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Tom’s Ten Data Tips – December 2012 
 
Experiential learning 
Experiential learning is grounded in the notion that “learning” can take 
place in many ways. First hand experience tends to be remembered 
well, and often for a (very) long time, too. “Traditional” learning, like 
in classroom settings, relies heavily on a teacher telling and students 
listening. That modus doesn’t always work very effectively. For some 
people, involvement and active engagement of multiple senses greatly 
facilitates memory storage and retrieval.  
 
 
1. Learning Through Games Is Serious Business 
The use of games for learning or practice has a long history, at least 
as far back as the Egyptian empire. Games were used back then 
already to represent real-life situations. Very old board games like 
Chess or Go resemble troops or armies that combat each other.  
 
In particular in the West, there is considerable reservation against the 
use of games for learning purposes. Games are more associated with 
leisure and play over there. However, simulations and games have 
been used by the military for a long time (also in the West). 
Simulating a war is evidently less costly, financially, and doesn’t cost 
any lives. For the same reason pilots, but also race drivers, spend 
many hours in simulators to practice crucial maneuvers. That way 
new, or particularly desirable behaviors can be practiced extensively 
until they become ingrained at low risk and relatively low cost. But 
even soldiers’ field exercises are rife with game elements. 
Management games perform a comparable function: you “work” 
through various scenarios without the risk of learning “the hard way” 
in the market place. Many of these games or simulations have become 
highly refined. 
 
 
2. Make Your Simulations As “Real” As They Need To Be 
A simulation is a learning tool, where you as facilitator have the 
freedom to highlight or manipulate elements of the action. By throwing 
a dice, you explicitly insert random variation, for instance. One could 
postulate a continuum for simulations ranging from more to less “real 
life.” A case study, like many business schools use to discuss 
(supposedly) true circumstances, comes in at the “real life” end of this 
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continuum. Short of actually making the business decision, students 
are encouraged to analyze and discuss considerations as if they were 
involved in the real-world setting. At the other end of the continuum 
are games like Monopoly where buying and selling of assets needs to 
be negotiated between players, but only the property names bear any 
resemblance to the underlying real estate. Of course there are many 
options in between. 
 
There are several other variations where role-playing can serve to 
mimic human interactions. Experience shows that mock performances 
(e.g.: employing actors) are quite suitable to practice or train certain 
behaviors in a safe learning environment. It also allows you to practice 
your response under varying initial conditions, to see or feel where the 
differences lie. Or you could experiment with a range of responses to 
cope with a particular (maybe troubling) scenario. These options to 
manipulate the circumstances make simulations such a powerful tool 
for human learning. Note that less real-life, more abstracted 
simulations, tend to lay bare the essence of dynamics. If you can (still) 
get participants to engage as if it was the real thing, less realistic 
simulations may actually enhance insight into real-world cause and 
effect loops. 
 
 
3. Help Participants Get “Ready” To Learn 
You cannot “force” learning onto people, and that holds regardless of 
whether you’re opting for “traditional” or “experiential” learning. When 
you start a (new) class, you may first want to assess the students’ 
readiness for learning, and provide them some opportunity to get to 
the same level. Establishing a safe working environment helps, too. 
The importance of “safety” to enable learning holds in particular for 
experiential learning. 
 
Without a safe learning environment, people will be reluctant to “open 
up”, or try new behaviors. Without participants trying “new” behaviors, 
experiential learning must remain limited to awareness or 
consciousness raising (which is already quite something to aim for). 
Safety is not a condition you can impose on people or the 
environment. Rather, it is the (prolonged) absence and management 
of (psychological) threats that grows safety, and comforts people to 
know it is OK to take risks. Many people are concerned they might 
look “stupid” or be ridiculed when they try something unfamiliar that 
turns out not to work so well. But eternally staying inside your comfort 
zone won’t allow you to grow, either. Facilitators have a responsibility 
to help participants prepare for some discomfort. 
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4. Keep Your Briefings Short And Sweet 
Experiential learning typically has three stages: a briefing, the action, 
and then a debriefing phase. All three have rather different 
characteristics, and require distinct contributions from the leader, 
teacher, or facilitator. A good briefing is a prerequisite, but in and of 
itself it usually doesn’t contribute much to the learning goals of 
participants. So to maximize learning, you want to keep the briefing as 
short as possible. 
 
When you introduce the activity, mention the learning goals it is meant 
to serve. Don’t claim, or make reference to what will be learnt, 
because you don’t know. You don’t want to promise too much here 
(and disappoint participants), and you certainly don’t want to promise 
too little. But more importantly, you want to make room for new and 
unexpected learning. Simulations and games very often bring intense, 
memorable, and highly unexpected learning. Enable that by delivering 
a brief, structured, and well-rehearsed introduction. While you’re 
rehearsing, your script should become (ever) shorter, and increasingly 
unambiguous. Leave room for clarifying questions, but aim to avoid 
them by preparing and rehearsing the introduction well. It makes 
perfect sense to remind everyone to be alert for unexpected learning 
outcomes along the way. 
 
 
5. After The Briefing, Transfer Power To The Group 
As you move through the three phases of briefing, action, and 
debriefing, an intense dynamic takes place. During the briefing phase, 
the leader or facilitator has enormous power over the group. But the 
minute the briefing is over, it drops to (almost) zero – at least it 
should.  
 
This sudden shift sometimes proves a bit difficult. It can be challenging 
for facilitators who feel the urge to make non-essential interventions 
during the action (typically the early part of it). Or participants may 
ask for direction from the facilitator that really isn’t required (politely 
negate these requests, btw). Step back and enjoy the ride. Watch how 
the group begins their voyage of discovery. Within minutes, they may 
become so engaged in the action that they’ll no longer notice you’re 
observing. Since they’re free to learn from whatever they’re 
experiencing (the action might turn out quite different from what 
you’ve foreseen), there usually isn’t much reason to step in, other 
than to protect members from having a traumatic experience. It’s now 
up to them, until you transition to the debriefing phase. 
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6. Help Everybody Prepare For The Debriefing 
The debriefing can be just as important for learning as the action itself, 
if not more so. In terms of time, it can run up to or over half of the 
total allotted time. You end the action by a clear signal, either calling 
for a stop or a friendly chime. Following that, it may take a little while 
for all activity and conversation to come to an end (see also tip# 7). 
 
Then arrange for the debriefing. You may want to change the seating 
plan, and possibly there are supporting materials you want to 
introduce like stats of (sub)group performance. Background on the 
“mechanics” of the simulation might also be useful here. 
 
After you’ve set everything up the way you want it (but no sooner, or 
you’ll risk disturbing the debriefing), call explicitly for silence. Instruct 
participants to collect their thoughts and prepare for a group 
discussion. Again (see also tip# 3), you don’t want to be suggestive as 
to what participants might bring forward. Silence will help the 
introverts in particular, so they can gather their input before it gets 
lost in the discussion. Some people will use the time to reflect on their 
own behavior, or of certain notable others. Some might use this time 
to phrase questions they were left with. Different personality styles 
operate differently and have (very) different needs. You can then 
begin the briefing with an opening statement as simple as “What 
happened?”, and allow for a silence (if needed) until the first person 
comes forward. From there on, the debriefing quickly tends to set of. 
 
 
7. Emotion Carries Over After The (A) Simulation 
When you transition from the action into the debriefing phase, you 
have taken care to help participants prepare for this (see tip# 6). Even 
so, expect some of the emotions and excitement to carry over from 
the action. Until these feelings have been addressed, and participants 
have had a chance to vent maybe, the discussion might feel somewhat 
erratic. Allow ample time and opportunity for these emotions to 
subside, in particular during the first half of the debriefing.  
 
The more people are allowed to let of some steam, the more their 
learning will benefit in the second half of the debriefing. That evolution 
itself during the debriefing can be a valuable source of insight (e.g.: “I 
really can’t think clearly when I’m upset!”).  
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8. Use Competition As A Tool For Learning 
In simulations, the facilitator can make good use of “competition” as a 
lever to increase pressure on groups. This will add zest to group 
dynamics. This might apply if you want to see what effect additional 
stress has on team performance. Usually, very simple suggestions 
suffice to trigger fierce competition. This can typically be done without 
explicitly referring to competition, or even implying there’s a 
competition going on. For instance, an instruction like “try to perform 
as good as you can” will often prove to be enough, especially in the 
face of multiple teams working alongside. You can further increase 
pressure between teams by making the group differences more 
pronounced. Seemingly innocent symbols like team colors, badges, 
distinctive clothing, (even randomly assigned) team names, etc., tend 
to enhance competitive drive.  
 
 
9. Iron Out Ambiguities After Trial Runs 
Every time you run an exercise or simulation, both the facilitator and 
participants will learn from this. When you run the same exercise (or 
simulation), you as a facilitator have another chance to learn more 
from the experience, and hence enable future participants to get even 
more out of it. In particular for (relatively) new exercises, simulations 
or management games, there will be abundant opportunity to tweak 
and further hone the experience. 
 
Before you run an exercise for the first time, make sure you stage a 
trial run and then deal with the remaining ambiguities accordingly. 
Some confusion is normal, but where this doesn’t add to learning from 
the exercise you will need to iron out these glitches. This could be by 
posting or announcing the rules more clearly, adjusting some of the 
work, adding material to the handouts, or framing the exercise slightly 
differently. Practice, improve, try again, and further improve. This 
holds in particular for the briefing (see also tip# 4), but also for 
subsequent stages of the simulation. It is impossible to predict what 
you will learn, and this is true for both participants, as well as 
facilitators.  
 
 
10. “Gamification” Is A Modern Era Drive For Simulations 
“Games” in many shapes and forms have strongly come to the fore in 
our modern, digital world. Many people will immediately associate this 
with time sinks like Zynga’s games on Facebook. But “gamification” 
can take on many guises, and should mostly be associated with 
business rather than play. Games have become big business! Games 
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are a cost effective way to allow people to practice and hone new 
behaviors. 
 
Gamification is about offering people status, incentives and rewards, to 
realize better work performance, and to incentivize desired behaviors 
and business outcomes (Dave Gardner, 2012). “Rewards” can be 
tangible or intangible. Don’t underestimate the power of recognition 
and acknowledgement.  
 
 
 


