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Abstract: This paper deals with the role and actions of internal change agents as game 

facilitators. The paper describes a training programme called SIMNET for 

training new game facilitators to use a work process development method 
called the Work Flow Game. The Work Flow Game is an action-oriented, 
tailored simulation game where the participants simulate their own real work 

activities together. There were eleven internal change agents from nine 
different organisations participating in the training programme. The results of 
the training programme were evaluated by conducting a qualitative case study. 
All participants were able to carry out their simulation games and most of the 

projects gained results in terms of implementation of changes. 

1. INTRODUCTION 

This article aims at contributing to the less studied topic of the role of 
internal change agents as game facilitators. Hartley et al. (1997, 62) state that 
while there is a small amount of literature about the role of consultants and 
change agents acting as external change agents or catalysts for an 
organisation, the literature is less informative about those who try to develop 
change from within the organisation. Furthermore, the existing literature has 
tended to produce idealised lists of skills rather than actual roles, activities 
and performance of change agents in practice. This paper describes a 
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training programme for training new game facilitators as well as the role and 
actions of game facilitators using a process development method called the 
Work Flow Game. Apart from the introspective account ofPiispanen (1995), 
the subject has not received much attention in the earlier research on the 
Work Flow Game or corresponding social simulation games. 

Firstly, the Work Flow Game method is introduced. Secondly, the role of 
the game facilitator is discussed. Thirdly, a training programme called 
SIMNET for training internal change agents to become game facilitators is 
described. Finally, the facilitation experiences and some results of the first 
SIMNET programme are summarised. 

2. THE WORK FLOW GAME 

The Work Flow Game is a simulation game combining the features of 
simulation with those of a game. The Work Flow Game is based on a 
simplified model of the selected work process, which will be simulated in 
accelerated time during the game session. It is an action-oriented simulation, 
where the participants simulate their own real work activities together. It 
also has the features of a game, e. g. roles, rules and game material. 
(Ruohomaki 1994; 1995). In the Work Flow Game, three key factors of 
organisation development are combined: improving (or re-engineering) work 
processes, experiential learning and participative design. It is always a part 
of a larger development project and can be used in different phases of the 
change process. It can be utilised at the beginning of a development project 
to start change and to localise problems, or later on, to test and practise new 
ways of action. There can be several rounds, first a game to describe the 
current status and later on a "vision game" when the new operational model 
is tested. (Ruohomaki 1994; 1995.) 

The experiences from the reported WFG cases in knowledge work (see 
e.g. Piispanen et al. 1996, Ruohomaki 1994, 1995, Piispanen 1995) and 
several studies in the production management branch (e.g. Forssen-Nyberg 
& Kutilainen 1998, Haho 1998, Smeds 1996), have proved the method 
beneficial in terms of presenting the work process as a whole, revealing the 
development needs and opportunities, motivating people for change through 
active participation, and promoting the interactive learning of the 
participants. Co-operation, communication and general working atmosphere 
have often improved after the game day. Long-term effects of process 
development can be seen in better productivity and quality of the work 
process (e.g. streamlining the process, less rework) as well as in improved 
customer service in terms of delivery accuracy, production flexibility and 
shorter lead times. 
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The Work Flow Game method consists of three parts: 1) planning the 
game, 2) the game day, and 3) debriefing and development activities after 
the game session. {Piispanen et al. 1996.) The planning phase is usually 
carried out by a team representing different parts of the work process. The 
project team works with the assistance of a game facilitator. For the Work 
Flow Game, a cross-functional work process is selected as the object of the 
development. The Work Flow Game is based on a real, typical case example 
representing the selected work process. In the planning phase, work 
processes are analysed and modelled, the case example is selected, a 
manuscript is prepared for the game session, members of the organisation 
are briefed, and concrete preparations are made for the game day. (Piispanen 
et al. 1996.) 

The game day consists of the game session and debriefing. During the 
game session, the participants of the Work Flow Game are seated in a circle, 
which forms the game setting. There are two types of participants in the 
simulation game: players and observers. The players are all those employees, 
managers and customers who have participated in the selected case example 
in reality. The players have their real professional roles in the simulation. 
They talk aloud about what they do, how they perform their tasks, which 
equipment and documents they use, what kinds of problems occur, and who 
the next person is that they contact or send the documents to. The observers' 
task is to follow the game events and make notes about problems like 
bottlenecks and unnecessary repetition as well as improvement ideas they 
have observed. The game facilitator sees that the process goes according to 
the manuscript and timetable. After the game session, there is an intensive 
debriefing organised in small groups and general discussions. The 
development work will continue several months after the game day, 
depending on the development needs of the work process. {Piispanen et al. 
1996.) 

3. GAME FACILITATOR'S ROLE 

The role of the game facilitator is crucial both in the planning phase of 
the game and during the game day. The way of facilitating as well as the 
facilitator's knowledge, skills and attitudes have an influence on the success 
of the game and achieving the set targets. (Greenblat & Duke 1981.) The 
role of the game facilitator can be analysed by comparing it to different 
modes of consultation (Figure 1 ). The grid depicts whether the consultant 
has expertise of a particular content area from the viewpoint of the customer, 
or whether (s)he is a pure process consultant, i.e. a person who "helps the 
client perceive, understand and act upon the process events that occur in the 



6 Matleena Pankakoski 

client's environment" (Schein 1987, 34), and how much responsibility the 
consultant takes for directing the process. 

Process support 

Directive 

Importer of a 
ready-made 
method 

Process 
consultant 

Trainer, 
expert, 
project manager 

Researcher 

Non-directive 

Substance support 

Figure 1. The role dimensions of consultancy (Piispanen & Ylisuvanto 
1993). 

Here the word "game facilitator" is used on purpose instead of "game 
leader". In the game situation the facilitator usually acts as the game leader, 
but in the broad sense (s)he is supposed to facilitate the whole change 
process, which is different from being a directive project manager. The task 
of the facilitator is to act as a supporting person, who helps the members of 
the organisation plan the game and activates the players to study their own 
work practices. (Piispanen et al. 1998). The role of the game facilitator 
resembles the role definition by Knowles (1975), as he describes the new 
role of a teacher of adults moving from content transmitter to facilitator of 
learning. 

The game facilitator can be an external or internal consultant, change 
agent or researcher. An external facilitator has more clearly the role of a 
process consultant, bringing new tools, concepts and models to the process. 
If the external facilitator is too directive, there is a danger that the 
participants adopt a passive role, become too dependent on the facilitator, 
and will not take responsibility for implementing the improvement ideas 
after the game day. (Piispanen et al. 1998.) If an external consultant 
facilitates the Work Flow Game, a content expert from inside the 
organisation is needed to take the responsibility for substance matters. Often 
the best combination is to have one person who knows the method and 
another who owns the process working together. An internal change agent 
may work either in the expert or process consultant role. The decisive factor 



Change Agent 007- Licence to Simulate 7 

is whether (s)he is developing a process in her or his own work context or 
somewhere else in the organisation. The role of the internal game facilitator 
may, however, be more directive, because it is possible that (s)he is the game 
facilitator and the person responsible for the development project at the same 
time. 

The facilitator is responsible for creating a mutually trustful and positive 
atmosphere so that the participants can join the game day without 
hesitations. The facilitator sees that the game proceeds according to the 
manuscript and the game rules, and that the focus remains on the process as 
a whole, not on personalities. It is the responsibility of the facilitator to 
estimate when a game can be entered and whether the organisation has the 
capability to deal with the themes that come up during the game. If the 
personnel feel the game is too threatening or has hidden agendas, the 
facilitator must know when to stop in time. (Piispanen et al. 1998) The social 
learning environment resembles in many respects the one described by 
Knowles (1984), as he emphasises e.g. supportive learning climate, 
respect, trust, openness, and co-operation as basic social factors of the 
learning process. 

The use of methods like the Work Flow Game has been typically based 
on individual development projects, in which an outside consultant or 
researcher has acted as a change agent and the methodological expert.· As a 
consequence, spreading of methodological competencies and extensive 
utilisation of the methods have been slow, and the development work has 
usually focused only on certain restricted areas within the organisation. 
However," it does not have to be an exclusive right of consultants and 
researchers to use what are called expert methods in order to develop work 
organisations. Dissemination of development methods and other 
organisational innovations is not only necessary but also possible as there are 
growing numbers of highly educated and skilled practitioners who are able 
to carry out organisation development projects if only they have relevant 
methods to work with. 

However, one has to bear in mind that getting started with a development 
project, describing work processes, facilitating learning, and implementing 
the development ideas, require similar user competencies (Aliinge et al. 
1998) to those required in any development project, independent of the 
methods used. This notion is crucial in terms of disseminating and applying 
the Work Flow Game: learning to facilitate a simulation game like this is not 
just a collection of easy-to-learn tricks, but a way of developing that requires 
a holistic approach to organisation development. So it is mainly explicit 
knowledge and practical skills, i.e. relatively surface competencies that can 
be developed through training. 
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4. SIMNET TRAINING PROGRAMME 

In order to train new Work Flow Game facilitators for Finnish work 
organisations, a new training programme, called SIMNET, was planned 
according to the seven phases of the Work Flow Game method ( cf. Figure 
2). The programme is carried out by the Laboratory of Work Psychology and 
Leadership at the Helsinki University of Technology. The training is 
designed for internal consultants, trainers, people responsible for quality 
improvement, and line managers/process owners, i.e. persons responsible for 
carrying out development activities. The participants are supported by the 
training programme; they are responsible for carrying out their development 
processes in their organisations without outside consultants. After facilitating 
their first simulation games, the participants are given a certificate that 
indicates that they are "licensed" Work Flow Game facilitators. 

Training period 6 
6.2.1997 

Training period 5 
10.12.1996 

4. Preparing 
the game day 

Training period 4 
24.10.1996 

Training period 2 
5-6.9.1996 

......__---,.. __ _. 1,5 days 

Figure 2. The timetable of the first SIMNET training programme in relation 
to the phases of the method. 

The application of the Work Flow Game is taught during the training 
periods. The training periods are always followed by fieldwork in 
participating organisations so that the theory can be put into practice 
immediately. In each training period, there are learning tasks that are started 
together and then given as homework for the participants to be completed 
during the fieldwork period. The idea of the learning tasks is to support and 
direct the development projects. 

The following elements are included in each training period: lectures and 
case examples, short presentations of the participants, general discussions 
and sharing experiences, guidance of the participants, (group) working on 
the current phase of the planning process, and giving learning tasks for the 
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field period. The programme represents an open action learning type of 
learning environment ( cf. Revans 1982) as a contrast to traditional short 
courses. The basic idea is to apply the acquired knowledge and skills 
immediately instead of learning the basics in theory only. 

5. FACILITATION EXPERIENCES 

In the first SIMNET training programme1, there were eleven participants 
from nine different organisations representing both the public and private 
sectors. Both professional developers and people with operative 
responsibilities or expert position acted as game facilitators. Seven of the 
participants were working as internal consultants or had an official role in 
organisation development activities; four of them were already very 
experienced developers. The other participants had at least participated in 
development projects or conducted them within their own work units. Two 
participants worked as line managers. 

The evaluation of the first SIMNET training programme was carried out 
by conducting a descriptive, qualitative, embedded case study (Gummesson 
1991). The data consisted of semi-structured interviews, questionnaires with 
multiple choice and open-ended questions as well as document material 
about the organisations and simulation games of the trainees. The data were 
collected throughout the training programme and also during a 1 114 years 
follow-up period. The aim of the follow-up period was to study the 
independent application of the Work Flow Game method after the first 
simulation games during the training programme. In this paper, the results of 
the first SIMNET training programme are summed up. The facilitation 
experiences of the internal change agents, i.e. the trainees, are illustrated by 
giving a few examples and authentic quotations. 

All game facilitators were able to carry out their games and most of the 
projects gained results in terms of implementation of changes. The game 
facilitators were satisfied with their game days and felt they had succeeded 
well in facilitating the games. From the methodological point of view, the 
game facilitators were able to tailor the method according to their own 
needs. Some of them even developed new innovative methodological 
solutions in terms of the roles of the players and visualising the game events. 
The method was also used for new purposes, such as team development. 
From the viewpoint of achieving development results, the best case was one 

I From July 1996 to August 1999, there have been four SIMNET training programmes having 40 participants from 28 different 

organisations. In addition, there have been two organisation-specific training progranunes, in which 12 game facilitators have been 

trained. The SIMNET project continues till the end of 1999. For a more detailed account of the theoretical basis and results of the first 

training programne, see Pankakoski 1998. 
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where there was a representative of the management taking the ultimate 
responsibility for the implementation phase and even more, if the game 
facilitator was able to continue supporting the development for some time 
after the game day. 

The game facilitators felt that the game could well be used internally 
without outside consultants. However, there were some differing opinions 
about the difficulty of developing different kinds of processes. One game 
facilitator was worried about starting a new project in an area she was not 
familiar with, whereas another facilitator thought there might be some 
difficulties when facilitating the game within one's own area. 

"For me this was easy because I was familiar with all the processes in 
advance. It was easy to start to play something I already knew. I'm quite 
familiar with the entire financial administration. But now that I'm leaving 
the department, it has been suggested that I should go to the editorial office 
and facilitate a game there, that does give me the heebie-jeebies; my god, 
after all I don 't know anything about editing a magazine. When you have to 
start from the bottom, it surely is a more difficult situation ... " 

"If we were to simulate the process of employing someone or recruiting a 
new person to the company, processes that include some of my own work 
tasks, and I would facilitate a game like that I wonder how it would work ... 
You are an expert in your own process but you also look at it from a certain 
perspective and you will not necessarily see all the possibilities to develop it 
when you already have a certain model or habit in your head. " 

In three cases where the game facilitators were members of the work 
community in which they conducted the game, there were some extra 
pressures to succeed. They felt that failing was no option for them; an 
outside consultant always leaves the work organisation behind, but a 
member of the work community still has to live with the situation after the 
development project. In other cases that was not a problem, because the 
game facilitators had already established their position as internal 
consultants; and moreover, they did not carry out the Work Flow Games 
within their own organisational units. The internal consultants had perhaps 
the easiest situation, because they were always working outside their own 
units but still knew the organisation, its values, norms, and people. 

"Especially when there are familiar co-workers there is a different 
tension in the air than when you go to an unfamiliar organisation. The 
familiarity creates a different kind of tension. I certainly had butterflies in 
my stomach... You have to succeed in front of your own people. An external 
professional consultant automatically receives respect that is not easily 
shown to an internal one." 

"And an internal consultant, he really knows the organisation, knows all 
the systems; that brings a lot of advantages ... However, if we sent our 
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departmental managers as consultants to other departments it could create 
problems. However, the fact that we all work in kind of personnel units or 
not within the same organisation and we do not have line responsibility 
makes everything much easier because in a case like this you only act as 
support and assist in leading the project. It's more neutral that way. " 

In terms of continuous use of the method after the training programme, 
the user's position for development could be found to be important. The 
professional developers/internal consultants were most likely to continue 
using the method. Starting a new game was easier, if the game facilitator had 
a legitimate position for development as a professional developer. 

The main reasons for continuous use of the method after the training 
were related to the following factors: strong management support in terms of 
allocating resources for development, enthusiastic personnel, development 
culture that was based on process-thinking and participative development, 
the need for using methods based on co-operative learning and process 
analysis, as well as positive experiences from the first Work Flow Games. 

The reasons for not continuing the use of the method after the training 
were related either to the game facilitator or the prevailing situation in the 
organisation. Some game facilitators had moved to another position or 
organisation, or were lacking a legitimate role as internal change agents 
without any allocated working hours for development projects. The 
organisational reasons concerned major organisational reorganisations or 
other simultaneous change processes competing for the same limited 
resources. 

6. CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION 

In the future, more attention should be paid to choosing participants for 
training programmes such as SIMNET. Firstly, the persons who are 
supposed to apply new methods independently should have both former 
development experience and a legitimate role to carry out organisational 
development processes. Secondly, there should not be too many 
simultaneous changes going on in the organisation if a new method requiring 
quite a lot of resources is to be introduced. The critical success factors of any 
change project also apply to development projects in which the Work Flow 
Game is used (cf. e.g. Kotter 1995). Third, it is important that applying the 
method is not only a practical exercise for the participant, but the work 
community in which the method is applied has a real need and motivation 
for using the method and taking responsibility for implementation of 
changes. It is not enough only to simulate things. Improvements are not 
realised until they are implemented in real life. 
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Despite the observation that the method can be learnt and used by 
internal change agents without outside consultants in the organisation, there 
are certain advantages of having an experienced external game facilitator 
carrying out the first Work Flow Game. By following the actions of an 
experienced facilitator, much more than just the external forms of the 
method can be learnt and passed on. Many important tacit elements of the 
method are lost when the knowledge is packed in the codified form to be 
communicated via a handbook or a training programme. The necessary tacit 
knowledge is embedded and recreated in the action of those who apply the 
method. Moreover, the training model is not suitable for all organisations. 
There are organisations in which the facility for self-directed development is 
not yet at such a level that development activities could be carried out 
without outside consultancy. In some cases the culture or the present 
situation in the organisation requires an outside change agent to support the 
development work, because an outside person perhaps has a more neutral 
position than an internal change agent. 
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