in game design for game-based learning, especially in 

leadership education. In neither the van Staalduinen and de Freitas (2011) game-

based learning model nor the de Freitas and Routledge (2013) game-based leadership 

learning model were the issues of values and ethics raised as a fundamental aspect of 

game-based education in general or of leadership education in particular. Both models 

(de Freitas & Routledge, 2013; van Staalduinen & de Freitas, 2011) could be 

improved by a closer examination of how values and ethics might be considered as a 

fundamental aspect of game design. In the more general model (van Staalduinen & de 

Freitas, 2011), values and ethics could be considered as more salient aspects of the 

learning context and receive greater attention as dimensions of either the learning 

content or learning objectives, or both. In the de Freitas and Routledge (2013) model, 

values and ethics could be incorporated in learning content and learning objectives as 

well as be more explicitly modeled in the soft skills dimension that is a critical piece 

of their model. In the case of the more general van Staalduinen and de Freitas (2011) 

model, game designers would be sensitized to evaluate how values and ethics factor 

into game design regardless of whether the game is ostensibly about values and 

ethics, while in the de Freitas and Routledge 2013 model, values and ethics would be 
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more explicitly referenced as a critical part of game design. The justification for 

modifying both the van Staalduinen and de Freitas (2011) and de Freitas and 

Routledge (2013) models would be two-fold—it would (1) confront the designer with 

the necessity of explicitly elucidating the values and ethics ontology present in the 

target learning material and (2) also require the designer to consciously determine 

how those values and ethical considerations will be incorporated into the game 

design.  

 

Similarly, the Arnab et al. (2014) LM-GM game-based learning model is also devoid 

of explicit values and ethics content, even at the level where such explicit content 

would be appropriate to discuss. For example, Arnab et al.(2014), in their model, 

connected specific learning mechanics, such as analysis, competition, cooperation, 

and objectivity, with specific game mechanics, such as action points, ownership, and 

realism; however, nowhere on the list where such terms are elucidated are values 

assessments or ethical considerations addressed. Indeed, some of the items on the 

Arnab et al. (2014) list might themselves be considered values-laden and worthy of 

discussion in their own right before they are included in the game.  

 

Klabbers’ (2003) game taxonomy comes, perhaps, the closest to an explicit 

discussion of values with a discussion of allopoietic vs. autopoietic steering, which 

implies at least whether values considerations will be designed into the game or left to 

the player to determine. Klabbers’ (2003) discussion of syntactic and semantic 
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properties, such as normative rules and socio-cultural positioning within the game, 

provide fertile ground for ethics and values considerations, even if they are not 

explicitly referenced. Other game taxonomies, such as Lindley’s (2003) and Aarseth 

et al.’s (2003), are completely silent regarding the role of values and ethics in games. 

 

Of course, the observation that the ontological foundations of values and ethics in the 

targeted learning material may also extend to any course development effort, not just 

in game-based learning. Indeed, the dearth of values and ethics in game-based 

learning models exposes an interesting gap in the game-based learning literature that 

is similar to the debate within the business and leadership education communities 

regarding how best to “bake” values and ethics into business and leadership education 

(Gentile, 2010).  

Structural considerations 

Another area where the current study extends current theory is by adding a more 

consciously structural set of principles to the game design recipe. While situated 

practice, user experience, meaningful choice, and learning context are already well-

known aspects of game design, an explicit reference to theoretical foundations, real-

world modeling, and game design pragmatics are not as well discussed. For example, 

neither the van Staalduinen and de Freitas (2011) nor the de Freitas and Routledge 

(2013) learning models discuss the necessity for theoretical foundations, 

verisimilitude, or the practicalities of game design. The Arnab et al. (2014) model is 

also devoid of any discussion regarding these principles. This interesting gap in the 
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literature is most likely a function of the seeming obviousness of having a firm 

theoretical foundation, modeling the real world (testing for verisimilitude), and 

keeping game design practicalities in mind throughout the design process. However, 

the lack of specificity in such regards can lead to unnecessary omission of key design 

considerations both in the planning as well as in the actual design and development of 

the game.  

Methodology 

Another area where the current study contributes to theory is in the methodological 

combining of transcendental phenomenology and design-based research in a nested 

design. The approach used in the current study builds on Easterday et al.’s (2014) 

DBR methodology and used a nested approach to fulfill steps one through four of the 

initial macro-cycle of a long-term research agenda regarding values-driven leadership 

education (see Figure 1). Sloane (2017) discussed the phenomenology of DBR, but 

not the use of transcendental phenomenology as a practice nested within DBR. While 

the amount of research done with or about phenomenology is vast (86,701 items 

returned from EBSCOHost, February 8, 2018), no instance of design-based research 

was found to use transcendental phenomenology as its primary means of data 

collection. While such a cursory review of the literature is not conclusive, the 

difficulty of finding any studies that used a similar approach is at least somewhat 

instructive of the contribution it makes to methodological theory and practice. The 

transcendental phenomenological approach proved to be very useful in the current 

study as its methods and prescriptions helped to usefully shape project development, 
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data gathering, and content analysis. Without the structural support of transcendental 

phenomenology, the distinction between structural and textural design principles 

might not have been noticed and, indeed, the textural design principles might have 

been missed completely. Undoubtedly, there will be much to critically review 

regarding both the transcendental phenomenological and DBR approaches taken in 

this study; however, the fact remains that in a relatively empty field, almost any 

attempt at synthesis can be considered to be a valid contribution. 

Additions 

The primary addition of new knowledge to the field of leadership study and game-

based learning is the list of 13 design principles that inform the development of a 

game for values-driven leadership education. Prior to the current study, such a list did 

not exist anywhere in the leadership or game-based learning literature, but thanks to 

the participation of motivated experts, such a list is now available to help guide the 

development of a whole new generation of interactive, game-based leadership 

education tools. While none of the principles are unique, in combination they form a 

powerful guide for game development and possibly even to more general leadership 

course development. Additionally, the elucidation of design principles in structural as 

well as textural categories presents a useful frame of reference that can be used by 

future researchers and designers to determine (1) whether current principles are 

correctly aligned in the structural or textural dimension, (2) where new principles 

might align, and (3) whether more dimensions than simply structural and textural 

would be useful for further delineation of game design principles. 
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Limitations and Recommendations for Future Study 

In addition to testing feasibility and identifying design principles, the current study 

also provided a foundation for future study that not only would rectify the current 

study’s limitations, but would also explore new vistas only hinted at by this study’s 

findings. This section will review known limitations and use those as a basis for a 

discussion about future study possibilities. Since the current study had no real game 

and relied on a relatively small group of participants, it lacked deep empirical support 

for its proposed design principles; therefore, the conclusions found herein should be 

considered useful but tentative. 

No real game 

There were several limitations in the current study, the most obvious of which is that 

there was no actual game and no actual game play used to identify design principles. 

As part of a larger research agenda, the project intentionally focused on the first four 

phases of the DBR methodology—focus through conception—which necessarily 

omitted the development of an actual, functioning game. Much of this limitation was 

imposed by lack of resources available for the project, namely computer 

programming skills sufficient to develop an actual computer game and no students yet 

available with whom to test the game. Assuming the resources to move to full game 

development are not available in the next research phase, future research with live 

students could be done using lightweight applications, such as a text-based game 

engine like ChoiceScript, or even possibly moderated through more rudimentary 

means, such as e-mail and shared user groups (e.g., Dropbox, Google Groups, 
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Facebook, etc.). Since the game’s proposed artistic and dynamic graphics 

requirements are relatively modest, these lower cost mechanisms for prototype 

development and testing may be viable. Another approach might be to do further 

market research to determine if a patchwork of extant games might be able to fulfill 

game objectives to an appreciable degree. 

Limited participant base 

In the current study, all of the participants were either expert or advanced scholars in 

the field of values-driven leadership, and there was no significant representation from 

a student cohort. While this limitation was an intentional product of the study’s 

design, it still represents an opportunity for future research as the participant base can 

be expanded to incorporate both actual students as well as non-student players who 

might benefit from the game’s learning opportunities. Future studies that address the 

limited participant base will also likely need to simultaneously address the issue of 

there being no real game to play. Until at least a basic prototype is created, it will be 

difficult to make good use of an expanded participant group. An expanded user base 

would be enabled by some of the recommendations discussed in the “no real game” 

section and should be considered as being part of that larger plan. Testing a real game 

with actual users would strengthen the current study’s empirical foundations by 

providing an opportunity to incorporate more quantitative as well as qualitative 

methods. 
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Long form game validation 

Not only was the current study unable to empirically validate game design principles 

in active use with real students, it is also an open question whether the proposed long 

form of the game, stretching over many months of real time, will be an effective or 

efficient learning approach. While distributed learning practice is a widely-

recognized, valid, learning approach (as discussed earlier in Chapter 2), whether its 

application as conceived in the current study will actually be effective is an unproven 

proposition. Future research could determine whether the long form game, as 

conceived in the current study, is more or less effective than more compressed 

versions. Such research might also identify some of the conditions that moderate 

game-based learning effectiveness between various longitudinal modalities. 

Theoretical perspective and the linguistic turn 

Using Hatch’s (2013) discussion about theoretical perspectives, another limitation in 

the current study was that it is heavily informed by the modern and interpretivist 

theoretical perspectives and lacks potentially useful mechanics and content that would 

be informed by a more post-modern perspective. The post-modern perspective was 

not relegated to a less important status because it was deemed unimportant, but 

simply because time did not allow its full attention and incorporation in what had 

already become a quite complicated research and design enterprise. Admittedly, the 

minimization of the post-modern perspective relative to the symbolic and modern 

perspectives belies its importance to both the designer and the participants; however, 

there is no reason to believe that future researchers and participants could not 

satisfactorily build on the existing design principles to incorporate a more post-
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modern perspective. Future studies could incorporate more post-modern concepts, 

such as de-centering and role switching, to further explore how manager and leader-

oriented viewpoints become the dominant lens through which culture is developed 

and maintained, sometimes at great detriment to employees, the environment, and 

society as a whole. 

Extension of existing theory 

Based on the results of the current study, further research into how values and ethical 

considerations can be more explicitly applied to current learning models and game-

based leadership learning models would be useful. Expanding Kolb, Boyatzis, and 

Mainemelis’s (1999) experiential learning model to include values and ethical 

considerations could help re-contextualize learning as being more situated in a values 

and ethics network, which is always the case in any learning environment but is not 

typically stated. The van Staalduinen and de Freitas (2011) and de Freitas and 

Routledge (2013) models could be similarly modified.  

 Reflections and Conclusions 

This project started with the intention of creating something of real value in 

leadership education, namely a game to support values-driven leadership education. 

Recognizing that the project needed to fulfill the additional goal of providing a 

vehicle for dissertation research, the DBR methodology using a transcendental 

phenomenological approach was identified as a way to not only add practical value 

for the EMSVDL program, but to also contribute to the wider community of 

leadership education and game-based learning theory. The first research question was 
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the more practical of the two: Is it feasible to build a game to support values-driven 

leadership education? Basic feasibility questions probably exist at the lowest 

boundary of theory development; however, in this project, it was an important 

question. The fact that it was answered should be seen as a positive outcome; the fact 

that it was answered affirmatively should be seen as a serendipitous bonus.  

 

The use of transcendental phenomenology as a structured methodology within the 

DBR framework seems, in retrospect, to have been an excellent—and possibly 

novel—approach. Since the current study was a nested project within a larger 

research agenda, it was important to impart rigor earlier and deeper in the DBR 

framework than is usually seen. Consultation with experts early in the design process 

is a common technique in DBR; however, rigorous methods for engaging experts to 

elicit tacit knowledge is not typically prescribed. For example, Euler (2014) gave a 

list of guidelines and questions for evaluating theoretical principles and developing an 

initial design, but gave no methodology for how the data from such inquiries should 

be captured, stored, analyzed, or understood. Easterday et al. (2014), Herrington et al. 

(2007), and Reeves (2006) all made similar recommendations as Euler (2014); 

however, they also similarly omitted any discussion about how the data should be 

handled. Transcendental phenomenology provides a rigorous approach that not only 

adds value due to its structure, but components such as bracketing and structural and 

textural orientations proved to be very useful when it came time to analyze and 

understand the data. In the current study, the textural dimensions of the emerging 
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design may have not been revealed if a transcendental phenomenological approach 

had not been used. While a comprehensive review of the literature has not been 

accomplished to determine how common it is for researchers to nest a transcendental 

phenomenological approach early in the DBR process, a cursory review found no 

published instances of this approach. In cases where a DBR project is likely to require 

expensive research and development, it is possible that the use of transcendental 

phenomenology during the early phases of such a project, as was used in the current 

study, may be a new best practice. 

 

From a contribution perspective, the current study’s mix of validating, extending, and 

additive contributions is, to me as a researcher, deeply satisfying. It was interesting to 

see the same themes, such as situated practice and focus on user experience, emerge 

from the data, even though the participants were not consciously attending to these 

themes. It was also interesting to see how the contours of the data generally followed 

experiential learning models as elucidated by Kolb, Boyatzis, and Mainemelis (2001) 

and later expanded by van Staalduinen and de Freitas (2011) and de Freitas and 

Routledge (2013). The potential extension of these models through a more robust 

inclusion of values and ethical concerns is an exciting opportunity for improved 

theory as well as more impactful application. Finally, the addition of values-driven 

leadership game design principles to the game-based learning and leadership 

education body of knowledge is also a positive outcome. While the eventual 

development of a full-fledged values-driven leadership game is still a long road 
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ahead, the feasibility assessment and design principles identified in the current study 

provide evidence that such a game is indeed feasible, and that its structural and 

textural design elements will be based on world-class scholarly expertise and cutting-

edge leadership theory and practice.  
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Appendix A: First Topic Presentation (Phase 1) 
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Appendix B: Design Journal 

April 2017 

8 April 2017 

Today’s entry is the first entry in the design journal. This journal will attempt to 

capture my thoughts as I progress through the various game design phases so the 

progression can be captured as part of a theoretical analysis that will follow. Today I 

have wrestled with situated learning and the various views that theory implies. 

Reviewed Collins, Brown, and Duguin’s 1989 article as well as works by Lave and 

Wegner, Jonassen, and Herrington to get a sense of the design principles that might 

accrue from those sources. Also reviewed Herrington’s design based research project 

template and fiddled with the game design principles a bit. They are now: 

-The game must be interesting 

-The game must speak to personal situations 

-The game must be positive and progressive. This does not mean the game can’t be 

hard, just that it won’t emphasize the problem aspects. 

(as I typed thee words, I had another game idea for module 3 and had to stop and 

think about it a bit. This is normal and is sometimes caused by reviewing the design 

principles like I am doing now) 

-The game must be credible, which means at least metaphorically relevant 

-The game must have meaningful social interaction, either in the game environment 

itself or in a meta-game context 

-The game must be constructive, that is, the players must be able to explore and play 

with different approaches to setting and accomplishing game goals (this one is a bit 

hard to conceptualize, but stems from the literature, so I’ll see what I can do with it) 

I’ve also been playing quite a bit with pieces from Blokus to ideate around module 3. 

Pasmore’s book is also open to review his concepts of change.  

 

Design studio is key, having access to physical parts to encounter serendipity has paid 

big dividends. The Blokus idea was a lark because the game was sitting there and I 

started playing with it, now that concept has morphed into an initial prototype. Jenga 

blocks, playing cards, puzzle pieces, dice, play money, miniatures, and various doo-

dads have all been useful. 

 

9 April, 2017 

So, the concept of using Blokus and doing patterns and having a crowd sourced 

component to identify “good” patterns” is a definite player. It has a very nice 

metaphorical and generalizable component to it, is aesthetically appealing, and would 

be a compelling puzzle to some folks. However, I still need to figure out how to 

connect the change management component to it. My first prototype approach was to 

do some kind of social network analysis thing where players had to uncover 

connections and work with these connections in order to create change capacity. 
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That’s still a good idea, but not sure if it fits with the Blokus concept. So…. That’s 

sort of the task for the day, see if I can figure out a way to either marry the two or 

maybe set one idea aside for now.  

 

10 Apr 2017 

Yesterday, I did a lot of work on the Blokus concept, and tried a few patterned 

approaches. I did a thing where the first shape to build was simple and then got 

progressively more complex 

 
As you can see, each pattern builds on the previous one. Using Blokus pieces, I found 

that I used 40 pieces to get to the last picture. Remember, each picture was building 

on the previous one, so I was pretty much just adding pieces. However, I also then 
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attempted to build the last picture from scratch, without building up to it, using the 

fewest pieces possible. I made three attempts and only used 35 pieces in attempt 1 

and 2. However, I then applied a more conscious approach wherein I tried to find 

ways to use bigger pieces in every case, and was able to build it in 32 pieces….a 20% 

reduction.  This is a pretty darn nice metaphor, because it was hard to do yet it saved 

a bunch of “money.” However, not sure how much “fun “ it would be. So, now 

thinking about whether it would be any fun and how it might be more interesting. The 

metaphor is solid, but the fun might be lacking. Thought about  a Scrabble/Words 

with Friends kind of approach, and that might work. Another concept is to make the 

design more appealing. The ones above were just some stuff I generated to work 

with—not very visually appealing. Maybe if the patterns were more interesting in 

their own right, it would be a better experience. I also just thought about letting them 

develop a basic design and figuring out how to scale it from there. So, we shall see! 

Today, I will work on the alternate patterns and probably look at the scaling issue. 

Tools I used yesterday included the Blokus stuff, Excel, Word, Paint, and that’s about 

it really. Also, the module 1 inputting data thing is going really well as a test on 

myself. I now look forward to logging my own points, so adding a tree component 

will be an upgrade! 

By the way, understanding the importance and emphasis on reflection in the learning 

process, the games I’m working on here are inherently reflexive because they are not 

played in one sitting. Players will have plenty of time to contemplate both the 

metaphors and direct lessons while also pondering how they might approach game 

dilemmas in different ways. Maybe a journal entry about their thoughts would be a 

good idea (another way to get points in module 1 even). 

 

[BTW: I also still play a lot of games] 

New idea: use a variation on the Mini Metro concept, have tasks represented as 

shapes, the more sides the shape has the more complex it is. Nodes add task points to 

shapes they work on with quality and speed dependent on how skilled they are with 

that shape. Nodes have skills associated with different shapes and decreasing skills in 

adjacent areas: example: 

Shape 7: Expert 

Shape 6 and 8 (7 +/-1): Proficient 

Shape 5 and 9 (7 +/-2): Intermediate 

Shape 4 and 10 (7 +/-3): Beginner 

You get the idea. Design the network that generates these tasks to completion. Nodes 

can also act as multipliers and dividers instead of actual task point adders. 

 

11 Apr 2017 

Did more work yesterday on the nodes concept, still lots of promise. Created a 

value/task point thing based on the number of sides the product has. Still working 

with the metaphor, lots of possibilities. Each shape has a “perfect” angle situation, for 

a quadrilateral (4 sides) the perfect angle is 90, for a pentagon, it’s 108. Table below 

shows the numbers: sides, then total angles, then average angle. 
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4 360 90 
5 540 108 
6 720 120 
7 900 128.5714 
8 1080 135 
9 1260 140 
10 1440 144 
11 1620 147.2727 
12 1800 150 
13 1980 152.3077 
14 2160 154.2857 

15 2340 156 
16 2520 157.5 
17 2700 158.8235 
18 2880 160 
19 3060 161.0526 
20 3240 162 

 

The deviation from perfect sides would be easy to generate and represents quality 

defects. These would be influenced by skill, poor supplies, machinery problems, etc, 

all of which can be relatively easily modeled. Challenge is that I don’t want to turn 

this into an assembly line simulator, I’m trying to capture the connections instead of 

the work flow. Just had a thought, tasks are “change concepts” rather than work. That 

might work, have to play with that a bit. There’s also a dimension that allows me to 

add the “it’s not a good idea” aspect. One thing I’d like to highlight is that, 

sometimes, maybe even often, “resistance to change” is actually resistance to a bad 

idea—and that’s not a bad thing. So, if the player attempts to induce change that is 

“bad,” then the simulation will make it more difficult to implement that. There’s also 

a Tetris kind of component available here, more on that later. 

 

12 Apr 2017 

Working on a paper proposal for the Philosophy of Management conference over at 

Webster in Jul 2017, proposing the game design. That led me to mapping out the 

more constructive aspects of learning theory against the Aarseth game typology, and 

that was an interesting, and useful exercise. I’ll transcribe that work here in the near 

future, it’s on poster paper right now, will probably still scratch on it a bit. The paper 

starts with the literature review for this game, but is going to be more prescriptive 

than descriptive. That’s the idea anyway. On a separate note, after a week of playing 

module 1 without even having the tree dynamic, I already find myself thinking about 

how many serving, how many minutes, and how many hours, etc. So, that’s cool. 

I keep trying to figure out how to create self-contained incentives within the game, 

especially for module 4. Instead of getting “CSR points,” there is some kind of 
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feedback mechanism that makes the players want to consider CSR issues. I’m 

working with a Monopoly board right now, players might try to enter various markets 

around the board, paying money to get in. They can “short change” the cost of entry 

but get “negative karma tokens” which can end up causing some kind of backlash 

which the player won’t like. However, there needs to be a realistic way for players to 

“do well” without being particularly CSR conscious. 

Also, the game should probably not be used for assessment directly. Rather, the 

reflection phase should generate papers wherein players describe their experience.  

 

14 Apr 17 

I guess I just skipped 13 Apr, thought I made an entry. I didn’t make much progress 

yesterday anyway, though I did sketch out some more game content and approaches 

that might be useful. I’m sort of stuck when it comes to getting to the next level of 

detail on an elegant design, for all the modules really. Maybe this paper excursion 

will help. Heading off to do that right now. More news later as events warrant. 

 

15 Apr 17 

Had a conversation with Andy Molnar who wants to collaborate on game-based 

learning stuff. So, that’s cool. During conversation, we discussed using games for 

assessment in education. I told him I thought games should probably be used 

primarily for learning or for assessment, but not both. Once people know their game 

playing is being assessed, psychological safety is abridged and it can become just 

another testing activity. I realized I didn’t touch on psych safety in my lit review, 

which I need to remedy. 

 

Also, need to think about the nature of constructivism and the games we’re making. 

Are the players really constructing anything, or are they just regurgitating if we do it 

the way It’s going now? Important question… 

 

Okay, got an idea for module 1. It seems to work to just draw the trees, and maybe 

then the player can choose to grow a tree, start a new tree, work on the mycho, and 

maybe some other thing. The cohort tries to build a tall, wide forest by the time it’s 

all over.  

On module 2. The team members have a domain they are expert in, and they have to 

be trained for the consultancy. Each day, the player is given a stack of tasks that 

people in the company want help with. So, this might look like: 

Draw card: “Director of marketing has heard something about hygiene factors and 

wants to talk about it with somebody” 

The player can then assign someone from the team to try to answer the question. The 

director will ask a specific question and the NPC will either know the answer or 

won’t. If the NPC can’t answer, the player will have to spend some of their own 

points to answer the question themselves. The NPC will suffer a dip in confidence if 

they cannot answer. I’m using the white board, markers, cards, pictures of people that 

I have laying around, and powerpoint to mess with these ideas. 



336 

 

 

16 Apr 2017 

For module 2, thought about letting the player pick an NPC mentor and/or an NPC 

peer who would give feedback on how the team was doing. The mentor would say 

things like “You’re team is really working well and having a great impact.” Or “Your 

team seems to be coming together nicely, you all just need to get out there and help 

more.” Or “Your team seems to be struggling…”  Peer mentors might say, “The work 

you guys are doing is great, everybody wants some of what you can do for them.” Or 

“Yeah, some folks are just hard to work with, operations never wants to do anything 

that they didn’t think of themselves.” Or “What is it you guys do again?” 

 

Need to figure out what a valid training session for an employee might look like. 

What constitutes knowledge in this context? 

 

17 Apr 2017 

Had a thought that elements of identity might be some kind of useful framework for 

giving the players choices in module 1, so going to back to look at activity theory—

Vygotsky and Erickson have been mentioned. Also, thought that maybe the three 

dimensions of “grow,” “strengthen,” and “connect,” might be three choices that 

would resonate on multiple levels. It works for the tree metaphor, it also maps to self 

determination—grow =autonomy, strengthen=mastery, connect=relatedness, so that’s 

pretty cool. Still need to research the psych safety stuff more. The inherent tension 

between an instrumental purpose for play and the psych safety that is necessary for 

play is interesting. It seems that there might be a few different reasons why serious 

games are still useful even though they aren’t as much of a game any more.  

1) The game is just so fun that people don’t care that it’s being used for assessment 

(“I don’t care what grade I get, this is just super fun to play.”) 

2) People see the game as a valid instrument through which to be assessed (“Cool, I 

got this.”) 

3) People see the game as better than the alternatives, sort of like watching a movie in 

class (“At least it’s not a stupid powerpoint lecture.”) 

Probably a blend of all three. 

Carvalho, Belotti, etc etc. (2015) have a good article on activity theory and game 

design that might be worth a run-through. Page 9 of the article is where the 

application of the activity theory-based model of serious games (ATMSG) starts. 

 

18 Apr 2017 

Asked Marie yesterday about the conceptual orientation of the EMSVDL program. Is 

it more to bolster the leadership capabilities of students as practitioners, or to 

introduce the students to the world of academic thought about leadership? This was 

leveraged using the communities of practice from situated learning (Lave and 

Wenger). I expect to get back a “yes” answer, however, there does need to be some 

thought applied to the balance between them. For example, is it really true that people 

sign up for the course with the intention of 50% of the emphasis being on becoming a 
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member of the academic community of practice? I doubt it. I also asked how student 

performance would be assessed since that will indicate, to a large degree, which area 

is emphasized. 

 

Also, asked Marie if she knew who might be teaching the first courses, it would be 

helpful to get them involved in the game design early on since they will end up using 

it (or not). 

 

For module 2, the application section in each chapter of Northouse’s book will be 

useful as a source for how the various leadership research paradigms might be used in 

a real-world setting—which gives some of the tasks that can be assigned to NPCs. 

Also need to see if the various surveys in the back of each chapter are available for 

use. Onward! 

 

Idea: Use Schein’s internal/external dimensions for module 2 facts 

 

20 Apr 2017 

Got good info from Marie yesterday. The course instructors aren’t heavily involved in 

course development, so I don’t need to worry as much about their direct involvement. 

We also talked about whether it would be better to have an “external” game manager 

to run the game rather than relying on the instructor. She thought that might be a good 

idea and that maybe each cohort could have its own game manager. I don’t think 

you’d need a separate person for each cohort, but the basic idea of an external admin 

seems to have some traction. Sent request to Gus to hook up and talk about his 

courses, haven’t heard back yet. Didn’t have any design epiphanies in the last day or 

so.  

 

30 Apr 2017 

Welcome back from vacation. Didn’t do any game design cogitation, although it’s 

theoretically possible that Austin could design a flash game for module 1. On the 

design front, played a game of Lord of the Rings and the concept of people having to 

burn cards and/or donate resources in order for the party to continue on is interesting. 

In module1, that’s captured somewhat by the concept of the mychorrhizae, will need 

to see if that adds sufficient depth to that mechanic. Now researching games that use 

training NPCS (module 2) as a core mechanic. 

 

Did a search for “RPG Type trivia games” and found “Trivia Adventure”, “blends 

roleplaying, quiz, and board game mechanics…” also includes a social element. See 

more of the game description in Adweek, January 23, 2012. Pete Davison. 

 

I think the “Trivia Adventure” game concept would work better for module 3 (which 

means I have several concepts for module 3 now). A new idea for module 2 is to 

procedurally generate a cognitive map for each NPC. The cognitive map will have 

many blank spots, some wrong info, some confusion that would prevent application, 
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etc etc. (use Fink’s taxonomy here). The player spends points to explore each NPC’s 

cognitive map and correct it. The map can also go dark again, and get mis-wired 

again if knowledge isn’t practiced. NPC attributes could make it easier/harder to 

explore the map, to re-wire it, to prevent mis-wiring etc. NPCs might be able to teach 

each other also. This still keeps the basic concept that you have office hours and need 

to check in on them etc. 

 

Just tried it out with a deck of normal playing cards, used suits as the organizing 

principle and you have to uncover and move cards to get like suits near each other. In 

the game, suits would be theories of concepts and there would be many more than just 

four. Individual cards would be statements that apply to that theory or concept, e.g., 

“one criticism of this theory is that it lacks conceptual clarity.” Using a constructivist 

approach, the player helps the NPC to build an effective cognitive map….not just fills 

it in for them. They start with an incomplete, but semi-populated map, and it is easier 

to build from existing knowledge than it is to add new knowledge from scratch. 

Newly added knowledge also tends to get mis-wired and forgotten more easily. 

Building from existing knowledge is crucial. 

 

Odd, as I started to play that out with cards (49 slot square grid), I quickly realized 

that the best approach is to uncover what the NPC’s current cognitive map actually 

looks like. It is a default strategy that would be hard to avoid, however, it’s something 

that fundamentally doesn’t happen in “standard” education…for the most part, except 

for a few pre-tests to validate that learning is occurring, schools and teachers don’t 

care what the student’s cognitive map looks like. There is an inherent 

power/status/dominance issue here. “I don’t care what your map looks like, if you 

want to be part of this group, your map will look like what I tell you it should look 

like.” 

 

Need a “meta-cognitive” layer to capture the caring and learning to learn dimensions. 

This might be “cards” that are not in the grid itself, but that can be revealed to show 

the NPCs attitude and approach to learning the material. For example, cards might 

indicate that the NPC is not interested in the topic or that the NPC is learning by 

using sub-optimum approaches. These would manifest by making it more difficult for 

the NPC to learn and/or correctly remember the material. Players could take actions 

that adjust the attitude and/or change the learning approach. 

May 2017 

2 May 2017 

Over the last day, I’ve been consciously thinking about how staple game mechanics 

such as action points, worker placement, leveling, power ups, etc would work to 

make the game more like a game and less like a simulation or straight trivia thing. 

Action points are pretty much baked into the game at this point, but worker placement 

and leveling are also potentially useful concepts. The players could direct NPCs to go 
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study in an area of interest (trait theory for example) and then check their cognitive 

maps. They might spend points to assign, check, explain, modify, integrate, and build 

rapport.  

Assign (1 point): Player gives NPC a topic to go study 

Check (2 points): Player discusses topic with NPC (gives NPC a quiz to see how well 

they know the material or somehow peruses NPC’s cognitive map) 

Explain (3 points): Player can attempt to add new knowledge to the NPC’s cognitive 

map 

Modify (2 points): Player can attempt to modify something the NPC already knows 

Integrate (5 points): Player attempts to “level up” an NPC by sending herm to a test 

Build rapport (1 point): spend time talking with the NPC, you know, like a person. 

It’s an idea anyway, still need to figure out what the content actually is. 

 

Just got done reviewing the Sagepub site associated with Northouse’s book, and I 

must say it’s a pretty comprehensive site. It’s very straightforward with quizzes, 

flashcards, and additional material. I wonder if/how it will be used by cohort 

members. Our program wasn’t as directly attuned to the book as the EMSVDL 

program is, but I don’t know if anyone used any of the on-line resources at all…I 

know I didn’t. Of course, we didn’t take a test on the book like the EMSVDL people 

will, so, there is that. This observation reinforces the idea that the game needs to be 

fun, otherwise, why do it at all—straightforward study aids already exist. 

 

3 May 2017 

Found some more literature, specifically a dissertation by K Squires about using Civ 

III in the classroom. I’m sure I’ll keep running into new stuff, but it was somewhat 

disconcerting to see some of the new material as in, where was this stuff? 

New(ish) ideas. First , let’s get specific about the use of activity theory and the 

motivation associated with developing an identity as a key feature of game 

development. Also, this must be married with SDT to get the full theoretical coverage 

I’m looking for. Activity theory provides the motivational basis and SDT provides the 

mechanisms by which motivation is harnessed for identity work---or something to 

that effect. 

On another note, I figured out that I can use a portion of my green table as a faux 

computer screen to generate “screen shots” etc. Might be faster than trying to 

generate stuff in powerpoint etc. Just craft it out on the table and the take a picture. 

Need to drag out the new laptop eh? 

 

5 May 2017 

Some of this entry belongs to yesterday, but I didn’t get to writing it down. Before I 

go into any of the design talking, there was an interesting ‘psycho-dynamic” thing 

going on for me as the game design has progressed. I notice that the design tends to 

advance in tiny breakthroughs, not typically in a major avalanche. Some of it is 

reflected here in this journal, some of it is even smaller than what is captured here. I 

also notice that there can be an almost despair energy that comes from not knowing 
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what the next answer is/might be. As in, “I’m never going to get this,” which is 

difficult to experience and even more difficult to express. There is a certain reluctance 

to giving voice to the feeling, as if saying it will make it more likely to become 

reality. From a design perspective, arriving at the other side of such an impasse can 

feel liberating, and I wonder how much it impacts any ability to see other options or 

increases the likelihood that I’ll want to stick with a certain mechanic. In design 

thinking, prototypes are supposed to be inexpensive and disposable; however, these 

emotional experiences are inherently costly. I wonder how much thought has been put 

into making it easier for designers to throw away their mental prototypes. This may 

be a finding in this dissertation. 

In actual design news, I’m now leaning towards the use of a “matchup” concept 

where snippets of information are collected by the NPC and the player has to help the 

NPC connect them all. The mechanic should make it easier for the NPC to discover 

and connect things that they are already familiar with, thereby highlighting the 

constructive nature of the interactions. In values-driven leadership education, the 

medium should itself reflect values-driven principles. I was thinking that maybe there 

would only be one NPC, but then figured that, at first, there would be only one, and 

that the player could recruit up to six total in later stages of the game. NPCs could 

train other NPCs and the player can check their work. 

A key detail is getting the actual snippets. I think it will be a nested affair. So, there 

might be 10 top level areas including (possibly) leadership overview, trait-based, 

behavioral, relationship, situational, transformational, overview of philosophy, moral 

and ethical values, leading from values, ethics of outcomes.  

When the NPC is directed to investigate (for example) trait-based leadership, they 

come back with, “great man theory,” “the Big 5,” “skills,” “intelligence,” “emotional 

intelligence,” etc. The player then has to do some kind of matching to “wire it up.” 

Details are sparse at this point, but I’m reminded of the matching tests we took when 

I was young—match the stuff in the left column with the stuff on the right. 

Another idea for populating the match columns is to use some kind of leadership 

ontology. “Leaders have followers,” “leadership causes outcomes,” “leaders have 

traits,” groups tend to have leaders,” etc etc 

 

7 May 2017 

Okay, I started listing out concepts and associated terms and definitions, a snippet is 

pasted here: 
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After a player sent the NPC off to study an area, they would come back to integrate 

the study and see a bunch of terms on the left that need to be matched to terms on the 

right. So, the left column would have  

Behavioral Approaches 
Trait-based Approaches 
Situational Approaches 
Relational Approaches 
Leadership Terms and 
Definitions 
 
 

And the right side would have things like “focuses on the leader’s traits” or “A 

process whereby an individual influences a group of individuals to achieve a common 

goal.” The NPC will have populated some of the fields already (through their study) 

Top Level Concept 2nd-Level Concept 3rd-level concept

Trait-based Approaches Great Man Theories Great leaders from history had certain traits that made them great leaders--only great people have these traits

Big Five Personality Agreeableness

Big Five Personality Openness

Big Five Personality Neuroticism

Big Five Personality Extraversion

Big Five Personality Conscientiousness

Visionary leadership

Charismatic leadership Self-monitoring

Charismatic leadership impression management

Charismatic leadership desire for social power

Charismatic leadership desire for self-actualization

Key leadership traits Intelligence

Key leadership traits Self-confidence

Key leadership traits Determination

Key leadership traits Integrity

Key leadership traits Sociability

Emotional Intelligence Aware of one's own emotions

Emotional Intelligence Aware of emotions of others

Emotional Intelligence Able to consciously impact emotions of others

Emotional Intelligence Able to regulate one's own emotions

Focus on the leader's traits

Has been well-studied for over 100 years

Has generated numerous characteristics of great leaders, but none of the lists are definitive

Says nothing about how a leader should interact with other people

Does not address what traits work best in what situations

Teams and organizations will get better outcomes if leaders have the right traits
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but some will be wrong. Some will not be populated and will need to be added by the 

player. Also, until the learning has been integrated, some of the links will depopulate 

(be forgotten) or revert back to initial wiring. Integration essentially means sending 

the NPC to some kind of assessment which gives them a grade. If the score is 

sufficiently high, then they have learned the material and “get it.” This means their 

stuff stops depopulating and stops getting mis-wired. NPCs can become frustrated 

and demotivated as they are corrected, the player needs to take time to encourage and 

engage with the NPC in order to keep them in the game. The rate of initial population 

goes down if the NPC is de-motivated and the rate of forgetting and mis-wiring goes 

up.  

 

8 May 2017 

Time to schedule the design peer meeting with Steve and Savannah and then get on 

the Ben U calendar somehow. I can see that it may be a challenge to get the tests 

scheduled and accomplished. Hopefully, it will end up being easier than I suspect it 

might be. 

One key design challenge right now has to do with Module 3 and what the content 

will look like. The course titles don’t tell me enough to guess what the approach will 

be for those areas. So, while the basic game approaches that I’ve been contemplating 

may work, putting flesh on those bones will be its own challenging exercise. Other 

than that, no new epiphanies. Need to figure out how much game needs to be 

available for the design peer discussion. Maybe next weekend. 

 

9 May 2017 

Started working on a social network approach for module 3. There’s some literature 

around how to develop random social networks that will look the same as real 

networks based on some of the graph values such as average numbers of edges, 

diameter of networks, etc. I’m still thinking this is an option, although, as with 

everything, it can get pretty complex. I don’t want players to have to become social 

network analysts in order to play the game, I’d just like the game to reflect something 

like a real network if possible. SOCNETV apparently has a random generation 

capability, so I’ll give that a look. Then, of course, need to figure out how a social 

network is actually used in the game. As indicated in earlier posts, there are a few 

different ideas, but nothing I’m ready to bite on yet. Gotta fiddle with it in the studio 

a bit until something comes up. Oh, and, by the way, Gephi has a random generator 

that can also accept a spreadsheet import, so I can generate stuff in Excel if I want to, 

that’s a pretty good find! 

 

10 May 2017 

Did some work on how to approach procedural generation of things like a market and 

a corporate network for module 3. Found conjoint analysis as an approach that might 

be useful for the market component and also found that $150-200k per employee is a 

reasonable revenue target. That would mean a 1 billion dollar company might have 

about 5000 employees (give or take). Need to figure out how big to start the company 
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and whether it has significant growth built into it. That could get real complex real 

fast. I’m exploring how to use seeds and a set of algorithms to generate the “stuff” of 

the game. Think Minecraft but without blocks and less visually interactive. For the 

company, it might have stocks of intellectual, social, and financial capital that allow it 

to enact changes. The changes play out as increased efficiency, better margins, and/or 

increased market share. It might be a dead end, but I think there’s something here, so 

exploration continues.  

 

Also, found a couple of games that do developmental sustainability (Invest) for the 

coast of Belize. It uses a simplified map mechanic (real, physical, map) that has 

points inscribed on it and players try to place resorts and fisheries on the map in a 

way that maximizes profits but minimizes damage to the environment. This is similar 

in principle to the concept I was using for module 4.  

 

12 May 2017 

Now I’ve come back around to the Blokkus idea for module 3. Different functions 

add different shapes to get to the target overall shape. Functions have the capability to 

change the shapes they present, but changing costs capital (intellectual, social, and 

financial). Getting the functions to change their shape takes points from the team, and 

the team can “buy” them by orchestrating different change events (AI summit, world 

café, strategic planning, open areas, visits with, etc etc etc. Getting the particulars of 

each change event—what it is and how much it costs, will be a major task. Oh, and 

also, most changes will have the allure of being able to “just buy it” or “just do it.” 

These actions cost company dollars and/or senior leadership capital to accomplish, 

but they may not work. That would suggest that there is a plan and an execute phase. 

The functions set what they will do, and then we see what they really 

produce…sounds like it could be good fun! 

 

13 May 2017 

The Blokkus concept has morphed into a dominoes concept. Once again, the design 

studio strikes. The dominoes are sitting on a table next to the Blokkus pieces and, as I 

was walking past them, I just started fiddling with them and another idea emerged. In 

this case, the dominoes can be arranged end-to-end and the total of the pips represents 

the organization’s value chain. The market is represented by a set of upside down 

tiles that the player can reveal through market research, but, otherwise, has to just 

estimate. I haven’t figured out yet how to incorporate side rows, that is, braches that 

go perpendicular to the main value path. This rhymes with the concept of value-added 

activity that most people are familiar with these days. These branches are required to 

do things like marketing, control, finance, etc etc. However, I don’t have the 

algorithms etc figured out for how the branches actually affect the game. Still though, 

I think it has a lot of potential. 

 

14 May 2017 
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Now cards have become part of the scene, as well as Jenga blocks to represent 

network connections. One of the issues I keep coming around to is that Module 3 

needs to be focused on change, not on market competition. It’s too easy to fall into a 

situation where the gameplay becomes oriented towards competing in the market and 

not about building a better org. This is the issue that originally moved in the direction 

of SNA because it gives you a way to explicitly model an organization. The trick then 

is to turn that model into an interactive entity that allows the players meaningful 

choices. The dominoes and cards incorporate some of that, but also tend to start 

moving in the direction of external competition, which is not what this is really about. 

The game needs to have external competition, but that needs to not be the focus, 

otherwise it will turn into a “business sim,” and a bad one at that. A real head 

scratcher, the sine wave of designing (I’m at the bottom right now). 

 
 

15 May 2017 

This morning I’m looking at “connection games” for some inspiration on Module 3. 

This is a genre of games that uses some kind of network/connection mechanic. 

Cameron Browne. PhD, has a whole book about them called “Connection Games.” 

I’m reviewing this genre because I’m not making any headway and need to get a 

fresh look. Found Syrtis, an abstract connection game where the board is sinking and 

you use your own towers to stop/accelaret that. Reminds me of the Atlantis game. 

Anyway, the mechanic of, “your company will sink” if you don’t keep changing has a 

nice element, as long as the growing (build mountains etc) is somewhat more 

prevalent. The values-driven positive principle precludes using a “the world is 

ending” motif as the primary game story. Elevating to a level though, that might be 

something. 
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Had another idea as I was driving back today. Have some of the NPCs that will be in 

Module 2 introduced in Module 1 and let the player “check in” with them for extra 

points. That way they can begin to build rapport and work with the interface before 

Module 2 actually begins. This would reduce the overall learning curve of associated 

with new interfaces. Some kind of bridge interface could also be built between 

module 2 and 3 and between 3 and 4. Incorporating the interface in module 1 

increases the “social” component (albeit, with an NPC) and will make actual 

recruitment in module 2 more interesting. 

 

16 May 2017 

So, my paper was accepted for the philosophy of management conference, which will 

be good but also make for a very busy June. I’m coming to closure on using some 

kind of network-based approach for Module 3. Players will use team points to assess 

and conduct change projects. There will be types of organizational change, eg, culture 

change, process changes, re-org, technology changes, business line changes, strategy 

changes, acquisitions, consolidations, divestments, etc etc. There will also be types of 

goals, types of roles and types of responsibilities as well as different change 

approaches, tools and techniques. The player will use “exploration” type actions to 

learn about change opportunities, perspectives etc. They can drill into organizational 

areas to find out what formal and sub-groups think about various change concepts. 

Each groups and sub-group will have their own conception of about goals, roles and 

responsibilities as well as their own opinion of desirable change initiatives. All 

potential change initiatives will get a “score” from each group which vary for 

individual agents within the group, agents will tend to adhere to the group concept, 

but may stray from it. So, that’s the basic idea now, first design review this Sunday 

with Steve and Savannah! 

 

17 May 2017 

Reviewed the paper proposal I made for the POM conference, pretty straightforward 

really, happy that they’re interested in it. Will probably do 4 different typologies, 

Caillois, Arseth, de Freitag, and Lindley. Started putting words against a matrix, will 

need to see how much space they want for the papers, would be easy to generate a lot 

of text. Marie recommended a dictation program so I don’t have to type and can 

multi-task and all that. It’s probably a good time to look into that again.  

 

18 May 2017 

Sent e-mails to Bill Pasmore and Diane Swanson today asking them to be on my 

dissertation committee, already heard “yes” back from Bill, so that’s a good start. 

Also started sending out invites to the play test, Jim said Tues Jun 6 from 2-4PM. 

Then he also gave me a bunch of names of folks he thought might be good to have in 

the group of people looking at and testing the game. I need to figure out where all 

those folks fit in the proceedings. Some a design-type people, so I’d collaborate with 

them as I would a research peer. Others are content people, which means they fall 

into the “practitioner” category (even though they aren’t practitioners). I’m going to 
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rapidly generate a lot of data I suspect. I think that all makes sense, will have to see 

how it plays out in reality. On a side note, I really think I’m going to be not working 

in A3R after 31 May, so I’ll have more time to work on the game! 

 

20 May 2017 

Today, need to focus on prepping for the design discussion. That can be harder to do 

than it sounds, as in, what specifically do I need to have done for that? My approach 

is as follows: 

1) Introduce them to what Klabbers terms the design specifications:  client, purpose, 

subject matter, intended audience, context of use. 

2) Provide overview of course structure and content, specifically the self, teams, 

company, world construct. This will provide the support for the 4-module aspect of 

the game(s). 

3) Discuss design principles and typology information 

4) Discuss each module and any linkages between modules (interface commonalities, 

inputs from one module to the next. In each module, discuss: 

 a) Reward systems, badges, and representations of that 

 b) Rules of play 

 c) Intended artifacts 

 d) Congruence between design principles and game design 

5) Discuss perceptions of player experiences given the emerging design. 

 

So, that’s what I’m planning to do, nice to write that out. I’ll be taping the 

discussions, so I can see if there are other profitable lines of discussion that emerge 

that are not listed here. Today, I need to get the modules “presentable” if not spiffy. 

In design thinking, we need to avoid the tendency to develop robust prototypes too 

soon, so things will stay rough for awhile. I do notice a tendency to want to spiffy 

things up, thinking about the wallet game and how that starts as well as the architect 

who designed the Weatherhead school of business building and what that started out 

looking like is a useful reminder to keep the prototypes light for as long as possible. 

 

21 May 2017 

Occurred to me that I need a coherent “mission statement” for each module. That is, 

what is it trying to achieve. I’ve got the design principles and the course content 

mapping construct of self, teams, orgs, and world. But what in the self module is 

trying to be “taught”? So, here goes: 

Module 1: Attention to yourself and your own well-being is a fundamental part of 

values-driven leadership. Values-driven leaders do not mortgage their own welfare 

any more than they do the welfare of any other stakeholder. Self-regard includes 

physical well-being, social well-being, and aspirational well-being. Students will be 

exposed to, and experience, these considerations. 

Module 2: Values-driven teams are based on individuals who willingly embrace team 

goals. Values-driven Team development requires careful explanation, respectful 

dialogue, and an allowance for the drives of identity expression and self-
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determinaation.  The first phase of module 2 includes building a foundational 

knowledge about leadership theory, ethics, and morality using a peer-teaching 

approach that also pre-sages the team portion in the next phase. Phase 2 introduces 

team development and team leadership with the emphasis on conscious interaction, 

direction and delegation, and development. Also needs to include networking outside 

the team. 

[note: a serious challenge in this exercise is that there is no certainty around how to 

model or prescribe team development. Even the emotional, psychological, and social 

factors that inform team development are not well understood. This observation 

largely applies to module 3 and 4 as well.] 

Module 3: Explore the nature of social networks, organizational goals, intervention 

tools, and the importance of sub-group engagement and how these factors interact to 

produce organizational change. 

Module 4: Explore how organizational decisions impact the world and how CSR 

costs can be transformed into profitable opportunities if CSR is embedded rather than 

reactionary. 

 

23 May 2017 

The design peer discussion went real well, many observations and good questions. 

Need to go back through the tape to get everything out of it. We went about 4 hours 

or so, a bit longer than I expected, but, it was all good. The design principles were 

useful and the typology (Aarseth’s) was also helpful. A couple of ideas that arose out 

of the discussion: 

1) Increase the social components of modules 2-4, maybe change the narrative that 

goes along with the game to enable the social mechanics that would be used. 

2) For module 2, maybe have the NPCs get tested by other students for “leveling up.” 

This would add an interesting dynamic wherein when NPCs go out to the real world, 

the real world will test them unerringly, thus revealing both limitations in training and 

testing, which could generate some interesting social affects. 

It was interesting that at least a few times Steve or Savannah asked a question or 

made an observation about potential game mechanics that were already in the design 

but that I hadn’t discussed yet. I’ll have to look at the tapes, but to the extent that 

really happened, it would seem to be a validating event. 

I have 4 design reviews set up for 5-6 June and, oh, Diane Swanson agreed to be on 

my committee, so that’s all set apparently! As Marie says, everything seems to be 

coming together nicely at this point. I don’t know enough to agree or disagree, but 

I’m still wary about how quickly the time horizon will come at me. Having the next 4 

months to focus on the game is a real benefit, not sure I want to do even part-time 

work, but we’ll see. 

From a module 3 perspective, I keep going down the agent-based modeling road in 

one form or another, with a Minecraft-like mentality where everything can fit 

together nicely based on a well-calibrated sandbox. Maybe I need to be more explicit 

about that metaphor and see where it takes me. Sometimes I’m reluctant to follow 

ideas like that because I know they can seem so compelling that they burn many 
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hours and end up being dead ends. I learn a lot maybe, but still… So, that’s the 

question, which deep stream’s to follow. A competing stream is the “Euro game” 

stream that seeks for elegant simplicity. “Clunky” mechanics are replaced by more 

elegant ones that capture the essence, if not the detail, of the topic. Of course, elegant 

is far more important in board games because the computer isn’t available to do all 

the clunk-work. Minecraft is actually a pretty good example of something that seems 

elegant, but if it was a boardgame it would need serious simplification in order to 

work. That’s a good knowing right there, and reinforces my Minecrafty  orientation. 

Have to look for other sandbox games. Sim city springs to mind, although that is a bit 

too situated, that is specific to modeling cities. But still, maybe some inspirations 

there. What else is out there? Just did a search for sandbox games, which is conflated 

with open world games, and found Garry’s Mod. Might have to give that a look. Also 

reminds me about RPG Maker and Game Designer, I haven’t forgotten about those 

DIY game dev kits, but they def seem more distant to me these days. 

 

24 May 2017 

Looking at scalar stress today. Might have some utility for module 3. I can see there 

being a stress component wherein change is hampered by the presence of elevated 

stress levels. Some stress is fine, but stress overload short-circuits things. Both 

individual and organization stress studies seem to mirror that concept and “flow” is a 

well-accepted concept that uses those ideas. The VUCA concepts and when to 

explore and when to exploit might also be useful. Can I let the players select their 

own organization, or do I need to have them work with the one they’re given? Maybe 

future game mods can introduce new org-types and domains (e.g., innovative vs 

productive, or small vs large or public for-profit vs non-profit, govt, or private).  Still 

cogitating on the Minecraft angle, gotta be something there. Have to figure out how to 

work with it so I can gain traction. I feel like after I’m done with A3R, I’ll be able to 

concentrate on that aspect more, but that is still several days away and time’s-a-

wasting. 

 

25 May 2017 

There is an excellent passage in Hatch’s organizational theory book on inter-group 

conflict within an organization. That will be a great resource for module 3. Not much 

else to say just this minute, but that’s a pretty good find. That book is actually a very 

good resource because it includes a lot of constructs and models that are useful in 

game design. On a side note, still no word from the phil of mgt people about what 

track my paper will be in nor anything about length or format.  

 

26 May 2017 

No breakthroughs on clarity around module 3. I ended up circling back on the 

Blokkus concept and then something akin to the dominoes concept with maybe some 

of the metro concept thrown in. These are conceptually appealing from a game-play 

perspective, but rationalizing them in learning terms is a harder thing to conceive. 

One of the key challenges in Module 3 is how mechanistic we are willing to be. The 
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Harvard power and change game has the players selecting change levers such as 

“walk the talk” and that takes 2 weeks and costs $20,000 (or something like that) and 

will move the change meter by 1 bubble if done in the correct phase of the change 

initiative. That’s pretty mechanistic. And why would I only be able to walk the talk 

and not also interview people during that 2-week period? And what is “walking the 

talk” anyway? Do I stop walking the talk after 2 weeks? I recall that an AI summit 

was expensive, took a long time, and had very limited impacts. The designers clearly 

were not impressed with LGI as a change method, otherwise they would have given it 

better stats. Ultimately, that was there call to make, it’s up to people who use the 

game to figure out what to do with that message. A better game design would go a 

layer or two deeper and unveil some of the reasons for why an LGI works, but also let 

those same effects be created in other ways. Very challenging. Meanwhile, I can still 

transcribe the notes form the peer review and make sure I’ve thought about all their 

inputs. That’s at least real work. 

 

29 May 2017 

So, question: is there a compelling reason to change the basic approach between 

module 2 and the rest of the game? In other words, could we keep “sending the NPCs 

out” to answer questions that get progressively broader in scope and mirror the course 

syllabi? Of course, it might not be either/or, it might be both/and. This would have the 

benefit of keeping the most basic interface the same throughout modules 2-4 while 

giving the option to add other interfaces at the player’s discretion. For example, the 

player could pursue a change that improved BI, CRM, or other KM-types of widgets 

that allows the player to see the “space” in a different way. Probably not infinitely 

customizable, but, certainly conceptually doable. I think this may have more traction 

than the stand-alone games I’ve been pursuing. As an aside, even now, though I can 

see the tug of attachment to the prior work. Interesting. In any case, I haven’t made a 

choice between them, or even some other third/fourth/fifth/sixth/seventh/eight/ninth 

way yet to be discerned. But, it is liberating. 

 

31 May 2017 

Still thinking that using the NPC mechanic throughout modules 2-4 might be a good 

idea, as discussed in previous entry. Still also thinking about some kind of Minecraft 

mechanic, maybe the player gets “chunks” of different kinds of resources (social 

capital, physical capital, intellectual capital, etc., for example----or maybe contacts, 

ideas, new knowledge, new supporters, etc.) from “mining” various parts of the 

organization. When you listen, you get chunks when you talk, you place chunks 

(inquiry/advocacy balance—lesson = “Listen before you talk”). I can’t see how that 

would work right now, but there might be something there. On a side note, this is my 

last day working in AMC/Scott AFB for a while, who knows, maybe forever. So, I’ll 

be increasing the amperage on this, Onward! 
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June 2017 

3 Jun 2017 

I think I’ve got the numbers worked out for the actual tree growing part of the game. 

Had to get rid of a fair bit of previous work, par for this course. The details are listed 

in the spreadsheet, but the overall game mechanic has the player choosing to allocate 

points between growing, strengthening, mycho, and reserves. The more the tree 

grows the more energy you get but also the more vulnerable to wind, which 

strengthening helps, but the stronger your tree, the more it costs to grow. There is also 

a need for reserves and mycho helps. This fulfills a tactical and strategic premise of 

sustainability. The strength in your grove also helps, but not as much if you are too 

much taller. I think this will work, closest thing to a real game I’ve got yet, but that’s 

pretty darn good progress! 

 

4 Jun 2017 

Once again, aware of not getting too much sunk into a prototype. The design reviews 

over the next few days should give me a lot of information to help figure out what 

direction to go next. After doing a run-through of module 1 with my own scores, it 

seemed like my own points became less important after a certain point. So, I think 

I’m going to nerf the tree stats so the personal points and mych are more important. 

Basic idea will be to just divide tree points by 10. This will also make it easier to 

translate into the next module. That should help, we’ll see. Of course, the other 

modules are not as far along as I have less clarity about what they should actually 

look like. The design reviews over the next couple of days should really help with 

that. One key question for module 1 is the time frame for each tree growth turn—is it 

1 year, 6 months, 10 years? Any of these are valid from a “realism” perspective, just 

need to figure out which one works best. Just did a run-through with the divided by 

10 concept, which def makes the individual points more important, but doesn’t give 

any meaningful choices to make. The player needs to have the sense that the division 

of points between the 4 categories matters. BTW, I am perusing numerous articles 

about trees to get inspiration for how trees work. Taylor, A’s “Are fast-grown trees of 

low quality?” is a good example. Been back and forth about whether to include 

“crown” as another point allocation area—this would differentiate the twigs, small, 

branches and leaves from the rest of the tree and would directly impact the amount of 

energy the tree has to work with. Right now, I’m just rolling that into the “growth” 

category because it seems like it might be a superfluous choice—muddy things up 

rather than giving any clear choices. 

 

Okay, so a run-through with my own points worked pretty well. I don’t have average 

grove strength factored in, and I think the mycho might be overpowered (need to nerf 

it) for the whole cohort. However, the basic balance between grow, strength, and 

mycho was pretty good. So, def good enough to take forward as a prototype. 
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Okay, and now for my perspective (bracketing) on the impending design review. 

Basically, I think that these “prototypes” are going to be almost inscrutable to the 

people I’m going to talk with. This means that they’ll nod politely and say nice 

things, but they won’t have enough to push back on. They’ll probably have some 

specific game mechanics that they think will be neat, and some of them will be, 

others won’t be. There won’t be enough to do anything like a software usability scale 

survey or anything remotely similar. I feel like the specific content I’m working with 

needs to be more explicitly spelled out before advanced prototypes on modules 2-4 

can be made. I’m “happy” with module 1, although I know that there is a lot of 

development, and even design work, that needs to be done. This also means it will be 

harder to throw away module 1 if I get constructive feedback that it isn’t working. 

Bottom line, there is a very large component of subjective appreciation that people 

will have about the game, and it is very hard to get any objective assessment of the 

game until people play it. Even then, it may be difficult to tell whether it is 

“working.” So, I need to work hard to not try to explain away the implicated 

difficulties and work hard to hear what people might be able to articulate about their 

game observations. There is a very real chance that I won’t be able to frame feedback 

in anything other that unreflective criticism (because they clearly haven’t thought 

about it as much as I have!), so that is a danger I need to be aware of. Some self-

reflexive breathing during the discussions will be helpful (I think), so let’s try to 

remember that. So, that’s what’s going on, we’ll see how it goes! 

 

5 Jun 2017 

With a nod towards the eventual development environment, and to maybe help codify 

the game design a bit better, I’m researching the best way to use features and story 

points from agile programming methods to catalogue and assess game components. 

The idea popped into my head while I was meditating. This could naturally lead to a 

discussion of the use of software such as JIRA or other agile support software. Also 

developed an initial screen prototype that indicates what a player might see when they 

first launch the game. 

 

11 Jun 2017 

Just got back from my road trip to Benedictine and MSP. I’ll be transcribing notes 

and reviewing video, but some immediate takeaways include a more expansive 

overarching vision to integrate the modules and provide more meaningful things to do 

in module 2 and maybe module 3. Not sure what that looks like, but, that’s what 

thinking and being open to a creative mindset is for. I’ve been actively observing and 

contemplating how various games provide challenges and weave narrative so that I 

might get some inspiration for this game. So far, the closest game seems to be Dragon 

Age Origins. However, many other games still apply as well. So, today, I am re-

organizing my office space to integrate new equipment into the fold, which also give 

me the opportunity to throw some stuff away. 

 

12 Jun 2017 
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Okay, first day back in the studio after the trip. My meditation this morning already 

generated some new ideas based on the feedback and thinking I’ve don on the trip. 

First, I might need to ditch the tree metaphor and just go directly into a character 

development approach. The players would use their points from eating right, 

exercising, sleeping etc to build out leadership skill trees, strengths, etc. This would 

make it way more situated and relevant than a tree, even if it loses the tie to the tree 

iconography (and the mychorrhizae ). In the 2nd module, we might think about the 

use of the train station metaphor again (or Lucy in the candy factory) where the 

players alternate between developing NPC skills and team processes and then using 

those capabilities to meet a stream of tasks.  Points are scored for successfully 

completing the tasks. This might be able to be extrapolated (as originally discussed) 

in the 3rd module. Maybe some kind of blend between the task concept and the SNA 

reveal concept. Will explore that further today.  

 

14 Jun 2017 

I’ve been transcribing notes from my visit to BenU, and I have a few observations 

about 

-quantitative vs rich description 

-simulation vs effect 

-managing expectations regarding game possibilities 

Some of this is presaged in game typologies and software design in general.  The 

quant vs rich concept has to do with how much simulation you want and how much 

“feel” you want. Excessive quant gets you a flight sim, excessive feel gets you a 

book. This is in Lindley’s taxonomy. Trying to get high sim and high narrative is 

exceedingly difficult, both to design and to play. If you want stories, then the choices 

start to get pushed out because it’s just too hard to give meaningful choices, certainly 

not enough for the players to experience many nuances of the material—all that will 

come as exposition. If you have all quant, then you have civ with none of the 

trappings, and there really aren’t even that many trappings in civ, it’s pretty quant 

really. Dragon’s Age, again is an example of a fair degree of both, but the 

interpersonal stuff is pretty quant. 

Simulation vs effect is similar to the previous heading. This is the holodeck effect, if I 

want people to have the direct experience of doing complex things, that’s going to 

require an expensive sim, if it can be done at all. This is similar to painting, do I want 

to paint a picture, or do I want to create an impression or have an effect?  If I play a 

game to fly an airplane (aka sim) then I design it to do as close to the real thing as 

possible (that’s what we do anyway). However this assumes you know exactly how 

that plane flies and what it does when you make various inputs. If it doesn’t operate 

correctly, or if various inputs aren’t available “what no speedbrakes?” then the sim is 

diminished and the learning may be rejected. This feeds into the next block… 

Expectations. The folks don’t know what they’re asking for when they opine about 

things they might want. That’s fine from the dissertation perspective, but from an 

actual deliverable perspective, it’s a serious problem…one that’s well known to 

designers and developers everywhere. In many areas, an agile approach has been 
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taken to deal with this. However, that’s not the default approach here or even in the 

game industry in total really.  So, being able to eventually describe trade-offs, and 

when to do that, is part of this issue. 

 

17 Jun 2017 

I took a couple days to do some reading, edit my AOM consortium prop, work on my 

PoM paper, and do a bit more transcribing. Just got Schell’s art of game design and 

Enrique also sent me a copy of a book about insight (forget the author and title). All 

good stuff. Was supposed to go camping and hiking today, but wx and the fact that 

Jacque wasn’t feeling well put they kibosh on all that. Meanwhile, had some ideas 

about how the social networking (watched Fowler’s Ted video about social networks) 

idea could work with competency model for the game. Instead of modeling the org as 

a traditional, or maybe in addition to that, I could render it as where various people 

stand in their competencies associated with each VDL dimension. You could deploy 

team members to help improve the various competencies. I think that would be a 

really good way to do this (maybe). This casts the team as a core culture change team 

rather than a “bring on a new CRM program” kind of change team. There might be a 

way to do both of them. Reading a bit of Fowler and Christakis has def re-energized 

my interest in the SNA angle. 

 

19 Jun 2017 

Looked at the 10 building blocks of culture (from Amber and Jim) and noticed 

overlap with Gus’s CVDL model. Asked her about that and she said that the overlap 

was coincidental but not surprising since they were derived from similar data and 

methods. My mind has strayed back to some kind of adventure-based, narrative-

focused, approach—maybe something like the D&D adventures that sort of sparked 

my Fated For conception. Also read about Longeran’s Insight, which was useful 

(Enrique sent it to me). Overall, it seemed consonant with how I think about creativity 

and insight and also seemed similar to other works on design that I’ve seen. One 

aspect that leapt out at me was the issue of surprise in the insight process. I think 

surprise needs to be another design principle. Getting more direct about using the 

CVDL model is another idea I’m working with. 

 

20 Jun 2017 

Reviewed this journal, interesting reading. Noticed the bolded entry from 5 May 

about the mini-attachments that are formed because of working through difficulty. I 

wonder how much of that is captured in the design-thinking literature. Certainly, 

attachment is not a new concept, but how and when it occurs could possibly be more 

thoughtfully explored from a design perspective. I’m also experiencing a sort of 

mystification about how it’s 20 Jun already. Ack! Time seems to be flying by and I 

often don’t  really know what I should be working on, that is, what’s the best use of 

my time (and what will be wasted time). Being able to share that observation with 

Jacque (my wife, the artist) is useful because she experiences the same thing in her 

art. I can’t quantify how helpful that conversation is, but I’ll call it “very useful.” 
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Did a bit of research about psych safety, found an interesting article about using 

nursing sim, indicated that it might be safe for patients, but not so much for the 

students. Ganley, Linnard-Palmer, 2010. They even referenced team learning. The 

references list is also useful.  

 

Schell’s book is also great, it’s a pretty good-sized book broken up into “lenses” and 

lots of them, so I’m just working my way through them a few lenses at a time.  

 

Oh, and badging is a thing. See Marie’s 12 Jun e-mail on badging for some deeper 

background. I have to admit that badging seems almost trivial to me at this point in 

the process, especially from a game design perspective. However, just because it 

seems trivial to me right now doesn’t mean that it really is trivial. 

I think I’m going to try to get Module 4 “playable” and then maybe work backward 

from there. We might also be able to make module 4 sort of the default game, 

introduce it during orientation and then keep playing it throughout the program. 

 

22 Jun 2017 

Got module 4 to an initially playable state, and it’s not bad…kind of fun actually. It 

also had the intended effect of jumpstarting some thinking about module 3. I’m now 

researching Bruch and Ghoshal’s concept (not sure who else they leverage) of 

organizational energy. This was implied by Matt Schatteman’s work on corporate 

value statements that was recommended by Marie. His model has a useful component 

wherein aspirational value statements lead to energized stakeholders. Energized 

implies an energy level that can be measured in some sense. I will be evaluating that 

further since it seems like a great fit for the program as a whole. Their book is even 

called “Fully Charged” and Bruch is heavily cited by in the Oxford Handbook of Pos 

Psych that Cameron edited 

 

24 Jun 2017 

Marie sent links to a badging guide and the vLeader program by Simulearn. The 

badging discussion was straightforward and referenced Bartle’s player types. I’m not 

sure how much Bartle’s types apply to an academic realm or serious games, but bears 

some looking into. The vLearn program looks to be very good but also to be 

extremely tactical…it actually represents one of the pitfalls of simulations—that is, 

they can look so attractive that you want something like this to be done for 

everything. However, the vLeader program tremendously simplifies the leadership 

problem into one of managing conversations about ideas. It seems to be very good as 

far as it goes, but it only represents a very tactical aspect. Albeit important, aspect of 

leadership. Moral and ethical dimensions are lacking, though they could be added, 

decision making about the business itself is limited to just the ideas that are offered, 

there is no interaction outside the scenario meetings. The leader and follower have no 

“life” together outside of these meetings. Anyway, good stuff but it only takes you so 

far and can actually be a hindrance as the siren call of that approach begs to be 
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replicated in places where it may be less suited. Even in vLearn, the scoring is 

subjective (employee morale is at 50% because you didn’t interact with them 

correctly—and they went and talked bad about you with their co-workers). I 

recognize these are game-isms that I might have happily subscribed to if I had been 

on the vLearn design team, but I also recognize them as potentially limiting in the 

design of a VDL game. 

The details of vLeader actually look a lot like what I was thinking for the specific part 

of Module 2 where you interact with your team to teach them things or do check-ins 

on how they’re doing. You’d have to spend points to enter a dialogue situation like 

the one vLeader presents, but there would be more “strategy” or context to why you 

are having the conversation and what it’s about. 

 

25 Jun 2017 

Had an idea about the NPC’s “emotional bank account” which indicates what sort of 

resources they have to deal with change etc. Also, might need to look at how NPCs 

try to maintain consistency in their stances, which might lead them to double-down 

on bad ideas just because they’ll lose face if they don’t. This could be less 

pronounced if the leader demonstrates an ability to change direction with new 

evidence etc. From a game perspective, we could just have a meter that says that an 

NPC is “80% aligned and 75% engaged.” This would match the 2x2 grid concept, a 

25% aligned 90% engaged person would be dangerous to the organization. The 

ability to mask misalignment would then be the key. Research in that area led me to 

some surveys that might be interesting, including the delayed gratification and 

collectivist/individualist survey (list of such surveys being kept on Spectre) 

 

26 Jun 2017 

Having a hard time with codes. It seems like many observations have multiple codes 

and that even breaking that down just leads to more codes. Basically, it doesn’t seem 

like I’m able to distill much of anything at this point without just pasting my own 

codes on top of it. I’ll work with that some more tomorrow and see what I can come 

up with. Gotta get it done at some point. 

 

28 Jun 2017 

Finally finished doing 1st order coding (Gioia method) on the interviews. Phew. 

Planning to distill into 2nd order codes and themes as I do the dev on this iteration. 

Also planning to do this for each iteration, which will give like 3-4 mini research 

projects. Which reminds me, prob need to sketch out my methodology for the last 

iteration. 

I used a loosely-structured interview approach with 4 participants. Three participants 

were CVDL faculty involved with the development of the EMSVDL program, and 

the 4th was a current DVDL student who is also involved with CVDL 

communications and events execution. All four are very knowledgeable about VDL 

principles and the intended place in the EMSVDL program for the new game; 

participants were selected for their intimate knowledge of both of these factors. Each 
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interview was conducted individually. Three were conducted in person and one was 

conducted via telephone. Two of the interviews were video and audio recorded while 

the other two were interviews were captured in notes by myself (the interviewer).  

For each interview, I started by giving an overview of the game project and some 

background on how I am conducting the overall research. I then gave a quick 

overview of the whole game before getting into more detail on each game module. 

Discussions were broken out around each of the four game modules and, for the in-

person interviews, were supported by physical game components and game sketches 

on a large whiteboard in the room at Benedictine University. As I described game 

components and game play, participants asked questions and made observations that 

were captured in notes or recordings. The interviews varied in length between 1.5 

hours to 4 hours in length. 

Each interview was different with regards to how much visual and tactile interaction 

was available. For M’s interview, there was white board and some board pieces, for 

G’s interview, it was totally phone, for A’s interview, it was all ftf, mostly verbal, 

with a little bit of white board, with J, it was all white board. So, the interviewees 

were all confronted with the “phenomenon” of the game through a different lens. 

Prior to conducting the interviews, I also captured my own thoughts about the 

emergent game design in an attempt to bracket my own views. I also consulted with 

two game designers to gain perspective and get feedback; this was intended to help 

me to bracket my own expectations prior to engaging with participants. 

Following the interviews, recorded conversations were transcribed verbatim; the 

notes and transcribed conversations were then coded using the Gioia method to 

generate approx. 75 1st order codes [see final list when complete]. ……..That’s as far 

as I’ve gotten yet.  

 

29 Jun 2017 

I was doing some work on the PoM paper, and found a more recent Aarseth article 

with an expanded typology. That’s good to find before I dump a bunch of effort into 

the 2003 version. Also, had an idea for module 2. The players could be tasked with 

building out a team to develop a corporate change program. They’d have to put 

together documents from current and future course material, so they’d have to go 

study it ahead of time, at least a little. 

 

30 Jun 2017 

While “meditating” had an idea for a “production phase” in module 2 wherein the 

NPCs generate products assigned by the player who then can either approve them for 

publication, edit them themselves, or send them back for re-work. Entering the 

production sub-game would cost action points. 

July 2017 

1 Jul 2017 

Gonna go play in the studio, will report back later. 
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3 Jul 2017 

While meditating again, came upon the idea of having the player’s team develop a 

strategic plan for the business. After reviewing the syllabus again, I see that there is a 

possible narrative alignment that is starting to take form. It may not be necessary to 

really make such a sharp distinction between game modules, maybe keep the same 

basic interfaces and just add new interactive screens as the game progresses. Maybe 

re-defined as major goal orientations. 

1st Major Goal Orientation: Leading self, getting points by developing yourself. 8 

weeks (2 weeks before official start through the whole leadership legacy session—

first two weeks maybe don’t “count”) 

--alignment: 600, 605 

2nd MGO: Start your team and lay the groundwork: select your first NPC and train 

him/her. Then select additional NPCs to flesh out the team. 12 weeks. 

--alignment: 610, 615 

3rd MGO: Build a strategic plan: lead your team in the effort to build a strategic plan 

for your division. The players have to manage team dynamics.  

--alignment: 620 

4th MGO: Deploy the strategic plan. This is somewhat problematic because leading 

change and innovation seems bigger than leading teams. Not sure why it’s right here 

in the syllabus. 

--alignment: 625, 635, 645, 650 

5th MGO: compete responsibly in the global environment: basically, module 4 

--alignment: 660, 665 

 

4 Jul 2017 

Started looking at cellular automata (CA)which took me a bit too far down the 

“developing an assembly line: road. Trying to strike a balance between simulating the 

firm and simulating how it changes. This has led into an interesting observation about 

organizational energy. I’m looking at NetLogo again as an engine I can use to do 

CA—because there still might a be a role for that—but I also need to figure out what 

organizational energy means. I think I could use the positive/negative energy thing as 

the light and dark sides of organizational performance and that, when it comes down 

to it, VDL may be really about a normative stance that the negative state is never 

acceptable. That would be an interesting road to travel, although it’s too much 

scholarship to digest in this game. However, I could take a theoretical stance in the 

game that makes positive energy a “victory condition.” Okay, well, enough about 

that. Let’s see where it goes. 

 

6 Jul 2017 

Based on the paper I’m writing for the PoM conference, it occurred to me that some 

kind of role-switching mechanic might be useful. In this concept, the player may be 

able to switch roles to that of another NPC to see the issue from their side. The player 

could spend points to make the switch or switch automatically if they enter some kind 
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of negative spiral. The NPC-player would have their own store of energy, that might 

be quite low already, and limited ability to work their way out of the 

conversation/situation.  

 

This raises another idea, maybe player energy is spent in conversation. Perha ps it 

goes something like: spend 1 point to get 10 points of conversation. Conversation 

statements cost points to make based on how far out of character they are and how far 

off goal they are. So, if a person’s strength is strategic and they are below average 

agreeable, then maybe it costs more points to say something appreciative, but less 

points to say something forward-looking and visionary. Get it? If you run out of 

conversation points, then this represents you feeling like “this conversation is going 

on longer than I expected” and extracting from the conversation may be difficult in 

some way. The player might be able to get more points but perhaps at only half the 

rate (5-for-1 instead of 10-for-1). Something to work with. 

 

7 Jul 2017 

A basic set of principles associated with modeling leadership might be energy, 

attention/focus, creativity, and purpose/intent. These could frame the basis of all 

actions throughout the game. These are based on the building blocks of values-driven 

leadership: energy (are you fully charged? And heliotropism), attention/focus 

(awareness), creativity (innovation), and purpose (values and responsibility). I think 

these can be operationalized in game terms like described in yesterday’s entry. 

 

8 Jul 2017 

Working on the PoM paper, almost done now. The change to the aesthetic track has 

been quite useful, the world works in mysterious ways. I would not have paid as 

much attention to this topic without it. One big knowing was the MDA model which 

forced me to think about the aesthetic goals for the game. I derived them in the paper 

as: challenge, discovery, expression, and fellowship. That’s a dang good list, very 

happy I struggled through the process to identify it! (warm fuzzy). 

Interestingly there is very little written about aesthetic goals for management 

and business games, and indeed, for educational games in general. This is, 

perhaps, part of the reason why, in 1998, Papert said that most educational 

games were neither fun nor educational; and Van Eck (2006), Prensky (2008), 

and Bartle (2015) have observed that not much has changed since 1998. 

Educational games still struggle to be fun; in essence, they struggle to be games 

at all.  

 

11 Jul 2017 

Based on some of the design criteria that arose from the PoM paper, now I’m looking 

at some kind of MMPORPG sort of approach. Not with avatars running around, but 

still, with an open-world role-playing feel. Not sure how to get that done, so, we’ll 

see. 
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13 Jul 2017 

Today’s the start of the PoM conference, hoping to get some flashes of insight over 

the next few days. Will be lots of time to contemplate, scribble, listen etc. Should be 

interesting.  

Going back to the network theme again, thinking about having the players (in 

“module 3”) interact with org members to determine goals, roles, and responsibilities. 

By “mining” the person, they could find out different layers of this. There could be 

stated vs actual GRR as well. Just had an idea for a spreadsheet model, bbl. 

Okay, apparently I haven’t made any comment about Drucker’s org goals, however, 

they have been prominent in my thinking for some time. They are: 

Market Share (external) 

Productivity (internal) 

Innovation (external) 

Worker Training (internal) 

Mgt Development (internal) 

Social Responsibility (external) 

Finance and Physical Assets (internal) 

Profit (internal) 

During the last design review, Jim pointed out Cameron and Quinn’s model (also 

Schein’s book, pg 168) that looks at orgs on two axes external vs internal focus and 

stable vs flexible. This creates a 4-dimension grid with quadrants labeled  

Market: external, stable 

Adhocracy: external, flexible  

Clans: internal, flexible (corresponds to  

Hierarchy: internal, stable 

It is an interesting, and enduring question. An organization’s goals, a sub-org’s goals, 

a functional group’s goals, and an individual’s goals. Can I use belonging, status, 

capability, competition, and homophily? Gonna go back to the spreadsheet and take a 

look. 

 

Here’s a good link for types of organizational change: 

http://management.simplicable.com/management/new/10-types-of-organizational-

change 

To paraphrase: 

Mission 

Strategy (they combined mission and strategy, I think they should be split up) 

Org structure 

People (hiring, firing, roles, responsibilities, training) 

Culture 

Knowledge 

Policies and legal agreements 

Processes 

Technology 

Products, marketing, and customer relations 

http://management.simplicable.com/management/new/10-types-of-organizational-change
http://management.simplicable.com/management/new/10-types-of-organizational-change
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Integration (how the previous ones interact with each other—not sure this deserves its 

own category in the list, it’s more a meta-category over the list) 

 

17 Jul 2017 

Had an idea for the module 1 area. Have the players use points to explore “treasure 

chests” that are really course texts. So, they would go to the “Strengths Finder” book 

to get strengths points and to the “transformational leadership book” to get TL points. 

If there are many books, this also creates an opportunity for fellowship as people help 

inform each other which books do what. The points you get from eating, sleeping etc 

would be used to search books. This would also acquaint people with the course texts 

before they actually use them. 

Discussed Hatch’s model at the conference. Not sure how usable it is in game terms, 

but good to get it back on the radar. 

Also, during module 1, you get to form your core network of up to 6 people. Players 

in your network all get bonus points if they meet certain targets. The more people in 

your network, the more bonus points, but everyone has to meet the target or no (or 

reduced) bonus points. 

For example: target points across the top, number of players in your core group along 

the left. Bonus points in the matrix (each player gets the points). Could do it such that 

players who start groups get more points and people who join later get fewer. 

However, players could move the bonus points around. The founder can determine 

how the points flow. It’s an idea. 

 15 17 19 21 

2 1 2 3 4 

3 2 3 4 5 

4 3 4 5 6 

5 4 5 6 7 

6 5 6 7 8 

 

Networks between groups are also possible. Groups can put points into a “community 

bank” that every group gets a dividend from each turn. Bonus points are divvied up to 

each group which then goes into the group’s divvying approach.  

Another idea: Players can be part of more than 1 group. This would especially be true 

if founders get special status. 

Dividend concept: At beginning of each turn, multiply community chest by 2% and 

distribute evenly to all groups, regardless of size. Then, chest grows by the amount of 

points put in by all groups. 

The map: characters start on a grid. They use points to move. When they move onto a 

square they get to see what’s there. The game will map where you’ve been. These are 

the objects on the map: 

Book: gives skills, use points to “mine” the book to get the skills. When you mine a 

book, you get 3-5 multiple choice questions to answer, these give you points if you 

answer correctly. 



361 

 

Regions: These are meta-zones that describe the guides and books that will be found 

therein. So, for example, “Trait Theory Land.” The name should probably be as meta 

as possible. So, trait theory land could be called Great Manland and Skills could be 

Mumfordland and adaptive could be Haifetzland.  

Guide: will give player directions to an object type of their choice. 

Hub: allows a player to set up a group. The player can name the hub. 

Legacy Tree: The player finds a legacy tree that gets named for them if they are first 

player to claim it. Each player can have only one. The player can fill out the limbs of 

the tree with their legacy tree info if they’d like. 

Outpost (Player choice spot). 

Garden: Spend a point to get a food item. 

Kitchen: spend points to combine food items 

Park: Players can put  

Players can use food items to get more points for that day. 

Company: The player discovers a company, They can name the company, give it a 

type, a structure, and other characteristics. These are the companies that people can 

eventually select to run. They can also design the building based on how big the 

company is. The player can spend more points to make it a bigger company. 

Another player: A player might meet another player and can then establish a 

connection. If they establish a connection, they get to see each other’s maps or trade 

items. 

NPCs: they can meet NPCs that they will meet later. By spending points, they can get 

to know the NPCs a bit better each time. If they cultivate a relationship with the NPC, 

they can have them join them and they can help explore and do things. 

About the map. The map will not be overtly marked with a static coordinate system. 

The player’s personal map will be set with their home base as 0,0. They can choose, 

if they want, to re-orient their map to another system by selecting the spot and hitting 

a “re-center” button. Doing this will cost some points (5 maybe). Doing this will 

allow people to more easily coordinate actions. Also, as an idea, the object at any 

location might be somewhat different for each player. So it might be a book but 

maybe it is a different book. Maybe. 

Let the player discover a “player-choice” spot. The player can name the spot, put a 

hyperlink and determine what category of skill points it will provide. The place will 

then provide 1 skill point of that type for anyone who clicks the link. After the link 

has been hit 10 times by different players, the 11th player and later can, if they want, 

choose to rename and replace the link with one of their choosing. This link is now 

“safe” for 10 clicks as well. 

Moving. The player spends points to explore, 1 point per square, just to see what’s 

there. More points are spent to actually interact with the square. If the player just 

wants to go to a place they already know, they can just spend one point to go there, 

regardless of distance. Making the map very large, with powerful enhancers in the 

distant lands, will reward those who are more explorer oriented. 

The name of the land: Scholarnia? Will work on that. 
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At home, you are in a room that you can decorate yourself. You can put up pictures, 

you have a white board, you can check schedules. Etc etc. People can send mail to 

your house as well. Real people in the real world. 

Okay, more ideas. Let the players design their own mental maps of the various 

regions, but leave them dark. So they know they need to go exploring in them to find 

the books and resources they need, this will also cause quite an interesting problem 

for mental mapping since nobody will likely have the same map. So, kitchens, guides, 

companies, and non-book resources will be “fixed” so they are in the same place in 

everyone’s map, but the regions and books will be in different places, but within the 

same places within each region. Make sense? Example follows:  

 

 
Also, we could do various tests for “cheating” using Mikko’s idea and asking the 

class whether they think other people are cheating. This could give a plethora of 

research data. 
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19 Jul 2017 

Once I got the basic “map-based” idea going, now I’ve had so many thoughts about 

what kinds of mechanics might be included that I can’t keep up with them all. I’m 

sure some will be forgotten, but I don’t see a way to get them all down without 

interrupting the flow of thinking that produces them in the first place. Ah, 

Heisenberg! 

I did start trying to figure out how to transition from the module 1 framework into the 

NPC/module 2 area. Players would spend points to interact and the NPCs would do 

things at least somewhat based on what the player told them to do. Energy and 

engagement would matter as well as competence and some personality dimensions—

very spreadsheet under the hood. Not sure how much spreadsheet I need to generate 

at this point. Was using a desck of cards to try to get some idea of how it might look. 

The challenge of knowing how all this will fit together in a real digital environment is 

essentially insurmountable since it can’t really be known. I was looking at 

Buchanan’s design article “Worlds in the making” or something like that, and the 4 

dimensions of design: invention, judging, developing, and integrating, are useful 

concepts. I found it interesting that there was no sense of iteration in that description 

though.  

This picture captures what I’m thinking: 
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Got an e-mail from David Wilson (Webster) asking about prisoner’s dilemma games. 

I suggested that tragedy of the commons and collective action games might be better. 

There’ are some at https://economics-games.com/games 

I’m thinking there is a collective action component to the points thing, using the hub 

concept. The dividend mechanic is a classic free-rider situation. 

Okay, well, back to the drawing board. 

 

Found this later today: 

 
Looks familiar! 

https://www.bfi.org/sites/default/files/attachments/pages/DesignScience-

FrameworkforChange-BenEli.pdf 

 

20 Jul 2017 

I’m looking deeply into the Cameron and Quinn model now. The Competing values 

framework and the associated leader roles, OCAI, and other instruments are all 

useful, gameifiable, things. It took no time to generate 20 organizations and that could 

easily be expanded to 2 million or whatever. So, this provides the basis for 

procedurally generating any organization. I could also procedurally generate markets 

that mirror these aspects. So, a market that emphasized ubiquity, customer service, 

functionality, and price competitiveness would be best served by a market culture. A 

market that emphasized style and insightful functionality would be the adhocracy 

(innovator) culture. A market that emphasized reliable, dependable service would be 

https://economics-games.com/games
https://www.bfi.org/sites/default/files/attachments/pages/DesignScience-FrameworkforChange-BenEli.pdf
https://www.bfi.org/sites/default/files/attachments/pages/DesignScience-FrameworkforChange-BenEli.pdf
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the hierarchy; and a market that emphasizes high competency and professionalism 

would be a clan culture. 

The ability to stretch your company to fit the target market would be the test of your 

change ability. The closer your culture is able to fit into the target market, the more 

successful you’ll be. The words I am typing right now do not do justice to what 

I’m thinking. From a design science perspective, I’m not sure what to make of 

that. Also, I’m concerned about the “modernist” emphasis that starts to get embedded 

in the game as typologies such as this one are used. Various aesthetic touches may 

help to offset this somewhat, but I want to somehow keep that in mind and not lose 

complete sight of the symbolic and post-modern (aka critical) perspectives that Hatch 

talked about. Anyway, off we go. 

 

This might also be useful: Table 2.1: Dimensions of Organizational (Hofstede, 

Neuijen, Ohayv, and Sanders, 1990)  

Organizational Culture Dimensions 

Member Identity 
Degree individuals in the organization identify with the whole organization as 

opposed to a subgroup or specialization. 

Group Emphasis  Extent work is organized around groups instead of individuals.  

People Focus 
Extent management considers the impact of their decisions on individuals 

within the organization. 

Unit Integration 
The level of support for coordinated, interdependent activity among units or 

groups.  

Control Degree rules and supervision are used to control employees. 

Risk Tolerance Encouragement of taking risks and pursuing innovations. 

Reward Criteria 
The extent that rewards are performance based rather than tenure or 

favoritism.  

Conflict Tolerance Degree that open conflict and disagreement is encouraged. 

Means-ends 

Orientation 
The extent managers focus on outcomes and results rather than process. 

Open-systems Focus Level of monitoring of developments outside the organization. 

 

Table 3.1: OCAI Survey Questions (Cameron and Quinn, 2011)  

Dominant Characteristics: Yolo County is a very... 1. Now 
7. 

Pref. 

A. Personal place. It is like an extended family. People seem to share a lot of personal 

information and features. 
    

B. Dynamic entrepreneurial place. People are willing to stick their necks out and take 

risks. 
    

C. Results oriented place. A major concern is with getting the job done. People are 

very competitive and achievement oriented. 
    

D. Controlled and structured place. Formal procedures generally govern what people 

do. 
    

Organizational Leadership: The leadership in Yolo County is generally considered 2. Now 8. 
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to exemplify... Pref. 

A. Mentoring, facilitating, or nurturing.     

B. Entrepreneurship, innovating, or risk taking.     

C. A no-nonsense, aggressive, results-oriented focus.     

D. Coordinating, organizing, or smooth-running efficiency.     

Management of Employees: The management style in Yolo County is characterized 

by... 
3. Now 

9. 

Pref. 

A. Teamwork, consensus, and participation.     

B. Individual risk-taking, innovation, freedom, and uniqueness.     

C. Hard-driving competitiveness, high demands, and achievement.     

D. Security of employment, conformity, predictability, and stability in relationships.     

Organizational Glue: The glue that holds Yolo County together is... 4. Now 
10. 

Pref. 

A. Loyalty and mutual trust. Commitment to this organization runs high.     

B. Commitment to innovation and development. There is an emphasis on being on the 

cutting edge. 
    

C. The emphasis on achievement and goal accomplishment. Aggressiveness and 

winning are common themes. 
    

D. Formal rules and policies. Maintaining a smooth-running organization is 

important. 
    

Strategic Emphasis: Yolo County emphasizes... 5. Now 
11. 

Pref. 

A. Human development. High trust, openness, and participation persist.     

B. Acquiring new resources and creating new challenges. Trying new things and 

prospecting for opportunities are valued. 
    

C. Competitive actions and achievement. Hitting stretch targets and winning in the 

marketplace are dominant. 
    

D. Permanence and stability. Efficiency, control and smooth operations are important.     

Criteria of Success: Yolo County defines success on the basis of... 6. Now 
12. 

Pref. 

A. The development of human resources, teamwork, employee commitment, and 

concern for people. 
    

B. Having the most unique or newest products.  It is a product leader and innovator.     

C. Winning in the marketplace and outpacing the competition. Competitive market 

leadership is key. 
    

D. Efficiency. Dependable delivery, smooth scheduling and low-cost production are 

critical. 
    

 

21 Jul 2017 

Digging into studies that explore OCAI validity and also explore connection to 

organizational effectiveness. I want to see what’s out there in terms of what people 

want for a culture and if there’s anything that says what kinds of environments 

demand a certain kind of culture. For example, does a combat mission effectively 

require a hierarchy culture, or can adhocracy and clan cultures also work, if so, when? 

Anytime? It appears there is a positive relationship between adhocracy and clan 

cultures and job satisfaction, but they aren’t ubiquitous, which would suggest there 

are reasons the other types maybe are more common. Also, using the CVF interview 
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questions can provide a very good basis for generating thick text for discussion in the 

game.  

For example, the question “What kind of planning takes place in this organization?” 

could have a range of answers that indicate a range of scores. 

For a respondent with a high hierarchy might say: “That’s all we do around here is 

plan, and re-plan. We plan for everything, not that we necessarily use all of our plans. 

Let’s just say we spend a lot of time planning.” 

High market might say: “We do demand and market planning, budgeting, asset 

allocation, and product line planning. We also do strategic planning around 

continuous improvement and critical change initiatives.” 

High Adhocracy might say: “Our plan is to not plan. We just do. You know what I 

mean, we just don’t think there’s a lot of value in navel-gazing, we’d rather cycle 

through our ideas, fail early and often as they say. Of course, we do have to do some 

planning, But we don’t spend a lot of time on it and we’re quick to change the plan, 

such as it is, as events warrant.” 

High Clan might say: “We get together to hash out big picture plans, and every 

center, every person really, has a variety of specific plans they develop to meet their 

objectives. At the org level, plans are pretty general and help everyone know which 

way we’re going, and why, but it doesn’t have a lot of detail.” 

 

There are 29 questions, and with at least 4 answers per question, this would mean 116 

separate answers. Actually, the quotes above could be parsed out and sprinkled 

together, possibly with dynamic adjectives/adverbs, to give each response a unique 

feel. These could be responses to players as they dialogue with people about their 

work centers. There could also be a “happy” “neutral” and “unhappy” take on the 

response. The answers above sort of indicate a range of happy/neutral/unhappy 

orientations. This could easily generate a vast number of responses (and a lot of 

work!) 

 

23 Jul 2017 

Been exploring models that show the relationship between environment and internal 

integration. The OCAI needs a mechanism to link to the outside world besides just 

what people’s preferences are. This led me to Porter’s Forces, strategy in general, and 

things like the Value-Net. It also led me into a potentially exciting concept: Slack. 

I won’t describe slack here, it’s well documented. However, it didn’t figure at all 

into our values-driven leadership discussions and isn’t mentioned in any serious 

way by Pasmore, Schein, or Hatch. I find this curious. To me, slack is what 

allows all of the development and growth to occur. Values-driven leadership is 

really about optimizing slack. That’s why it works and slavery doesn’t. 

Optimizing slack is the whole point. There is an element of agency theory here, 

or at least it needs to be considered. In any case, this could be big not just for the 

game, but for the entire CVDL program. A real game changer so-to-speak. In 

game terms, it will be an important concept for change assessment. 
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24 Jul 2017 

Looking at social network analysis again. Here’s the rub I’m having with the OCAI: 

so what? So you know what the culture looks like, but what does that get you? There 

is no “correct culture” so there is nothing to drive towards. There is culture and 

strategy, which is to say, that leaders might want to move to a different culture mix 

because they think it will work better in the markets they want to enter or stay 

competitive in, but that’s just a guess. There is no guarantee that the preferred culture 

will actually be successful any more than the current one will. So what choices do 

you give the players? That leads us to alignment and engagement which is why I’m 

looking at SNA again. The slack thing is still an important concept (I think), but it’s 

only one part (I think). A discovery process might look like this: 

-Find a company 

-Find out how well it’s doing 

-Find out what it’s culture is like 

-Find out how well the culture fits the market 

-Find out how well culture supports integration and alignment 

-Find out if the company has any slack 

A decision process might look like this 

-Engage with the company? 

-Generate new slack? 

-Work on Integration? 

--People development 

--Conflict resolution 

--la de da de da 

-Work on adaptation? 

--Customer engagement 

--New products 

--Customer service 

--Legitimization 

--Lower costs 

SNA might be used to identify who to work with in the company (where to spend 

your points). Of course, we could just stay at the org level and not look inside. So, 

you’d just work on “conflict resolution” or whatever, stay at the OCAI level and 

never really get into the sub-group or individual level. 

And, so, that’s what I’m wrestling with. 

 

25 Jul 2017 

Okay, I think I might have yesterday’s dilemma figured out. It sort of came to me 

while I was playing Yahtzee and then thought about the old game Turf Wars—while I 

was brushing my teeth. I don’t know how all of those worked together to arrive at the 

following: 

Players find a company in module 1 and can invest points in getting to know more 

about it in module 2. The points they invest will generate a “news stream” of 

information about the company that they can shape how they’d like. They can find 
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out about a company’s culture, preferred culture, market opportunities, suppliers, 

competitors (Porter’s forces thing). As they go through the game, they’ll discover a 

few/several companies. Later, when they find and hire NPCs, they can dig some more 

into the companies. The NPCs will be sent to books and journals to read up on stuff to 

make sure the team knows how to be a good leadership team. At some point, the team 

will have to decide which company to take over. Did I mention that every company is 

a basket case in some way. This will give the players an opportunity to select the type 

of challenge they want to encounter. 

 

Players can also share information with other players. “Hey does anybody know 

anything about Company XYZ?” If other players have investigated that company, 

they can share if they want to. When a player first discovers a company, they get to 

name it and give it a domain, and pick a logo. Later, when they take over the 

company, they can change the logo to something else if they want to (to represent the 

new branding etc.). The NPCs can also be part of selecting the company they’re going 

to run (in fact, if the players don’t consult the NPCs, then they’ll take an engagement 

hit.) 

The players will still need to QC the NPCs, but this works even better since the 

NPC’s scores will directly impact how effective they are in their roles…no need for 

an outside observer dude. Very elegant. 

 

I think this really has legs, and can transition into the next module when they start 

running the company in the CSR phase. They can embed some CSR in this module, 

which might not be easy to do, but if they do, then they’ll have an easier time of it in 

the next module. 

All sound good? Now, for trying to figure out what actually happens inside the 

company… 

 

Also, found myself channeling McGonigal’s TED talk about enlisting your friends, 

find the power ups, beat the boss stuff. 

When we get to the “run the company” step, we can have the players build values 

statements (a la Matt Shatteman’s work) to guide their future development. They can 

select from basic statements and customize them if they want (though they would still 

retain their underlying values). 

 

27 Jul 2017 

Pretty much took yesterday off, but did ponder some things. One topic that came up 

was the concept of “game designer.” That is, what is a game designer. I mean, I’m 

obviously designing a game now, and I have designed many games in the past that 

people have actually played and enjoyed. Does that make me a game designer? 

Obviously, if you’ve sold a million games, then you’re a game designer, but if you 

haven’t then….So, think of this, if I were to have gone and learned how to use C++ to 

do my dissertation, would that make me a developer? I mean, if I code something in 

an object-oriented program language, and it runs, then that makes me a developer, 
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yes? Of course, whether anyone would hire me with that kind of resume is an open 

question. Schell says, and I quote,  

“Would-be designers often ask me, “How do you become a game designer?” And the 

answer is easy: “Design games. Start now! Don’t wait! Don’t even finish this 

conversation. Just start designing! Go! Now!” And some of them do just that. But 

many have a crisis of confidence and feel stuck in a catch-22: If only game designers 

can design games and you can only become a game designer by designing games, 

how can anyone ever get started? If this is how you feel, the answer is easy. Just say 

these magic words: I am a game designer. I’m serious, say them out loud, right now. 

Don’t be shy—there’s no one here but us.” (Pg 1, The Art of Game Design) [Note: 

yes, I just said the words out loud.] 

The point here is not that I don’t feel like I’m a game designer, but that “the field” 

may wonder what I’m doing. Anyway, it’s not a big deal, but something that comes 

up from time to time. 

For the actual game, I’m finding that this journal is going to not be able to keep up as 

the game moves from big concepts to specific, granular, design choices. The design 

decisions will start to be best captured in the actual emerging design documents that 

currently exist in Excel and Access, but will likely include Powerpoint and Word as 

we go forward. 

My latest area of endeavor is to flesh out the inside-the company options with, say, 

about 20 options that the players can select to move their company culture in the right 

direction. This will include instituting new programs and killing old ones. Each of 

these choices will have some kind of effect on the company, but will also be viewed 

with varying degrees of acceptance by company sub-cultures. The players will have 

to use engagement techniques to move the company along. 

Just occurred to me that the NPCs can be more expressly set out as senior leader 

members: CFO, CMO, CIO, etc. The players can share information about them if 

they want. There could even be a “Hiring Event” where, on one day, the players hire 

all their NPCs. Maybe they start with one, just to get a feel for working with the NPC, 

and hire the rest later. 

Back to the choices idea. Can maybe use the list of leadership competencies (Pg 156) 

in the Cameron and Quinn book as a starting place. Maybe use a small, medium, and 

large project for each competency. Each item would have a cost, time to implement, 

and an estimated culture movement effect. Actual effect would be based on how 

aligned the company was with the change. The money for the change wouldn’t be 

spent all at once, it would have recurring costs that the players would have to decide 

to keep paying. NPCs would have a voice in this as well. 

So, for example, the 1st competency under hierarchy culture management 

competencies is, “rational analysis (fostering data-driven, ration decision making and 

problem analysis.” This might lead to the following projects: 

Small: Institute an analysis requirement for each decision brought to senior 

leadership. Make sure all proposals are supported by some kind of “formal” analysis. 

Cost: $500,000/yr Time to implement: 1 month 
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Medium: Set up an analysis shop and start teaching analytics 101 to appropriate 

company personnel. The analysis shop would help with analysis on big projects and 

also help with education for company personnel. Cost:  

Large: Establish a data-driven culture with big-data, predictive algorithms, machine 

supported OLAP, and line-level business intelligence. This would do things like 

recommend that the cashier propose a product to a customer based on their current 

purchases, even to the point of offering point-of-sale unique specials etc. 

NOTE: Listen up: I think I just solved the org/environment border problem. The 

market is generated against the OCAi dimensions and then the players get feedback 

(if they look for it) that indicates the state of disconnect. If there is no/very small 

disconnect, then people only say nice things in that dimension. The bigger the 

disconnect, the greater the gripe. 

Example:  

org culture OCAI = 21 clan, 32, market, 19 adhoc, 18 hierarchy 

Target market OCAI = 23, 29, 24, 24 respectively 

Delta: clan=-2, market=+3, adhoc=-5, hierarchy=-6 

Comments: 

Clan: I like working with this company, everyone seems to be engaged and ready to 

help! 

Market: I’m generally happy with company X, but their adds are a bit much and they 

come off as a bit too pushy sometimes, that can be a downer. They’ve got great prices 

for the quality though, so that’s good. 

Adhoc: Products are ho-hum, definitely nothing flashy, or even very interesting. 

Wonder if they’re slipping with the new leadership… 

Hierarchy: nobody seems to ever know what’s going on when I try to talk to 

someone. It’s always someone different and it’s always a different story. I guess I 

wasn’t surprised when I heard their last audit didn’t go so well. 

 

28 Jul 2017 

Starting to build out some slides now. An idea that came up was that the resumes for 

the NPCs can also be useful as basic templates for the players to see what is involved 

as a standard career ladder for the major players on a leadership team. 

 

29 Jul 2017 

Working with the “algorithms” for the OCAI profiles and fit with the external world. 

This has been a major and ongoing issue since the beginning of the program. I’ve 

narrowed the gap, but haven’t completely closed it yet.  

The issue of professional, functional, and counter-cultural cultures at the sub-org 

level is also interesting. Should the companies I generate be seeded by “stereotypical” 

patterns? That is, older, larger, companies then to gravitate towards hierarchy and 

market while professional orgs tend to grav towards clan. Start-ups tend to be clan 

and adhoc. You get the idea. I can probably do something to seed the company with 

those concepts in mind.  
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As an aside that isn’t really an aside, what is with the procedural generation (PG) 

concept? Why not just hand-generate 50-100 companies and leave it at that? That 

way, you can get them exactly like you want them. The “problem” is associated with 

re-playability, experimentation, and the meta-game. Using PG, we can populate the 

world with hundreds of companies to choose from. We can also obviate the “this is 

how you play XYZ company” discussion in the meta-game. Going down the PG road 

also forces me to think more deeply about the problem which will give more 

experimentation options as people explore different companies to tinker with. Not a 

full-blown explanation, but it is something that will maybe need more explanation as 

a design choice in the future. Here is a good link for some PG tactics: 

https://gamedev.stackexchange.com/questions/137351/generate-random-people-with-

demographics?rq=1 

 

Also ran across several alternatives to the OCAI/CVF framework at 

https://www.ocai-online.com/blog/2017/Denison-Organizational-Culture-Model 

Will be good to look at and reference these. Going with the CVF right now because 

of its simplicity, its tie to POS, and the Cameron’s relationship with CVDL which 

may increase the collaboration we can do with him and his org. Denison’s model is 

basically the same.  

 

30 Jul 2017 

Okay, here’s what I think about “the gap” today. I’m going to generate a “market 

requires” OCAI and then compare that to the company’s OCAI. I know this is 

basically what I entered back on 27 Jul, I guess I had to roll it around some more 

before I could buy off on it. We’ll see how it goes. Oh, by way of rationalization, this 

is not an “objective market” OCAI, it’s a relative one for each specific company. So 

even companies in the same industry will not have the same market OCAI as a 

comparison. 

Here are some numbers I found about the sizes of publicly traded companies: 

.https://sullcrom.com/siteFiles/Publications/SC_Publication_2016_U.S._Shareholder_

Activism_Review_and_Analysis.pdf 

Putting the statements here for now: 

Clan 

>+20: The company is a personnel train wreck and has been sued numerous times by 

current and former employees. Employee turnover and burnout are among the highest 

in the industry. Employee motivation is extremely low and cynicism is very high. 

Employees are openly disparaging of the company on social media. Employee 

training and development are non-existent and, with some exceptions, company 

leaders spend very little time with employees. Almost all sections are severely 

undermanned. 

+15-+20: The company suffers from high employee turnover, burnout, and low 

employee motivation. The company invests very little in employee development and 

there is no specific attention to given leadership development within the company. 

Most sections are significantly undermanned, some severely. 

https://gamedev.stackexchange.com/questions/137351/generate-random-people-with-demographics?rq=1
https://gamedev.stackexchange.com/questions/137351/generate-random-people-with-demographics?rq=1
https://www.ocai-online.com/blog/2017/Denison-Organizational-Culture-Model
https://sullcrom.com/siteFiles/Publications/SC_Publication_2016_U.S._Shareholder_Activism_Review_and_Analysis.pdf
https://sullcrom.com/siteFiles/Publications/SC_Publication_2016_U.S._Shareholder_Activism_Review_and_Analysis.pdf
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+10-+15: The company suffers from above average employee turnover; and 

motivation is lower than the industry average despite similar pay scales. The 

company has an employee training program, but it is perfunctory and of little utility. 

Most sections are significantly undermanned. 

+5-10: The company suffers from moderate employee turnover, about average 

compared to the rest of the industry. The company has a training and development 

program that is well-run and somewhat effective if not industry leading. Employee 

motivation and engagement are about average for the industry. The company suffers 

from chronic low-level staffing problems. 

-2-4/+2-4: The company has below average employee turnover and enjoys higher 

than average employee motivation and engagement. The company’s training and 

development program is considered to be very effective. The company’s manning is 

adequate to it’s needs though not necessarily very flexible to changing requirements. 

-1/+1: The company has well-below average employee turnover and enjoys much 

higher than average employee motivation and engagement. The company’s training 

and development programs are considered to be exceptional. The company’s staffing 

+0: The company has the best employee retention and motivation in the industry. The 

company’s training and development programs are considered world class and are 

routinely emulated by other companies. 

 

>-20: The company spends far too much money on pay, benefits, training, and 

development and the company workforce is far larger than it needs to be. 

Hierarchy: 

>+20: The company’s processes and internal controls are in complete disarray. The 

company has failed multiple audits and the has been sued by investors. The company 

has no discernible vision, mission, or strategy and has no strategic initiatives currently  

 

31 Jul 2017 

I’m starting to develop the industries and companies that the players will be leading. 

I’m planning to model the industries by total revenue and then randomly generate the 

top 20 companies or so with stats on market share, market cap, assets, people, that 

sort of stuff. Now figuring out how that all plays into culture change and 

performance. Also, how granular to make each industry is also an issue. Should I stay 

at the “retail and wholesale trade” level of get down into electronics, apparel, etc. 

Need to look at the NAICS codes and see what kind of data is readily available. Also, 

global vs North American vs US.  

https://www.statista.com/ looks very useful. Costs $49/month, but might be worth 

it—oh, and an annual contract--$588. I asked the Ben U library about something 

similar, they said to try the accounting database and see what I could find there. 

August 2017 

3 Aug 2017 

https://www.statista.com/
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Was reviewing Andy Molnar’s slides and he mentioned William Perry’s ethical and 

intellectual development model which led me to this discussion about “Process 

Education” with which I was not already familiar. However, it ties Knowles, Perry, 

Mezirow, and Freire into a “unified” framework that travels well with constructivism, 

which is quite useful. http://www.pcrest.com/PC/PE/2_1_2.htm 

 

7 Aug 2017 

Just got back from the AoM conference, see the CRM for notes from the various 

discussions. Especially reference Bill Pasmore, Kai Basner, and Youcef Bousalham. 

Some good observations: 

-Using the three-lens thing for modernism, symbolism, and post-modernism is a 

construct I want to use. CVF, Hatch’s model, and ANT are , I think, the reps from 

each of them. Got some good info on competition—and why I don’t want it to be 

central to the discussion. The concept of using real people as guides seems to be a 

crowd pleaser. Marie wasn’t sure they’d like it, but they all seem cool with that. 

Some game concepts that arise from these discussions: I’m thinking about using a 

dream sequence kind of thing where non-people agents (i.e., from the ANT 

perspective) provide insights from a critical perspective, things like what people 

might be thinking or even what pieces of equipment or “systems” might be thinking. 

So the player would get visited by the new assembly line equipment that says “People 

don’t like me, and I suffer from their mistreatment and neglect.” This would be a 

feedback mechanism that could be used to highlight tensions in the organization as 

well as illustrate how things are not always what they seem. 

Although I don’t have all the algorithms fully figured out, I think I can use what I 

have to generate “story boards” that is, game content that illustrates what the game is 

now. So, going to head back to working on that stuff right now. 

 

8 Aug 2017 

Back at it this morning, doing slides/storyboards. Meeting with Savannah for a peer-

review this evening, want to have as much “boiler plate” done as possible. I really 

like how it’s coming together now, I can see how all the prep work makes it easier to 

orient to what needs to be done in the nitty gritty of the game. I think I’ll see about 

marking each slide with some kind of measurement about which design goals it’s 

orienting toward. Not sure I’ll do that, but, umm, well. I’ll think about it. Maybe do a 

few and then see how useful it seems to be. BTW, it was interesting at the AoM 

conference how useful my expanded knowledge of the CVF, Cynefin, Hatch model, 

etc have been. 

 

9 Aug 2017 

Had good discussion with Savannah last night and a bit with Steve this morning. The 

main points that came from Savannah’s discussion: 

-Should the hubs be themed in some way? I’m thinking that instead of a “hub” they 

will be communities of practice organized around the various point areas. So, there 

would be a gym, a garden (or kitchen), a meditation site, a community journal, and a 

http://www.pcrest.com/PC/PE/2_1_2.htm
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bank etc. So, instead of a “hub,” you can set up a gym and anyone who joins can get 

bonus points when everyone else who is registered at the gym logs exercise points 

that day. A hotel would give points for sleeping, a garden  café for fruits and veggies, 

etc. The community bank would be a bank where people can deposit points and get 

dividends from what’s in the bank. You can’t withdraw the money, but the more you 

invest, the more payback you’d get—think mycho. 

Need to re-look the announcement points. It costs 5 to set up an announcement and 

you get 1 point every time someone clicks on it, so it shouldn’t cost the clicker 

anything to do that…they had to pay a point to get to the spot though.  

For hiring your team, there could be a “hiring event” where players use their points to 

make job offers to various NPCs. At the end of the event, the NPCs would be hired 

by the person who offered the highest offer. 

Some NPCs may be “bad eggs?” Certainly they can be bad fits with the culture. If 

they have high neuroticism and their culture doesn’t fit well, then that might be a 

“bad egg” situation. 

NPCs have higher starting skills in the region in which they were first met by any 

player. So, if you meet an NPC in Servant Leader land, then the NPC will tend to 

have higher servant leader skills.  

We discussed the whole “name the region” mechanic at length. As we talked through 

it, it became obvious that the idea of trying to use variable mapping as a learning 

event by confusing navigation was likely to be perceived more as irritating than 

interesting or instructive. I think I still want to have the players designate their own 

maps, but they won’t be trying to give directions to each other (go three down and 

two over). They can just share a spot with someone else (costs a point) and the other 

player can go direct to that point without walking there. They would show up in 

whatever their own corresponding zone is. 

You still use your sleep, eat, exercise points during the team building portion of the 

game. You can also keep exploring to get your own skills up, even while you direct 

your staff. 

Introduce the primary goal of each section at the beginning of the module. So, in 

section one, it is to get, collect the most points, get the highest level possible on your 

skills, and meet NPCs that you can hire. In the second level the goal is to get your 

team to as high a level as possible. The same goes for your company in module 3. 

During module 2, an NPC could give a “presentation” on company info they have 

gleaned. This would be as a result of a task or them taking their own initiative. This 

would be a good use for the “call a meeting” button. 

We also had a great conversation about socially constructed frames and ontologies, 

but that’s a different story! 

Savannah also thought there might be a way to play the game as a table top version 

with me acting as the GM or something and everyone else sitting around playing their 

character. There is probably a way to do that, see the discussion immediately below 

about the best use of prototype development time. 

When talking with Steve, we discussed the tension between doing all the high level 

work but also doing “grunt work” of building prototypes etc. I said I’m reluctant to 
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get too mired in the weeds because I’m afraid I’ll lose perspective. However, as the 

“50,000 foot” work starts to be mostly accomplished, then I can get progressively 

more detailed in the work I do. I’m feeling my way forward in that regard. 

Had another idea, there will be places that give extra points if, when you find them, 

you have logged a certain number of points today. So, a sleep center might give you a 

20% bonus to whatever your sleep points were today. A kitchen adds 20% to your 

fruits and veggies, etc. 

The idea here is that I’m trying to generate some interest in actually clicking on the 

next spot. Discovery, discovery, discovery! 

Also, I think I might be able to align the various leadership theories to the CVF, 

Hatch model, and/or ANT. For example, path/goal might be a market style, 

transformational would tend to be clan and adhoc, skills approach = market or hier, 

adaptive = any but hier….you get the idea. This way, people could actually select a 

named leadership theory to interact with the game. 

Also, for getting skills, as the person or NPC gets higher in level, the questions turn 

from “quiz” questions to “case” questions. Getting a question right, or a case partially 

right, generates points towards the next level. Not sure how many levels there should 

be, right now thinking 4, but that might not be enough—or it might be too many. 

Also, do players start from 1st level or 0 level? Doesn’t matter really, the examples 

below assume 4 levels beyond start, however they are labeled  

Example for Servant leadership: 

You find a book [take quiz] 

1st Level: Identify which of the following behaviors are considered servant leader 

behaviors [select all that apply] 

Conceptualizing 

Behaving ethically 

Being self aware 

Meeting shareholder objectives 

Helping followers grow and succeed 

The player would get 1 pt for each correct (and -1 for each wrong) minimum of 0 

points. 

2nd Level: Which of the following statements best answers the following question: 

How might power distance affect the likelihood of a leader successfully applying 

servant leadership principles? 

Power distance should have no effect 

A leader from a culture with a higher power distance may find it easier to apply 

servant leadership principles 

A leader from a culture with a lower power distance may find it harder to apply 

servant leadership principles 

A leader from a culture with a lower power distance may find it easier to apply 

servant leadership principles 

3rd Level: Thomas Lincoln has a reputation for being a great mentor for new 

company hires and interns. He provides timely, non-judgmental feedback and advice 

and always seems to know when the new folks are struggling; and, yet, it never seems 
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to slow Thomas down from doing his own work in an exemplary fashion. What two 

servant leader behaviors are best exemplified by Thomas’s behaviors? 

Helping others grow and succeed 

Creating value for the community 

Behaving ethically 

Putting followers first 

Emotional healing 

Conceptualizing 

4th Level: see Servant leader case study question for example of this level. 

 

10 Aug 2017 

Will be doing more development in Access (have already done a bit). I was looking at 

the reports function in Access and was looking at my journal notes (notes to self), 

that’s a cool feature. The whole logging points thing has been good for me personally 

from a diet perspective as well. I ran a regression (Excel) on my fruits and veggies 

intake and there’s been a definite increase over the last 100 days or so. Certainly not 

even, but the trend is up. So, gamifying that has helped me personally at this point, I 

hope it can help other folks as well. 

 

12 Aug 2017 

Working on the interface between player and NPCs now. Identified a design 

principle: Develop a robust internal world for NPCs. This is, I think, crucial for a 

leadership game. So, now have to figure out how to model the NPCs in game-relevant 

ways. I am using the player’s points system, strengths, maybe personality archetypes, 

and who-knows-what-else to include in the model. For the player’s points system in 

the exercise portion and diet portion, I’m thinking that I should use a 14-day running 

average or something like that, instead of a straight read. For exercise, that gives 

people an incentive to take a day off to rest. Not sure about the diet, might keep that 

as a straight input.  

For NPCs, I’m working on a system whereby the NPC;s points are influenced by the 

player’s points—and maybe the points of other team members. Interestingly, when I 

used my own numbers as a prototype for this system, I identified an “empirical” 

downward trend in sleep, exercise, and total points since I quit working for Engility. 

That was surprising! Classic quantitative issue about what “caused” the change. 

Becoming unemployed? moving to a different empowerment frame? Who knows? 

By the way, there is some sense in which it will be “bad” for the players to have 

worse skills and points than their followers. Don’t want to overdo this, but if an NPC 

or all NPCs clearly outclasses the player in all areas, then this is a problem—in real 

life as well as in the game. 

Also, researching LMX theory as a tool to quantify the relationship between leaders, 

followers, and groups. 

 

14 Aug 2017 
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Continuing to try to actually sketch game components in more detail using 

PowerPoint and Access. Need to figure out which competency models to apply for 

NPC and player skills and how to map those to player choices and game effects. Two 

competing models: CVDL and the CVF management skills. 

Now looking at PsychSim, more to follow 

http://psychsim-uat.s3-website-us-east-

1.amazonaws.com/app.html#/simulations/psychsim6-eeg-and-sleep-stages for demo 

of part of PsychSim 

note: remember to beward of having people scroll down “below the break” to find 

relevant content 

 

Idea; maybe have a thing where the NPCs themselves hire a leadership team and you 

can see who they are hiring. This would let you see what kinds of strengths-based 

teams they are building. 

 

15 Aug 2017 

Hate to spam with text, but here:  
748 Linda D. Peters and Keith, from Journal of Marketing Management, 2004, 20, 741-770  

…..describe two main constellations of communication behaviours. Collaborative communication strategies would have greater 

communication frequency, more reciprocated (or bi-directional) communication, more informal modality, and more indirect 
message content. In contrast, autonomous communication strategies would exhibit lower communication frequency, more 

unidirectionality, more formal modality, and more direct 

message content. We have utilised these four dimensions of communication behaviour, and relate them to more collaborative or 
autonomous communication strategies, as they are also cited by researchers in team communication as being appropriate. For 

example, research by Rafaeli and Sudweeks (1996) found that greater interactivity in messages (bi-directionality) was associated 

with more statements of opinion in general, (and more expressions of agreement in particular), and contained more self-
disclosure. They also found that greater message interactivity seems to be associated with a sense of involvement and belonging 

on the part of group members. This means that the extent to which team members engage in frequent two-way communication 

would 
affect the sense of cohesion that team members experienced. Informal 

modality has been recognised by Gabarro (1987) as being unique to a specific 

relationship and developed over more sustained interactions. Mature and 
stable relationships therefore tend to exhibit more informal and personalised 

modality. Direct communication strategies are associated more strongly with 

conflict (Frazier and Summers 1986), and seek to change behaviours by 
implying or requesting specific actions to be taken. Indirect communication 

strategies are more likely to be used when network members want to nurture 

a supportive atmosphere, where they are designed to change beliefs and 
attitudes about the desirability of an intended behaviour. Given that the 

communication strategy adopted by teams may have an important and direct 

affect upon the cohesion of the team, our next hypothesis refers to the 
relationship between communication strategy and team cohesion: 

H3: 

The cohesion of a team will be greater when the team has a more 
collaborative communication strategy. 

 

The point of that is to support the team module mechanic of needing to talk with your 

team rather than just talk at your team. 

 

19 Aug 2017 

Not a lot of work on the game since 15 Aug, work, anniversary, and life have 

intervened. However, today I am working on the “select a company” module. The 

NPCs will identify their favorites based on the difference between their culture type 

http://psychsim-uat.s3-website-us-east-1.amazonaws.com/app.html#/simulations/psychsim6-eeg-and-sleep-stages
http://psychsim-uat.s3-website-us-east-1.amazonaws.com/app.html#/simulations/psychsim6-eeg-and-sleep-stages
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preferences and the company’s culture. This is modified by how close the company’s 

sector is to the NPC’s domain expertise. Finally, slack and current performance are 

also factors (haven’t figured those out specifically yet). 

Also, the work that the players and NPCs do in the previous modules represents not 

only the time that they spend specifically preparing for assuming leadership positions, 

it also represents the “resume building” they have done throughout their lives. So, 

some kind of explicit to “life-long learning” needs to be made—this could be through 

such things as a “life-long learning bonus” as an easter egg, building, mod, or 

something else (this is vague, but really just a placeholder to capture this potential 

dynamic—details will vary). 

 

21 Aug 2017 

I’m back to the conundrum of how deep in the company does the simulation need to 

extend, and how are “values” going to be made an explicit component of player’s 

decisions. No answer yet, I’m sure the epiphanies will roll in soon. 

As I stare at the CVF diagram, it occurs to me that the CVDL program is implicitly 

making a statement that the CVF is unwilling to make: there is a “best” organizational 

culture shape, and it includes a heavier emphasis on clan and adhocracy than on 

hierarchy and market. I’d guess it might be something like 28 Clan, 26 Adhoc, 26 

Market, 20 Hierarchy. That makes it a normative kind of gig that I can bake into the 

game. It could also be a “controversial” thing which could be a fun point of discourse 

as we go through the testing. 

 

25 Aug 2017 

On “vacation” in Boulder, but sent this e-mail to Jim and Marie: 
Jim, Marie, 

I'm sitting here in an AirBnB in Boulder CO (the host's dog, Einstein, is sitting here next to me), and 

the mountain air has gotten me to wondering....has the CVDL ever taken an look at how the Competing 

Values Framework (CVF) explicitly and prescriptively applies to a values-driven organization.  

 

In other words, does a values-driven approach to business tend to prescribe a certain CVF orientation, 

and if so, what is it? As I've worked through my game design and reviewed the notes from our last 

design session, I'm inclined to believe the answer is "yes," and that a values-driven business "ought" to 

have a certain profile. If this was measured with the OCAI, then it might be a 29 clan, 27 adhocracy, 

25 market, and 19 hierarchy. Maybe the balance between adhocracy and market could float a bit over 

time and across circumstances. Do you know if this premise has been tested in some way? If not, would 

you be interested in a little survey? 

We could send the OCAI out to all of the Cohort 1, 2, and 3 members (anyone in "good standing") and 

ask them to use it to describe what a "values-driven organization should look like." With a decent 

response rate, this would give us about 30-40+ data points to inform this question. I'd also think it 

would be interesting to have the faculty and staff take the survey as well. 

In case you're wondering why I ask, beyond just being interesting, I've found a way to use the CVF and 

OCAI as a fundamental aspect of the game, but Cameron and Quinn are kind of cagey about 

prescription. So, I think some sort of prescriptive stance will be needed in order to inform the game's 

algorithms.  

If a survey is something you'd like to support, I can set it up and either send it out, or tee it up for you 

to send. I see this as much as a referendum on the CVDL project as it is a key component of the game, 

but the game would be well-served by this information, so I'm happy to lead/participate in such an 
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effort. The outcome would be a composite score of what  the ideal values-driven, for-profit, business 

should look like using the OCAI and CVF." 

Happy to discuss further at your discretion. Also, if you'd rather just keep this conversation to the 

faculty and selected participants, I'd be fine with that as well. My fallback position at this point is to 

use the numbers I annotated above, but I am quite curious about how other values-driven scholars 

would answer this question. 

Will see what they say 

 

29 Aug 2017 

Having an impromptu design discussion with Ryan Hixon (my cousin) who is 

currently in the MBA program at the U of Toronto. He appreciates that the game is 

more interesting and probably more fun, his main concerns have revolved around the 

time it takes to interact with various game features and how various models can be 

applied to in-game decisions. He also volunteered to hook me up with designers at his 

school who are doing similar work, although that offer only extends to Jan (since he 

will be studying abroad after that). 

On a different note, Jim raised an issue with using the CVF as a foundational game 

aspect (he likely does not remember his recommendation to the opposite during our 

first design meeting). We’ll discuss it next week at the design review session. One 

observation I made was that feedback about how a player’s decisions align with 

CVDL principles can happen in-game or out of it, I have been working towards in-

game feedback since I don’t think the time or resources will be readily available to 

provide meaningful feedback on a course-long project. 

In a broader sense, doing some bracketing as I approach the design review, I have 

some trepidation about the whole CVF framework discussion. While that particular 

framework is not crucial, I fear that it is indicative of a casual disregard for the 

difficulties of game design, born out of unfamiliarity with how game design works. 

Basically this boils down to a fear that my “practitioners” will not be good game 

design partners. From a methodology perspective, I know this is an irrational fear. 

People are supposed to voice ideas/concerns/observations/feelings etc. That’s what 

the process is designed to elicit. However, I’m still human and I’m having some 

human fears that the whole design process could be derailed because peoples’ 

ideas/concerns/observations/feelings etc. may be so 

whimsical/unrealistic/uninformed/off-base etc., that I can’t actually design anything 

and the whole project will fail. 

That said, I’m pretty happy with the overall state of the game right now. That is, the 

major arc seems valid, the basic vibe of using energy as a “currency” seems strong, 

and the basic building blocks seem to be taking shape. When we have the discussion 

about the CVF, I’ll get more clarity about what kind of conceptual basis the game 

should take. I think the CVF might be the best option, but it’s too early to say that for 

sure and maybe there is a better model, or hybrid, out there. The key here is to 

remember that the “prototype” is expendable and the participants can’t be wrong 

about their reactions. Along that line of thinking, it’s important to remember that 

what a participant says should not be taken as “design the game this way,” it is should 

be taken as an indication of what is important to the person, what is salient. So, when 
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someone says, “hey why are you doing that game mechanic? I’m not sure I like that.” 

It doesn’t mean—don’t do that game mechanic (though it may be good to rethink it), 

it means that they are giving me some information about what is important to them, 

and I need to take that seriously. The trick in the moment is to be able to explain the 

mechanic and inquire more deeply as to the participant’s reaction. Also in the same 

line of thinking is the continuing need to remember that the prototype is expendable, 

none of the modules are sacred, everything can go. These prototypes are only to elicit 

responses. That’s easier said than done of course; the fact that great effort has been 

made to make the prototypes as “good” as possible, to elicit more nuanced responses, 

makes it harder to walk away from them. Once again, human. Realistically, I don’t 

feel it’s likely that the whole game is so far off as to need to be pitched (but that’s 

possible), however, I’ve already seen several mechanics disappear (the tree, the 

patterns, the dominos, etc.) and several of them had extensive work behind them. 

Okay, well, so that’s my thinking before the design review. It’s good to get this stuff 

on “paper.” Bracketing eh? Who knew? 

September 2017 

10 Sep 2017 

Been a little while, between the trip to CO, new job, and design review, haven’t done 

much active work on the game. However, just back from a design review with three 

folks from CVDL, and got a bunch of good info/insight. We’re going to use the 

ROVI as the game basis—it leverages the CVF and OCAI, but calls out other 

dimensions. Many of those dimensions map to the CVF, but some do not. One 

important change that I think I will make based on feedback is to have the players 

start their company at the beginning of the game and build it as they explore. They 

can also explore various functional initiatives that they will be able to use later in the 

game. For example, when they find “ERP systems” then the ERP system becomes 

available for use later (much later) in the game. Need to figure out the details of that. 

Pretty basic concept, but lots of details that need to be figured out. 

I’m transcribing the video tape, but also break from time-to-time to ponder game 

ideas. The transcription is so tedious that getting a break is good, and I don’t want to 

limit myself from thinking about game stuff. So, that works. One thing that we 

discussed during the design review was my research question. Marie and Jim seemed 

to be fine with the way I described it—design principles based. Different than 

standard ODC research questions, but valid nevertheless. 

I need to get back on their calendar for October, and also with Diane Swanson. 

 

11 Sep 2017 

Quick remembrance of 16 years ago. Nuff said. 

Just got done transcribing the design session. Will move that over to the spreadsheet 

for coding etc at a later date. Meanwhile, thinking about how to do the company-at-

the-start thing and how to do a peer board and how to incorporate the ROVI etc etc. 



382 

 

Diane Swanson also has a new book out, and that should probably inform some 

things as well.  

 

15 Sep 2017 

Okay, day off to work on stuff, putting some flesh to the “build your company early” 

idea. It seems somehow emblematic of the process that a necessary step after “flash 

of insight” is a basic visualization of the idea, which validates it’s potential goodness, 

followed by a period of what I’ll call “frustration” as the myriad ways in which it can 

actually be done are contemplated and arranged, and re-arranged. I think I’ve touched 

on this dynamic in earlier entries. The specifics of how to structure the “build a 

company” mechanic could be done in sooooo many ways, I’ll look at the design 

principles to see if they can help here, but, so far, I haven’t gained any inspiration 

from them in this kind of specific instance. However, I also haven’t looked at them 

very hard. Other things I’ve been looking at include Porter’s forces and other strategy 

discussions, the ROVI, and just basic game mechanics that seem like they’d be fun 

and doable. Part of the challenge is to presage future difficulties by making the 

players’ choices early in the game form the foundation that needs to be changed later 

on. This lets them see culture establishment, cultural constriction, and culture change 

based on their own decisions. How to do that is the question. The curve on 14 May is 

appropriate by the way. I can feel the slide into “this will never work.” Patience, 

patience! 

Now including business networking as a mechanic to allow players to share market 

opportunities. Also looking at possibility of using the “company color” construct 

(e.g., teal companies) as part of the game. Market opportunities within a sector might 

be color coded and fit better with different company personas. 

 

16 Sep 2017 

One thing I forgot to discuss here was the use of the CVDL operating model as a 

framework. This was something we discussed at some length in the design review 

meeting, and it looks like I might be able to use it for the game. Need to figure out 

how explicitly to model its various dimensions. That is, can I say “business systems” 

or do I need to have “ERP system” and “accounting system” and “Process 

management system”? Get the idea? Using the white board and a design table to work 

through that this morning, who knows, maybe I’ll even figure something out! 

By the way, there is an important foundation being laid down here because it will 

form the basis upon which other game mechanics rely. I am using an “energy” motif 

as a conceptual approach—how does energy move (or not move) through the system. 

That’s the unifying concept anyway. Let’s see how it goes. 

Another insight, now I’m working with the concept of an inspirational economy that 

runs alongside the transactional economy. This is probably a reiteration of the 

transformational leadership (full spectrum leadership) model, but I’m using a systems 

model to depict it. Here’s a pic: 
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I can turn it into a powerpoint later maybe. Back to work. 

 

17 Sep 2017 

A word about design principles. As I progress deeper into the game, I find it easier to 

just wander down the mechanics trail, designing game mechanics that seem to go 

together or seem to fit. It’s easy in these moments to lose sight of any design 

principles that may apply. This brings me back to the basic question of “what is a 

design principle”, which is pretty much the point of this research. During our last 

design review session, Jim wanted to specify three different types of design 

principles—one set for game desig, one set for learning, and one set for values-driven 

leadership. Methodologically, I’m not sure that will work, but, nevertheless, it doesn’t 

hurt to think about game design with those broad areas in mind. 

Initially, based on literature review, I started with these design principles (updated 

from the original): 

The game should emphasize engagement over learning 

The game should use language, decisions, and situations that occur in players’ real 

lives 

The game should have a positive vibe  
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The parts of the game should be credibly connected (no “magic”) 

The game should allow players to meaningfully interact with other players (also an 

aesthetic goal) 

Long term view—the game should build on previous game outcomes 

A review of game aesthetics added the following design principles: 

The game should present people with challenging problems to solve (these should be 

business related) 

Let people express themselves 

Let people discover the game world 

Additional principles: 

Surprise the players 

NPCs are people too—develop a robust “inner world” for NPCs 

Some of these design principles are not aligned against just one design category 

(game, learning, VDL), but can impact more than one. 

Design 

Principle 

Game Design Learning 

Design 

VDL Design Notes 

Engagement x x   

Situated  x   

Positive   x  

No Magic  x   

Social  x x  

Long term view   x  

Challenge x x x  

Expression x x x  

Discovery x x x  

Surprise  x   

NPCs are 

People 

  x  

Whether that is sufficient or not remains to be seen, but at least this excursion helps to 

frame my thinking at this point in time. Now I’m applying them to the game stuff to 

see how it plays out. 

 

18 Sep 2017 

Today’s investigations have been about trying to figure out how to put building the 

company at the front of the game. I’m trying to not make it too abstract, but also not 

too detailed. I’d like to introduce the balance between the various CVF etc in a 

realistic way. I’ve been looking at the care economy, social capital, and the total 

product curve for useful models and insight. There is a relationship between people, 

ideas, systems, and customer focus, and I’m trying to figure out how points would 

“flow” through the system depending on how you balance between them. There is a 

law of diminishing returns function (which is captured by the total product curve), 

and a learning curve, but I don’t think those are the only functions I need to pay 

attention to. On top of that, it has to be able to simplify into a simple game mechanic. 
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I tried some stuff with cards, dice, tokens, and money, and that was helpful, but I’m 

still churning on it (all day in fact). 

 

19 Sep 2017 

Up early this morning trying to figure out the company thing. I think I’m close to a 

“a” solution, recognizing that solutions rarely endure, so best not to get attached to 

them. Still following the basic CVF concept(ish) and also using the marginal 

manpower/total product curve stuff—which I think will work nicely. Remembering 

that it’s supposed to be fairly abstract and “easy” at this point. One thing that happens 

during the design is that my brain gets sort of fuzzy and I have to step away and stop 

focusing on the problem for a bit. Maybe I don’t have to, but I do. Standing there 

staring at the pieces on the table stops working at some point. So, in this case, I came 

over and fired up this journal entry. Maybe I’ll play a quick game of Agricola before I 

head back to the table. Just sayin’ (oh, and log my game points for today). 

 

22 Sep 2017 

Spent yesterday banging my head against the design table to no effect. Was working 

on the company mechanic in phase 1, and it just wasn’t coming together. All the 

mechanics were too complicated, clunky, and overall inelegant. Trying to incorporate 

money, growth, and other feedback loops into the company development process was 

just getting nowhere. I had a discussion with Steve and Patrick Slatter this morning 

and we were using the city growth dynamic from Civ and the house build-out model 

from SkyRim as examples of possible approaches. The city growth mechanic is 

tightly linked to other game outcomes while the house build-out is not. Maybe the 

company development mechanic in phase 1 can be more like SkyRim in that regard 

and be only loosely connect with game outcomes, at least initially. We also found a 

way to maybe keep the “you found a new company” mechanic even though we have 

our own company now. Maybe even give the player the option to move to one of the 

other companies if they want to. So, going to look at that mechanic a bit mote and 

then move back into phase 3 to flesh out the connection to the ROVI a bit more. More 

to follow. 

New ideas from reading some more about the ROV project and CVF. Industries can 

be placed along a “commoditization scale” that indicates how much the industry has 

evolved to essentially a commodity—that is, there is not much change in the products 

themselves, so there is a very high degree of emphasis on cranking out the product at 

as low a cost as possible with as high a degree of quality as the brand strategy 

requires—think Coca Cola here. On the other end, game companies can never take 

their latest offering for granted, the next game has to move the bar ever-upward. A 

company culture needs to fit the scale to some degree. However, maybe, buried 

within each commoditized market is a break-out product or service waiting to be 

discovered, but this can only be found through a healthy dose of innovation—of 

course, sometimes this innovation is absorbed by buying the company that came up 

with the new idea. 

[idea: Might give players the option to sell their company and start a new one.] 
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That all being said, there’s still an inherent ROV perspective that says that 

emphasizing people is a good thing (i.e. clan culture), regardless of the market, which 

leads me to the “ideal profile” that I may integrate into the game as a baseline for 

player deviation. In other words, if you deviate from the people-first profile too much, 

then you’ll start to get down-stream effects that can be traced back to the deviation. 

Okay, back to it. 

As I mess with the highly quant/modern spreadsheet numbers of the CVF 

approach, a design principle may be to make sure we model the inherent 

paradoxes of leadership in more than just numeric terms. 

 

23 Sep 2017 

Hello to Fall. Started the day in the studio with a quick game of Agricola to “get in 

the mood,” may also experiment with some music to see how that affects the 

mood/energy.  

BTW: commodity levels change. Over time, they will tend to increase, but disrupters 

will cause them to regress. The players can be the disrupters if they push innovation, 

but this is risky since it might not pan out—patience will be required. 

Commodity+strat page in excel workbook captures “ideal” profiles for various 

strategies. 

Next up: incorporating slack…..boom, easy enough. 

In first phase, still need to figure out how much financial data to actually show/worry 

about.  

Given the new company approach, what does meeting an NPC look like? 

Now working to develop the “robust inner world” of the NPCs 

Now that I have the basic structure of all the modules sketched out, I’m going to 

attempt to model the flow of “points” from beginning o f game to end. This would 

provide the basis for building out many supporting traits, skills, algorithms etc.---let’s 

see how this goes 

Just remembered the “instrumental vs intrinsic” scale. This will be the 

ethical/moral/values scale that forms the Z axis to the basic CVF. Here’s the table: 

 Intrinsic Instrumental 

Market To ensure maximum value 

to those we serve 

To extract maximum value 

from those we serve 

Innovation To ensure maximum value 

to those we serve 

To aggrandize our egos 

Systems To facilitate our good 

works 

To ensure status, power, 

and dominance are 

maintained 

People To enable personal 

flourishing 

To get maximum work 

 

Of course, few people would out loud and in public announce instrumental aims, so 

they can maybe be back-doored through the use of the “CSR” value—or maybe call it 

“responsible practice.” This would let the player sort of look at it as another thing that 
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can be balanced. Players who pick lower CSR scores will have more points to apply 

elsewhere, but they’ll experience various delayed, negative, feedback loops over time. 

Maybe the CSR feedback operates on a 20-turn delay or something like that. In 

game terms, any score higher than 20 would tend to indicate an intrinsic orientation 

while scores below 20 would indicate a more instrumental viewpoint. 20 is neutral. 

 

24 Sep 2017 

Continuing to work with the energy flow motif this morning, I think the basic flow is 

pretty simple, it’s all the mediating and moderating variables that will be a real bear 

to sort through. Patience and discipline at this point (and white boards and Excel and 

note pads). Think I might do something like from “The Goal” with simplistic moving 

pennies along etc. 

Got pieces and stuff together on a hex map and started moving around, indicated that 

I need to figure out the buildings really work so, sitting down now to generate the 

infrastructure buildings. Fun! 

 

25 Sep 2017 

The initial building stats for common areas are listed in the Excel file. The idea is that 

the buildings are cumulative across the map. For every building that you’ve built or 

found, you get a bonus, this is true for finding other people’s buildings as well (i.e., 

ones they’ve built). Might be some “in the wild” building as well. Another idea, there 

might be an algorithm that fosters community effort. To explain… 

Everyone who has “found” a building is part of that building’s community. There 

may need to be a cap on the number of people who can join a particular building. The 

community gets bonus points for how well they do in that area. So, for example, if 

four players are members of a particular gym, then they get bonus points if each of 

them have a good gym day. 

Example: Gina, Dee, Trevor, and Enrique are members of the same gym and they log 

the following exercise points for 25 Sep: 

Gina: 3, Trevor, 2, Dee, 4, and Enrique, 3. They might each get 1 bonus pt due to 

their sense of accomplishment at their collective effort. Perhaps the players have to 

select one building as their “primary” building for bonus point purposes. 

Okay, so, now, need to head back to the game board and see how these buildings play 

out. 

Oh, btw, still need to think about the whole floating map thing. It still has legs, but 

really need to think about how it works. 

PLAYTEST 

Played game for first three turns (used World of Warcraft game pieces and various 

tokens from other games to represent VDL game artifacts). Player was assumed to 

have 15 points per turn. 

Start at home (always). Expansion was smooth and satisfying, the hex grid opened up 

nicely. The benefits of infra buildings may be a bit opaque and the numbers might be 

a bit thin. Add to that the somewhat weird dynamic of building many gyms, and the 

mechanic needs a redirect. So, instead, the players will be given a site where they can 
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build a building of their choice, but they can only build one building of that type. The 

buildings will be more expensive and they can get points towards building the 

building when they enter some common areas. Common areas that are not marked as 

building sites will give some kind of bonus or opportunity to build on their buildings: 

examples: 

Congratulations, you found financial backing for your gym, add 5 points towards 

your gym’s completion 

Congratulations, you found some help, for every point you spend working on the 

building of your choice this turn, add another point of help (max of 5 pts) 

Congratulations, you found a way to cut costs while maintaining quality, get a 50% 

bonus on the next 10 points you spend on a building of your choice. 

This will make completing a building more epic and also make the points bump more 

visible 

Companies: mechanic popped out to incorporate the size of the company and pre-sage 

the use of NPCs in this part of the game. Make the cost to increase the size of the 

company equal to the current size already. So, a size 3 company requires 3 points to 

grow to size 4. Also, could require the player to pay an ongoing “fee” in points to 

operate the company. In other words, the player pays 3 points per turn (for example) 

just to keep it operating. NPCs are the answer to letting the company get bigger, they 

absorb some of the cost of operating and growing the company. They also cost points 

themselves to keep them going, but far less than running the company yourself. 

For example: The player has a size 4 company that takes 4 points right off the top. 

The player can shrink the company at any time by only paying the number of points 

they want to shrink to (i.e., they could pay only two points and the company would 

shrink to size 2). The player can hire an NPC (cost 1 pt) and the NPC has a rating 

such as: 

-Cost to hire (up front, 1 time) 

-MX costs (cost each turn, the player doesn’t really know what this number is until 

later) 

-Running benefit (the amount of energy the NPC offsets for day-to-day ops) 

-Growth benefit (the amount of energy the NPC offsets when increasing the size of 

the company) 

-Crisis benefit (the amount of energy an NPC offsets if there is a crisis, the player 

won’t know this ahead of time) 

-Change (the amount of energy the NPC offsets to make changes to company culture) 

Some of these may indicate a different mechanic structure in Phase 2 and 3, at least 

relative to the currency of team members and running the company. 

The karma bank worked fine, it will be interesting to see how that works. 

Identified need to ensure players can’t re-use tiles they’ve already visited this turn.  

Didn’t specify the skill type for library efforts, just lumped it all into one skill rating. 

Also, didn’t try to play out the specific quiz questions etc. 

One turn of play only took a few minutes. Logging in, interacting with other players, 

taking quizzes, and cogitating on turn options will undoubtedly drive this number 

upwards, with the quizzes being the most time consuming. The players can limit 
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exposure to quizzes by simply not taking them, they could get in and build their 

infrastructure, run their company, or meet NPCs, very quickly (I think) 

Mapping: I think the players will be asked which region (trait land, skills land, etc) 

they want to visit when they leave their home. This will take them to the “town 

square” of that region. All quizzes and guides in that region will be oriented towards 

that topic. NPCs might also have a certain “bent” in that direction as well. Everyone’s 

“trait land” will look the same even though it will be in different places on different 

players’ mental maps.  

With the increased cost of buildings, maybe other people can join yours instead of 

building their own. Struggling with whether I’d want to include “membership fees”—

thinking no. This is because it’s not really money we’re talking about here, but 

commitment and energetic investment. So, then, why let people use your gym? 

Maybe there is a “fee” (up front) but it goes to the karma bank instead of direct to the 

player. The thing is, with the bump in % benefit, it might make the free-loading 

problem too dramatic without giving the players some in-game tool to offset it. 

Maybe the person who build the building gets a bigger % bonus and/or an increased 

bonus for the more people who use the gym. Okay, need to not get too carried away 

here (too late?) have other stuff to look at as well. 

 

28 Sep 2017 

Now looking at business model literatures to see if there’s any granularity available to 

give players some decisions to make about running their companies. This would also 

give some granularity around how the market might respond. Got here by starting to 

look at disruptions and innovation, wanted to allow the game to model the 

discontinuity from a highly commoditized market to a more innovative one. This is 

the feedback loop that makes high market/high hierarchy companies vulnerable. So, 

this research does two things: informs the model of discontinuity and potentially 

gives players interesting, meaningful, and manageable choices to make. 

 

30 Sep 2017 

The research has now gotten me into business models and I found the business model 

canvas (BMC), and I wonder why I haven’t seen this before. Crazy. There are 

numerous variations on this basic theme, but there it is, just sitting there to be used. It 

has nine segments and covers the entire business. I think I can use it to frame the 

business decisions the players can make, we’ll see how that goes. I need to figure out 

how to quantify the various parts of the model and what can go in them. A fun 

challenge I think. That’s what I’ll be doing today, then I’ll look at how the CVF 

might interact with the business model to produce effects.  

October 2017 

1 Oct 2017 

Thought about it, and the new determination is that when players meet NPCs, the 

NPCs add value to their company. BTW, I just noted that I used the term “value” 
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instead of “size.” That’s a great distinction, need to remember that. Anyway, when 

the player meets an NPC, they will get their resume and the first player to meet that 

NPC will get the value for their company. Other people can still meet the NPC, and 

get the resume, but they won’t add value to their company. In the draft phase, NPCs 

are not locked in with their current player, but they do get a break in case of tie (e.g., 

other players would have to offer at least 5% more in order for them to change 

employers). Also new thought, as the players travel the board and add value to their 

companies, the first player to find a “new source of value” tile will get, say, 3 points 

of value, the 2nd player will get 2 and following players will get 1. A source of value 

can only be used by any given player. 

Thought: let players select which “huzzah” sound they get when their company’s 

value grows. Eg., a “cha-ching” or “raaahhhhhh” (crowd cheering) or a “bling” or 

some kind of building noise like something being erected (more expression is the goal 

here). 

Just did a 33 minute play test, ran through 5 turns.  

Player ended with a 19 skill, 4 NPCs, 48-value company, 10% exercise, 10% food, 

10% sleep, 5% meditation 

This was fairly rapid growth in all areas except for the skills. This should be “normal” 

at the start, but it will level off as the board is rapidly discovered. If there are 12 lands 

with 36 tiles each, that’s 432 total tiles, so it’s likely that all the tiles will be 

discovered in the first few days. However, each player may take much longer to 

discover all the tiles. I might need to increase the energetics associated with various 

tasks such as adding company value, hiring NPCs, and founding/joining infrastructure 

(recognizing that most of this adds more than it takes, so these are not energy sinks in 

the long run). 

Some new rules: 

Once the value of a tile is realized, it cannot be used again.  

1 infrastructure-type upgrade per land (e.g., 1 gym, 1 kitchen, etc). When you find an 

unclaimed common area, you can decide to found a structure as long as it isn’t 

already founded. Founding costs 3 points but adds 10% to your target total. If you 

come to a common area that’s already “taken” you can join that building for 1 extra 

pt, this gives you 5% bonus on your target total.  

Points can be stored from one turn to the next. This effectively means that players 

could log their points all week and then sit down and spend their points on the 

weekend. Have to think about whether points slowly decay. 

When an NPC is found, you can see how much energy it will take to bring them into 

your company, if you decide to spend the points, then they give a random (used 2d6) 

additional value to your company. 

Changed the “Karma” box to the “Friends, family and community” box. Otherwise 

operates the same. 

Need to think about how “market research” works—didn’t include any of that in this 

test. Originally, it would be that when you land on a “market tile” you’d either 

randomly add company value or conduct research. It might be something you don’t 

even do until the end of phase 1. 
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During the hiring event at the end of Phase 1, players use their company value as the 

points they can use to hire NPCs. 

Technically, it’s now 2 Oct, but I’m logging this in 1 Oct because I haven’t gone to 

sleep yet (went to bed, couldn’t sleep, got up). I’m using the Acquire game now as a 

template for the market space. It’s weird how it just sort of flashed into my head, 

turns out to have some real good features to build on. The tiles can be stacked and the 

letters on the tiles can represent variations in the market and the values represent how 

much money can be made. Moving from one stack to another requires market 

capability, reducing production costs and increasing alignment requires process, 

reducing innovation costs requires, well innovation. There’s also a feature that might 

be able to be used to move the whole board so that stuff at the “edges” goes away or 

is in some way altered. Represents market forces beyond the target industry. Pretty 

robust concept, now to see if it can be gameified satisfactorily. Always the big, 

challenging, question. 

 

2 Oct 2017 

I blame 2 hours of sleep for not having any significant interest in working on the 

game. Did have an idea to have the hiring event include more do the “mental model” 

checking for the NPCs. That is, have the players interact with the NPCs they might 

want to hire to see how well their leadership schema matches “reality.” Not much 

more than that though.  

 

4 Oct 2017 

Looking at the difference between “run the company” and “compete the company.” 

Funny, I was just saying goodbye to Isaac (he’s heading to work) and he asked about 

what I was working on in the game today, so I quickly described the “module 3” 

design challenge. I grabbed some cards and started laying them out to describe the 

challenge, and in doing so described a game mechanic that I hadn’t ever thought of 

before. Very cool. I mean, it’s similar to previous game mechanics, nothing 

revolutionary, but still helpful. Also, reiterated the need to make the various modules 

fit together somewhat seamlessly. 

Stuck again I’d say. Having a hard time figuring out what specific culture-to-strategy-

to-business model-to change initiative mechanic to use. It seems 

so…..damn……easy, but, it’s not. I’ve got some kind of “your business model needs 

to be constantly updated while you compete in the marketplace and try to keep your 

growing company from falling apart, but your culture will not allow everything at 

once so where do you focus your efforts.” Is that specific enough as a design 

statement? Probably not. Grrr. Well, maybe the dream fairies will grace me with 

some more clarity tonight while I slumber. 

 

5 Oct 2017 

Using Porter’s generic strategies, I’m thinking the players will be set up to start out as 

a focused, differentiated competitor in whatever sector they choose. They’ll have to 

sniff out a customer segment during phase 1, choose a customer segment to go after, 
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and then get going building the company. The change effort that follow will stem 

from them trying to grow outside of their niche. I’m still thinking the business model 

canvas may be useful in some way. Still working with that. In phase 1, after starting 

the company, the game can mechanically show skyrocketing profits but then the 

earnings start to plateau, ideally, the phase 3 would start about the time the 

company’s earning had completely flatlined for awhile. This would represent the fact 

that their niche has played out and further earnings will require expansion into 

broader markets and/or learning how to cut costs in their niche (which can only take 

them so far). 

Here’s the default game description (using the business canvas).  

“Your company is extremely focused on the customer segment it serves. Your 

customers love your brand and you work hard to maintain that relationship, even to 

the point of encouraging customer co-creation during product upgrade development. 

You provide outstanding customer service and are quick to make amends for errors, 

defects, and omissions. You stay closely focused on the customer’s value proposition 

and design products and features that keep your company’s core competencies closely 

aligned on providing this value. You aggressively pursue additional ways to deliver 

your product or service to the customer. You have a pretty good idea of how much 

the customer is willing to pay for the product or service you provide, but you don’t 

push very hard on the top line because your focus is, first, to delight the customer. 

Nevertheless, your revenue streams are substantial. 

On the internal side of the house, things are a bit less rosy. Your company has not 

spent much time developing or understanding the processes you use to develop and 

deliver value to the customer. This means that heroic efforts are often required to 

meet requirements and errors have become more frequent. The cost to meet deadlines 

is typically an afterthought—overtime and “emergency shipments” are common. 

Asset maintenance has typically been given short shrift (resulting in increased 

breakdowns) and rapid growth has strained the company culture resulting in increased 

turnover and lower employee engagement. Company morale is still high, but you can 

see storm clouds on the horizon as arguments between teams has increased, 

complaints are going up, and you’re even starting to see some Dilbert cartoons posted 

in people’s workspace. Relationships with suppliers and partners has also not been a 

primary focus (the customer is the boss!) and you have noted increasing problems 

with supplier quality, timeliness, stock outages, and price increases. 

Predictably, in addition to worsening morale and lower quality, these problems have 

contributed to spiraling costs that are severely impacting company profitability. To 

top it all off, your sales growth has been steadily decreasing as the market segment 

you are focused on seems to be playing out and other players in the industry have 

begun to steal business at the edges.” (see pic for business canvas 5 Oct 2017) 

BTW: I have no idea how many prototypes I’ve created—dozens? Hundreds? 

Many have been described in this journal, but not every prototype is captured, 

some come and go very quickly and never get annotated. Just sayin’. Case in 

point, going to do a quick spreadsheet prototype I might call the “disappearing 

market segment” wherein the player would have only a few moments to estimate 
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the value proposition. This won’t work in the real game because savvy players 

would just take a picture of the screen and then review at their leisure. But, as a 

mechanic, it illustrates trying to grapple with determining what the market 

wants. 

As players contemplate moving into other market segments, they’ll run into Porter’s 

forces, which can be randomly quantified to determine cost and difficulty associated 

with entering that market. This will tend to drive a focus on cost reduction first—with 

attendant cultural issues! 

Modeling the talent war (maybe) each player starts with a functionally organized 

company. They can move to a division structure if they want and hire an NPC to run 

the division. NPCs in functional companies will tend to prefer to run divisions, so 

they may get hired away. 

 

6 Oct 2017 

Now spending time trying to see through the aesthetic/UX lens. How will all these 

pieces actually render to a screen? Daunting, but necessary. There’s a pic of the 

business canvas with a bunch of markers, trying to work through what it might look 

like. Also started a spreadsheet of change initiatives with ratings for how they might 

affect the game (I’d post a link to it, but the last time I did that, it crashed this 

program—it’s the worksheet titled “change initiatives”). Trying to figure out how 

“customer understanding” plays out in game terms. 

 

7 Oct 2017 

Started this morning with a game of Boggle and did another turn in 7 Wonders. In 

production news, I’m looking at status markets and standards markets to get a better 

sense of the distinction between “commoditized” and “non-commoditized” markets. 

Commoditized, in the way I use the term, seems to correspond with standards markets 

and non-commoditized relates to status. All of the markets that will be rendered in the 

game will exist on a scale between the commoditized and non-commoditized (1-10 

for example). In a non-commoditized market, style, aesthetics, and innovative 

features are more important as you move up the status scale. It’s not enough that a 

product or service “works,” it also has to meet other status requirements—one of 

which may be that it must simply be a status brand. In commoditized markets, 

everything is basically the same from a styling and aesthetics perspective, and the 

production and delivery qualities are more important. Aspers, 2005, article was 

helpful in this regard; it validated my basic approach and gave me a more nuanced 

way to look at the issue. Now, continuing to try to operationalize that concept in 

game terms. I think I might be able to just go through the SIC codes and give each 

industry an, admittedly, subjective rating. Okay, just did that. Very interesting 

exercise—lots of “10s” meaning highly commoditized on that list. Another way to 

think about the basic issue with products and services are the extent to which they 

either solve a customer’s problem (e.g., electrical work, plumber, health care, etc.) or 

make the customer look good (e.g., jewelry, art, cosmetic surgery, etc.). and some 

products/services do both (e.g., cars, clothes, houses, etc). 
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Ephemeral mental prototypes and unstructured pondering. I spend a lot of time 

wandering around just sort of thinking through core game aspects and tangents 

that may impact game content, mechanics, and aesthetics. The amount, variety, 

and unstructured nature of these musings makes them quite ephemeral. They 

are mental prototypes that are quickly created and quickly discarded, but they 

seem to play an important role in the overall process—at least for me. It might 

be possible to measure them in a “they happened” sort of way, but the pace and 

content would be extremely difficult to capture without interfering with the 

design flow itself. 

An illustration of the challenge associated with identifying a “commoditized” market. 

Let’s take the sneaker industry. Nike is the biggest brand, and it is listed as a 3021 

SIC, Rubber and Plastics Footwear. However, Nike’s real expertise is not making 

shoes—they outsource 100% of their shoe manufacturing to sub-contractors in 

several countries. Their real work is design, marketing, and distribution of athletic 

shoes. However, there is no SIC for that. Technically, one of the shoe factories would 

have the identical SIC as Nike, 3021. However, their actual competencies are 

extremely different. The factory is acting in a commoditized (standards-based) way 

while Nike is acting in a more non-commoditized (status-based) way. The same could 

probably be said for every product that is eventually used by a retail public, and 

probably even some that are only used in a B2B fashion. The basic question of 

outsourcing poses interesting challenges for values-driven leadership aspirants. Nike 

and Apple were both pilloried for working conditions in their sub-contracted 

facilities, so, clearly, companies cannot outsource all of their values-driven 

responsibilities. However, how about all the deeper aspects such as respect, meaning, 

care, forgiveness, and even fun…how far can these be leveraged backward in the 

supply chain and what is the consequence if they are not? These are existential 

questions for the values-driven leadership project in a supply chain world. 

Had a good conversation with Jacque (my wife) last night. We used her experience as 

a textile artist shopping for supplies as an example of what the game logic is trying to 

capture. We discussed the differences between Jackman’s, JoAnn’s, Michael’s, 

Hobby Lobby, Walmart, Ben’s, and Amazon, and why she would pick one venue 

over another. Jackman’s is the high end/high touch store but with higher prices, 

JoAnn’s is not bad and has lower prices on most things, Michael’s isn’t really 

oriented towards textile artists so much, but they might have what she needs 

sometimes, Hobby Lobby is a no-go because of their social policies (CSR thing), 

Ben’s is the most convenient so she’ll go there if she really needs something, even 

though it’s a bit higher priced.  We discussed the numerous tradeoffs between these 

competing entities and arrived at the following sequential logic: 

-Have I ever heard of the offeror? (if yes, proceed, if no, exit) 

-Am I comfortable doing business with this offeror? (if yes, proceed, if not, exit) 

-Is this offeror sufficiently convenient for my needs? (if yes, continue, if no exit) 

-Does this offeror offer sufficient value for my needs? (if yes, continue, if no, exit) 

-Am I willing to pay this offeror’s price? (if yes, complete sale, if no exit) 
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From an agent-based perspective, the customer would start with the company they 

know the best and then go from there, if that company doesn’t meet the need, then 

they can proceed to another until all companies are exhausted. If the market has 

substitutes, we might assume that the customer goes to the substitute options. 

Otherwise, we might re-enter the process with the customer’s numbers reduced by 10 

each time, indicating that they are getting “desperate.” We could also indicate for 

every customer what their priorities are on this foray. So, we could randomly specify 

price as their main issue (with touch, distro, and value being less important). 

Awareness, however, never changes, indicating how important it is in the process. I 

think this is eminently scalable, intuitively credible, and game-suitable. Win-win-win! 

Hard slog getting here, but this sure feels like a good model, so cautiously optimistic 

about it. 

 

8 Oct 2017 

Just got done putting some numbers against the model I described yesterday. I used 

Excel to generate over 3000 customers (with no practical upper limit on how many I 

could generate if I wanted to) and then designed a company-customer segment 

profile. The first profile was for a company that decided to focus on one of the higher 

end segments (segment “4”). This generated potential sales to other customers, but 

the chances fell off rapidly as the distance increased. I used the segment numbers as a 

value for the value/price combination so that lower numbers indicate a preference for 

higher value and willingness to pay more—higher numbers are the opposite. The 

greater the delta between the focus segment and the actual customer, the less likely 

the customer was either going to be willing to pay the price of accept the lesser value. 

I think this will work swimmingly! 

The number of segments is greater in a non-commoditized market and the default 

knowledge about the customer is also lower. On the flip side, in a commoditized 

market, there would be little variation between companies in terms of value 

proposition, however, price, awareness, distribution, and touch could all be 

discriminators.  

Thought: when the players log points, they can indicate specific exercises/foods they 

ate—either pick from list or upload their own—video clip-enabled preferably. 

 

9 Oct 2017 

Happy Columbus Day. About to do another play through with the new business 

model canvas concept and NPCs integrated more. A nuance to the customer model 

above, as each customer comes to the buying decision, they’ll have a randomly 

determined priority of importance. So, customer 1 might be more interested in price, 

then dist, then value, then touch. The customer will then check the best rated 

company in that area first to see if a buying decision can be made. Awareness, 

however, is always the first function, it is the gateway through which all the other 

criteria are accessed. 



396 

 

Idea: let the common areas hold multiple buildings, maybe up to 6 or whatever will 

render reasonable well in the screen space. In a stretch goal, let the buildings have 

unique interactions. 

BTW, speaking of prototypes that never get mentioned. The Laloux teal organization 

thing is floating around out there as a possible function for phase3/4, maybe with 

aspects in phase 2 or earlier (probably not though).  

Just finished a 45-minute playthrough in phase 1. I played 6 turns and the player hired 

5 NPCs, got 25 leadership knowledge skill points, generated 39 company value 

points, founded 4 special buildings and joined 3 others. The player put in about 10-12 

community and family points, got about 7-8 points paid out and had 12 “in the bank.” 

The player met 1 guide. All tiles were discovered in the first few turns, even adding 

another ring of 24 tiles wouldn’t likely change that much. There were still 4 unused 

tiles on the board when the player decided to switch to another land. 

There could be much more depth to the NPC thing, not sure how much to add though. 

The mechanic right now goes: 

Player lands on NPC spot and NPC is not hired 

Player rolls d12 to see what area the NPC is good at  

Roll a d6 to see how many points it will take to onboard and integrate the NPC 

Roll d4 to see how much impact the NPC actually has in the designated space. 

An alternative mechanic would have the player spending points one at a time 

“pursuing” the NPC. Each time there might be an increasing chance of NPC 

acceptance (unless someone else gets them first). Points in HR would reduce the cost 

by making acceptance more likely, HR could also help to increase skills of people 

already in place. 

So, that appears to work okay so far. More to follow. 

Now, when it comes to the transition into the team phase, the team could be all the 

NPCs on the player’s display. There would still be the hiring event at the end of phase 

1. Original idea was for NPCs to go out and basically do what the players were doing, 

but need to figure out what results look like in that regard.  

Had another conversation with Jacque to use her experience to talk through game 

ideas. In this case, it’s specifically about what actions to provision for players for 

interaction with their NPCs. Fayol and Drucker notwithstanding, here’s some basic 

categories that came out of the conversation: 

Communicating information 

Exception management when employee needs supervisor direction 

Solving problems 

Correcting behavior 

Getting ideas 

Getting concerns 

General socializing and well-being 

Planning discussions 

Progress check and verification 

Performance reviews 

The reasons why these actions are important might include: 
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Ensures employee knows what’s going on and what’s expected [informed] 

Ensures employee is motivated to meet goals [engaged] 

Ensures employee is able to perform their job [connected] 

Ensures employee is making progress towards goals [monitoring] 

Ensures company has best information for developing new plans [informed] 

Ensures employee’s goals are factored into company plans [engaged] 

Ensures employee is aware of how they can help others in the company succeed 

[connected] 

Ensures employee knows what is going on in the company and how plans are 

progressing [monitoring]  

 

So, these are the sorts of things that players might do with employees. Jacque likes to 

use a check-in every day to do a basic version of #1, #2, #5, #6, and #7. So, a lineup 

might look like: 

-ftf/skype/phone/e-mail check-in with NPC (1 pt) [raises connectedness 1 pt, 

improves engagement by 1 point,  

-General meeting with NPCs (2 pts) raises all stats by 1 point 

-Progress check with NPC(s) (2 pts), etc etc etc. 

 

10 Oct 2017 

Looking at the flow from explore to run the company with how the “lead and develop 

the team” fits in. New idea is to have the questions not come as a book, but as people 

asking questions in the company. In this way, people would have another possible 

encounter when finding a “work” tile. They would get asked questions by fellow 

employees. As they answer the questions correctly, their reputation would go up and 

they would get harder questions from more senior people. Cool eh? The idea would 

be that they’ll get a good enough reputation to allow them to be selected as the CEO 

for the company. When the player starts working with the team, they’d have the dual 

task of growing the company to 100M while also developing the NPC’s reputations 

just like the player did (with the player acting as mentor).  

Also, I have a mechanic that allows a player to hire an NPC into a position in the 

company (uses a version of the business model canvas). If the position is already 

filled, then some options might be to replace the previous NPC (firing), add the new 

NPC (stacking?), or choose to work with the current employee to increase their skill. 

Maybe they have a skill target that is required to be met to increase their skill—the 

skill target goes up as their expertise goes up—maybe 25 each time.  

Example: John is the NPC in distribution, he currently has a 1 skill (skill target 25). If 

the player works with John, then he needs to spend 5 points and then rolls the 

percents to see if John advances (roll greater than or equal to 25). When John 

advances to 2, then he needs a 50. The player can spend extra points and/or reputation 

to increase the NPC’s odds. Each extra point of reputation/point increases odds by 

2%.  

News: the map might be gone, replaced by a series of choices throughout the period. 

You can choose to spend your points on one of the presented choices (possibly one of 
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them will be “mandatory”). This would eliminate the map per se, though it could still 

be rendered in some fashion if that was useful. The common areas could still be 

developed based on what was established there. 

Another thought that goes with this. Players cannot get involved in hiring NPCs until 

their reputation gets up to 50 pts. Until then, players build a roster of NPCs in their 

network, and then they can hire them later (if still available) when they get a high 

enough reputation and the opportunity arises.  

Another thought, when players end the day with points, they can choose to carry them 

over to the next day or spend some or all of them on “friends/family/community 

(FFC)” Also, throughout the day, some of the tiles will have a 

friends/family/community choice—a few might be mandatory (e.g., “family 

emergency”). If you take the opportunity during the day (except for emergencies) 

then the karma bonus gets a [secret] bonus—maybe 3 points gets you 5 in the bank—

the player never really knows how much they have in the bank btw, although they can 

get an intuitive sense of it by the receding bonus points each turn and the FFC cards 

presented as choices become more common. 

Player strengths impacts on this process: 

Strategy: increases cards available to select from each turn—add one row of cards for 

each point of strategy—the player can see what cards will be available 1 turn in the 

future for each point of strategy.  

Relationship: Increases chance of successfully mentoring NPCs and increases chance 

of getting involved in projects and interventions (subtract relationship*2 from project 

die roll) 

Influence: Reduces cost of hiring NPC by influence rating (need to figure out a bit 

more for this one) 

Execution: 5% extra points per day per point of execution 

Example: 1 Strat, 2 Execution, 2 Influence 

Select 3 cards (pick 1) 

+10% points 

PS: working with the physical components of the game is what led to this possible 

change 

 

11 Oct 2017 

Wow, some fairly profound changes to the game since yesterday. Now I’m seriously 

considering a “challenge card” format where the player, and later the player’s team, is 

confronted with choices about what to work on. The choices that confront the players 

would be driven by an algorithm that can increasingly put them in a reactive vs 

proactive mode. Many options would include negative impacts if the challenge is not 

faced, but what happens when there are multiple negative challenges and/or there are 

so many that you never get to work on opportunities? Sound familiar? The concept of 

friction that is generated within the organization is what will drive the choices. The 

more friction, the more likely the player will be confronted with “red” cards rather 

than “green” or “teal” cards. Efforts to change anything will generate lots of red cards 

until the change is either implemented successfully or abandoned. Get it? This seems 
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very elegant and very scalable. Very cool. Of course, I “discover” this change two 

days before going to meet with Bill Pasmore, so we’ll see what that looks like. The 

game has gotten much less conceptual and much more “real” at this point, which has 

accelerated the insigt/design/change process. I’ll share both the state of the game as 

best as I can describe/show it, as well as a bit about the process. By way of bracketing 

here, I’m assuming he’s pretty much in receive mode, maybe looking for something 

that sticks out at him or something that is missing. I hope he sees/shares any of that he 

sees. I’m always a bit leery of getting specific game advice/inputs from people who 

don’t understand what it takes to make a game, however, the essence of what they’re 

saying is very useful, even if the details may not be. I have a personal inclination to 

want to push back on the specifics—need to remember that this isn’t necessary since 

the design is so fluid, I’m not committing to many design specifics at this point. So, 

overall, excited to have the discussion and hopeful for a productive outcome. 

In related concepts, I was thinking that the new game orientation could be aligned 

with sections of classwork—somewhat aligned with what Jim was asking for (a 

module for every course). The challenge cards would just be aligned with whatever 

the current module was about. This could be tweaked as the game progressed if 

desired. 

The thought, the critique really, of learning games essentially just being warmed over 

flash card drills just occurred to me. Let this be a warning for both design and UX. I 

agree with this critique. Think “Agricola, All Creatures Great and Small” vs “Johnny 

Learns Math on Flashcards.”  

Idea: Market cultures get fewer card options (e.g., 2 cards vice 4) while adhoc 

cultures get more. Hierarchies can select more than one card and clan cultures get 

more points. This is just a brainstorm—it highlights the extensibility of the mechanic 

as well as offers some specific ideas. 

 

14 Oct 2017 

I’ve started transcribing the notes from discussion with Bill Pasmore on 12 Oct. The 

meeting went well, he was very supportive of the game concept and liked the general 

mechanics I was using. He also had some good insight into various aspects of the 

game. More to follow on that as I finish working through the transcription. 

I’m pretty much sold on the transition to the cards/choices/worker placement 

mechanic, however, I’m a bit bummed about losing the map dynamic because I like 

the sense of context and adventure it entails. I might be able to use a more general 

map and use it like a journey rather than as a land to explore per se. In this context, 

players could pick easier or harder routes through the “country” and this might be 

represented in the game as a more difficult environment (harder market to work in, or 

a more challenging regulatory situation). Also need to get clear about the algorithm 

for card frequency etc etc. There are numerous feedback loops that can be baked into 

this, and some of them can have longer lead times (like culture). There’s also the 

community attention aspects and how I want to wrap those in. So, lots to develop still. 

I’ll be working with basic concepts and numbers first, as those get solidified, I’ll start 

putting narrative to them. Ideally, there would be some kind of procedural generation 



400 

 

that could create meaningful card titles without having to handcraft each one, this 

would let the computer generate a much wider array of options without becoming 

redundant too quickly (e.g., getting the same “you’ve discovered a way to use process 

improvement to improve your distribution network” card every time). 

But first, the cards and their flow. Off to work on that now. 

New concept: when the players start leading their team in phase 2, the course material 

around teams and change will be something that the NPCs have to learn. The player 

will be checking NPC progress towards better understanding of leadership, teams, 

and change.  

 

17 Oct 2017 

Sunday, yesterday (and so far today) I spent most of my design time working on a 

PowerPoint prototype of what I’ve got so far. It’s not really interactive per se (canned 

screens) but it gives the viewer a much better sense of what the game might look like 

and what choices the players might make. I’m only into module 1 right now, but I 

think I’ve got that mostly wrapped up (at least for this stage). There are still many 

features that are not included yet. I’m planning to push into the other modules this 

week, we’ll see how that goes. Still have to generate the “algorithm” for card 

selection and feedback loops—also how to generate friction and market success. I 

feel like I’m closer to an answer on those, but they are still elusive. Sooooo, that’s 

what’s happening now. I’m putting a bit more time into the prototype this time as we 

have progressed a fair bit down our design iteration path—it seems warranted to do 

so, at least for the module 1 and 2. 

 

18 Oct 2017 

Had another idea, the “peers” who the players advise during phase 1 could be the 

NPCs (IOW, they’d have to meet some NPCs before they could start advising 

anyone—maybe they’d start knowing a random set of NPCs at the beginning). Also, 

the NPCs can be mentored by anyone in the whole cohort and other people can see 

what kind of mentoring each other did with that NPC. It goes along with the 

reputation concept. 

 

20 Oct 2017 

Happy Birthday, Brad! Okay, so had a good discussion with Steve this morning. I 

showed him the current prototype and explained the feedback mechanism that was 

intended behind the scenes that influences what cards will be shown. I introduced him 

to the business model canvas (which he found useful for his own work at 

Asynchrony) and how I’m using that in the game. In the attempt to explain how it 

works and where I’m getting hung up, the idea of the canvas basically acting like a 

circuit board through which energy runs came up. This is the “structure” of the 

company. I’ve started working with this concept—the basic feedback mechanism is 

that the various parts of the company need to be well-balanced for energy throughput 

or the system will start to overheat (too much energy for the wiring).  
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On another note, the idea of lining cards up in threes may be a no-go….instead I may 

set out 12-15 cards and let the players pick from among them. Some of them will be 

higher point, longer term cards that will need points applied over a period of time in 

order to get the payoff. These cards may sit on the fringe of the board and get the 

“building” icon (grayed out like in Warcraft). As the player puts points into it, the 

card becomes less gray and eventually is completed. The player may not know 

anything about the card except that it’s “easy” “medium” “difficult” or “very 

difficult” to accomplish. The player can tell how rapidly they are advancing towards 

completion based on the correlation between points spent and amount of gray 

removed. However, projects will back-slide if sufficient points are not spent. 

Attempting more difficult tasks can increase skills in some way (haven’t figured that 

out yet—but it should be somewhat straightforward). This would answer the question 

of “what mechanic helps people learn from failure?” The skills may be a new rating 

that dictates how much progress is made and how much back sliding is done. 

Difficult projects become medium or easy as the player’s skills increase. This might 

be a simple “skill rating” or it might be sub-divided into various skill categories. This 

is new, so needs more flesh.  

Just messed with it a bit, so there are four skill ratings, one for self, company, 

community, and networking. 

 

This is all a significant change from the mechanics used in the latest prototype 

(instantiated in PowerPoint). Another reminder of why prototypes need to be 

disposable!  

 

21 Oct 2017 

Another idea that occurred to me, opportunities and problems might have physically 

smaller icons if they originate from deeper in the organization. The player would have 

to spend points just to enlarge them enough to look at them. There could also be a 

feedback loop that, if ideas from deep in the company are selected but not enacted, 

they get even smaller or disappear entirely. There is also the possibility that there 

could be a “flip” function on a problem card that would turn it into an opportunity. 

This would get at the paradox issue, but I don’t want to make it trivial or hackneyed. 

So, that would need an elegant mechanic of some kind. I also haven’t forgotten about 

the critical voice and the desire to include a post-modern voice (e.g., ANT etc). Easier 

said than done!  

 

24 Oct 2017 

Did the design review with Diane Swanson on Sunday (22 Oct), having a call with 

Andy Benning (EA Games in about 15 minutes. Had some good ideas while I was 

sitting in a Starbuck’s in Manhattan KS waiting for the meeting with Diane, had to do 

with how to model the market relative to the business. Also had some ideas about 

other aspects of the game, these ideas sort of arose from playing a new game “Realm 

Grinder” an incremental (clicker) game that I think I can use something like this 

(dimly like this) using reputation as a sort of currency within the game. Players need 
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reputation to go with their energy in order to accomplish bigger goals etc etc. 

Heading up to BenU tomorrow afternoon for a meeting on Thurs with Marie and Jim. 

I feel like the design is starting to gel, so that’s cool. More details later. 

 

28 Oct 2017 

I haven’t defected from the program, but I did have a very good meeting with Jim and 

Marie on Thursday (27 Oct), and, afterwards, Marie agreed with my observation that 

I think I have collected enough data for my dissertation. So, I still need to transcribe 

the videos and then code everything, and I’ll leave this journal open through that 

phase in case I want to capture any thoughts along the way. After that, I’ll probably 

keep this journal going because it’s useful for more than just the dissertation, but I’ll 

quit adding to it from a dissertation data perspective. The engagement with Jim and 

Marie went very well, the design insights continued to be rich and useful. I’m 

thinking that maybe filling out a design document (as per Steve Santello) will be a 

good way to capture the basics. Also, thinking about Andy Billings’ observation 

about the 1-sentence descriptor about what the game is about. E.G. “Saving the 

world, one organizational culture at a time!” Or “Grow a company culture from a 

start-up to a multinational global enterprise.” Okay, well, stuff to think about, just 

thought I’d get those thoughts down today. 

November/December 2017 

8 Nov 2017 

Preparing to get my head right before starting to code all of this data. I just finished 

transcribing the tapes and I’m getting re-oriented to the phenomenological approach. 

To restate, the purpose of the interviews was to put the conceptual model in front of 

the experts and see what they had to say. What was their experience of the model and 

hwo well did it reflect their perception of what a VDL game should look like. I 

searched for, but did not find, examples of phenomenologies on the experience of 

flawed objects or flawed designs,” but that’s basically what we’re talking about here. 

Trying to walk ourselves onto target by firing many ranging shots and seeing by how 

far they missed. In the first design session, the basic response themes were 

comparisons between the game and the real world, search for values, the game 

narrative, what players do, player feedback, how learning occurs, and game 

development and deployment. 

I am now realizing that I need to spend a little while getting back into the lit review 

and re-orienting to the methodology. At a basic level, it all seems very clear. 

However, at the level of details, it’s gotten pretty fuzzy. So, That’s what I’ll do for the 

next little while, at least until I’m clear about what I’m doing when I start coding 

again. 

 

3 Dec 2017 

Just dropping in to say that this bracketing thing is kind of difficult. I’m trying to 

make it meaningful to the unearthing process that follows, and I want to refrain from 
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some sort of wandering synopsis of my entire game-playing past etc etc. It is a useful 

exploration of my own perspective, but getting it down on paper in a meaningful way 

is difficult without getting rambling. I just wanted to make this observation 

somewhere, it might go into the paper at some point, but this is a good holding place 

for it. 
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Appendix C. Iteration Two Presentation Slides 

Login

Update Charge

Explore

Build Team*

Lead Team Development and Preparation

Select Company*

Lead Company Development

Lead Company Global Engagement

Aesthetic Goals:
Discovery
Challenge
Fellowship
Expression

Mechanics Goals:
Situated and Relevant
Engaging
Positive
Social
Constructive

*These are major milestones, other actions are extended

Select partners and markets*
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