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Defining Game-Based Learning
There are various definitions for game-based learning amid the L&D industry as well as the K-12 environment. 
Simply put, it is a game designed to teach or reinforce knowledge. Part of the beauty of game-based learning 
is its enormous flexibility. Educational games can be board games, card games, video games, or mobile app 
games. Anything that packages education, which is not always perceived as fun, into an exciting game could 

be classified as game-based learning.

Game-Based Learning is a Game
Changer in Corporate Training
The game-based learning market reached $3.2 billion in 2017 and is expected to hit $8.1 billion by 2022¹. 
Corporations are seeing the benefits of teaching through games. As a result, they are shifting their training 
budgets to allow for innovative gaming experiences. Research from the UC-Denver Business School shows 
learners who participated in game-based learning acquired higher skill-based knowledge, more factual 
knowledge, and greater retention than those who received training through alternative methods.²

The facts and statistics are hard to ignore. Is your organization using game-based learning yet? This paper 
discusses what it is, why it is effective, how to start implementing it, and how to combat common objections.  

Serious Games
The L&D industry often refers to training games as Serious Games. Like game-based learning, the 

term Serious Game is not confined by a list of qualifiers. However, many Serious Games are computer or 
mobile games which corporations host on a private website or their company’s Learning Management 
System (LMS). For the sake of discussion, we will label Serious Games as a style of game-based learning.  

Gamification
Gamification is related to game-based learning, although it is a completely different tactic. This 

approach adds mechanics like badges, levels, points, and leaderboards onto traditional training. Developers 
can incorporate gamification elements in eLearning courses created in programs like Captivate or Storyline, 
or organizations could use a gamified LMS. Gamification is a helpful way to capture learners’ attention and 
incentivize them to actively participate in the training. At Designing Digitally, we like to describe gamification 
as a spoonful of sugar that helps the medicine go down. It has a place and a time but is never as immersive 
as true game-based learning.

Be the Boss
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Goals for Games
Games designed for corporate learning have two different goals: the company’s goal for the game and the 

learner’s goal inside the game. It is important to distinguish between the two. 

Company Goal
Whoever commissions or creates game-based learning needs to have a goal for the project. It 

could be “Introduce new hires to our company’s core values” or “Generate a 5% increase in sales by teaching 
associates new closing tactics.” The company goal does not necessarily have to be shared with the learners. 
It should, however, be discussed openly with the team creating the game-based learning solution. All of the 

learning objectives should directly support the company goal. 

Gameplay Goal
Unlike the company goal, the learner is keenly aware of the goal they are working towards while 

playing the game. It could be to score as many points as possible before time runs out, or to get a character 
from one point to another without hitting any obstacles. The goal of the game can be fictional or align with a 
realistic outcome.

A wildly popular game in the 90’s was Where in the World is Carmen SanDiego? Players use their knowledge of 
geography and world history to find a thief on the run. The goal of the game – to catch a fugitive – is fictional 
and completely separate from the learning objectives. Some learners may be more intrigued by games with 
fictional goals because the learning is hidden behind an exciting storyline or strategy. 

On the other hand, games can be extremely 
effective when their goal aligns with a realistic 
outcome. Designing Digitally, Inc. created a 
training program for new cooks at Checkers/
Rally’s restaurants. It culminates in a sandwich 
making game where learners race to accurately 
fulfill the orders they receive. The ingredients 
in the game are laid out just like they are in the 
actual restaurant kitchens, allowing learners to 
gain genuine experience while they play the game. 
The goal of the game is nearly identical to the 
requirements of their job role, which makes it a 
successful onboarding tool.

https://www.designingdigitally.com/
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Why Game-Based Learning Is Effective
Game-based learning is productive in corporate training plans for a number of reasons.

Entices Learners to Replay
Educators and L&D professionals can all agree that spaced repetition increases knowledge 

retention.³ How many times do you have to sing the ABC’s with a child before they can sing it on their own? In 
the corporate world, repeating activities or training events is often deemed a waste of time, even though we 
know it is necessary to master a new skill or topic. Game-based learning has the power to subtly encourage 
repetition. Learners are motivated to come back to the game to earn a higher score, collect all of the in-game 
rewards, or gain a higher ranking on a leaderboard. Depending on the game design, learners may need to 
repeat activities to earn a higher score than their earlier attempts, thus learning how to correct the mistakes 
they made initially. Or, perhaps they are able to unlock new levels that reintroduce topics in a different format. 

Keep in mind, learning objectives are separate from the goal of a game. You can create hours of gameplay 
based on the same learning objectives being presented over and over again in various formats. 

Facilitates Skill Application
Game-based learning is the perfect way to let learners apply their skills to a practical situation. 

Hands-on action helps them learn a skill more thoroughly than simply watching someone else do it. And, if you 
need to assess the learner’s abilities, it affords a much more accurate evaluation than a multiple-choice test.

In the sandwich making game, learners have to demonstrate they know which ingredients go on each kind of 
sandwich, where to find them in the kitchen, what amount to place on them, and how to properly package the 
completed order. Learners who earn a passing score on the game prove they not only know the menu items, but 
can competently fulfill customer orders. Supervisors know, with confidence, that employees who win the game 
are ready to start making sandwiches in the kitchen. 

Disguises Training
Saying, “Let’s play a game!” will always go over better than “Let’s learn about safety hazards in the 

workplace.” Well-designed games are fun and entertaining. The purpose of game-based learning is to get 
learners actively involved so they will acquire more knowledge and retain it for longer than they would with a 
traditional training method. While playing a game, learners cannot daydream like they could during a lecture or 
a basic eLearning course. They have to engage with the experience in order to progress in the game. Ideally, 
they will be so enthralled by the graphics, sound effects, and plot of the game that they will soak up all of the 
ingrained learning without even realizing it.  

https://www.designingdigitally.com/
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How to Start Implementing Game-
Based Learning
Creating a training game that measures up to corporate standards takes time. The timeline depends heavily 
on the number of people on the project team, the scope of the game, the availability of Subject Matter Experts 
(SMEs) and stakeholders, etc. But, as a rough estimate, a Serious Game will take six to twelve months to 
create. Remember, a Serious Game is a type of game-based learning. If applicable, an organization could 
implement a less-intricate solution in a shorter period of time.

Regardless of the final product, development method, or timeline duration, a company or training team should 
begin with these steps.  

Narrow the Scope
It can be tempting to say, “We’ll build the world’s greatest game that will make every part of our 

company infinitely better!” Unfortunately, that is completely impossible. The company goal for a training game 
should be focused on one pain point or a small skill set. Try writing the company goal as a single sentence to 
ensure it is concise. A game with too many goals will feel disjointed and overwhelming, therefore the learner 
will not take away a firm understanding of anything.

Once your team identifies the company goal for the game-based learning, form a team of SMEs who can 

Game-based learning can also involve branching conversations with co-workers or customers. In a game 
Designing Digitally, Inc. developed for managers of a sit-down restaurant, learners have to choose what to say 
to an upset guest. If they select the best 
options throughout the conversation and 
follow the restaurant’s recovery procedures, 
the guest responds positively and ends up 
posting a good review of the restaurant. 
However, if the learner does not handle 
the situation well, the guest grows more 
frustrated and the small issue escalates into 
a significant problem. Navigating realistic 
scenarios in a game-based environment 
equips learners to respond accordingly to 
actual guest complaints in their restaurant.

https://www.designingdigitally.com/
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provide and verify the training content that supports the company goal. You will need their input in the other 
aspects of narrowing the project scope. 

Next, decide on the audience who will play the training game. An audience could be the sales team, all new-
hires, all managers, etc. It may be easy to identify the audience based on the company goal for the game. If 
not, take time with the SMEs early in the design process to determine who needs to participate in the training.

Also, pinpoint the learning objectives. Compile a list of all the things the SMEs believe learners need to 
master in order to achieve the game’s company goal. This is the time to get all the cards on the table to see a 
full picture of what you are working with. At some point, the list will probably need to be sorted and trimmed 
down to keep the project scope precise. Your team may elect to do that immediately or further into the design 
process instead.
 

Identify a Developer
If you are creating a computer-based Serious Game, you need to identify who will develop, or 

program, the final product. Some training departments have an in-house team who builds learning modules. 
Are they capable of creating a complex Serious Game? They will need experience programming in advanced 
software such as Unity, Adobe Animate, or Unreal Engine, as well as the ability to create custom graphics for 
the game.

If you do not have an in-house team, or if they do not have the resources to build a Serious Game, partner with 
a custom training development company who specializes in games. A reputable firm will not only build the 
game but will lead your team through the entire design process.

Study Other Games
Start looking closely at the board games or video games you play. Why do you enjoy them? What 

are your favorite parts? What would you change? You will learn so much about game design as you critically 
analyze other games. Write down interesting elements you discover, then refer to your list as you brainstorm 
ideas for your game-based learning project. 

In addition to recreational games, research existing educational games. You may not be able to play full 
versions of many corporate Serious Games, but you can find case studies of what other people have created. 
Also, you can play all kinds of online games for K-12 students. Use these as inspiration to see how they wove 
learning into a fun game. 

Think Creatively
The sky is the limit for game-based learning. Pull out every brainstorming technique or creative 

https://www.designingdigitally.com/
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juice creator you have ever heard of. People are often afraid to propose ideas because they are too strange or 
impossible to execute. In game design, those are the things you need to spark amazing solutions! Encourage 
your team to ask questions like, “What if…” and “Could we…” This mindset gets teams thinking openly about 
opportunities. No suggestion is too stupid or unrealistic to throw out in the early phases of designing a game. 
Often times, those crazy propositions spark conversations, which then lead to innovative ideas the team can 
feasibly implement in the game.  

Consider inviting people outside the L&D department to join the project team to gather other perspectives and 
thoughts. If possible, recruit a few members of the target audience to offer insight on the game design as well 
as the content. Asking for their opinions is the best way to ensure your game resonates with the audience. 
It may also be worthwhile to involve employees from unrelated departments. Ask supervisors to suggest a 
creative, innovative person on their team who could contribute fresh ideas to the project. 

Common Objections to Game-Based 
Learning
Most L&D departments, large or small, encounter some degree of resistance against creating game-based 
learning. Try to combat their objections by calmly presenting facts.

“Our employees will not enjoy playing games.”
Many people uphold a stereotype that gamers are males in their teens and early twenties. 

Consequently, corporate executives often believe their diverse pool of employees will not appreciate game-
based learning, especially Serious Games resembling video games. But, a 2018 report from the Entertainment 
Software Association shows 
the average gamer is 34 years 
old and 34% of U.S. gamers 
are women.4

Google Play commissioned 
a global study to better 
understand the needs and 
motivations of mobile game 
players. They divided players 
into five segments based on 
their social motivation to play MALE   GAM ERS FEMALE   GAM ERS
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“Games cannot effectively teach our content.”
Nearly any content can be imagined into a game. Sometimes naysayers just need their minds to 

be opened. It may be helpful to start down the design process and come back to them once you have some 
practical ideas in place. 

Explaining how games are more engaging than traditional training methods may also help relax their stance. 
Point out how engaged learners will take away more than passive learners. And, that games allow repetition, 
which helps learners retain information longer. 

There are, however, certain instances where game-based learning is not a good fit. Training on sensitive 
topics, such as sexual harassment or suicide prevention, cannot be treated trivially. Branching scenarios may 
be appropriate, so long as they are presented respectfully. Find ways to foster learner engagement without 
including the fun, whimsical elements of a game.

“It is too expensive to make a custom game.”
It is true that creating a Serious Game requires a greater upfront investment than traditional 

eLearning modules. Even if an in-house team will develop the game, it will take more time than it would for 
them to design and build a slide-by-slide module. But, a Serious Game will almost certainly result in a higher 
Return on Investment (ROI) than a traditional training method. Learners will spend more time playing the 
game and gain a greater understanding of the content.

Game-based learning can save company time and money by decreasing the amount of time supervisors or 
mentors spend training others. And, it can save costs by allowing learners to practice skills in a simulated 
environment where they do not waste materials or risk damaging equipment or themselves. Designing 
Digitally, Inc. created a game that teaches auto technicians how to duplicate car keys on a key-cutting 
machine. Learners must demonstrate proficiency duplicating keys in a virtual 3D environment before a 
supervisor joins them to monitor practicing with real keys on the actual machine. Thus, in the initial phase 
of training, the learner is not using blank keys, taking time from a supervisor, or working with a dangerous 
machine. 

and their passion for gaming. In each segment, the peak age range of mobile players is 26-45. Two of the 
segments have approximately 10% more males than females (56% M - 44% F; 55% M - 45% F). The remaining 
three segments have fewer males than females (44% M - 56% F; 39% M – 61% F; 43% M - 57% F).5

These statistics should help break the stereotype of who enjoys games. Another tactic is to distribute a 
simple survey or poll to employees in your company to gauge their interest in training games. Chances are, 
they will show a significant preference for game-based learning over traditional training methods. 

https://www.designingdigitally.com/
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Case Studies for Game-Based Learning
Designing Digitally, Inc. develops custom Serious Games. Below are two client projects that focus on teaching 
soft skills to learners through realistic scenarios.

Be the Boss
The Equipment Leasing and Finance Association, ELFA, provides training and resources to 

companies that finance equipment. ELFA partnered with Designing Digitally, Inc. to update the training they 
offer to their members. Designing Digitally suggested creating microlessons to introduce learners to the 
concepts and tools of leasing as well as a Serious Game that challenges them to apply their knowledge in 
realistic customer scenarios. 

The game, called Be the Boss, places the learner in the role of a new employee at Strategic Equipment 
Leasing and Finance, a fictional equipment finance company abbreviated as S.E.L.F. The learner must tend 
to the needs of S.E.L.F.’s existing customers and guide prospective customers through the leasing process. 
Designing Digitally, Inc. designed the activities to align with the duties a leasing company performs. One type 
of activity requires the learner to ask the appropriate questions when speaking with a customer. Branching 
conversations reach different outcomes based on the learner’s dialog choices. Other activities include 
identifying the required paperwork, involving other S.E.L.F. departments when necessary, and assessing the 
risk of potential loans based on customers’ 
credit history. 

Learners earn badges and upgrades to the 
S.E.L.F. office as they move customers 
through the lifecycle, with bonus rewards 
for enhanced sales ability and increased 
attention to detail. If they struggle with an 
activity, the game guides learners to review 
the microlesson that covers the relevant 
topic.

ELFA announced the release of their 
updated training program in the summer 
of 2018. The initial sales of licenses to the 
program exceeded the Association’s expectations. ELFA is still in the beginning stages of marketing Be the 
Boss. They anticipate it will reach thousands of employees in leasing and finance companies across the U.S. 

https://www.designingdigitally.com/
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Mercer City
Mercer is a global consulting company who creates secure and rewarding human resource 

solutions for their clients. They wanted to create an interactive training game for new sales associates to 
complement their existing classroom training. Initially, Designing Digitally proposed several theme ideas 
that could facilitate mini-games teaching various sales tactics. Mercer opted to steer away from abstract 
environments and selected a city theme with office buildings representing different clients.

Designing Digitally worked with Mercer SMEs to 
write stories for eight fictional clients in Mercer 
City, based loosely on actual client accounts. From 
there, the team divided each story into multiple 
interactions with the client such as meetings, 
email correspondence, or phone conversations. 
Each interaction represents a “turn” in the Serious 
Game. The learner has to simultaneously juggle 
working with multiple clients. They do not know 
how many interactions it will take for a client to 
commit to purchasing a solution, nor can they 
predict how many repeat sales they can make 
with a single client. As the learner successfully 
completes interactions, new clients and opportunities unlock inside the game.

The learner can earn up to three dollar signs on each interaction, depending on how thoroughly they met 
the client’s needs. This motivates learners to replay interactions and strive for 100% mastery. They can see 
their overall mastery percentage, as well as their progress in the game, in the top left corner of the interface. 

Learners can also see a breakdown of their 
score, along with the clients they secured 
through sales, in the Client Book.  

Mercer City allows new sales associates to 
experience complete sales cycles with clients 
in about an hour of gameplay, when it could 
take over a year in real life. The customer 
stories prepare them for all kinds of client 
hesitations, special requests, and obstacles 
they will encounter with their clients.  The 

Serious Game received a Silver honor from the 2016 Horizon Interactive Awards. 

https://www.designingdigitally.com/
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conclusion
As you can see, there is no recipe or step-by-step guide to produce game-based learning. The parameters of a 
game are completely dependent on the company goal and the needs of the audience. If you have not started 
using game-based learning yet, now is time to start creating a game-changing shift in your organization’s 
training plan. Try to explain to others why it is effective, follow our suggestions to start implementing it, and 
address hesitations others try to use to slow you down. And, if necessary, shove aside any self-doubts you 
have about your ability to develop game-based learning. Regardless of your resources or budget, you have the 
power to make a difference using creative alternatives to traditional training. 

If you decide to develop a Serious Game, consider partnering with the award-winning team at Designing 
Digitally. We use a consultative process to work alongside clients through our five production phases. Our 
programmers can output Serious Games as SCORM packages or xAPI for your LMS, websites accessed in 
a browser, executable files for Windows, or custom applications for iOS and Android. Contact one of our 
Learning Solutions Specialists today to learn more about our capabilities and partnership opportunities.
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