
Briefing Paper – Game-based Learning in Business and 

Economics Education 

Key quote/statement 

“Play the game for more than you can afford to lose... only then will you learn the 

game.” (W. Churchill) 

“Capitalism is a system that enshrines the gambler as an essential part of its opera-

tion ...” (D. Graeber) 

Introduction 

A salient question of game-based learning is: for which learning targets are educa-

tional games an adequate method? This question is of relevance because meta-

studies on educational effects of games (e.g. Wilson et al. 2009) lead to a slight 

skepticism regarding educational efficiency of game-based learning. This is particu-

larly valid for cognitive learning targets (not so for attitudinal ones). This is only partly 

due to the game-based learning approach as such. Often so called serious or learn-

ing games are just bad games – if at all – and frustration-based learning has justifia-

bly dropped out of fashion. 

Apart from that a more specific reason why learning games are often not satisfactorily 

effective is that it is often difficult to implement the structure of the given field of learn-

ing into the structure of a (good) game. Now the basic assumption here is that a wide 

range of phenomena belonging to the fields of business and economics show a sig-

nificant degree of similarity with forms of gaming so that lacking adequacy is not an 

excuse for the development and use of bad games in these fields.  

Structural Similarities 

The structural similarities between playing and economizing integrate topical and mo-

tivational aspects.1 

Competition is a deep-rooting anthropological trait and it is constitutive for modern 

individualistic society, which is fundamental for playing games as well as for acting in 

the economic sphere. As a motivational resource it particularly relates to taking better 

decisions or creating the better ‘product’ than (the past or) an opponent player. 

An interesting aspect of economic world is that it is not only determined by the com-

petence (cf. experiencing competence and/or creativity etc. as a major source of in-

trinsic motivation) of the different actors but also by chance. As the future is open in 

                                            

1
 Cf. for an overview Remmele ?? 



real life economy it is possible to use similar accidental game elements to create a 

usual game-specific arc of tension. 

These main similarities thus provide one part of the explanation why (learning) 

games in the fields of business and economics are countless. There are different re-

positories on the Internet (e.g. for German business games SAGSAGA2 or for Eng-

lish economic games ‘Games Economists Play’3 ) which reference educational 

games in dozens.  

Apart from similarities that make an adequate game design possible the other part of 

the explanation is the demand (with substantial willingness to pay) in different areas 

of business education that generates this multitude of games. 

Classification of Economical Games  

In order to classify the given diversity it seems reasonable to use a scheme which 

takes up the differentiations that refer to the topical fields as well as one taking ac-

count of playing affecting motivation (in contrast to mere simulation of topical struc-

tures). A basic distinction of the fields would then be a) business, i.e. mainly a com-

pany from the inside; b) microeconomics, i.e. mainly (multiple) single actors on a 

market; c) macroeconomics, i.e. the functional relations between aggregated eco-

nomic entities. 

This threefold differentiation directly asks for the game related distinction of decision 

and design, which corresponds to the distinction between choice within rules and of 

rules and thus also to different intrinsic motivations salient for playing and gaming. In 

relation to the three areas there can be games where the gaming focus is either on 

taking individual decisions or changing the design of the economical ‘game world’. 

 

Examples for typical games in business and economics 

Game idea, players role, main motivational dimensions 

 Decision Design 

                                            

2
 http://www.sagsaga.org/index.php?id=22 [30 May 2013] 

3
 Games Economists Play - Non-Computerized Classroom-Games for College Economics (by Greg Delemeester 

and Jurgen Brauer) - http://www.marietta.edu/~delemeeg/games/ [30 May 2013] 



Deciding on resources, produc-

tion figures, employees …  

Deciding within a company, i.e. 

a hierarchical institution 

Creating a business-plan; design-

ing and presenting a marketing 

strategy … 

Acting like an entrepreneur (‘crea-

tive destruction’ in an open space) Business 

Fun4 from challenge (uncertain 

outcome, multilevel of goals, 

performance feedback) 

Fun from challenge and fantasy 

Deciding on prices …  

Deciding in a market-like play-

ground of systemic interaction 

as a consumer or vendor 

Creating rules for trade interactions 

like weekly vegetable market or 

auctions for different goods …  

Acting like a game theorist 
Micro 

Fun from challenge, curiosity 

(knowledge construction) and 

schadenfreude5 

Fun from (intellectual) curiosity 

Deciding on the rules of the 

market game, like e.g. inflation 

rate, interest rates, trade bal-

ance, productivity … 

Deciding on economic policy like 

a government or president of a 

central bank  

Designing a society or economy 

with its varied factors like cities, 

social classes or castes, raw mate-

rials etc. 

Acting like god 

Macro 

Fun from challenge and (intel-

lectual) curiosity (complexity) 

Fun from fantasy and (intellectual) 

curiosity (complexity) 

 

                                            

4
 Cf. Malone/Lepper 1987. 

5
 Cf. Remmele/Whitton (forthcoming) 



Older Learners 

As business and economics are fields of adult practice a large part of the games in 

these fields are adult games. This applies e.g. to business games, as means of pro-

fessional education and further education, to consumer games, that try to prepare for 

complex decisions, or to macro-economic games/simulations, that can hardly be un-

derstood without a fully fletched school education. 

A specific focus on older adults is however not clearly visible. Though due to the 

demographic change and due to the specific accumulation of assets older adults 

should become a more and more salient target group for further education, consump-

tion of (certain) products and for comprehending financial markets (from which the 

depend in relation to old-age financial provisions). 

. 

Own research in the field 

Research concerning game-based learning at the WHL deals with the following inter-

related issues:  

- similarities between entrepreneurial motivations and gaming motivation (Remmele 

2010a; NA 2010; Remmele et al 2007.), 

- structural analysis of the relation of playing and learning (Remmele 2010b), 

- ways on how to unfurl the opaque interrelations of decisions on markets with games 

(e.g. Remmele 2010c). 

Future research agenda 

Out of the many potential issues of future research in the field of game-based learn-

ing in business and economics only two shall be picked out here: 

Microeconomic market games usually have the learning target to teach the systemic 

character of markets, i.e. the learning target is defined from a rather top down equilib-

rium-theoretic point of view. However if one looks at ‘markets’ from bottom up, mar-

kets rather appear as networks than as an equilibria-loving brainchild (e.g. White 

2005). And if one looks how microeconomic market games are usually played this 

also looks rather like the network type. Moreover the dissonance of the network like 

behaviour of the players and equilibrium-theoretic approaches seems to be a (more 

or less intended) learning path. Against this backdrop research questions come up 

regarding adequate learning targets and learning paths in microeconomic market 

games.  

In the framework of behavioral economics simple situations are designed which are 

used to analyze the decisions of the test persons. Particularly the salience of fairness 



(and other regarding ‘preferences’) in relation to individual utility maximization are in 

the focus here. In accordance with cultural differences in this relation there are also 

differences in correlation with age. Starting from here it could be very interesting to 

use games with more complex situations to analyze respective decision processes – 

potentially also in relation to the stages of the learning process concerning the eco-

nomical or managerial learning targets. 
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