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 Abstract 

In contemporary world, there is a constant need for leadership development. Technological 

advancements, excessive uncertainty and severe hostility on one hand and high expectations 

from subordinates, pressure from stakeholders on another hand force leaders to develop more 

skills and competencies in order to succeed. Leadership competencies represent a set of 

behaviours that are seen to be crucial to deliver desired outcomes. Organisations design 

competencies models that are used for diverse reasons within human resources management, 

such as employee selection, career development, succession planning, performance 

management and employee development. The current most common practices in leadership 

competencies development applied by organisations include coaching and mentoring, 

360‐degree feedback, specific job assignments, networking, action learning, corporate case 

studies, computer simulations, experiential learning and of course classroom‐type leadership 

training. However, the future generation of employees are the nowadays youngsters whose 

life is widely influenced by technology. A specific interest among them is in online and 

computer-based games, on which they spend a considerable amount of time per week. Games 

in general were proven to be an effective tool for education among children and young adults 

and were discussed to be useful for adults as well.  

Presented research is performed with the goal to create an understanding of the game-based 

learning approach to leadership competencies development. Our first ambition for the 

research was to find out what leadership competencies are most likely to be developed though 

GBL approach. We came to the results that GBL approach can be effective in developing 

social interaction competencies such as motivation, facilitation, coaching, effective 

communication, collaborative negotiation, effective teamwork and such cognitive 

competencies as strategic thinking, decision making, problem solving and technical 

competency. Our second aim for the research was to draw on a conceptual framework in form 

of an experiment to answer to the question of how effective game-based learning for 

development of leadership competencies is. The experiment model proposed in this 

conceptual paper was designed by us by putting together elements in form of such games as 

―Spaghetti Tour‖; ―Strategic thinking game with 8 players" for measurement and ―Acquire‖ 

board game for development of the ―strategic thinking‖ leadership competency. 

Key words: Leadership competencies, Game-based learning, Conceptual research, 

educational game, leadership development, competency measurement, strategic thinking 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Background  

Leadership is a widely discussed topic nowadays. It is seen as a solution to many problems an 

organization may face. Day and Dragoni (2015) discussed that many organizations are 

investing in leadership development because they see leadership as a source of competitive 

advantage. Mallon (2017) claims that leadership development is a crucial step in increasing 

the engagement and productivity of the employees. Only in United States, leadership 

development programs and other supporting management and executive education activities 

represented a USD 45 billion market (Lamoureux, 2007).  Leadership development can take 

different forms. On one hand if leadership is treated as a process, the development measures 

focus on exploring the context in which leadership occurs, the history in which leadership is 

embedded, the characteristics of the followers, the timings of events. Another approach to 

leadership development focuses on the personal skills, characteristics, values and 

competencies. In this study we want to explore the leadership development through 

understanding leadership competencies. In terms of competencies we adopt the definition 

offered by Shet et al. (2017, p.3) stating that a competency refers to the ―ability to apply/use 

knowledge, behaviours, personal attributes, capabilities, and skills for crucial tasks or 

functions while working in a specified role/position‖.  

Once an organisation knows what the competencies are its leaders should have and at what 

level, internal development programs are designed. The main objective of those programs is 

to help employees acquire knowledge; develop skills and competencies in order to apply 

them ultimately to their professional activities. 

The interest in leadership development among the organisations, the high interest of current 

youngsters who will represent future work force in online, computer-based and board games; 

and current studies supporting that game-based learning represents a more effective learning 

tool in comparison with other education approaches, including multiple advantages especially 

for adults learning (Wait and Frazer, 2018; Sousa and Rocha, 2018; Joseph, 2016) motivated 

us to look for the relation between game-based learning approach and leadership 

competencies development.  
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1.2 Problem statement 

The concept of learning is studied from multiple perspectives, and primarily developed in the 

psychological field over a long evolutionary history. The application of learning at the 

organizational level was mainly determined as a collectivity of individual training, learning 

and development. Individual learning leads to learning in the organization which is linked to 

its development and growth (Wang and Pervaiz, 2003). 

The need for leadership development within an organization is determined by external and 

internal factors (Dalakoura, 2010). Competition, rapid technological advancements, excessive 

uncertainty and severe hostility are some of the external factors which make organizations 

experience enormous turbulence that calls for a higher speed in decision making, but also 

challenges the organizational landscape in which leaders are expected to perform. 

Technological advancements call for immediate availability and distribution of knowledge. 

So in order for organizations to become more flexible and be able to respond with speed, they 

are forced to flatten their hierarchies and decentralize decision‐making. Many leaders end up 

in receiving reporting from multiple teams, who already are viewed not just as traditional 

―bosses‖ but expected to act also like coordinators, coaches, and consultants (Conger, 1993). 

The pressure on leaders comes from the subordinates as well, who are less tolerant of any 

interpersonal weaknesses of their superiors. Followers expect their leaders to be more 

interpersonally competent in order to succeed in being truly influential as organizational 

leaders. Many organizations, understanding the complexity of external and internal factors, 

choose to give a high priority to leadership development. However, practice reveals that some 

organizations do not treat leadership development as an integral part of the competitive 

strategy formulation process (McClelland, 1994). 

Over the past decade, many researchers have contributed to the literature on leadership 

competencies with most of them showing the advantages of implementing competencies as a 

management philosophy in individual and organizational contexts. Some scholars have 

doubted the role of leadership competencies in enhancing business performance over a period 

of time. Daily and Dalton (1997); Barker (1997) argue for the limitations, supporting the idea 

by saying that most often there is no reasonable agreement on what competencies are 

leadership competencies, that there is no way to differentiate what makes a good leader from 

what makes an effective manager or an effective person and lastly people who emerge from 

these training programs rarely become what anyone might define as good leaders. 

Nevertheless, companies continue to implement leadership competencies and researchers 
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continue to study them. 

The problem with leadership development is that it represents a complex process which 

requires implications of many participants. Leadership training with in‐house or external 

trainers, in practice remains to be the most common way of developing specific 

competencies. However, it is debatable what is the level of impact and applicability of the 

knowledge and skills developed. This asks for the need to investigate for other, probably 

more creative and effective approaches, game-based learning being one of these approaches.  

Games, in different forms, have been around us for a long period. Some, like video and 

mobile games, were developed more recently in the context of technological development, 

and others, like board games were played for over four thousand years (Hinebaugh, 2009, 

p.4). Early board games were designed in different forms and were a high source of 

entertainment and education. Games and their implication to education are of high 

importance nowadays, especially because they take a big part in today‘s generation life. 

Youngsters nowadays spend at least seven hours per week playing online games 

(www.limelight.com), which may influence the way they, as future employees, will be 

trained or the way they will assimilate new knowledge within the organisation.  

There are a number of arguments being discussed for why games create an effective learning 

environment. Some of these arguments have little or no empirical support, whereas others are 

deeply grounded in existing theory and research.  Game-based learning has a high impact on 

learning, because it provides a teaching framework in which the participants are actively 

involved in a decision making process (Wait and Frazer, 2018), in which they also have to 

take into consideration other participants decisions, in such way that they reinforce their 

learning through continuous feedback, as they have to analyze the effect of other participants 

decisions on their own. Games motivate learners to stay engaged over longer periods through 

a series of game features that are of a motivational nature (Plass and Homer and Kinzer, 

2015), engage each player in a way that reflects a specific situation and offer an environment 

in which players can learn from failure, which is discussed by Plass, Perlin and Nordlinger 

(2010) to be of a critical importance in a learning process. 

The problem with game-based learning research in relation to leadership is that there are 

limited studies discussing how a GBL approach to leadership competencies development 

would look like. The vast majority of studies are oriented on children learning, and the ones 

covering the adult‘s learning part are discussing GBL in terms of knowledge and skill 

(competence) development, and no studies discuss if GBL should replace the classical ways 

of competency development or should be applied exclusively as an additional tool in a 

http://www.limelight.com/
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training process. 

 

1.3 Research questions and aim 

Our research is motivated by the curiosity of finding the relation between game-based 

learning which include board games, card games, mobile games, and video games (Wait and 

Frazer, 2018) and leadership competencies development. Taking into consideration the long-

time interest in games, the argued value of game-based learning practices on adults learning 

and corporations‘ investments in leadership development; we find it important to understand 

for which leadership development needs a GBL approach may be appropriate. This leads us 

to our first research question: 

1.  Which leadership competencies are more likely to be developed through game-based 

learning? 

The findings from this question might be useful for those involved in management 

development to give more consideration to the potential value of game-based learning 

approaches in the development of specific leadership competencies.  

 

The general purpose of the research project is to offer insights on the question of the 

effectiveness and potential value of game-based learning approaches to developing the 

leadership competencies. Whereas there is a lack of empirical studies proving the 

effectiveness of GBL approach to competencies development, we consider it critical to first 

conceptually investigate the relation between competencies and game-based learning, and 

how a study of the possibilities of GBL in leadership development could look like. 

This guided us to formulate the next research question: 

2. How effective is game-based learning for developing leadership competencies? 

This research question needs to be studied empirically to be fully answered. To be able to do 

that, we will suggest a game-based experiment that could possibly measure the leadership 

development through game-based learning. 

The results of this research question may serve as motivation and theoretical basis for future 

researchers who will choose to perform an empirical study. 

 

 

 

 



 

10 

 

1.4. Limitations and delimitations of the study 

Limitations of the study identifies potential weaknesses, the nature of self-report, evaluation 

of instruments and samples used (Botes, 2002). Given the vast number of articles found on 

global leadership competencies as well as on game-based learning, it was surprising to find 

only a handful of articles that linked the two concepts together and no studies which measure 

the efficiency of game-based learning approach for the development of leadership 

competencies. 

Our study is limited in terms of the possibility that the literature search methodology, while 

extensive, may have ‗missed‘ some studies reporting on the use of game-based learning to 

leadership competencies development. In our case, we acknowledge that we might have been 

unsuccessful in determining the most suitable criteria to determine the meaning of the 

concepts; that we did not explore fully the social context, nature and circumstances of the 

concepts so we missed the sensitivity to the cultural and social milieu in which the concepts 

of the study may be used. Additionally, the study may provide indications of potential 

generalizations that should be considered with more organizations across sectors. 

Delimitation addresses how a study will be narrowed in scope, that is, how it is bounded 

(Botes, 2002). In our study we will not review nor focus our energy on gamification process, 

which is very often treated in parallel with GBL within an organization, as in our perspective 

it is a partitioned concept which should be studied separately. Additionally, we will not focus 

on GBL focusing on young children, as our focus is to identify whether it could be an 

effective approach to adult‘s development. 

 

1.5 Thesis structure 

The current research paper is designed to study the relation between game-based learning 

approach and development of leadership competencies. The second chapter incorporates the 

description of the adopted methodological approach, including research questions and aim, 

the main contribution of this paper, the process of literature search and ethical concerns. The 

third chapter covers an in-depth analysis of leadership competencies concept, how 

competencies can be measured and approach to leadership development through 

competencies development. The fourth chapter provides a look into the psychological 

foundations of learning with games, the particularities of educational games and the results of 

the inquiry of current research in terms of which competencies are most likely to be 
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developed through GBL approach are presented. The fifth chapter comprehends the response 

to the second research question where a model for a game-based experiment to measure the 

leadership competency development is described. 

The findings of the study and future implications for practitioners and scholars will be 

discussed in the conclusion of the research paper.  
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2. Methodological Approach 

2.1 Conceptual Research 

Cropanzano (2009) discussed that the conceptual research approach is most common as a 

method of analysis in social sciences and philosophy. A conceptual research is aiming at 

providing an in-depth discussion of a topic that the writer has a strong position on, usually 

with the intent of trying to conceptualize something new or something where there may be 

limited theoretical frameworks available as of yet in areas where it is believed action should 

be taken in the near future (Chasan-Taber, 2014). It was also mentioned by Cropanzano 

(2009) that this approach to research may be used as an instructional tool that may have 

developed as a result of extensive research, committee input and/or as a result of the outcome 

of a current project; it can be used as a tool for providing guidance for implementation of a 

program or could also be applied for discussing best practices, philosophies and other related 

issues to the proposed research questions. In our case the conceptual research approach was 

chosen in order to discuss in-depth the topic of leadership competencies development through 

the game-based learning approach. The topic was built based on our personal and 

professional interests – personally we enjoy and often play board games with friends and 

professionally, our team is formed from one HR management practitioner and one HR 

management enthusiast; and competencies development is a hot topic in human resources 

management field. Additionally, the current conceptual paper intends on studying the relation 

between the two concepts and contributes with the model of a game-based experiment for 

measuring the effectiveness of GBL approach to LC development.  

The importance of conducting a conceptual research is described by Chasan-Taber (2014) 

who claimed that such type of a research may approach a new topic which was not discussed 

before or may introduce a new perspective on an often-discussed topic or connect two 

different subjects which were generally not associated before. A conceptual research may 

succeed in developing new solutions, skills and knowledge. In consequence, the research 

paper may involve or attract a new category of readers, attract evaluation and criticism from 

the readers for the topic which may be turned in another research work. Our conceptual paper 

is important as we aim to study two dimensions which were poorly discussed before and we 

hope to attract the interest of practitioners of human resources management who may take in 

consideration the potential value of game-based learning approaches in the development of 

leadership competencies.  
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Our research paper does not include collecting and analysing empirical data, because its focus 

is mainly on integration of the two concepts and understanding the relation between them. 

Thus, the purpose is to develop logical and complete arguments for associations rather than 

test them empirically (Gilson and Goldberg, 2015). 

Though this method of analysis has gained popularity (Cropanzano, 2009), there are sharp 

critiques of the method. However, most agree that conceptual analysis is a useful method of 

analysis but should be used in conjunction with other methods of analysis to produce better, 

understandable results.  

In conclusion, when we chose the topic of our research, we paired two topics of interest. 

Firstly, being the leadership development with emphasis on competencies, mainly because in 

Human Resources Management competencies are playing an important role, specifically in 

such processes like recruitment, performance management, career development and training. 

Secondly, games represent a fun topic, being a part of the majority‘s life. Being ourselves big 

fans of board games, we thought that it would be interesting to find out if game-based 

learning approach can be applied in an organizational context, if it could represent an 

effective learning approach to leadership competencies and if so, which are the competencies 

that are more likely to be developed through GBL approach.  

  

 

2.2 Building a Theoretical Model for Empirical Study 

There are several dictionary definitions for the term model, but one that is more appropriate 

for our study is ―a theoretical projection of a possible or imaginary system‖ (Juristo and 

Moreno, 2000, p.104). Scholars described two concepts of models: system and problem. 

System model is the one created based on theories, which then serve as basis for a real 

projection. The problem model is the theoretic model which derives from the reality, as an 

output of analysis with the purpose of gaining and making sense of that reality. This paper 

adopts characteristics of both modelling types, as we aim at developing a theoretical model 

for empirical study, based on current theories and results of other empirical studies.   

In the pursuit of the answer to whether game-based learning approach is effective in relation 

to leadership competencies development we designed a theoretical model for an experiment 

which may clarify how productive the learning approach to competency development is by 

measuring the competency level before and after the game intervention. 
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The research paper covers the discussion about the theoretical models that describe learning 

with games, by reviewing the design elements of games that stimulate learning by 

encouraging learners‘ cognitive, behavioural, affective, and socio-cultural engagement with 

the subject, covering the key theories from education and psychology that are the most 

pertinent to game-based learning. The last but not the least, leadership development and 

competency frameworks within organizational reality are discussed. 

The proposed research project represents an exploratory study, due to the fact that through 

the chosen topic we will be seeking new insights in the theoretical and practical frameworks 

of game-based learning and leadership competencies.  As the research topic will emphasize 

subjective meanings and social phenomena and focus on details of the situation (Saunders et 

al, p. 119) the interpretivism philosophy will be adopted. This study is conceptual in nature 

and another subsequent study will be required to validate the study propositions. 

 

 

2.3 The Inquiry Process of Pertinent Literature 

The starting point for our research project was to understand what our personal and 

professional interests are. We identified that we both share the curiosity in regard to games as 

an entertainment and educational tool. Also, we derived inspiration from the topic that 

connected us in the first place – leadership. We decided to focus on leadership competencies 

as after literature review, we observed that it is very often used as an approach to leadership 

development.  

In the phase of inquiry process, we read articles within the field of experimental psychology, 

human resources management and business in general, pedagogy and learning capabilities 

and leadership. We started with exploring the topic of game-based learning, from which we 

understood that it is a widely spread practice in pedagogy with the focus on young children. 

We observed also a tendency in later studies of linking game-based learning to adults 

learning as well. We then continued the search in the direction of learning theories, as we 

wanted to deepen our understanding of how learning happens, what motivates and stimulates 

it. Then we focused on leadership development and narrowed our search to leadership 

competencies, where we found that even if the most common way of leadership development 

within an organization is focused on competencies development, it is also a frequently 

criticized approach to leadership development.   
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Jaccard and Jacoby (2010) stated that a conventional approach to collect and identify the 

relevant literature is to use databases of scientific journals, articles, and books or computer 

searches. We, therefore, used Google Scholar as an engine to find articles and books related 

to our topic. At the same time, we used the ―OneSearch‖ search engine provided by the 

library of the Linnaeus University.  

Since we adopted the conceptual research approach, the validity and credibility of the 

literature became our base line. Our first criterion for screening of the articles was to make 

sure we use only the academic studies, in order to avoid the misleading information provided 

by consulting companies, which sometimes may publish information with a commercial 

purpose of promoting indirectly its services. This was taken in consideration mainly in 

treating the topic of leadership competencies.  

The main keywords we used to make sense of out topic were: ‖Game-based learning‖ AND 

‖Organizational learning‖; ‖Leadership development‖ AND ‖Competencies‖; ‖Game-based 

learning‖ AND ‖Leadership Competencies‖. We then used each article‘s reference list for 

further search. Another topic for search was in regard to designing and performing an 

experiment, including the search of an appropriate game which may enhance the leadership 

competencies development.   

 

2.4 Ensuring Ethical Concerns 

Taking into consideration that this research represents a conceptual paper, the main issues we 

have to anticipate and avoid includes the way we treat the current theories and empirical 

studies, which serve as basis for our work. Firstly, credible and valid sources are treated with 

priority and high consideration. By this we mean academic articles, which treated topics 

critically, discussing not just the positive aspects of a concept but also its limitations. 

Secondly, all measures were adopted in order to avoid plagiarism. This includes following 

the same pattern in sources referencing and citation, specifically Harvard style. Additionally, 

we are treating the major declarations of scholars with an optimal level of criticism, meaning 

that we are searching for counter arguments for the stated advantages or benefits of different 

approaches.  
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3. Leadership Competencies 

This chapter represents an inquiry of the current studies discussing leadership competencies. 

Firstly, ―competency‖ term is clarified by viewing how it is defined by different scholars. The 

concept of competency is explained by making clear the distinction from competence and 

why it is important to not lump the concepts together. Further the history of competencies 

research is presented with the purpose of understanding where it starts and what were the 

implications of competencies along the evolution of the studies. Before discussing the 

principles for development of leadership competencies, an inquiry in methods of 

measurement and assessment of competencies is made. 

 

3.1 Defining competency 

Shet et al. (2017) defined a competency as the ability to apply/use knowledge, behaviours, 

personal attributes, capabilities, and skills for crucial tasks or functions while working in a 

specified role/position. A competency is viewed as a mediator between the individual‘s 

capacity and job‘s needs. However, there exists ambiguity in how ―competency‖ is defined. 

As per Hoffmann (1999), the definition varies with competency utilization and user 

requirements. Accordingly, competencies have been defined from various perspectives in the 

literature. Boyatzis (1982) defined competency as a fundamental attribute of a person which 

may be a trait, knowledge, motive, and skill, or social role which one uses. Dubois (1993) 

supported that competency represents the capacity to apply knowledge, abilities, skills, 

behaviours, and personal characteristics to perform successfully in a given role or position. In 

Wynne and Stringer‘s (1997) opinion, a competency is a hegemonic concept; they identified 

it with everything a person should by, have, know and do to be successful in his/her job. 

Bartram (2005) described competency as a group of behaviours that are influential in the 

delivery of desired outcomes. Back in 1993, Charles Woodruffe explained competencies also 

with the term ―behaviour‖, which one needs to perform to achieve performance. His 

statement derived from the work of Boyatzis, who distinguished functions, tasks and relevant 

competencies. In Boyatzis‘ example, one of the tasks of the planning function is to determine 

the goals of the organization. For that case, the relevant competencies for performing that 

function would be efficiency orientation, proactivity, diagnostic use of concepts, and concern 

with impact. Woodruffe explained that the distinction is between the aspects of the job that 

have to be performed competently and what people need to bring to the job in order to 
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perform the aspects to the required level of competence. It is a distinction that leads to the 

definition of a competency – the set of behaviours that one needs to bring to a position in 

order to perform its tasks and functions with competence.  

For a better understanding of the term competency, we took a look into the comparative 

analysis to seek for differences from competence, which in some studies is referred as skills.  

 

3.1.1 Competency VS Competence 

Even if some dictionaries may lump the concepts together and present them as 

interchangeable, Christopher Rowe (1995) suggests that ―competence‖ refers to a skill and 

the standard of performance reached while ―competency‖ means the behaviour by which it is 

achieved. In other words, one describes what people can do while the other focuses on how 

they do it.  

Clarification in distinction is important, because it may avoid the confusion in the processes 

of recruitment, performance evaluation and, which is more important for this paper, people 

development. Rowe (1995) explains that competence models focus on what people can do; 

require clear and measurable standards and at the same time exclude grading. The scholar 

argues that there is no ―partially competent‖, comparing it with death: ―you cannot be slightly 

dead, reasonably dead or totally dead; you are either alive or dead‖ (Rowe, 1995, p.14). On 

the other side, competencies models focus on how people behave and contrary to 

competences - can be graded. 

Competences deal with the job itself (e.g. staff management) as far as competencies deal with 

the behaviours people need to display in order to do the job effectively (e.g. sensitivity). The 

job itself consists of a set of roles and deliverables, each of which requires a set of individual 

competencies. The problem is that some lists of competencies confuse these two by including 

together what people must be able to do, with what they need to do it effectively. This raises 

issues when the competency list is put to use. For example, if the list is used in an assessment 

process, it can lead to disruption in validity of the assessment (Woodruffe, 1990). This may 

happen because the team of assessors may fail in understanding what particular competency 

should be credited with a particular piece of behaviour. For this reason, the two variables of 

competencies and competences must be kept separate.  
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Another dimension for difference between competence and competency is the area of focus 

(Teodorescu, 2006). The main focus for competency models is to define skills, knowledge, 

attributes, and behaviours that successful people have, or people occupying a specific 

position should have. So, the desire outcome of a competency approach is to replicate or 

develop those competencies in people from the organization through hiring, training, 

assessment and development programs. With competence models the main focus is to define 

measurable, specific, and objective milestones describing what people have to accomplish to 

consistently achieve or exceed the goals for their role, team, division, and whole 

organization.  

 

The form the two frameworks take is different as well. With competency modelling, the 

framework takes the form of a spreadsheet, list, graphic, or interactive program that includes 

the knowledge, skills, attributes, and desirable behaviour thought to be necessary for high 

performance in a specific job. With competence models the framework includes the process 

used to generate the required results, related tasks, the critical step-by-step accomplishments, 

best practices of top performers and the environmental support required to build and maintain 

desired performance as well as the current obstacles in the path of achieving needed results. 

The application of the two models is also distinctive. Competency models are used by 

organizations in a variety of ways to build hiring, training, evaluation, and assessment 

programs. Competence models most often are used to assess measurable gaps, direct people 

to tools, resources, and training that are aligned directly with the work results required of the 

job and with the goals of the organization.  

 

One major problem discussed by Teodorescu (2006) about competencies approach is that the 

statements which include knowledge, skills, attribute and behaviours may be very broad and 

may not link directly to the actual day-to-day work. People may interpret competencies 

differently, which can lead to variability in performance, they may fail in understanding of 

the connection between achievement of competencies and their daily job. Furthermore, 

managers may have difficulties in systematically assessing, developing and coaching 

competencies, because they may be subjective, not directly observable in day to day 

performance and not easily measurable.  
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3.2 A brief history of competencies research 

In the 1970s, McClelland (1973) introduced the concept of competency in the context of 

debate for the change of conventional intelligence evaluation criteria in higher education 

systems. The study served as conceptual basis for the research performed by other scholars 

who looked for competencies‘ theoretical and practical applicability in varied fields such as 

vocational/teacher education, human resource management, and business (Spencer and 

Spencer, 1993). 

Multiple scholars discussed and promoted competency models to be used for diverse reasons 

within human resources management, such as employee development, employee selection, 

career development, succession planning, and performance management (Shippmann et al., 

2000; Le Deist and Winterton, 2005; Heinsman et al., 2008). McClelland (1998) advocated 

the utilization of competency models for developing behaviourally based interview criteria 

and assessment tools. The same can also prepare employees for role changes via development 

plans, training, and feedback obtained through a performance review system based on 

competency frameworks (Gangani, McLean, and Braden, 2008; Lucia and Lepsinger, 1999; 

Rodriguez et al., 2002). More recent scholars focused on researching the nature of leadership 

competencies and techniques on how to develop them (Reyes et al., 2016; Norzailan et al., 

2016). 

One direction in competencies studies was determined by the scholars who focused on 

identifying and designing competencies and competencies frameworks. In 1982, Boyatzis in 

the adventure to find out which of the characteristics of managers are related to effective 

performance in a variety of management jobs in a variety of organizations came up with 

developing a managerial competency framework. This was modelled by studying more than 

2,000 managers from 12 different organizations, performing 41 different managerial jobs. As 

the result  of the study, the following competencies were identified: efficiency orientation, 

proactivity, diagnostic use of concepts, concern with impact, self-confidence, use of oral 

presentations, use of socialized power, managing group process, self-control, etc. Gentry and 

Leslie (2007) performed the research with the aim of identifying what are the main leadership 

competencies. As a result of surveying 24,000 employees across 101 companies in 30 

sectors; it was found risk-taking, employee leadership, strategic thinking, optimal talent 

allocation, communication, mentoring, change management, decision-making, listening, 

innovation and power to be among the main leadership competencies. Mühlbacher et al. 
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(2013) looked for competencies crucial for middle managers in China, and found team 

building, co-ordination, execution, continuous learning, and communication to be important. 

Forster, Parrer, and Wöss (2013) assessed managerial competencies in Australian 

organizations, particularly focusing on start-ups, and found out that personal competencies 

such as self-confidence and ambition are deemed more crucial. AlMazrouei and Zacca (2015) 

went investigating specific competencies and skills that expatriate managers need to lead 

organizations, in order to inform organizations on how they can better identify and develop 

leadership skills that lead to enhanced performance. It was concluded that there is a 

difference between the competencies a leader apply in their home country and those they use 

in a different country. Most of the differences related to language and approaches to 

communication. The name and description of each competency varies from each scholar, as 

there is a lack of a universal framework and of an integrated approach to competencies. 

Therefore, most companies develop their own competency frameworks.  

The implication of competencies studies in performance assessment and management of 

employees was widely discussed by many scholars. Spencer and Spencer (1993) developed 

the job-competency assessment method that obliged organizations to change their emphasis 

from conventional job descriptions to developing a competency model by appraising the main 

individual characteristics associated with average-to-excellent job performance. Woodruffe 

(1993) supported that competencies are dimensions of behaviour which are related to superior 

job performance and debated for assessment-centre trend that emphasized organization 

specific groups of competencies to define failure and success. Dubois (1993) and Burgoyne 

(1993) argued that organizational performance depends on individuals‘ performance and if an 

organization looks for increasing its results, it should focus on developing employees‘ 

competencies. Rowe (1995) continued the study on competencies by focusing on their role in 

development of staff and the scholar ended up his research by distinguishing between the 

intellectual and morally based competencies, in order to understand what category is possible 

to develop in an organizational context.  

Competencies implications in organisational management were discussed by scholars as well. 

Lawler (1994) introduced the concept of competency-based organization as a contrary to job-

based organizations. The concept supports the idea that organizational systems should be 

designed in the way in which individual competencies are treated as primary focus, meaning 

that the competitive advantage may be obtained as a result of managing individual 
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competencies, which may lead to organizational development. Individual performance then 

should be recognized and rewarded accordingly. This was the idea promoted by Zingheim et 

al. (1996) who debated that remuneration should be linked with competency-frameworks. 

Antonacopoulou and FitzGerald (1996) argued in their research that competencies are crucial 

as organizations continuously strive to prepare successful and effective leaders. Competency 

approaches are being utilized to share organizational culture in the form of mission and 

values and compensate those employees who learn and adopt organizational competencies 

(Fogg, 1999; Lucia and Lepsinger, 1999; Zingheim et al., 1996). Additionally, competencies 

were discussed to have implications to knowledge management. For assuring individual and 

organizational development, competencies should be integrated in the learning management 

systems as well (Draganidis and Mentzas, 2006). 

Another implication of competencies was discussed by Intagliata, Ulrich, and Smallwood 

(2000), who pointed out how organizational leadership competencies and competency 

frameworks can yield a leadership brand. According to the scholars, leadership branding 

refers to the same kind of process as in marketing, where product branding gives the products 

an identity within the marketplace. In scholars‘ opinion, competencies are a critical lever to 

produce leadership branding within an organization, because competencies guide direction, 

are measurable, can be learned and can help integrate management practices. 

We can conclude from the review of the history of studies performed on ―competencies‖ 

topic, that whereas earlier studies focused more on the identification of competencies, recent 

works have focused on their real-life application. We noted that a large number of scholars 

advocated for the application of competency studies in human resources management 

practices such as selection, training, performance management, compensation management 

and leadership development. This part of our research contributed to our understanding of the 

importance of competencies to leadership development in an organisational context.  

 

3.3 Leadership Competencies Measurement 

We consider it imperative to study the aspects of leadership competencies assessment before 

inquiring into their development process. Conger and O‘Neill (2012) stated that accurate 

assessment of leadership competencies serves as the foundation of effective talent 

management practices for leaders.  
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Bird and Stevens (2013) conducted a study in which professional literature was reviewed in 

order to identify what are the methods and tools for competencies measurement. The most 

commonly used leadership competency assessment tools (12 in total) were found to be 

questionnaire measures. All twelve questionnaire tools represented self-report measures of 

interests, values, or evaluations of performance. Three of the measures offer a 360-degree 

rating option, where the leader could solicit ratings from others such as subordinates, 

supervisors or peers. Despite the fact that the questionnaire approach to competency 

evaluation is the most common method; it fails to assess behaviour in a realistic job-related 

setting, and, therefore, it neglects to measure important components of competencies, such as 

behaviours and skills (Herd et al., 2016). Meriac et al. (2008) argued that questionnaire 

measures of personality, interest, and past behaviour evaluations can only provide ‗signs‘ of 

possible potential behaviour. That means that questionnaire measures can only suggest what 

actual performance may look like, which may not translate into an accurate picture of a 

person‘s actual behaviour in various situations.  

The most accurate method of leadership competencies measurement is assessment centre 

(AC) method. In contrast to questionnaire measures alone, leadership ACs are designed 

specifically to measure all components of competencies (Jackson, Lance, and Hoffman 

2012), including skills, attributes, and behaviours. ACs are used for selection and leadership 

development purposes (Eurich et al., 2009; Simonenko et al., 2013; Spychalski et al., 1997), 

mostly because of its construct, content and criterion-related validity (Thornton, Rupp, and 

Hoffman, 2015; Thornton et al. 2000; Thornton and Rupp, 2006), their reliance on multiple 

raters and multiple exercises to assess multiple leadership competencies (Gatewood, Field, 

and Barrick, 2011; Simonenko et al. 2013; Thornton and Byham 1982).  

An AC typically lasts for 1–5 days, during which time assessment takes part in multiple 

exercises, when trained raters evaluate the extent to which participants exhibit behaviours 

indicative of successful leadership performance (Herd et al, 2016). Common assessment 

exercises include a variety of measurement tools to cover all facets of competencies, such as 

role play, leaderless group discussion, in-basket, structured interview, case analysis, 

personality and cognitive ability tests, and in-depth simulation exercises (Thornton, Rupp, 

and Hoffman 2015). The most common leadership performance dimensions which are 

measured in ACs include initiative, planning and organizing, strategic thinking, 

consideration/awareness of others, tenacity, adaptability, tolerance for stress and oral 

communication (Gatewood, Field, and Barrick, 2011; Meriac et al.2008; Thornton and 

Byham 1982). Many of the mentioned dimensions, such as adaptability, initiative, strategic 
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thinking, tolerance to stress and oral communication are competencies identified as crucial 

for leadership (Mendenhall et al., 2013). 

The main purpose of AC approach is to measure the competencies. In order to assure validity 

and credibility of the results, Herd et al. (2016) discuss four steps in designing an AC. The 

first step is competency identification and definition, which includes job analysis and 

competency modelling process to identify the specific leadership competencies to be targeted 

(Jokinen, 2005; Lievens and Thornton, 2005; Lucia and Lepsinger 1999). The process of 

modelling the competencies includes collecting job-related data from exemplary performers 

in the targeted job position where specific behaviours, skills, and attributes that make up a 

particular competency are identified. Critical incident situations and behavioural examples in 

which the leadership competency is demonstrated can then be used to specifically define the 

competency, so that assessment of the competency is clear. Leadership competencies also 

need to correspond to the organization's particular strategy and business model (Intagliata. et 

al.; 2000), because once assessment and development programs are implemented in isolation 

of the business environment, they rarely bring about profound or long-lasting changes; 

therefore, organizations must develop leaders and leadership competencies that correspond 

with and are specific to their distinct business challenges and goals (Hernez-Broome and 

Hughes; 2004). 

As example we can take the ―Drive to achieve results‖ competency (Woodruffe, 1993), so the 

specific behaviours and attributes that may characterize a person who owns the competency 

are the following: prepared to compromise to achieve a result; innovates or adapts existing 

procedures to ensure a result; installs solution within time frame; comes forward with ideas; 

takes on problems; acquires new skills and capabilities; suffers personal inconvenience to 

ensure problems are solved; sets challenging targets; sets own objectives; sets out to win new 

business; recognizes areas for self-development; accepts new challenges. Another example of 

a leadership competency is strategic thinking, which is part of the competency framework of 

―The Greater London Authority‖, also known as City Hall, which is the devolved regional 

governance body of London (www.london.gov.uk). According to the organization, strategic 

thinking refers to ―using an understanding of the bigger picture to uncover potential 

challenges and opportunities for the long term and turning these into a compelling vision for 

action.‖ (www.london.gov.uk, p.11). 

The second step in modelling an AC is method choice and exercise design. The chosen 

methods often include ‖hard‖ or behavioural-based dimensions (Bird and Stevens, 2013; 

Zaccaro, 2007) of each competency such as the leaderless group discussion, role play, in-

http://www.london.gov.uk/
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basket, case study, and simulations involving multiple exercises such as public speaking, 

group discussion and persuasion, and media relations activities (Thornton, Rupp, and 

Hoffman, 2015). Additionally, it includes measurement for ‖soft‖ or trait-based dimensions 

such as personality, aptitude, interest, and cognitive ability questionnaire tools as 

supplemental measures to the behavioural exercises which form the core of the AC. Every 

competency chosen for measurement has to be evaluated with the help of at least two 

different exercises.  

The third step represents development of rating scale. It is typically presented as a 1–5 

effectiveness scale, including specific behaviours depicting each of the scale anchors for each 

competency. The behaviours identified during the competency modelling and job analysis 

data collection stage are the ones used as scale anchors.  

In case of ―The Greater London Authority‖ (GLA), the organization elaborated 4 levels of 

effectiveness scale of competencies for internal use in such processes like recruitment, 

performance evaluation and development (www.london.gov.uk, p.11).  

For the Level 1 

 Understands how own and team‘s work contributes to the delivery of the GLA‘s 

objectives 

 Uses understanding of different parts of the organization to accomplish goals and 

objectives 

 Understands what specific actions need to be taken to contribute to organizational 

objectives 

 Shows consideration for wider organizational implications of personal work 

For the Level 2 

 Works with a view to the future, prioritizing own and others‘ work in line with GLA 

objectives 

 Briefs and prepares team to accomplish goals and objectives 

 Communicates the GLA‘s strategic priorities in a compelling and convincing manner, 

encouraging buy-in 

 Balances own team‘s needs with wider organizational needs 

 Identifies synergies between team priorities and other relevant agendas 

For the Level 3 

 Translates GLA vision and strategy into practical and tangible plans for own team or 

delivery partners 

http://www.london.gov.uk/
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 Consistently takes account of the wider implications of team‘s actions for the GLA 

 Encourages self and others to think about organization‘s long-term potential 

 Informs strategy development by identifying gaps in current delivery or evidence 

 Takes account of a wide range of public and partner needs to inform team‘s work 

For the Level 4 

 Develops a positive and compelling vision of London‘s future potential, demonstrating 

confidence in the strategic direction of the GLA 

 Translates an understanding of the complex and diverse threats and issues facing 

London into positive action 

 Proactively involves partners in strategic thinking, incorporating their views into plans 

and working with them to align strategic priorities 

 Sets organizational priorities by identifying where time and investment are  needed 

most 

 Generates and leads strategic initiatives that reflect the GLA‘s position as a regional 

authority 

 

And lastly, the rater training step represents educating the raters on the specific competency 

definition and behaviours they will be assessing during each of the AC exercises. This step 

also includes training on how best to observe and accurately evaluate these behaviours, how 

to distinguish among inferences, assumptions, and observations made about leader participant 

behaviour (Gatewood, Field, and Barrick, 2011), and how to use the rating scales. 

 

Despite the fact that AC approach to measurement of competencies is discussed to be so far 

the most accurate method, there are issues which should be taken into consideration before 

applying it. Firstly, at competency modelling and rating design stage there is the risk of 

failing in recognizing and avoiding ethnocentric biases. Also, as the process of defining the 

needed competencies derive from behaviour analysis of the most promising existent leaders, 

there is a  risk of creating a clique whereby people are selected into leadership positions 

because of their similarity to existing leaders, thus neglecting those individuals who don‘t fit 

this profile and forming leadership ―blind spots‖. Secondly, the most often-cited concern with 

ACs in general is cost (Thornton, Rupp, and Hoffman, 2015). AC methodology requires time 

and expertise to carefully identify and define the competencies, identify and develop 
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exercises designed to measure the competencies, develop the rating scales, train the assessors, 

and conduct the AC.  

AC methodology involves experiential learning activities (Herd et al., 2016), and can be used 

as part of the development process of leaders. While participating in the various AC 

exercises, potential leaders are exposed to opportunities of increasing their motivation, 

awareness, and sense of self-efficacy for meeting the actual challenges related to day-to-day 

leadership work (Brownell, 2005; Bhagat and Prien, 1996; Deshpande and Viswesvaran, 

1992).  

 

3.4 Leadership Competencies Development 

Once appropriate measurement methods of leadership competencies are applied and there is 

registered a gap between the current state and desired one of competency, the question of 

how to develop a particular leadership competency till required level or beyond, arise. 

Leadership development within an organization may take different forms. The most common 

practices include coaching and mentoring, 360‐degree feedback, specific job assignments, 

networking, action learning, corporate case studies, computer simulations, experiential 

learning and of course classroom‐type leadership training with in‐house or external trainers 

(Keys, 1994; McCall, 1998; Cacioppe, 1998; Day, 2001). 

As said before, competencies include a set of skills, attributes and behaviours, and in order to 

change and develop them, more efforts that just organizing training courses to teach 

managers about strategy tools are required (Appiah-Adu and Aming, 2016, p. 30). Norzailan 

et al. (2016) proposed the following principles to be taken as foundation to any leadership 

development program. The first principle is deliberate practice, which emphasizes the fact 

that behaviours and skills enhancement require practice and repetitions. Learners need to be 

given the opportunity to try the skills being taught, make mistakes, learn from the mistakes 

and repeat their attempts in order to gain mastery. Developing leadership competencies 

involves giving employees the opportunity to solve difficult and ambiguous problems. It is 

inevitable that some of them are bound to make mistakes in the process. The learning 

program must be designed to give them the opportunity to keep on trying and learn from 

those mistakes. 

The second principle is density of experience, which according to Avery et al. (2003) can be 

assured by exposing the learner to stress and challenges. This is achieved by including them 
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to challenging assignments, tight deadlines and unfamiliar problems. This stress will draw out 

the creativity of the learner, will enhance their psychological resilience and as a consequence 

will develop their psychological resilience when dealing with more stressful and challenging 

situations (Shin et al., 2015). 

Thirdly, a leadership development program should cover the reflective learning principle. 

Reflective learning involves hypothesis-driven thinking where the learner assesses and 

reassesses his/her understanding of the causes-effect model of the problem he/she is trying to 

solve (Høyrup, 2004). Sometimes, managers may experience pressure and stress when 

dealing with difficult problems. They may develop emotional responses to these pressures 

and stress. These emotional responses can cloud their judgment. The purpose of reflective 

thinking is to enable them to deal with difficulties in a logical and rational manner. The 

learning process should incorporate moments for reflection so that learners can assess their 

weaknesses, seek opportunities for improvement and maintain their objectivity when dealing 

with difficult and stressful situations. 

Lastly, for assuring a more effective learning process, mentoring element should be added to 

the development program. The learner engaged in a mentoring relationship increases the 

chances in practicing reflective learning, density of experience and deliberate practice. 

However, the most important in a mentoring relationship, is that it covers the part of learning 

from others‘ experience, by interacting with a more experienced person.  

In respect to the principles for leadership development, GBL approach covers the principle of 

deliberate practice, while offering learners the possibility to train and test behaviours and 

learn from mistakes. The principle of reflective learning and mentoring is not implicit in 

every game, so the games that miss these components may diminish its impact on leadership 

development. Some may argue that the principle of density of experience, which emphasizes 

the importance of stress and challenges to development, is covered by the culture and rules of 

the games. However, Tang, Hanneghan and El Rhalibi (2009) supported the viewpoint that 

participants acknowledge that games simulate an unnatural risk, so the level of challenge and 

stress is considerably lower than in some learning opportunities such as in specific job 

assignments, but higher than classroom type of leadership training sessions for example. 



 

28 

 

4. Game-Based Learning 

In this chapter, the concept of Game-Based Learning is explored. First, a deeper look in its 

definition is made, the difference between educational and entertainment games is clarified 

and the categories of educational games are presented. The psychological foundations of 

GBL are discussed with emphasis on cognitive, motivational, affective, and socio-cultural 

areas. This chapter also includes the limitations of GBL approach, and an inspection of 

literature which was made in order to understand what leadership competencies can be 

developed through GBL approach, on the basis of past research on this topic.  

 

4.1.Defining Game Based Learning 

Chen et al. (2011) explained that game-based learning is learning through the game, rather 

than learning to play the game; Trybus (2015) mentioned that game-based learning refers to 

the borrowing of certain gaming principles and applying them to real-life settings with the 

purpose of engaging users. Plass, Homer and Kinzer (2015, p.259) claimed that game-based 

learning is a type of game which can be either digital or not, with the main purpose of 

assuring that players learn something out of it. Despite the slight differences between the 

definitions, the majority of them emphasize that GBL is a type of game-play with defined 

learning outcomes (Shaffer, Halverson, Squire, and Gee, 2005).  

A game in represented by design schemas (Salen and Zimmerman; 2003). The first aspect is 

`game rules`, one of the most prominent components of games (Ang et al. 2008), which 

represents the ‗mechanics‘ or operational constraints within the game construct, which dictate 

the level of interactivity within the game. Rules and Frasca (1999) described the two kinds of 

game rules: ludus rules and paidea rules. Ludus rules refer to games which as a result define a 

winner and a loser, whereas paidea rules do not. Whereas the majority of the games apply 

ludus rules, there are also games like Civilization III (Squire et al. 2008) which make use of 

paidea rules. The goal of the game is to achieve a certain status for citizens in a continuum of 

satisfaction (i.e.  unhappy, happy, content). If one player becomes unhappy, the entire team of 

players is punished - the city falls into disorder, production ceases and no food is stored. 

In regard to game rule, Loftus and Loftus (1983) debated that they should be neither too 

simple, as players may get bored during the game, and as a result quit the game, nor too 

difficult which can frustrate players, who then also may quit playing. 
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Another element of a game is `game-play`, which represents the experiential aspect of the 

game and is communicated to the game player (Salen and Zimmerman; 2003) through 

activities that are distinctively categorized by Crawford (2003) as interactivity, challenge, and 

conflict. In other words, game-play involves a connection between the player and the game 

(Ang et al. 2008), the plot and the player‘s emotional connection with the plot (Egenfeldt-

Nielson et al. 2015), challenges and solutions; interaction with a game through its rules. 

Paidea rules are more fixed that ludus rules, so they cannot be broken. For instance, if the 

game rules allow the players only to move forward and backward, a move in any other 

direction cannot be made. Ludus rules are more flexible, which allows the player to achieve  

a result in game-play different to  that intended by the designer (Ang et al., 2006).  

The last aspect of a game is `game narratives` or as mentioned in other sources `game 

culture`. It refers to the beliefs and norms included in the game world, which are mostly 

portrayed as artificial characters (Tang et al, 2009:3), objects and settings; which describe a 

sequence of fictional or non-fictional events.  

 

4.2. Foundation of GBL 

There are multiple areas of psychology that should be understood before designing an 

educational game or choosing one for developing a certain skill or competency within an 

organization.  An intervention in cognition, motivation, affect, and socio-cultural areas would 

help us better understand the learning particularities of a game.   

 

4.2.1. Cognitive foundations of GBL 

The cognitive approach to game-based learning is concerned with optimizing cognitive 

processing in the construction of mental models and with the cognitive demand of processing 

the meaning of the various game elements, that is, the cognitive load experienced by the 

learner during game-play (Plass et al., 2015). Such areas as situatedness, transfer of learning, 

scaffolding and relevant feedback; dynamic assessment; information design: representation of 

information; gestures and movements cover the cognitive foundations of GBL. 

Situatedness. One of the biggest advantages of GBL is that it provides opportunities for 

situated learning (Lave and Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1999). Through games, the learner can 
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access information in a meaningful and relevant context, which may be useful when solving a 

problem at the time when they are trying to solve it.  

Transfer of Learning. Another benefit of games is that they can present information and 

problems in ways that mirror real life, which facilitates the transfer of learning. 

Scaffolding and Relevant Feedback. Scaffolding takes place when an expert controls aspect 

of a task that are beyond the learner‘s competencies, thereby helping the learner to complete a 

task that he or she could not complete on their own (Wood, Bruner, and Ross; 1976). Within 

a game, a player is receiving appropriate feedback and support in areas of game-play where 

he or she is having trouble, thereby advancing in his/hers own learning. 

Dynamic Assessment. Games for learning are often designed intentionally to provide 

information about the learner‘s knowledge or skills, as part of players‘ engagement in 

specific activities. Accurate in-game assessments not only provide the resources for 

effectively adapting games to help players but also may eliminate the need for external 

assessment of learning outcomes (Shute, Ventura, Bauer, and Zapata-Rivera, 2009). 

Information Design: Representation of Information. One of the main strengths of games is 

their highly visual nature, as most games represent key information in attractive visual form. 

Studies have shown that iconic representations are particularly helpful for learners with low 

prior knowledge (Homer and Plass, 2010). 

Gestures and Movement.  Some games require motoric engagement and gestural congruity 

which represents embodied cognition (Wilson, 2002). The impact of embodiment on learning 

has been considered as a perceptual effect (Black, 2010) and a cognitive effect (Gibbs, 2006). 

Games and other virtual environments are especially suited to foster this kind of learning 

because most gaming platforms now allow for gesture input and haptic responses (Chan and 

Black, 2006; Glenberg, Goldberg, and Zhu, 2009). 

 

4.2.2. Motivational foundations of GBL  

A motivational approach to game-based learning emphasizes that games are able to motivate 

and engage players by offering experiences that they want to continue and enjoy. The 

motivational aspect takes into account learners‘ reasons for wanting to play a game (e.g., 

their interests, drives, goals, etc.), and studies the ways in which games can be designed to 

enhance learners‘ motivation. The following concepts from motivational theories are relevant 

for understanding educational games: intrinsic motivation, situational and individual interest, 

and mastery and performance goal orientations. 
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Intrinsic Motivation. Contemporary theories of motivation, such as self-determination theory, 

support that motivation operates in a continuum to satisfy a person‘s psychological needs for 

autonomy, competence and relatedness (Ryan and Deci, 2000a). Core elements of game 

design, including curiosity, challenge, and fantasy, are thought to be intrinsically motivating 

for players (Dondlinger, 2007). Challenge, for instance, being intrinsically motivating 

(Malone, 1981) is a critical component and games will often level up, increasing in difficulty 

if the player is succeeding too easily, thereby providing an optimal challenge to players. 

Situational and individual interest.  Researchers studying interest argue that learners are more 

likely to engage in activities that they find personally relevant and interesting. A distinction is 

often made between situational and individual interest (Schiefele, 1991). Situational interest 

represents an immediate affective response to a situation, resulting in learners‘ directing their 

attention to the task (Rotgans and Schmidt, 2011; Schraw, Flowerday, and Lehman, 2001). 

Individual interest represents intrinsic desire and tendency to engage in a particular subject 

matter or activity (Hidi and Renninger, 2006). With time, learners‘ situational interest can 

lead to the increase of individual interest. With well-designed games for learning, there is 

often the expectation that the situational interest will eventually develop into an individual 

interest in constant learning and development within learners. 

Mastery and performance goal orientations. There are two broad goals: mastery goal 

orientation, in which learners focus on learning new things and developing new skills and 

performance orientation, in which employees focus on maximizing favourable assessments of 

their competencies (Elliot, 2005). Recent studies showed that competitive and collaborative 

play in comparison to individual play resulted in the strongest mastery goal orientation. 

However, there is a need for considering employee‘s achievement orientation and interest, 

but it depends on the purpose of the organization as well as which type of goal orientation 

needs to be nurtured among their employees. 

 

4.2.3. Affective foundations of GBL  

An affective approach to game-based learning emphasizes the importance of players‘ 

experienced emotions, beliefs, and attitudes. This perspective recognizes that the design of 

the game environment impacts learners‘ affective state and questions either player‘s affect 

impacts learning outcomes.  

Usually, the affect is incorporated in games by specific game elements, such as game 

mechanics, the aesthetic design, musical score or narrative, to induce such emotions like fear, 
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anxiety, or happiness in players. Generally, all elements of game design can be used to induce 

emotions. There is empirical evidence showing that confusion can lead to enhanced learning 

(D‘Mello and Graesser, 2014), that positive emotions can broaden the scope of cognitive 

resources (Fredrickson and Branigan, 2005; Isen, 2002) and enhance learning outcomes 

(Plass et al., 2014).  

 

4.2.4. Socio-cultural foundations of GBL  

The socio-cultural aspect of game-based learning acknowledges that learning is socially 

constructed and motivated. Such areas like activity theory, social context of learning, 

observational learning, relatedness are discussed to cover the socio-cultural foundations of 

GBL. 

Activity theory. The theory states that as conditions change, in either positive or negative 

directions, the players and objects in games change as well (Kuutti, 1996). Because cultural 

and social interactions are based around interactions with objects, a game must ensure that 

objects can facilitate interactions. For example, an object that requires more than one person 

to use it may facilitate a greater social interaction and learning than an object that does not 

(Plass et al., 2015). 

Social Context of Learning. Social contexts facilitate learning, by allowing players to 

participate in communities of practice (Pearce, Boellstorff and Nardi, 2011) which is the 

advantage of collaboration (Sung and Hwang, 2013). If the design of a game allows players 

to feel like part of a community, the game becomes a social space, where players can 

participate in actions and decisions. Despite the fact that it seems obvious that social 

interaction and decision making is more required within a multiplayer game, even single 

player games take advantage of social pressure, through competitive and supportive 

structures—both of which are factors in social interaction (Plass et al., 2015). 

Observational Learning. If a game allows for observers to be part of the game environment, 

it increases its learning impact. Observers may be considered part of the game‘s social 

context as they offer encouragement and advice. Players know they are performing in the 

space where observers are present, and the world surrounding the players and the social space 

of the game-world become merged and blurred. In some cases, observers have been found to 

learn more from the game than players (deHaan et al., 2010). 

Relatedness. According to self-determination theory (Ryan and Deci, 2000a, 2000b) 

relatedness is defined as a sense that one has of being connected to others. Because players 
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interact with others during game-play, they establish a sense of connection between each 

other and the game world becomes important for engagement, satisfaction with the game, and 

the desire to play again (Ryan et al., 2006).  

 

4.3. Entertainment games VS Educational games 

When considering a game in a process of training, it is imperative to distinguish between a 

game which main purpose is entertainment and one which is designed to impart knowledge or 

skills development, although some entertainment and educational aspects exist in both 

categories. The real distinction between entertainment and educational games can be drawn 

through the definition of the design schemas: play, rules and narratives/culture (Tang et al, 

2009:3).  

As per `game-play` schema, within an entertainment game, the interactions are designed 

primarily for entertainment purposes and resemble the real-world interaction in an abstract or 

simplified approach. On the other side, an educational game‘s interactions are designed for 

learning purposes with measurable results and meaningful responses. Learning is guided by 

events triggered by specially designed dialogues and interplay. 

Within `game rules` aspect, and entertainment game covers rules which are accommodating 

the activity of play, which in most of the times are designed according to playability 

principles rather than based on reflecting the real-world. However, within an educational 

game, the rules may be complex or simplified in order to support the activity of the play. The 

rules are designed for specific learning outcomes that can be used to measure the interactions 

during play. 

The `game culture/narratives` for an entertainment game include beliefs, norms, and world 

setting which often take place in an imaginary world represented artistically and often 

exaggerated. On the contrary, in an educational game, beliefs, norms and world setting 

presented visually and via narrative reflect truthfulness, are related to knowledge domain, and 

have direct and explicit relation to real-world events. Game world may be set in an imaginary 

world. 

 

4.3.1. Categories of Educational Games 

According to the game-based learning theory, there are three perspectives on games (De 

Freitas, 2006). First conceives GBL as a learning approach driven by game technologies 
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(Prensky, 2003; Sousa and Costa, 2014), which means that learning occurs predominantly as 

a result of the game played. 

The second perspective stipulates that game-based learning process is driven not only by 

game technologies but also by pedagogies. The learning process takes place within a game, 

but also is supported by other activities that are created around the game and that are 

complementary to the game, such as reflections, feedback, communication boards, etc.  

The third perspective assumes that game-based learning is more a pedagogical/learning 

innovation driven by game design principles. This perspective gamifies the learning process 

using game mechanics like role-playing, achievement, competition and reward system (Kapp, 

2012). The current study adopts the first and second perspectives. 

 

As per modes of use of educational games, we can distinguish between three categories (De 

Freitas, 2006). The first category represents games as metaphors. This category includes 

games which are used to support learning communities through applying different metaphors 

– e.g. metaphors of the real world, or of fantasy worlds for experimentation and exploration. 

This approach works well with younger learners and has been used most widely in schools. 

One example of this category of the game is ―Grangeton Racing Academy‖ (De Freitas, 

2006). 

The second category is games or simulations as microworlds. This category of educational 

games is most often used as a technique associated with training for professional life. This 

technique may prepare individuals for exploring a range of different skills and activities 

within a cohesive and safe environment that may or may not be transferred to real-life 

contexts. Such games as ―Revolution‖, ―Neverwinter Nights‖, ―Ardcalloch‖ are part of this 

category (De Freitas, 2006). 

The third category represents games as tools. These games are mostly used as tools to support 

a range of activities such as therapy and to support skills development. Games as tools for 

therapy include games as pain relievers (Pelletier, 2005), for supporting corrective or 

constructive therapy and for medical training (Begg et al. 2006). Games as tools for skills 

development are used for developing such skills and competencies as decision making, 

teamwork, mathematical thinking, etc. Such games as ―Second Life Ben‘s‖, ―UniGame‖ (De 

Freitas, 2006) are part of this category of games. 

This study will make use of games as microworlds in discussing the technical competencies 

and games as tools for leadership competencies development.   
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4.4.History of GBL and Leadership Development Research 

Despite the fact that the vast majority of research papers are studying game-based learning as 

a tool for knowledge, skill and competency development among young children, youngsters, 

and young adults, some of the scholars driven their curiosity to find the link between game-

based learning and leadership development. As a result of the literature review, we found out 

that the following leadership competencies were discussed in the context of GBL approach to 

their development: strategic thinking, motivation, facilitation, coaching, mindset changing, 

effective communication, decision making, negotiation, problem-solving, teamwork, 

additionally transformational and transactional leadership behaviours are discussed. 

More broad research on GBL was performed focusing on the technical competency 

development, as some scholars may argue that it is easier to measure it at the end of 

educational intervention. We considered it relevant to the current study as some leadership 

frameworks, such as ―Primary Colours of Leadership‖ model (Pendleton and Furnham, 

2012), discuss the technical/operational competency as part of what competencies an 

effective leader should master.  

   

4.4.1. Strategic thinking 

In 2001, ThoughtLink Company developed and assessed the ―ScudHunt‖ multiplayer video 

game in terms of process and strategic thinking competency among the players. As part of the 

game, players had to collaborate to seek and destroy Scud missile launchers (Beal and Christ, 

2004). The study found that the critical role in thinking strategically and making qualitative 

decisions has the availability of a communications tool, whether direct (e.g. text, chat or 

voice) or indirect (e.g. shared visualization). The same findings were supported by empirical 

studies conducted by Bonk and Dennen (2005) who found that: ‗in addition to using post-

game reflection, another way to build conceptual knowledge is to engage in dialogue with 

peers or experts about the game during game-play. Specific cognitive tools such as discussion 

forums, bulletin boards, debate tools, concept mapping tools, surveys and polling tools, might 

be used to support the GBL by mediating social interaction and fostering depth of discussion‘ 

(2005, p.29). They found that groups with cognitive support tools outperformed those without 

the tools.‘ 

Rowlett (2015) aimed as well on finding out if via game-play learners may develop strategic 

thinking. The study was based on observing players competing in ‖Quarto‖, a board game 
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aiming at developing mathematical and strategic thinking. It was debated that the game 

chosen may allow the development of strategic thinking, as during the game, players claimed 

that were looking for answers to the following questions: What is the best strategy?, Is there 

an advantage to a particular position?, Is there a benefit to going first?. It was concluded in 

the study that those players who used elaborated strategies for playing won substantially 

more games than players who played in a more random tactic. Despite that scholars were 

arguing that strategic thinking may be developed via game-play, we consider that the 

argument was neither sufficiently supported by the data, as the competency was not measured 

outside of the game environment nor was it determined whether the strategies of that game 

helped the players to develop a personal framework in order to think strategically in other 

situations or other games.  

 

4.4.2. Transformational and transactional behaviours 

Kaplancali (2008) in the study of leadership in multiplayer online gaming environments 

chose the game ―Infiniteams‖ designed for team building and leadership assessment, 

characterized by distinct leader and follower interfaces and modular team building scenarios. 

The study aimed at analyzing leadership behaviour with emphasize on transformational and 

transactional behaviours. According to the scholar, transformational behaviour includes 

empowering, challenging and inspiring followers to achieve goals benefiting the group, while 

transactional leadership behaviour concerns with detecting and correcting mistakes and 

rewarding compliance. 

In the study, 48 undergraduate college students took part, being divided in small teams of 

four to five participant. With randomly assigned leaders, team members completed pre-tests 

measuring Motivation to Lead, Leadership Self-Efficacy and prior gaming experience. At the 

end of the game, players took part in two back-to-back, 30-minute sessions, followed by post-

test ratings of the team leader. 

Kaplancali (2008) found no consistent link between motivation to lead, leadership self-

efficacy, or prior gaming experience to transformational and transactional leadership 

behaviour. Self-reported transformation and transactional leadership behaviour was strongly 

linked to final team scores. Leadership self-ratings were influenced by team performance 

results, which are linked to the great purpose of the leader – to lead the team in the most 

effective way to achieve success. Follower‘s ratings of the team leader were not significantly 

predictive of team scores. This may be due to the fact that team members did not have an 



 

37 

 

omniscient view of the scenario, as team leaders did, and did not have as strong a sense of the 

team‘s success or failure. It was concluded that team members, both leaders and followers, 

may have attributed team success to themselves and not other team members.  

A particularity of the study was that teams were comprised of students who had already 

known and worked together for other assignments. The scholar discussed that the prior 

familiarity and the continuous nature of the team‘s work relationship; along with a 

presumably higher team cohesiveness than one would find in a team of strangers, may have 

muted the effects of individual leadership behaviour. 

 

4.4.3. Collaborative negotiation 

Pivotto et al. (2011) aimed at identifying whether through a GBL approach a player can 

‖upgrade‖ his or her negotiation style, and as a result become better at negotiation.  The 

scholars explained that negotiations play a key role in maintaining a relationship and leading 

a project towards success or failure and professional decision-makers must be well prepared 

in order to have a competitive advantage when negotiating agreements. According to Pivotto 

et al (2011), collaborative style of negotiation including a high level of assertiveness and 

cooperation, is the healthiest approach which leads to long term collaboration, and the 

opposite of it is competitive style, which can be risky and may bring positive results only in 

short term. A leader who owns a collaborative style of negotiations usually tries to reach 

his/her own objectives in respect to the other party‘s ones, tries to find creative alternatives to 

conflicting issues and to understand the other party‘s point of view, negotiating by his/her 

interests, not position. As part of the game, players had to choose from a list of alternatives, 

the most appropriate way of responding and behaving in a given negotiation situation. The 

offered options had internal attributes that measure the value of assertiveness and cooperation 

of the answer, as well as an approach label. At the end of the game, the values were summed 

and a diagnostic regarding the player‘s negotiation style began to be drawn. At the end of 

each game, all the subjects reviewed their games in the diagnostics mode before moving on to 

the next. The results of the study showed that the style of negotiation among participants 

upgraded the overall collaborative approach growing by 28 percentage points, from 24% to 

52%, which means that it has more than doubled. The competitive approach decreased by 11 

percentage points, from 45% to 34%. It was concluded that the GBL approach is an effective 

tool in negotiation education.  
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4.4.4. Other social and cognitive competencies 

Pivec and Dziabenko (2004) discussed the effectiveness of the game ―UniGame: Social Skills 

and Knowledge Training‖ which represents a game platform, for development of different 

skills and competencies such as problem-solving, effective communication, teamwork, project 

management, also responsibility, creativity, micro-entrepreneurship, corporate culture, etc. 

The game is based on constructivist learning approach and collaborative learning.  According 

to scholars, constructivist learning allows players to study decision-making processes, 

designing motivation and goals of the project, to get skills of effective work in the team, and 

successful argumentation while playing the game. Players can and should set their own social 

goals, and they have to apply a series of engineering skills to achieve their aims. The general 

rules of the game include: the player choose a team and a role in a team, each team allocates 

chips to the three subjects they want to discuss, all teams discuss each of the subject, within 

the given time the teams have to try to reach a consensus, the teams get points for reaching a 

consensus, the trainer has to support the discussion and the game is over when all subjects 

have been discussed. Scholars concluded that in order to assure its effectiveness for skills and 

competencies development, the game should be used additionally to regular. 

 

Sousa and Rocha (2018) performed a quantitative and qualitative study, using primary 

content analysis technique from the forums of discussion of eight GBL courses with 15 

participants in each course summing a total of 120 individuals. The activity of learning was a 

GBL course using a social game on Facebook. The participants were expected to apply such 

leadership skills like organization, decision making, resources management, and financial 

skills, to decide what kind of city to build: more ecological, more industrial or even more 

targeted for entertainment or education. The quantitative analysis was performed based on the 

data collected through a questionnaire in which participants had to evaluate themselves in 

regard to the leadership competencies developed. 

The scholars argue that game-based learning is an effective approach to the development of 

such leadership competencies as: motivation, facilitation, coaching, mindset changing, and 

effective communication. It was supported by the quantitative data in stating that, according 

to scholars, participants registered a higher level in their leadership competencies. As per 

Sousa and Rocha (2018) motivation competency is defined by such behaviours as motivating 

employees to set and achieve their goals and inspire courage; facilitation competency refers 

to challenging employees thinking, developing activities promoting knowledge sharing, 
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guiding discussions and involving others in organizational activities; coaching represents a 

collaborative partnership centred on achieving goals and is defined by such behaviours as 

identifying strengths and challenges, resolving everyday workplace challenges, helping 

employees become more self-aware, seizing opportunities for growth and improvement; 

mindset changing refers to creating and fostering a vision of a new future, initiating and 

leading the change, building shared ownership through organization-wide participation, 

communicating the changes and new cultural messages; and effective communication 

includes using continual feedback to enable progress and refocusing the efforts of all 

expressions of the organizational culture in numerous ways, including the formal statements 

of philosophy, values and goals. 

 

Guthrie, Phelps and Downey (2011) in the pursuit of understanding if virtual worlds are a 

viable venue for leadership education and finding what are the leadership competencies that 

can be developed in virtual world settings, noted that the majority of GBL approaches tend to 

be applied to social interaction and cognitive competencies development. In their study, the 

reference is made to the research performed by Yee (2006) in which participants of a GBL 

activity were asked to assess competency development in real life based on game-play, 

particularly in areas of conflict mediation, group motivation, and persuasion. The results 

showed that younger players (ages 20–24) credited virtual game as improving their real-life 

leadership competencies (Yee, 2006) - a result affirmed by Schrader and McCreery‘s 2008 

study. 

Deriving from the statement that leadership development frameworks have been identified as 

being compatible with game-based designs (Mayo, 2007), Guthrie, Phelps and Downey 

(2011) claimed that the following skills and competencies are more likely to be developed 

through a GBL approach: problem solving, organization, instructional skills, and facilitation. 

According to the scholars problem solving involves such behaviours as devising strategies 

and procedures to overcome a barrier and knowing how to match a team‘s strengths and 

weaknesses against requirements of the unique problem being faced; organization skills 

include assignment of team roles, distribution of role requirements based on the problem-

solving strategy devised, and coordinating necessary resources for team members to be 

successful. Instructional skills represent the leader‘s ability to coach and mentor team 

members as well as help team members avoid common mistakes and improve their 

performances. Facilitation competency are the ability of different leaders to aid 
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communication and knowledge sharing among team members, solve interpersonal problems, 

foster trust, and build a cohesive team structure.  

 

4.4.5. Technical competency 

Guthrie, Phelps and Downey (2011) in their study on leadership education through virtual 

worlds, argue that technical competency is very important for leaders, and can be developed 

through games.  

This category of leadership competencies may be developed through games as tools for skill 

development and games as microworlds. As stated in sub-chapter 4.3.1, these types of games 

allow players to explore a range of skills within a controllable and safe environment, which 

afterwards can be applied in a daily life on their professional activity. 

The skill development games have a long history of use with the professions such as legal, 

medical, military, business and technological training (De Freitas, 2006). One game from this 

category is the ―Racing Academy‖ which has been developed to support learning 

communities in the field of engineering and science. The game, a racing car physics 

simulation, is based upon advanced mathematical techniques and has been applied to train 

mechanical engineering students (Turner et al., 2004). Cisco Company developed their 

internal game named ―Wireless Explorer‖ which is an immersive game that allows 

networking professionals to practice their knowledge of wireless networks in an outer-space 

style challenge. Players participate through their capacity to ensure that the amicable space 

aliens stay in wireless communication during their deep-space missions. Assessment of the 

individual and team performance is scored against site survey strategies, deployment of 

networks and network maintenance (De Freitas, 2006). 

In military the power of games is widely explored. Such games as ―Full Spectrum 

Command‖, ―Full Spectrum Warrior‖ and ―America‘s Army‖ (de Freitas, 2006; Li, 2004) 

were developed to accelerate learning and to reduce the high costs associated with 

conventional training methods.  

In the legal sphere, the game ―Ardcalloch‖ was developed as a learning solution evolving 

from traditional lecture- and tutorial-based course with academic examinations to a highly 

interactive and practice-based set of activities supported by online collaborative assessments. 

The virtual town includes businesses (including virtual law firms), institutions and citizens – 

in short, the ‗realia‘ of local urban life. The town allows learners to take up the role of legal 

practitioners operating in Ardcalloch, supported by databases of legal documents and 
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templates, forums for discussion with tutors, email communications with other firms and 

supervisors, and personal logs (De Freitas, 2006). 

 

 

4.5.Limitations of GBL 

Despite the discussed advantages of GBL approach such as increase of the motivation and 

engagement of participants, simulation of the real situation in a low-risk environment; and 

increase of the level of knowledge retention, GBL approach does have limitations when 

treated as an educational tool. 

 

Games may not be appropriate for all kinds of content (Mathis, 2008) 

Games are a complex learning tool which is developed with respect to many educational 

principles. However, through games, it is possible to focus on a piece of limited knowledge, 

skill or competency, as it can cover a smaller amount of content if comparing with books, 

lectures, seminars, articles, which may be more appropriate for some specific category of 

knowledge and skill.  (Tang, Hanneghan and El Rhalibi; 2009, p.11) mentioned that as GBL 

is effective to teach soft skills and is often used for that purpose in some organizations, 

during difficult financial times, companies tend to put less effort on the training of soft skills 

while technical skills may be perceived as more critical.  

 

Some games require technical preparations 

In the case of computer-based games, an organization should assure that the computer meets 

the performance required to run the learning solution as in some cases new software has to be 

installed and configured on it. Additionally, the players have to be able to work with digital 

GBL solutions, and some players may not feel comfortable to use it as a learning technique - 

―I usually think I am a good leader, but because I couldn‘t use the technology I was unable to 

lead in a successful way, not due to leadership but [due to having] no skills in the program.‖ 

(Lisk, Kaplancali and Riggio, 2011, p.12). 

 

Games include high effort and development costs 

As discussed before, in order for a game to be used in educational purposes, a complex 

process should be respected, starting from understanding the learning outcomes, developing 

the game-play, narratives, and game rules. In the case of a computer-based game, 
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programming and testing add high costs (Tang, Hanneghan and El Rhalibi, 2009). With the 

complexity of the development of the game, another issue is the long period of time needed 

for the development of a GBL solution. Companies which want to overcome this limitation 

may choose to buy an already developed game, which again can come at a high cost. 

 

Games are not real world 

Simulations and games may mimic real-life situations as closely as possible, but they are not 

real life. This is especially true for simulations that already deal with abstractions like virtual 

money. Lloyd (2007), in her study of the learning practices of Australian firemen, found that 

even physical simulations are considered ―theory learning‖ by participants. Until the lessons 

are turned into embodied knowledge remembered by their bodies, it is not seen as real 

knowledge. This is despite the fact that games and simulations have been documented as 

producing psycho-physiological reactions in line with real-world experiences (Kivikangas et 

al., 2010). 

 

Unnatural risks  

One of the advantages of GBL discussed was that it offers a safe environment to try making 

mistakes and learning from them, because games are without real risk. However, Tang, 

Hanneghan and El Rhalibi (2009) mentioned that the perceived lack of game-internal risks 

causes (or at least allows) participants to treat the game less seriously. 

 

Cheating and game-based logic  

Game players do cheat. This can be explained that in a training situation, everyone wants to 

shine, and the activity itself is outlined as a competitive game (Salen and Zimmerman, 2004). 

There, therefore, exists the idea that everyone is willing to do what it takes to win, even if the 

simulation-game is not framed as a competition. This makes dishonesty seem normal. 

 

Limited scenarios 

In leadership development video games, scenarios tend to be restricted and users can retry the 

same scenarios with different approaches, learning through trial and error. After trying 

multiple times, understanding the game logic or receiving feedback from a facilitator of the 

game, the challenges and decisions one should make in the game become known, which 

makes some games a one-shot affair (Lisk, Kaplancali, Riggio; 2012). 
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Low Acceptance of GBL 

For a lot of people learning is a serious business. They would rather relate to learning with 

hard work. Therefore, the introduction of a game element which is related to having fun can 

be disturbing. Furthermore, people tend to think that computer games are played by one 

person only and therefore they consider it as a solely and antisocial activity (Tang, 

Hanneghan and El Rhalibi, 2009). 

 

 

4.6.Conclusion of the chapter 

The current chapter provided us with an understanding of what is GBL, what are the 

arguments behind its relevance to learning process and what leadership competencies may be 

developed through a GBL approach.  

As a result of introspection in the psychological foundation of GBL we were able to 

acknowledge that from at least theoretical point of view, leadership competencies may be 

developed through GBL. Firstly, the principle of LC development of deliberate practice 

meaning offering diversity of context and situations from which learners may try and practice 

a variety of skills may be covered by the game-play and narratives which are designed to 

simulate a wide range of situations. Also, this principle of LC development finds its 

explanation in the cognitive foundation of GBL, which explains that learning happens as a 

result of transfer of learning, feedback and dynamic assessment. Norzailan et al (2016) 

explained that LC may be developed as result of trying, making mistakes and learning from 

them, and GBL is exactly the approach which offers learners to try and make mistakes in a 

safe and risk-free environment. Secondly, the principle of LC development - density of 

experience, which according to Avery et al. (2003) can be assured by exposing the learner to 

stress and challenges, finds its coverage in the affective foundations of GBL, which explains 

that games make players feel such emotions like anxiety, fear, happiness - emotions which 

may enhance learning outcomes.  

 

The current chapter helped us find the answer to our first research question ―Which 

leadership competencies are more likely to be developed through game-based learning‖. With 

the help of current literature, we are able to conclude that the majority of GBL approaches 

tend to be applied to social interaction competencies development (Schrader and McCreery, 
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2008) and cognitive competencies development (Guthrie, Phelps and Downey, 2011). From 

the category of social interaction such leadership competencies may be developed as 

motivation, facilitation, coaching – which are part of the leaders‘ role of guiding and 

development of his or her followers; effective communication and collaborative negotiation – 

which help leaders to create sense, connect others to a common goal and build win-win 

relations; effective teamwork – which is critical to all leaders in order to maximize the 

expected outcome as a result of collaboration between team members. The category of 

cognitive competencies covers the knowledge, ability, skill and behaviour of the leader to 

gather and make use of external information through personal capabilities. Such 

competencies as strategic thinking, decision making and problem solving are most common 

to be developed through GBL approach. As part of cognitive competencies we can mention 

technical competencies, which represent the specific professional competencies connected 

with a specific job description, which actually are more likely to be developed with GBL as it 

is easier to design, measure and overcome from the beginning such limitation of GBL as 

―games may not be appropriate for all kinds of content‖ and ―low acceptance of GBL‖ 

discussed in the sub-chapter 4.5 of the present study.  

 

Despite the arguments describing the positive effects on development of LC through GBL in 

the existing studies, based on which we concluded what LC can be developed thorough GBL, 

we cannot ignore the limitations of those studies. All the studies missed the part of measuring 

the level of competencies before the GBL intervention and the method applied for 

measurement post-game was mostly through questionnaire. However, we discussed in the 

sub-chapter 3.3, that questionnaire approach is not the most appropriate and effective method 

for competencies measurement. Additionally, some studies measured more the learning 

outcome, for instance the collaborative negotiations study, which does not necessarily explain 

the development of collaborative negotiation competency, because it was not measured 

whether new knowledge was applied in another context, or if game intervention led to change 

in behaviour. These limitations of current studies motivated us to find response to our second 

research question, which will be developed in the next chapter.  
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5. Effectiveness of GBL approach to LC development  

As discussed in the previous chapter, studies argue for the potential of GBL approach to 

development of skills and competencies. However, it is not clear how effective to 

development of leadership competencies a game-based learning approach really is. This leads 

us to look for response to our second research question “How effective is game-based 

learning for developing leadership competencies?‖. This question can be answered by an 

empirical research project, but before that we theoretically studied the aspects of 

competencies measurement and development in order to suggest a game-based experiment 

that could possibly measure the leadership development through game-based learning. 

The goal of the experiment proposed would be to determine the effectiveness of the learning 

approach, for which two dimensions are important to be explored – measurement of the level 

of competency before and after the learning approach; and the game-based learning 

intervention, which aim on developing a specific leadership competency. For this experiment 

we chose to focus on‖ strategic thinking‖ leadership competency, because it was discussed 

previously that it is one of the cognitive competencies which most likely can be developed 

through GBL. The beyond model is designed to cover both dimensions.  
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5.1. Measurement of Competency Level - Assessment Centre 

Previously, in sub-chapter 3.3, we discussed how an Assessment Centre should be designed. 

Following the instruction from that part we adapted to the specifics of proposed experiment. 

The same process of competency evaluation must be performed before the educational 

intervention and after three months. The activities during the assessment centre should be 

different from the ones applied in the first round, but should also focus on evaluating the 

strategic thinking competency. 

i. Competency identification and definition step 

For this experiment we refer to the following definition: ―strategic thinking relates to the 

processes of analyzing a firm's current strategic environment, defining a perception of the 

firm's future, and devising new ideas, which enables the company to out-think its 

competitors‖ (Moon, 2013, p.1700). 

ii. Method choice and exercise design step 

We propose at least two activities which were argued to require strategic thinking for 

succeeding in them:‖ Spaghetti Tower‖ (Verzat, Byrne and Fayolle; 2009) and ―Strategic 

thinking eight-player game‖ (Benito-Ostolaza and Sanchis-Llopis, 2013). 

 

Spaghetti Tower: 

The main objective of the game is building the tallest construction out of given materials, 

which will also be strong enough to support the weight of a marshmallow. The given 

materials for each team will consist of 20 sticks of dry spaghetti, one metre of string, one 

metre of tape and one marshmallow. The subjects are divided in 4 equal numbers teams, and 

had the mission, during 18 minutes to build the highest and resistant construct possible.  

The spaghetti tower game, while modelling practical engineering concerns of structure, 

equilibrium, and interaction, was chosen for its novelty as well as its emphasis on teamwork 

and strategic thinking. 

It places heavy emphasis on focusing on the result, understanding the reality of the potential 

of the team which derives from the owned resources and team members must find the best 

strategy and work collaboratively to build the different spaghetti structures within the given 
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time limit. Using spaghetti, a substance which is usually associated with eating, to construct 

everyday structures holds a novel or ―fun‖ aspect for subjects. 

  

“Strategic thinking eight-player game” 

In the game, to ensure that each player in the activity prefers to have someone ―like her/him‖ 

in her/his neighbourhood (therein defining a happy agent), each player who ends up with at 

least one of her/his adjacent neighbours like her/him (either to the left or to the right) receives 

20 Coins at the end of the game. If none of her/his adjacent neighbours is of their same type, 

however, she/he receives nothing, as the rules of the game deem the individual unhappy in 

that neighbourhood. In this activity, subjects may move around the ring to a more ―attractive 

neighbourhood‖ - with agents of their type. Each individual has an initial endowment of 5 

Coins that she/he has to give up should she/he moves to a different neighbourhood. 

Individuals, in groups of eight, arrange themselves in a circle or ring that represents society. 

The initial allocation of the participating individuals in each circle follows a random sorting 

scheme, whereby the first individual is RED, the second individual is GREEN, and so on. 

Thus, the initial configuration in each circle is {R, G, R, G, R, G, R, G}. Each player‘s type is 

easily identifiable by a red or green scarf. A fixed prize that a subject earns if her/his final 

position is near a neighbour who is alike - 20 Coins, represents each individual's utility 

function. It is to be noticed that in the initial configuration nobody is happy. Therefore, 

subjects have the opportunity to stay or move from their original location when their turn 

comes. The game has the following structure.  

 

Figure 2: Equilibrium in the "Strategic thinking game with 8 players" 

Source: Benito-Ostolaza and Sanchis-Llopis, 2013 
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• Subject 1 may decide to stay or move. Should she decide to move, she has to pay the 

moving cost of 5 Coins.  

• After subject 1 takes her/his decision, subject 2 (directly to the left of subject 1) faces an 

identical decision problem.  

• Subject 3 then follows, and so forth, until subject 8. The introduction of moving costs in the 

game occurs in a natural way. The money lies on the floor in front of each subject (subjects 

can see a 5 Coins bill at their feet). The instructions for players state that they lose this money 

if they decide to move. In the activity, only some players receive a payment at the end of the 

game. Random selection of two out of the eight participants for the second set of five rounds 

determines which subjects receive a payment for playing. Therefore, in each game the 

following payment structure is in place.  

• An individual earns 0 Coins if she/he ends up unhappy and undergoes a move, or 5 Coins if 

she/he ends up unhappy and remains in her/his starting position.  

• An individual gets 20 Coins if she/he ends up with at least one neighbour like her/him at the 

end of the game, and she/he undergoes a move, or 25 Coins (20 plus 5) if she/he ends up with 

a neighbour like her/him and remains in her/his starting position. In summary, random 

selection chooses two out of the eight participants to receive a payment of 0, 5, 20, or 25 

Coins depending on their situation at the end of the round in question. The game is played 

three times, in each round, a random device replaces subjects in new positions. The colour of 

their scarves changes accordingly. 

 

iii. Rating scale development step 

For the Level 1 

 Understands how own and team‘s work contributes to the success of the game 

 Uses understanding of different materials given to accomplish the goal of the game 

 Understands what specific actions need to be taken to contribute to objectives of the 

game 

For the Level 2 

 Is able to prepare team members to accomplish goals and objectives 

 Communicates the game‘s strategic priorities in a compelling and convincing manner 
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 Identifies synergies between team priorities and other relevant agendas 

For the Level 3 

 Translates the vision and strategy into practical and tangible plans for team members 

 Encourages self and others to think about organisation‘s long term potential 

 Informs strategy development by identifying gaps in current delivery or evidence 

For the Level 4 

 Translates an understanding of the complex and diverse threats and issues  

 Proactively involves partners/players of other teams in strategic thinking, 

incorporating their views into plans and working with them to align strategic priorities 

 Sets common priorities by identifying where time and investment is needed most 

 

iv. Raters training step 

At this step people involved in observing and assessing the behaviour of the subjects, will 

have to pass through a detailed training in which they will learn to try and act ethically and as 

much as possible objective, that during the activities, no judgement or evaluation takes place, 

just noting down all words, actions, behaviours, reactions a subject did, and only after the end 

of the activity, the observed behaviours will be checked according to the above rating scale. 

 

5.2.  Competency Development – Game Intervention 

i. Game-based learning 

For this part of the experiment we chose the game ―Acquire‖, which has both – educational 

and entertainment characteristics. This game applies ludus rules (Rules and Frasca, 1999), 

and is evaluated at medium complexity, the game play and narratives place players in a 

business environment where they act as investors, where each player strategically invests in 

businesses, trying to retain a majority of stock.  As the businesses grow with tile placements, 

they also start merging, giving the majority stockholders of the acquired business sizable 

bonuses, which can then be used to reinvest into other chains. All of the investors in the 

acquired company can then cash in their stocks for current value or trade them 2-for-1 for 

shares of the newer, larger business. The game is a race to acquire the greatest wealth. 

This game is part of the games as metaphors and as tools categories.  
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In the experiment will take part in total 16 participants. All experimental sessions occur on 

the same day and at the same time. A minimum of 12 people should be involved as raters and 

observers. Four people will be in charge of mediating the experimental game, and each rater 

should observe at maximum of two players.  

All participants are young professionals with not more than five years of experience, who are 

not older than 30 years old. This profile is chosen as the study wants to verify the implication 

of GBL approach to leadership competencies development in an organisational context. With 

the help of a personal form questionnaire, people with no previous interaction will be chosen; 

meaning that the groups will be formed of strangers, and people with no to moderate previous 

gaming experience will be selected.  

We chose the game ―Acquire‖ (www.wikihow.com) because of it resembles with the game 

―Monopoly‖, which was discussed by multiple scholars, including Albanese (2010) that 

despite its entertainment nature proved to be effective in developing financial and strategic 

thinking. We chose ―Acquire‖ specifically because it has the same potential and the same 

learning outcomes as ―Monopoly‖, but it was not explored that much. Additionally, we did 

not succeed in finding a mainly educational game aiming on developing strategic thinking 

among adults, as these types of games, in forms of the complexity level of a card game, board 

game or a video game, are mostly developed by private companies which use to charge a fee 

for using them. There is an option of free access but only to the demo versions that represents 

an incomplete replica of the game, which if used in an experiment may disrupt the learning 

process. The subjects will be divided in teams of four people. The allocated time for one 

round is maximum of 60 minutes. 
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Figure 3: Acquire Board Game 

Source: www.wikihow.com 

 

The main objective of Acquire is to become the wealthiest player by the end of the game. 

This is done by forming hotel chains, shrewdly buying the right stock at the right time, 

merging chains to obtain capital and adding hotels to the chains in which you have 

controlling interest to increase their value. 

At the beginning of the game, each player receives USD 6,000. Each player draws six hotels 

from the central cluster of face-down tiles on the table and keeps them in his/her "hand", not 

allowing other players to see them. Each player‘s turn consists of placing one of his hotel 

tiles on its matching square on the board; buying stock or drawing another hotel tile to 

replace the one played. 

Tile placement falls in one of four categories. The tile placed could be an orphan, adjacent to 

no other tile on the board. The tile could create a new chain of tiles, and the player who 

placed it on the board would have the opportunity to found a new chain. The tile could 

increase the length of an existing chain already on the board. Or the tile could link two 

chains, causing a merger of two or more chains. Since there are only seven hotel chains in the 



 

52 

 

game, placing a tile that would create an eighth chain is not permitted. When a player founds 

a chain, he receives one free share of stock in that chain. If, however, there are no shares left 

when the chain is founded, then the founding player does not receive the free share. 

The game ends when one player, during his turn, announces that either all chains on board are 

"safe" or that any one chain contains 41 or more hotels. To determine the winner, all chains 

are bought out by the bank. Majority holder‘s bonuses are paid for all active chains. All 

players sell their stock. Stock in a chain that is not on the board is worthless. The player with 

the most money is the winner. 

The subjects will play one trial before the actual experiment will start to ensure that they 

understand the structure of the game. Individuals then play the game three times. In each 

round, each player will be part of a new team. 

 

ii. Debriefing 

In using this game, the learning process is driven not only by the technologies, but also by 

pedagogies (Freitas, 2006), meaning that additional intervention in form of debriefing and 

reflection should be applied. 

At the end of the experiment all participants will be divided in groups of two people for a 

debriefing session with a facilitator. The main questions on which they will have to reflect are 

what did they learn during the game, what was the purpose of the game in their opinion, what 

was the hardest part during the game, what they found to be easier for them, and what they 

can apply in their professional life from what they learned and how. Their responses will be 

noted and checked for connection with the results of the post-experiment assessment centre 

three months later.  

 

5.3.Conclusion of the chapter 

The suggested game-based experiment was designed with the purpose to create a theoretical 

understanding of how the effectiveness of GBL could be assessed in regards to development 

of leadership competencies. 
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Even if it seemed structured and argued the way the competency may be measured and 

developed, there are some limitations, which should be taken into consideration when 

choosing to perform the experiment. Firstly, at the assessment stage there is the risk of 

misinterpretation of the results. The role of the raters is a crucial one in grading the level of 

the competency; even with detailed and professional preparation there is a risk that raters may 

miss or misinterpret a specific behaviour or reaction of the subjects. The step of defining the 

competency and ranking scale is usually performed based on the reality of an organisation - 

as there is a lack of universal framework of leadership competencies, this may not be 

applicable for other organisations.  Secondly, for the development stage we proposed the 

game Acquire, in which players act as investors in hotel business, however it may not be of 

interest among some of the participants, so their learning path may be disturbed. In case a 

subject register a higher level of competency at post-experiment assessment, it will be hard to 

assign the entire success to the game, as results may be influenced also by some personal or 

professional experiences which happen during the period of three months after the game.  

Despite the possible limitations of the suggested experiment, it may help create clarity on the 

question of effectiveness of GBL approach to leadership development. Possible outcomes 

may communicate that either no, limited or considerable effect on competency development 

the GBL has. In case of no effect, companies will be encouraged to continue to apply the 

most common approaches such as training, coaching, mentoring, 360 feedback, etc. In case of 

limited effect, it may be recommended that GBL should be used as an additional learning tool 

to the already mentioned approaches. And in case considerable effect will be registered, 

future research could be oriented to design and develop educational games to be applied in 

academic and corporate spheres.  

6. Conclusion  

We embarked in this research journey on the basis of our personal and professional interests. 

We acknowledged that games are a common practice in education, but there are not enough 

studies on discussing learning and development of skills and competencies needed in an 

organisational context through games. In the pursue of finding the relation between game-

based learning and leadership competencies development we managed to find out which LC 

are more likely to be developed through a GBL approach. Organisations that need leaders 

with higher level of such social interaction competencies as motivation, facilitation, coaching, 
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effective communication, collaborative negotiation, effective teamwork or cognitive 

competencies such as strategic thinking, decision making, problem solving and technical 

competency, may invest in developing or purchasing educational games designed for 

development of those behaviours.  

The second scope of our research paper was to offer insights on the question of the 

effectiveness and potential value of game-based learning approach to developing the 

leadership competencies. As there is a lack of studies discussing the real effect of GBL 

approach to LC development, we deepen our attention to conceptually understand the relation 

of these too dimensions, in order to be able to suggest an experiment which could possibly 

measure the leadership development through game-based learning. The game-based 

experiment model suggested includes the steps of assessment of the level of leadership 

competency before and after the game and a proposed board-game which was discussed to be 

efficient in developing leadership. Despite the results of the experiment, we do consider that 

companies should pay more attention to diverse their training and development practices. 

However, in current moment we are not able to affirm that GBL should replace other 

development approaches to leadership competencies, but we would advocate for 

organisations to apply GBL together with other leadership development activities as it may 

enhance the motivation of participants to take an active role in their own development. 

 

6.1.Practical and theoretical implications 

Very often companies recognize the need for leadership development but either because they 

lack time, human or financial resources or the corporate culture limits HR managers to 

explore more unconventional methods for employees training and development; they end up 

by copying other companies‘ who operate in the same sector development practices. 

Additionally, the future generation of employees might ask for a different approach to growth 

and development inside an organisation. The findings in this research paper may be useful for 

those involved in management development to give more consideration to the potential value 

of game-based learning approaches in the development of specific leadership competencies.  

As for scholars and students, this paper may serve as support for future research, as there is 

still a need for empirical proof of effectiveness of GBL to leadership development and a need 

to determine which games allow the transfer of competencies to the organizational context in 

a more efficient way. 
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6.2.Individual contribution to the work process  

The entire research project for us was a complex process with its ups and downs, moments of 

confusion and moments of satisfaction. The topic was chosen after multiple brainstorming 

discussions and we ended adopting the one combining our common interests – leadership and 

games. However, the specifics of the paper, including the formulation of research questions, 

were discussed during the entire period of work. 

Because one of the members of our team was not physically present in Kalmar for the entire 

period of thesis work, we had to find the most efficient ways to keep communication between 

us as constructive and constant as possible. For this matter we designed a Gant Chart in 

which we kept track of responsibilities and parts each had to study and contribute. We agreed 

on having calls at least two times per week, in order to not miss any of the ideas each of us 

had.  

After the first period of collaborative work we acknowledged which are the strengths of each 

of us, and we made use of them. Gautier has a sharp eye for details, has excellent searching 

skills and was able to find articles and books which at first were not possible to access. 

Additionally, he has a creative and innovative mind, so he was constantly looking for 

different particularities of mainly games-based learning area. Marina understands how 

organisation works and how human resources managers approach leadership development 

and competencies, which is the reason why her main focus was to go deep in understanding 

leadership competencies. Additionally, she contributed with the synthesis of the information, 

structuring and proofreading.  

Despite the challenges we faced during this time, we can proudly say that we learned new 

things along the way about the topic we chose, the teamwork and about ourselves.  
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