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Abstract. Educational games have been widely developed and tested by many
researchers. Most of results show that the educational games are good to increase
students’ learning motivations in formal learning. It seems quite workable, how-
ever, is it also true if we want to apply the concepts to business? Or, does it still
have effects to on-job-training and orientation in business? This research focuses
on the first question. The experience of trying to design and test a Game-Based
Learning System, with a joy component, in a real corporation is challenging and
risky. This paper shows how hard was to find a company willing to do this test,
the negotiations involved, the legal issues and the extensive scrutiny imposed.
Constant revisions and postponing, threatening of cancellation and misinforma-
tion about company resources needs continuous diplomacy and flexibility from
researchers. Prejudice against computer games may play an important barrier
and an unfair advantage towards traditional training deliveries.

Keywords: game-learning learning, training, joy, computer game, educational
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1 Introduction

According to Vossen’s research in 2004, three attributes are used to analyze game
category, are competitive, interactive, and physical [16]. The game features attract
players are fantasy, curiosity, challenge and control [8]. Some researchers point out
that playing can hold student attentions and make learning be more interesting
[15][2]. For this reason, many studies use commercial games directly or design new
education games and have evidences of students can get significant improvement in
learning [15][11][1][13].

Several studies have been carried out on game-based learning with an educational
orientation, especially for a possible use in either helping learning the traditional
classroom environment, or supporting teaching activities [5], with improving tech-
niques like the multi level challenge system [4]. Other game-bsed learning systems
were, for examples, VISOLE [10], AnswerMatching [17], Shadow Box [12], and
Simulation Fish Tank [14].

This decade has brought significant technological improvements to enable a level
of precision for game-based learning tools, never experienced before, like the Lego
Mindstorms [7] and other learning toys [6][9]. Capps et al. (2001), explained how the
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Department of Defence has been focussing in collaboration with the entertainment
industry, in order to try to cope with the same agile pace of the industry, but taking
advantage of the technology and even a postgraduate naval department was success-
fully created [3][18].

The objective of this paper is to inform researchers of the hard reality of conduct-
ing real life studies about game-learning in companies. Even if some company
employees may open the doors to game-learning studies, researchers still have other
barriers to work on.

This paper is organized into five sections, the four remainder parts of this paper
exposes the process of looking for a company willing to allow the research to be done
with their employees, then the project management, followed by the unexpected end-
ing and the conclusions.

2 Finding a Collaborative Company

The process of recruiting a company willing to allow its employees to participate in
an academic empiric research is not an easy task, when the subject of the study is
Game-Learning. Armed with a mini-proposal and a sales plan explaining the benefits
for an organization to help out with an academic study was not enough. The word
game represents a major road blocker, even after carefully explaining factual informa-
tion regarding peer review studies showing game-learning systems as a powerful and
effective learning tool.

Considering the final objective was to create, design and test the learning
effectiveness of a game for training purposes, in an enterprise-like environment, and
analyse the learning process, engagement, and knowledge retention compared to the
conventional training currently in practice, the path chosen was to adapt a current
training from a company to a board game format, where the addition of joy while
learning, would improve learning results and user experience. The proposal to the
company would be to develop this game based on a current training material and test
it among their employees. The test results would be shared with the company, as well
as the game would be used by the company at any time.

Once it is understood a company will have training needs at specific dates, for spe-
cific individuals, at specific locations, it is important to consider being flexible
enough, in order to match research deadlines to corporate needs. These facts lead to
searching for the corporate partner as soon as enrolled in the respective course, at
University, as negotiating deadlines and major deliverables could take a long time.

When already working for a companyi, it is natural to search for shelter within your
own roof. The first approach was to contact D-Company, the current employer. Fol-
low the protocol, contact your boss first, who in this case was a director and a game
fan: he immediately sent an e-mail to one of the Human Resources Vice Presidents,
who oversees training.

The Vice President forwarded the message to a human resources employee, who
was quite resistant to the idea of having any test done with gaming and after a few
tries, it was very clear there was going to be no cooperation. The next step was to
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climb one corporate ladder step and talk to the Training Manager, who was very posi-
tive and opened to the study, collaborating with ideas and example of online games.

A couple of months later, after researching about Adobe Flash, and ready to start
developing the game, several attempts to contact this manager were tried, unsuccess-
fully. E-mails were sent and voice mails left. Only after a couple of weeks, the
manager returned the e-mail mentioning they had no more budget and therefore, the
company could not go ahead with the training anymore. After inquiring about other
possibilities of training with other companies from the same group, she facilitated the
contact with another manager in the United Kingdom, at the head office of the parent
company. This manager worked with Corporate Responsibility and she had developed
a board game for business principles to train remote employees. However, the train-
ing had already been done and there were no more plans for another one and attempts
to still try to do the research at D-Company, end at this point. Table 1 shows the con-
tact flow at D-Company.

Table 1. Contact flow for D-Company

Contact Type Level Outcome
Boss Director positive
VP HR VP positive
HR Consultant Manager negative
Manager Training Manager negative
Manager Corporate Responsibility Manager negative

At R-Company the first contact was done through the Design Manager, a Human
Resources department in charge of training. Networking made the accessibility flow
better. In this case, the contact person was also directly in charge of developing train-
ing and again, in a management position.

The initial contact, over the phone, was done in November 2008 and the concept of
game-learning was perceived as positive and the process moved to a company internal
exploration phase, where the manager was trying to find departments willing to ex-
periment game-learning and assign a training to it. During this process, a brief benefit
analysis was sent to the manager, as per one of her director’s request which were sent
based on these 5 points: experts advisory to R-Company (peer review), exposure and
advertisement (Conference papers), possibly new training delivery format, empiric
research and low, or no cost to the company.

Fig. 1 shows the flow chart sent to the manager, so she could make use of a visual
tool when presenting the project to R-Company executives.

At this time, a written agreement was sent to the manager, signed by the research-
ers and to be signed by the company. This agreement was sent to the company law-
yers for review, which took 6 weeks to be signed, after several changes made to the
original document, and dozens of e-mails exchanged between the parties. It was also
necessary to sign an NDA — Non Disclosure Agreement, at that time.
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Fig. 1. Flow chart of the project at R-Company. This chart was sent to the manager in order to
help selling the idea of the project to upper management.

3 Project Management and Corporate Diplomacy

No matter how important your project may be for humanity, corporate decisions will
take its own course. It is up to you to manage the project the best way you can. There
will be several and unexpected issues along the road and negotiation and diplomatic
skills will play decisive role in the survival of your project.

From the agreement signed with R-Company, the training selected to be part of
this research was the watercraft training. The initial number of employees targeted for
the project was around 600, from which about 240 would have to undergo the w-craft
training. These 240 would chose between the traditional online training and the game-
learning module. Every single statement within this paragraph has been at stake, sev-
eral times along the process. The training itself has been called off and then back
again. The design manager played an important role interacting with the different
departments.

The departments holding the w-craft training to its employees are basically sales
oriented. If the sales targets are not being met, or if the heads of these departments
decide to take any tactic, or strategic decision regarding how to better use their em-
ployees time, between taking the w-craft training for one hour, or using this time to
do something else, is out of the researcher control.

Positive attitude in showing how the project would impact in helping the company
was the only counter measure for the downfalls the company presented during the
whole interaction with us.

Diplomacy played at its most joyful is the best advice when facing the nervous
breakdown point employees in a company. While in the process of developing the
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game, it was inevitable to face the company design team worried about the outcome
and the process itself. Several change requests were made and they had to be negoti-
ated and sometimes modified, or even implemented, reviewed, and modified again,
until they were happy with the outcome.

The initial prototype was quite different from the final version of the game, basi-
cally due to the several changes initiated by the company. The involved employees
take the project as something produced by their own department, and not an academic
project. It was quite usual to receive a request to modify something related to the
game, and not the training content itself. Unquestionably, the best approach was to
always show the different scenarios and explain the pros and cons. If not able to con-
vince them, the solution was to incorporate the change and try to work around it as
best as possible, which was time consuming, but the only way to try to change the
situation on a reasonable way. The same way, after several threats of not going ahead
with the research, the efforts switched to the development of the Flash game, improv-
ing the questionnaire for the participants to measure how likely they were to adopt the
game, to deploy the swf file into the University server and make sure it would work
flawless, which means perform all the tests at R-Company, and not when and how
many people would take part of the experiment, neither if it would even happen.

To orchestrate the company and University timelines is another extremely impor-
tant task. To keep the parts involved aware of changes is key to manage this process,
however it is part of the negotiation and diplomatic skills mentioned above to keep all
the parties away from a panic situation.

Right after receiving the okay from upper management on January 22", 2009 and
signing the agreement, the manager emailed the pre- and post-test questions. The con-
tent was sent about a week later, on January 23,

The first step was to review the documents and understand and master the content.
Several messages were exchanged with the company to clarify points in the content.
At the same time, the process of creating the game had already started.

February 27" or almost one month later, the prototype of the game was ready and a
meeting was carried out at the company, with the design manager and the develop-
ment officer in charge of this training module. Initially, it was difficult to get any
consensus from the meeting. Instead of focusing on the learning content, both the
manager and the officer were more worried about the game itself. Although input is
extremely healthy at the development phase, it has to be constructive and avoid
threatening of not launching the game, or stating the head of the target departments
would not approve it, but this is how the meeting was. At this point, the manager cog-
nitive resonance process in order started to justify how the changes they requested
were going to make the experiment results lean towards the game, improving the
score of game participants.

Right after the meeting the manager sent an e-mail with a list of required modifica-
tions to the game. After advising it would not be possible to meet the deadline to have
the game in the company training Intranet site if all the modifications had to be im-
plemented, the manager and the officer decided for hosting the game at the Univer-
sity’s website and having a link posted in the company’s Intranet. This arrangement
extended the development phase to another 4 weeks, especially due to another bump-
ing on the training start date, which was moved to March 24,
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These 4 weeks were extremely intense. 40 e-mails and several telephone calls were
exchanged during this time. The officer revised the content 4 times. The experiment
questionnaire was sent for review, but came back as the format the manager and the
officer thought it would be fine for setting up at their training application could not be
done, or the answers would count as official marks for the participants. The question-
naire had to be changed and the officer revised it 4 times, until acceptance.

The game was ready by March 23" and approved by the officer, who mentioned he
was quite happy with the outcome.

4 Unexpected Ending

Once the game was being tested, some follow up calls and messages had been ex-
changed and everything was fine. When inquired about the number of people logging
into the game, the officer mentioned it could not be captured. At this point there was
another corporate challenge, but this time, with the University: as the game was
hosted at the University server, a request was sent to the administrators in order to
retrieve the hits to the specific swf file containing the game. Larger servers as the
ones used by Universities do have web statistics capabilities and it is possible to re-
trieve this information. However, after 3 attempts, no answer to this request has been
provided.

One day after the end of the training, which was April 1%, the results started to
come: 32 participants. As the initial estimate of employees taking the training was
around 240, another set of e-mails started to be exchanged. Only after a phone call it
was possible to understand why only a fraction of the participants took the training: it
was offered to 80 participants only. From these 80, 48 passed the pre-test and did not
need to do the training. Although it was unexpected that such a small amount of peo-
ple would do this module, at least it was a real world project, which would show the
results based on real life experience.

From the 80 employees in the department, 32 completed the training. From these
32, 23 responded the questionnaire. From these 23, 2 answers will have to be dis-
charged, as the score is clearly incorrect: they show a score of 8, and 9, which is way
too low compared to the rest of the answers (between 45 and 100).

5 Conclusions

The conclusion of the project itself is not the scope of this paper and will be presented
in the thesis document. What is important to highlight is the impact of the procedures
from a company in a real life experiment. Deadlines overstretched, development
process convoluted and outcome unexpected. The results cannot be seen as bad, but
certainly absolutely interesting from the scientific point of view, as the environment
affected the course of science.

A clear recommendation for anyone who is planning to carry on a similar approach
of real life research in a corporation would be to try to nail down the details in the
agreement and to have all the chain of sponsors and major stakeholders sign off the
document, as a project management document. A project management rigid guideline
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would possibly avoid the deviations from the initial proposal and keep the focus of all
the departments in their deliverables, but not in the creative process of the game.
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