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hose responsible for the rigorous
development of knowledge and
wisdom in organisations have a
growing collection of tools,

including traditional techniques, such as
instructor-led and workbooks; and emerging
techniques, such as social media. When,
then, is there a need for simulations and
serious games? The answer is
straightforward. The core reason
organisations deploy simulations (sims) is
to develop competence and conviction.  

Competence is the ability to apply the right
skills. It is learning to do, as opposed to
learning to know. Here, the origin example

of education simulation, the flight
simulator, is a paragon. Learning to do
requires matching up the interface to the
real world, and can be structured in a
serious programme or an engaging game.
This is an intuitively understandable
learning objective, and it leads to
correspondingly predictable sim designs.

Competence is necessary for handling
equipment and tools, for being a manager,
leader, innovator, or problem solver. But
often competence is not enough.  

In most cases, the violation of safety rules
(such as train engineers’ texting) or

leadership basics (such as being
collaborative rather than directive) do not
happen because people did not know their
options, or how to execute them. Just as
sexual harassment and ethics violations, in
most cases, do not happen due to a lack of
awareness. There is some other category of
critical learning objective. 

THE INCOMPARABLE VALUE OF
CONVICTION

In the age of infinite online content,
increasingly it is the development of a
community’s conviction, rather than its
competence or book knowledge that is
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more important. Conviction is the enduring
understanding and drive in the learner to
do the right thing. The enterprise value of
employees (or customers or stakeholders)
with conviction is so great that it
transforms the mission of anyone
responsible for development. 

First, people who learn conviction are not
capricious. They stick to their convictions,
even in times of boredom, greed and
stress. 

Second, they are ridiculously powerful at
holding others accountable to the same
high standards. 

Third, they apply and improvise the
material to appropriately adapt it to
situations not covered in the formal course.

CONVICTION STICKS

In The Complete Guide to Simulations and
Serious Games (Wiley, 2009), I presented a
pre- and post-360 clinical evaluation of
students who went through one of my
leadership simulations.   

There are two points worth making from
the results. First, everyone from
subordinates to superiors saw an
improvement in the conviction of the
students through a reduction in negative
behaviours, and through an increase in
positivity. Second, the results were re-
measured five months after the learning
programme. The results stuck.  

SIMULATIONS DEVELOP AND CHANGE
CONVICTION

Of course, educational simulations, serious
games and, especially, virtual worlds do not
automatically develop conviction. It has to
be designed in. In the real world, for
example, getting caught in a speed trap
does not change conviction about driving
too quickly – unlike being involved in a

near death accident. When convictions in
students have to be changed, for example,
scenarios should:

Allow the student to experiment with their
traditional behaviour, to act naturally in a
familiar setting. This is impossible, by the
way, in classroom based role-play, where
people are on their best behaviour. When
people do something wrong, show them
both the immediate, apparent, and high
probability consequences (which are often
positive) of their traditional behaviour. 

Also show the long term, hidden, and/or
‘unlikely’ but possible consequences (which
can be devastating). Allow the player to
emotionally experience the direct negative
consequences.

• Visualise the ‘invisible system,’ which is
the flow of events that people can't
normally see, but which lead to any
devastating outcomes.

• Allow students to repeat the scenarios
(which means they can't be too long, or
rely too much on linear content), and then
‘discover’ for themselves the right way of
doing things. Students can now learn
without ever being taught.  

• Include the little feedback signs to teach
players what are signs in the real world
that indicate a straying into risky
behaviour.

• Put the student in novel situations that
require improvising based on their earned
knowledge.

• Present tailored, not generic, after action
reviews/debriefings.

The most important design step, of course,
is to be honest. Conviction can’t be created
this way that does not align with the real
world. Famed lawyer Gerry Spence wrote
that a critical step in winning an argument
is to be on the right side. Similarly, one can
only develop convictions in something that
is real, if not immediately apparent.

LESS THAN AN HOUR, IN FIFTEEN
MINUTE CHUNKS

If one wanted to develop conviction in
students in academic environments, such
as around any of Alan Kay's non-universals
(including abstract mathematics, model
based science, equal rights, democracy,
agriculture or legal systems) one could

(and should) take an entire
semester. But in today’s
corporate and enterprise
environments this is no
longer possible. In fact, it
used to be that formal
learning programmes in a
corporate environment
could be a week long. 

People would pack up and
spend an intensive five days
in a dedicated facility and
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Above: In this serious game, soldiers engage in unloading personal weapons before
transportation. The engagement is fast and fun, but the learning is real and the habits
transferable.

Above: In the award-winning sim created by
World Anti-Doping Agency, the primary
learning objective is developing convictions,
not skills. 

Right: Here, as a result of a player mistake, a
computer virus spreads (in red) from a USB
Thumb Drive to the organisation’s servers
and mainframes.
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immerse themselves in a new skill set.
Then the tolerance for a formal learning
programme shifted to two days...then one
day...then half a day...then one hour. Now
employees and managers will probably
tolerate about fifteen minutes at a time.
This has several implications. Courses have
to be immediately available whenever the
student wants a break. 

Students can't be bogged down with
passwords and long loading times. This
signing in and hunting for courses as a
percentage of an hour course was
acceptable, but as a percentage of a fifteen
minute intervention, it is not. 

Then, because there still has to be an
intellectual pay-off for engaging a
programme, so the content also has to be
very rich. 

We have to, as designers, deliver more
content in fifteen minutes than could be
delivered in four hours by instructional
designers twenty years ago. We have to
use rich interaction, interesting systems,
dense feedback. The production values of
courses have to be high.

We as designers also have to get smarter

about linking these fifteen minute
windows together. We have to think more
about seamless chapters and prerequisites. 

One fifteen-minute easy course could lead
to three fifteen-minute intermediate
courses. If we do this right (and denser
content and better linking are just two
examples) this approach has a lot of
advantages over the old model.

First, learning truly becomes integrated
into life. I can take a mini-sim on
negotiating, and then pick up the phone
and actually practice the skills the moment
the course is over, rather than returning to
my office after two days away. 

Over time, designers will think more about
creating an immediate payoff, using first
person, action centric content.

Second, students can actually look to

formal learning content as breaks from
their work. A bouncy, engaging sim that
requires both mind and actions can easily
be a valued change of pace after an hour
of filling out expense reports.

Third, through the intelligent use of linking,
students could, over weeks and months,
acquire a huge amount of productivity
enriching content. Without realising it,
students could cover the equivalent of an
MBA, but more flexibly and in a way that is
more relevant to their work-life. 

Meanwhile, the decay of learning inherent
in the old model of big events could be
replaced by a gradual increase in
knowledge honed against real-life.

RAPID GROWTH OF SALESPERSON
SIMULATIONS

The growth of both development in
conviction and compression of learning has
led to the tectonic shift in the target
audiences for simulations and serious
games. 

The reason for this growth has been
compliance issues around ethics and safety
which accounts for the leading use of sims
in large enterprises. But coming up fast in
the number two slot are simulations for
salespeople. 

To be effective here, sims have to
accomplish some combination of three
learning areas. They have to develop
expertise in the following questions:

1. What are the problems that the
salespeople's customers are facing? What
is their new world view? What can they
control? What is their balance scorecard of
metrics? What does their new technology
and competitive landscape  look like, and
how is it changed from two years ago?

2. What are the new products and services
that their organisations are selling? What
are products and services that the
competitors are selling? Do the shifts in
the customers' environments mean totally
new competitors with new value
propositions? 

3. How do the new products and services
solve the new operational and strategic
challenges of the customers?

Salespeople are asked to do so much more
than ever before. While salespeople used to
be organised vertically or horizontally, now

Right: Speed of access
to information is a
marker of conviction. As
tested by this simple
game: identify a
leadership quote before
it reaches the bottom.

Below: This sim allows
non-financial managers
to play with financial
concepts, and get
immediate and visual
feedback.

We as designers also have to get smarter about linking these
fifteen minute windows together. We have to think more about
seamless chapters and prerequisites. One fifteen-minute easy
course could lead to three fifteen-minute intermediate courses. 



they have to be experts in both. Further,
they have to shift markets, absorb new
products, and react to new landscapes and
topographies seemingly overnight. 

And, perhaps most importantly,
salespeople have to not just ‘understand’
the new realities; they have to exude
passion and confidence to their customers.
They have to ‘get it’ viscerally and
reflexively, not just have a set of points to
make. In the old days, this came out of
decades of experience. 

But the compression of market shifts
necessarily requires the type of
compression of experience that comes
from playing and ‘messing around’ with
new ideas, augmented with strong visuals
and interactivity, which today requires a
simulation. 

The use of simulations to quickly ramp up
salespeople to their new realities not only
makes sense, but increasingly it is
recognised as necessary. 

VALUE OF COMFORT

We may now have educational
programmes that do not teach anything
new. Students can walk away having

learned nothing (in a traditional extrinsic
sense). But as a result of the programme,
they can be a much more valuable to the
organisation and to themselves.  

The combination of Competence and
Conviction creates Comfort. This is the
ease that comes with real experience,
especially experimentation. 

Comfort can be around using a new online
tool, selling a new product or service in a
new way and in a new environment, or in a
leadership or project management
environment.

The ability of sims to create comfort is
unique and insanely valuable. Once an
organisation begins developing simulations
they understand why their old ways,
including those inspired by social
networking, often failed.
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...salespeople have to not just ‘understand’ the new realities;
they have to exude passion and confidence to their customers.
They have to ‘get it’ viscerally and reflexively, not just have a
set of points to make. 


