2008 Brandon Hall Excellence in Learning Awards

Best Use of Games for Learning category
Entry Title

Enterprise Senior Manager Business Simulation Game
Entering Organization(s)

Accenture and BTS
Section 1: Fit to the Needs
Accenture is a global management consulting, technology services, and outsourcing company.  Committed to delivering innovation, Accenture collaborates with its clients to help them become high-performance businesses and governments.  Accenture has approximately 175,000 professionals in 49 countries and works with clients in nearly every major industry worldwide, including 91 of the Fortune Global 100, two-thirds of the Fortune Global 500 and government agencies around the world. 

Every company, whatever its size, needs people to manage and operate its business functions.  At Accenture, we have a dedicated corporate functions workforce called “Enterprise” that provides a wide range of services to support our client teams, outsourcing units and other businesses. Enterprise workforce professionals work in one of 10 workgroups:  Internal Technology Infrastructure, Facilities & Services, Finance, Human Resources, Legal, Marketing & Communications, Business Operations, Research, Sales Development, and Strategy & Corporate Development.
In 2001 the independent public offering brought changes to the way Accenture’s leadership needed to think about and implement business strategy across the organization.  As a new corporation, this change required financial reporting obligations that were new to Accenture, having formerly been a private partnership.  In addition, there was an urgent need to standardize financial reporting across the company, not only across company business units, but also across geographies.  With the transition from partnership to corporate structure, many decisions were removed from the local level (formerly managed by a member firm in the partnership) and are now made and managed by senior managers in the corporate functions in order to achieve standardization across the company.  As a result, Enterprise Senior Managers needed to understand how the Company’s global business strategy would be applied in their area, and they all needed to ‘speak the same language’ financially.  There was an urgent and compelling need for the senior managers in the Enterprise workforce to understand Accenture’s business strategy, know how this business strategy was relevant to their Enterprise function, and implement this strategy efficiently and holistically.  

Accenture needed a learning tool that would:
· Provide a common platform for our Enterprise Senior Managers to hear and understand our business strategy 

· Provide a vehicle for Enterprise Senior Managers to begin working together to run our business in a more holistic and efficient manner

· Build and enable leadership among our Enterprise Senior Managers

The challenge, of course, wasn’t just communicating the business strategy, but helping senior managers understand the complex and interconnected facets of the business.  The relative impact of business decisions are complex.  Outcomes can be surprising and unexpected.  For example, what is the impact of misforcasting sales… what happens if we oversell?  Undersell?  What is the impact of reducing annual training budgets?  What role does expertise play in winning outsourcing deals?  What is the impact of reducing Days Sales Outstanding (DSO)?  These are examples of the lessons business leaders usually learn through their experiences.
It was this challenge inherent in the learning content that led us to create the learning asset as a game, rather than a more traditional classroom experience.  

· Since Accenture needed its Enterprise Senior Managers to not only know the global business strategy but to apply it efficiently, we decided that the best way to accomplish this was through a detailed simulation, where participants would be asked to run a business unit (that is, make the relevant decisions for running that business unit) for three years.  
· Since we needed to move the culture of the Enterprise workforce away from the silos remaining from Accenture’s days as a partnership, we put participants from different business functions into teams of 5-6 and asked them to work together.  This had the added benefit of allowing participants an opportunity to meet peers from other business functions and expand their professional networks. 

· Since we needed participants to gain an understanding of the delicate balance inherent in making business decisions for a global consulting and outsourcing company, we made sure that the participants could clearly see the impact of their decision-making.  When participants made bad decisions, they could watch their profits or their employee engagement plummet and draw the necessary connections between the complex business levers.
· Since, as with experience, the most valuable lessons are learned through failure, the game replicates the very real risks of failure that exist in our business.  We wanted our participants to make mistakes and we made sure to capitalize on the learning opportunity provided by every failure of our participants.  Teams attend feedback sessions at the end of every ‘year’ of play, and after the third year, the participants from all five teams are able to discuss the impact of decision making on the business, and trade lessons learned.
· And to give participants a stake in the game, each team competes against four other teams in a dynamic marketplace.  Competition motivates the participants and reflects the consulting culture.
Section 2: Design of the Game
We designed the game to achieve the following learning objectives:  

· Enable Senior Managers to have an understanding of the Accenture business model

· Reinforce the connections between the business and operations units

· Show inter-relationships and ramifications of everyday decisions

· Have a common level of business and financial acumen

· Ensure understanding of common finance & performance scorecard

· Enhance understanding of key drivers of Accenture’s growth and profitability

· Allow the Senior Managers to use the same language / similar thinking with their business partners

· Drive effective communications and efficient operations

· Understand how functional roles, systems, and process interact in an integrated system to drive strategy execution

· Identify levers driving enterprise-wide business value and competitive advantage

· Make better decisions that consider both long-term strategy and immediate organizational needs 

· Make better decisions that balance financial goals, customer relationship, and employee engagement

The Enterprise Senior Manager Business Simulation Game has four component parts:

· Business Simulation:  The business simulation, designed to reflect the business and market realities of an Accenture Business Unit, presents each team with potential business opportunities and challenges throughout their three-year tenure.  The marketing, operations, and financial decisions they make will be based on the previous year’s performance, their strategic and tactical plans, and their analysis of the marketplace and the competition.  As each team competes against four other Business Units in a dynamic marketplace, its customized offering is compared to the competing Business Units at the end of each simulation round – with consulting engagements and outsourcing deals allocated based on value to clients.  A customized, computer-based planning tool assists each team in the decision-making process.  This tool allows the team to enter its marketing, operations, and financial decisions for a year, along with its sales forecasts.
· Know-How Session & Board of Director Presentation:  During the program, each team participates in two “Know-How” Sessions.  The topics of these sessions are of particular importance to Accenture and to Enterprise Senior Managers.  This session ties the learning objectives of the program back to the reality of the challenges facing Accenture today.  In addition, each team presents its Business Unit strategies and results to the Board of Directors at the end of the third simulation round.  This helps participants internalize the key points from the experience and to communicate their Business Unit decisions/strategies with the rest of the group.
· Feedback Sessions:  Teams attend Feedback Sessions following each year of business.  Here each team receives an analysis of its total performance as it compares to that of the competition.  The goal of these sessions is to provide guidance for future decisions and to help each team generate ideas for applying the behaviors and skills learned back in the workplace.
· Application:  At the completion of the simulation, participants are asked to reflect upon what they have learned from the program.  They then create an action plan for further improving their performance and driving profitability back on the job.
Accenture contracted with a vendor, BTS, to build a computer simulation that is reflective of our highly complex professional services business.  The design team conducted extensive interviews with several of Accenture’s business unit directors and heads of geographic operations, plus key leaders in HR, Finance, Operations, Integrated Planning, and Sales, among others to accurately reflect Accenture’s business and strategic realities in the course.  Underneath the computer simulation is a sophisticated mathematical model that replicates how Accenture makes money.  The game is “realistic” in that it uses numbers mirroring the size and scale of the business, along with proportionally accurate ratios and impacts for decisions participants make in the simulation.  For example, if a certain decision has a large negative impact on margin in real life, participants will see a large negative impact in the simulation.

Performance in the game is measured using the following indices: Revenue, Revenue Growth(CCI), Controllable Income Margin (CI%), Employee Engagement, and Employee Attrition. (In this way, the measures in the simulations are tied to very real measures that Accenture’s business unit leaders are evaluated on.)  Participants can track how well they are performing on each of these indices at the top of the screen.  In the screen capture that follows, participants make decisions about investing in the development of expertise in their Outsourcing and Consulting Practices.
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The next slide, from the feedback session for one class, shows the sometimes wild jumps in a particular metric (in this case “Employee Attrition”) occurring from year to year as teams make business decisions that impact them.
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Section 3: Measurable Benefits

As part of the evaluation plan for the course, participants complete a course evaluation in the days following the course that measures learner reaction, achievement of learning objectives and engagement (Kirkpatrick Levels 1 & 2).
Learner Satisfaction

On a five-point scale, the overall satisfaction of participants who have completed the course is 4.55.  To put this into perspective, the Enterprise Senior Manager Business Simulation Game is one of the 10 highest rated learning assets at Accenture.  

Value of the Course to Participants

	Objective
	Score

	What I got out of this course was well worth the time I put into it
	4.43

	The information I gained from taking this course will be applicable to my work
	4.15

	I would strongly recommend this course to others in my peer group
	4.57


Participant Comments:

· “The course gave me a much better understanding on why often it's so hard to get the attention of the folks in the business line trenches -- they have their hands full without me, thank you very much. The course gave me a better appreciation for what they face and should help me shape my entreaties to better reflect how I can help them.”
· “An excellent business simulation - perhaps the best I've ever seen. All the levers that affect our business seemed to be there and seemed to work the way they do in reality.” 

· “This was the best course I have ever taken at Accenture.  I have never learned so much about what goes into making our business work!”
· “I have never experienced a class with so many enthusiastic participants all taking part in 3 days of interaction - Best training in many years!”
Achievement of Learning Objectives

	Objective
	Before
	After

	Explain the key drivers of Accenture’s growth and profitability
	3.11
	4.00

	Describe the key metrics used to monitor and make decisions about Accenture’s business
	2.97
	3.92

	Explain the ramifications of client group decisions on Accenture’s business and people
	2.85
	3.85

	I can make better decisions in my own functional role
	
	4.06

	I have new ideas for how I can positively impact employee engagement at Accenture
	
	4.35

	I have new ideas for how I can positively impact Accenture's profitability
	
	3.92


Employee Engagement

	Objective
	Score

	I have a greater appreciation for Accenture
	4.17

	I feel like a valued part of Accenture
	3.99

	This course was valuable to me in my professional development
	4.39

	By participating in the Enterprise Senior Manager Core Course, I have expanded my personal and professional network
	4.26


We also do 3-month follow-ups with participants to understand how they have been applying the course content and what impact the learning has had on their job performance. (Kirkpatrick Levels 3 & 4)
Learning Transfer & Business Impact
Are Enterprise Senior Managers applying what they have learned?  Indeed, they are.  One of the reasons the simulation game has been so effective in achieving the learning objectives is that participants can easily see the cost implications of running the business.  Here are five of the many testimonies from participants, explaining the ways they have applied their new understanding of the business to their work, often resulting in financial savings or increased productivity for Accenture.  

Joe Kotey
“As a result of this training, I have a greater appreciation of some of the challenges and issues other Enterprise groups deal with and can see that there are some items of common interest such as employee attrition and engagement.  I am more aware of the importance of employee retention and engagement as it applies to my group and impacts our business company-wide.  This increased awareness has influenced how I operate and interact with people in my group.  Also in my role in training operations, this increased awareness has helped me to become a stronger advocate for our people to lower barriers and streamline operations so that our people can attend training as I believe training has a direct impact on people’s engagement and retention.  

Kevin Tolva
“I do have an experience to share in regards to changed actions from this class.  An issue we continue to face in CIO development is understanding what % of our teams time is spent on discretionary vs. non-discretionary work.  Since the class, I have made a concerted effort to ensure that everyone of my teams (~120 people) track there time accurately between discretionary and non-discretionary work.  This will allow our reporting to be more accurate and for the IT steering committee to have appropriate visibility into our discretionary work as part of our operations budgets.  With better governance over our discretionary spend, IT steering can make better business decisions on where to invest our IT dollars.  These new investments can make real impacts on our bottom line and internal spend as compared to % of revenue.  In short, a simple change in focusing our teams to track discretionary spend accurately can make large impacts for the Accenture financials.  If it wasn’t for the eye opening discussions we had during my class, this might have been something I easily would have continued to put lower on the priority list.”  

Ken Spain 

“Two of the important points I took away personally from the course was the need for continuing learning and to have the confidence in my own self beliefs.  In doing so I challenged a transaction last financial year and with the help of the tax department we saved the company $1.2m dollars to the bottom line.  The course was great and I really enjoyed it.” 

Mary Puskar

“I still retain some of the key learnings from the course.  One of the things I have been doing is talking to others at Accenture about the importance of getting our people more engaged at all levels of the organization – encouraging people to get more involved in community events and meetings, reach out to others and just take the time to get to know others.  I have also become more focused on managing expenses and keeping the Accenture bottom line top of mind.”
Tracey Seward
“Some of us have been around awhile and given our experiences inherently understand the importance of employee engagement, retention, operational effectiveness, etc. to the bottom line.  This is what I loved about the course -- its ability to allow participants to understand all of the facets of running a profitable and successful business.  So for someone in finance that might not have visibility into how employee engagement can impact the bottom line, this was brilliant.  For folks who don’t experience client financial transaction processes and actions on a regular basis it was great to see the workings and impact behind the numbers.  One thing I have done with my experiences in this course is to further my reach into my senior executive ranks to exemplify and explain the importance of employee engagement & retention to our bottom line; and then have taken it a step further to suggest programs that might help our geographies with these two important people points.”
Section 4: Overall

To date, over two-thirds of Accenture’s Enterprise Senior Managers (813 people) have completed the course.  We expect the remaining third to complete the course in the next fiscal year.  
The Enterprise Senior Manager Business Simulation Game provides an opportunity for learning that a more traditional learning approach never could:

· The game allows participants to understand the Accenture business model firsthand, experiencing the complex connections between the business levers as well as the inter-relationships and ramifications of everyday decisions.  Without the simulation, it would be very challenging for people to really see how the business works.  The content is too complex to describe in a lecture because of the highly matrixed format of our organization.  The game captures, in a way that makes several complex variables manageable, the key decisions that are made by various groups/individuals throughout our business today.
· The game allows participants to “walk in their customer’s shoes.”  They agonize over making the decisions that our business leaders have to make and then feel the very real pain of bad decisions.  This pain is what sticks with them more than a lecture or less integrated instructional activity ever could.
· As participants work together as a team, the game provides a clear and standardized level of common finance and performance metrics.  As teams fail and succeed in the game, participants come to understand the key drivers of Accenture’s growth and profitability.

· The game provides a common language that senior managers can use to communicate with their business partners to drive effective communication and efficient operations.

· The game provides an opportunity for participants to understand how functional roles, systems, and process interact in an integrated system to drive strategy execution and helps them identify levers driving enterprise-wide business value and competitive advantage.
· The game is fun and engaging (as shown by the comments above).
· The dynamic marketplace aspect of the simulation keeps it fresh – there is no school solution or winning formula.  Clearly some decisions are better than others, but every session of the course is different because different teams choose different strategies and then execute them differently.  All is relative… so a strategy that wins one time might not win the next depending upon what the rest of the marketplace (i.e., other teams in the session) does.

· Helping our people understand the financials out of context, and having it stick, is difficult.  The game provides a real way of working with the financial reports and helping people better understand the main cost/revenue categories because they need to in order to make decisions (decisions which they may not make in real life, but which their function may support).  Once a team gets beat up about having low margin in the simulation, they learn and remember what key levers brought it down.

Perhaps the most telling index of the success of the Enterprise Senior Manager Business Simulation Game is the considerable number of participants who encouraged us to create a single-player version of the game.  They told us that they wanted to play it again on their own, to see what further insights they could discover.  They wanted to give it to everyone on their team, including levels below senior manager, so that everyone could understand how value is created at the company.  There were even a few participants who wanted everyone in the company to play the game.
Recently, because of the success of the course and word of mouth about its value, Accenture has invested in packaging the classroom simulation into a 4-hour, single-player, self-study learning asset.  This allows us to reach a broader audience in a more cost-effective manner, including managers in our Consulting Workforce and levels below senior manager in the Enterprise Workforce.  As in the classroom simulation, the simulation results are scored, along with quizzes that participants take throughout the experience to create a high score board, just like a video game.  Participants compete to see who can achieve the best score and the high score board is available for anyone in the company to see.  The opportunity to run a company, make critical decisions and then see how these decisions impact the bottom line is a very powerful learning experience that Accenture executives can apply directly and with great effectiveness to the work they do each day.
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