DIRECT USE SIMULATIONS

ADVICE ON RUNNING THEM

These simulations involve teams making direct use of the simulation software (simulator) on their own microcomputer or while sharing a microcomputer with one or two other teams

The simulations that use this approach are:

· CONCEPT SIMULATIONS

· FUNCTIONAL SIMULATIONS

· PLANNING EXERCISES

· ANALYSIS EXERCISES

· COMPUTER ENHANCED ROLE-PLAYS

The first two activities differ from the total enterprise simulation by focusing on areas of the total business. For the Concept Simulation this is on a small range of business concepts (such as Product Life Cycle). For the Functional Simulation a single functional area is modelled and must be managed.

Unlike simulations, where time progresses as each period is simulated, Planning & Analysis Exercises involve testing different assumptions and, finally, recommending a course of action. Therefore, they replicate the case study but with an emphasis on quantitative aspects. Planning exercises involve preparing a plan or budget. Analysis exercises involve analysing data to prepare a forecast or identify problems.

Computer Enhanced Role-Plays make use of models to help the role-play. Typical of this approach is a computer enhanced sales negotiation.

These notes cover the use of direct use simulations by participants. However, for complex functional simulations and where teams are using a Decision Support System as part of a complex total enterprise simulation, the guide to tutoring "Tutor Mediated Simulations" should be read first and these notes regarded as an appendix. In other words, these notes stand on their own for short (two to four hour) concept and functional simulations, planning and analysis exercises and computer enhanced role-plays.

PROCESS FOR NON-INTERACTIVE SIMULATIONS

These are simulations where the decisions of one team do not interact with the others. This is the case with most very short simulations.

The process involves a short briefing (perhaps only five minutes). The group is then splits into teams of, perhaps, only three or four to work on the problem. After analysing the brief and deciding broad objectives, the team enters its decisions into the microcomputer and receives printed results. These results are analysed; the plan adjusted and further decisions are entered into the microcomputer. Depending on the simulation this process is repeated six to twelve times. The group then recombines for a short review.

Because the teams enter decisions when ready the teams do not make synchronous decisions as is true with interactive simulations (where one team's decisions affect the other businesses).

TUTORING NEED

Although the participants make direct use of the simulation software this does NOT eliminate the need for a tutor. In certain respects tutoring is more important if learning is to be assured.

OPPORTUNITIES & PROBLEMS

Before discussing the tutor's role, the scene is set by discussing the opportunities and problems associated with the direct use of simulations.

The direct use of simulations seems an obvious step. Microcomputers are universally available both in offices and at training centres. Because of this it seems natural that they should be available and used on management development courses. Also, it is a common expectation of delegates that a microcomputer will improve learning effectiveness and productivity.

INCREASE LEARNING PRODUCTIVITY

Potentially, the direct use of microcomputers can save time. The conventional tutor mediated simulation requires decisions to be submitted at predefined times. All decisions must be entered, simulated, results printed and the results returned in unison. Even with a skilled typist, well-designed software, a fast microcomputer and printer, this processing takes time. Time where teams may be idly waiting, with hopeful anticipation, for their results.

By allowing teams to enter their own decisions considerable time can be saved. The timetable does not have to reflect the speed of the slowest team. Although this does mean is that slower teams may simulate fewer periods. However, experience suggests that although some teams start slowly they speed up. Equally, teams that start rapidly, without sufficient planning and thought, often slow their rate of decision-making as they find the problem more challenging than anticipated.

For very short, two to four hour, sessions the direct use of the simulator is, probably, the only viable approach.

As it can take time for participants to become familiar with the software this increase in productivity may be illusory. This is especially true where standard spreadsheets are used for the simulation. (Spreadsheets are designed to simplify developing models. They are not designed for use by a third party for "What-If" planning. Also spread sheets and application software may have superfluous features that can confuse the novice user.) Unless carefully designed, learning how to use "direct use" simulations can take considerable time and, even then, its use may be error prone.

Increasing learning productivity is not beneficial if learning effectiveness is reduced. As discussed later, some teams may not spend enough time thinking and the very speed of the microcomputer takes over the process and in doing so diminishes learning.

COMPUTATIONAL POWER

By placing a microcomputer in a team room participants have access to computational power and encapsulated mathematical skills. In other words, the participants do not need to know about mathematics and statistics to use techniques based on these to unravel a business problem. This provides opportunities for new learning experiences (such as planning simulations and statistical analysis) and can enhance conventional, tutor mediated, simulations (by providing decision support systems).

Further, today's manager expects access to a microcomputer to do arithmetic. Although whether this is due to their actual previous experience with microcomputers or, whether this is because of their fear of numbers and difficulty with basic arithmetic is debatable.

The provision of packaged arithmetic support can mean that participants do not think through or understand the calculations. Further, teams may become mesmerised by the computer and consequentially the amount of strategic thinking is reduced.

TUTORING CONSIDERATIONS

The tutoring of direct use of simulations in most respects is the same as tutor mediated simulations. The main differences that must be considered are:

· BALANCING THE EXPERIENTIAL

· TEAM MAKE-UP

· HARDWARE NEEDS

· TEAM FACILITIES

· INFORMATION SHARING

· KNOWLEDGE NEEDS

· REVIEW AND DEBRIEFING

BALANCING THE EXPERIENTIAL

As suggested earlier, direct use of the simulation by participants can lead to problems. The main problem is that teams concentrate on experimenting with the simulation. As a result, they can spend little or no time thinking, reflecting on their actions and forming concepts. In other words the experiential learning cycle breaks down (Figure 1).
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Figure 1: Short Circuited Experiential Learning

This results in dissatisfaction with the experience. Especially, when, after the session, individuals reflect on what they have learned. Software can help encourage participants to spend sufficient time thinking. However, even so, the tutor must visit each team in turn to ensure that they are spending enough time thinking.

In extreme circumstances one can "drag the participants screaming and kicking" from the microcomputer. However, usually, all that is necessary is to question the team on its objectives, strategies and analysis of the results so far.

With simulations, teams will not be able to decide objectives before making some decisions. However, they may become so enamoured with the experience they may forget objectives. By pressing a group to decide objective they are forced to focus on these. (After all "if you don't know where you are going any road will get you there".)

It may be useful to suggest that one "key objective" can be chosen to optimise. Following this, several "secondary objectives" should be chosen and minimum performance levels set for can. So, teams will have a target but realise a single objective is unreasonable.

Once objectives are set the tutor should note these (for the review session and to remind forgetful teams). These objectives can be written on a flip chart and displayed prominently. However, the tutor may not wish to do this immediately. Rather he or she might wait to see if teams do it. Only if this is not done (and the team is drifting away from focused discussion) should the tutor remind the team of its objectives. (By writing them on the flip chart, perhaps without comment!)

TEAM FORMULATION

For short, simple, two to four hour simulations, teams may be as few as three or four participants. Teams of less than three should be avoided as there will be insufficient interaction.

Again, for short, simple simulations the restricted scope and knowledge needs means that it is not usually necessary to balance the team in terms of knowledge and experience.

HARDWARE NEEDS

Several microcomputers, each with a printer, must be provided. The provision of a printer allows results to be printed. The printer overcomes the problem of restricted screen size and, more importantly, allows teams to withdraw from the computer to discuss the results. This withdrawal ensures reflection, thinking, discussion and argument.

Usually one microcomputer and printer is required for each team - although, with some simulations, it is possible for two or three teams to share a microcomputer. By sharing, teams are forced to think and plan carefully before they use the microcomputer.

Sharing a microcomputer may be necessary if the simulation is being run in a hotel where there is only a portable computer and printer. Under these circumstances, time can be saved if the tutor enters decisions for the teams. Because of the tutor's knowledge of the simulation and the simulator, it may be possible for up to four teams share the same microcomputer. This means that a group of up to twenty can be accommodated. Also, this approach allows the tutor to evaluate decisions, judge learning and provoke discussion.

Because the microcomputer is now central to the learning process it is advisable to have a spare machine and printer. Also, software compatibility must be checked. This is especially important if the computers are connected to a "user friendly" network, where the printers and microcomputers are not usually used together or where the software makes extensive use of graphics. (Checking graphics compatibility is not just a question of the software working but whether it works fast enough.)

INFORMATION SHARING

Tutor mediated simulations (where the decisions are processed by the tutor) automatically provide facilities to share "business research information". However, usually, this is not true of direct use simulations. Yet, sharing information is valuable. Sharing information enriches the team's knowledge of the situation they are managing.

If a team is diverging, either in terms of results or speed of decision making, sharing information provides a corrective mechanism.

Teams whose results are poor and are making decisions too rapidly will be driven to spend more time thinking. Equally, teams that making decisions too slowly will increase their rate of decision making.

However, with Planning Simulations it is sensible not to share information as learning is enhanced if each team produces a different plan and has to justify this during the review. 

Information sharing can be accomplished by using the proforma charts that record progress.

TEAM FACILITIES

Teams can be located either in separate rooms or in a single large room.

Using individual team rooms has the advantage that teams can make charts and operate in complete privacy. But, it makes it more difficult for the tutor to observe and correct team behaviour. The tutor is less available to answer questions and to question the team. Also, since the tutor is outside the decision-processing loop, it is more difficult to identify problems if the teams work in separate rooms In contrast, spreading the teams around a large room allows the tutor to observe team behaviour. The tutor is immediately available to answer questions, ask questions and share information. Also, a single room can be used for the whole course. An example of a suitable layout is shown in Figure 2.
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Figure 2: Layout of single large room

KNOWLEDGE NEEDS

With the direct use simulations the tutor does not, automatically, see team decisions and results. Yet this is important to judge a team's need for coaching and how their learning is progressing. Therefore the tutor must visit teams to gather this information. Also, much of this information is necessary for the review session.

REVIEW AND DEBRIEFING

Decision support use (part of a conventional, interactive simulation) and long functional simulations may have a long review with each team giving a "board presentation". In contrast direct use simulations are generally short (two to four hours) and therefore the review must be short (possibly no more than fifteen minutes).

Short reviews means that there is not time for teams to prepare. Equally, the tutor does not have time to prepare. Therefore, these reviews must be more structured than those for longer simulations.

A series of questions should be prepared with a proforma to display and compare key results. It also helps if the tutor notes highlights as the session progressed.
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