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Leadership simulations are known as fun and engaging learning tools. But do they 

drive business value? And how can you create executive buy-in for leadership simulations 

in your learning strategy?   

Leadership and business acumen simulations have matured over the past 20 years and are 

often used as capstone events in mid to senior-level leadership programs. They are used to 

develop both hard skills such as business acumen and soft skills such as communication 

techniques and leadership. 

Yet, many times, corporate L&D departments still suffer from a lack of clarity on a) what 

simulations can teach well, b) how to connect them to professional growth in participants, 

and c) how to measure the business impact of a simulation-based learning environment. 

To help clear up some of the confusion, below are five ways that L&D leaders can ensure that 

leadership simulations fulfill their promise to drive measurable business value in an organi-

zation.

1) ENSURE THAT THE SIMULATION 

IS CONNECTED  TO THE RIGHT 

COMPETENCIES 

Simulations are formidable learning tools that allow 

senior-level professionals to ‘learn-by-doing,’ using 

the power of self-reflection and self-discovery to 

change behaviors. Unfortunately, many times, simu-

lations are connected to competencies that don’t require such meaningful reflection. 

For example, simulations that focus on specific industry dynamics often focus on procedur-

al knowledge and topics that are more easily illustrated in case studies and workbook 

exercises. 

Worse yet, some simulations are designed or customized to ‘teach’ to a specific behavior 
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such as “focus on working capital” or “motivate your employees with these tools.” The result-

ing simulation then tries to “make a point” by simulating what happens when the participant 

does or does not do the right thing. Participants often see through the intent of these 

attempts to ‘teach’ a certain behavior through a simulation and reject the effort as artificial. 

Effective simulations avoid that trap by focusing on more high-level topics and allowing 

participants to discover larger relationships and patterns, learn from feedback from their 

peers, and draw conclusions based on reflection of their own actions.

Focused on the right competencies that align with such a laboratory-style learning environ-

ment - such as “strategic long-term thinking” or “making decisions under conditions of ambi-

guity” - leadership simulations have been proven to accelerate careers and lead to measur-

able results in terms of higher retention rates of high caliber talent.

2) DON’T THROW IN THE ‘KITCHEN SINK’

Before running a simulation-based program, ask what specific competencies are needed in 

the organization, and why. How does the experiential learning program tie into those compe-

tencies and into the business objective they support? What specific competencies will not 

be addressed by the program? 

For example, a business acumen simulation focused on providing a Director-level audience 

with a detailed understanding of both industry-specific market dynamics, a deep under-

standing of the capital structure of a business, and an in-depth accounting review will likely 

fail to teach any of those concepts well. 

In a well-designed simulation, participants learn by reflecting on their actions holistically and 

gain an understanding of the factors that have led to the success or failure in their simulated 

worlds. Typically, key lessons can (and should) be summarizable in less than three sentenc-

es in order for the learning to not be forgotten over time. 
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3) INVOLVE YOUR EXECUTIVES 
Effective leadership programs that lead to building a sustainable leadership pipeline are 

time-intensive and require commitment from both participants and from executive spon-

sors. Without executive level support it is often impossible to sustain a program to a level 

where true business impact is felt. 

Simulations are an ideal vehicle to enable participant-executive interactions. By participating 

in debriefs, report-outs, and mock board presentations, executives can connect with partici-

pants in meaningful ways, open up about their own failures in confidential forums, and 

provide an opportunity for participants to picture themselves in the executive’s shoes down 

the road. 

Well designed simulations can translate executive sponsorship into valuable learning 

moments that drive true ROI not just by building the professional skills of the participants 

but by allowing for meaningful networking and idea exchange between people at different 

levels of the organization. 

4) MAKE IT SOCIAL
Managing and leading people is not a spectator sport. Simulations provide participants an 

opportunity to practice key leadership skills in a safe social environment. 

Making tough decisions under pressure, analyzing complex data, identifying patterns in 

seemingly chaotic situations – all these are important leadership skills that require the 

flexing of cognitive thinking and communication muscles.

 

Flexing these muscles necessitates social practice environments, just like a true perfor-

mance sport requires a place where an athlete can learn from repeated practice rather than 

rote memorization. 

Too often, however, the social aspect of a simulation-based learning environment is neglect-

ed or treated as a ‘secondary’ priority. To ensure maximum business impact, simulations 

should be embedded in a social learning environment where peer-to-peer interactions are 

prioritized and treated as a critical part of the experience. 
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5) MEASURE RESULTS

The most frequent questions about leadership simulations are  “How do we make the learning 

stick?” and “How do we show ROI to the business?”  

 

The problem of measuring success is a hard one; successful L&D departments recognize that 

leadership development is a long-term journey and that designing programs with long-term 

impact in mind is imperative to success.

Rather than find ways to make specific content items ‘stick’ and measure the “retention of knowl-

edge” of specific leadership topics, effective L&D groups that are able to connect simulations to 

business outcomes have found other ways to measure results.

 

How? First, they have designed simulations that uncover personal leadership blind-spots, 

provide meaningful feedback, and trigger the start of a long-term learning journey. Then, they 

have measured the future growth of those leaders in creative ways - they have interviewed the 

managers of participants 6-months out; they have tracked career trajectories of program partici-

pants over multiple years, they have used anecdotal evidence to build a business case based on 

a “preponderance of evidence”, and they have involved executives early on in the identification 

and tracking of key metrics (such as employee retention rates of participants) so that measuring 

success becomes a joint effort between L&D and the business functions.

With the right partnership within the business, an eye for understanding what truly matters - 

long-term professional growth, retention rates, and business impact - successful L&D depart-

ments have been able to provide the business with the confidence they need to make invest-

ments in leadership development simulations. 

The tools mentioned above - a focus on the right learning goals, executive involvement, the 

creation of a social learning environment, and an eye for measuring the right outcomes - allow 

L&D leaders to create exceptional business results with leadership simulations.   

www.abilitie.com

