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This paper critically evaluates the use of role-playing simulations in a negotiation course taught to gradu-
ate students. The course consisted primarily of a series of simulations involving the alternative dispute 
resolution (ADR) processes of negotiation, facilitation and mediation. Data were obtained from two sets 
of questionnaires completed by 41 students before and after the course. A review of previous research re-
veals that despite the widespread use of role-playing simulations in education, there has been very little 
empirical evaluation of their effectiveness, especially in conflict resolution and planning. Comparison of 
the data acquired from the two surveys generated findings regarding student understanding of ADR proc-
esses and key issues in conflict resolution; the educational value of simulations; the amenability of types 
of planning and planning goals to ADR; appropriate learning objectives; the importance of negotiation 
skills in planning; challenges in conducting effective simulations; the value of simulations in resolving 
real conflicts; the utility of negotiation theory; and obstacles to applying ADR to planning disputes. More 
generally, the paper concludes that role-playing simulations are very effective for teaching negotiation 
skills to students, and preparing them to manage actual conflicts skillfully and to participate effectively in 
real ADR processes. However, this technique is somewhat less valuable for teaching aspects of planning 
other than conflict resolution. Surprisingly, prior experience with simulations had no significant influence 
on the responses to the pre-course survey. Also surprising was the lack of a significant correlation be-
tween final exam scores and responses to relevant questions on the post-course survey. 
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Introduction 

The educational use of role-playing simulations has become 
popular in many diverse fields. However, few, if any areas of 
instruction have adopted this modality of teaching to the same 
extent as conflict resolution. So ubiquitous has this technique 
become in this field that a course on negotiation or mediation 
that did not employ at least some component of simulation would 
stand out to participants as unusual and would likely be perceived 
as lacking credibility. Since the success of negotiation and me-
diation depends in large part on complex interpersonal dynam-
ics, simulations are extremely valuable to illustrate concepts first 
introduced at a theoretical level but only fully grasped through 
“learning by doing” (Schön, 1983). 

Despite the widespread use of role-playing simulations in edu-
cation, there has been very little empirical evaluation of the 
effectiveness of this style of learning. While most educators 
accept the unique contribution that simulations make to learn-
ing in a broad range of fields, published literature addressing its 
merits has been predominantly descriptive and anecdotal. 

The purpose of this paper is to critically and empirically evalu-
ate the use of role-playing simulations, based on two question-
naires completed by 41 Master’s level students enrolled in a short 
(four weeks) course on negotiation. The course consisted primar-
ily of a series of role playing simulations involving negotiation, 
facilitation and mediation. One questionnaire was administered 
just before the course began and the second at the end of the 
final session. The survey results are used to examine the effec- 
tiveness of the simulations from the perspective of the student,  

in terms of benefits accruing from this teaching device, strengths 
and weaknesses of various aspects of the simulations, and the 
appropriateness of simulations to various components of plan-
ning education. Three types of statistical analysis are applied to 
these data: comparing the pre- and post-simulations responses, 
comparing the responses of students with and without prior 
experience with role-playing simulations, and testing for corre-
lation between responses to selected questions and scores on the 
final examination for the course. 

Previous Research 
Role playing has long been recognized as an effective means 

of learning in various fields, especially those reliant on inter-
personal relations (Krause & Amaral, 1994). Innes and Booher 
(1999; Meligrana & Andrew, 2003) also point out that simula-
tion is a legitimate tool of analysis. Yet, there has been very little 
published research on the advantages of using simulations in an 
educational setting, nor on evaluating their effectiveness (Krause 
& Amaral, 1994; Petranek et al., 1992). This section summarizes 
previous research regarding role-playing and simulation games. 
It begins with a description of the commonly held beliefs regard-
ing the benefits of simulations and a review of the scant empiri-
cal research into these beliefs. The discussion then turns to how 
simulations have reportedly been used to teach planning and nego-
tiation. 

Educational Value of Role-Playing Simulations 

Contributions that simulations can make to teaching that are  
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frequently cited include easier learning of subject matter (espe-
cially complex concepts) (Walford, 1981); better long-term recall 
of material learned (Innes & Booher 1999; Petranek et al., 1992; 
Randel et al., 1992, Walford, 1981); greater student interest, 
motivation and enjoyment (Randel et al., 1992; Walford, 1981); 
the fostering of a more appropriate teaching environment (Wal-
ford, 1981); and the improved development of problem-solving 
skills (Walford, 1981). Nightingale (1981) believes that the value 
of simulations and games as teaching tools lies in their empha-
sis on decision making processes and the myriad of human 
factors that influence them. They also appropriately capture the 
concept of the uncertainty of the outcomes of these processes. 

However, the literature offers little empirical evidence to sup-
port these claims (Walford, 1981). Much of the published evalua-
tion of simulations and games is descriptive and anecdotal, with 
a few notable exceptions (Randel et al., 1992). Early research 
(e.g. Cherryholmes, 1966) found no evidence that simulations 
are more effective than other forms of learning. A decade later, 
Pierfy (1977) reviewed 22 evaluations of the effectiveness of 
simulations and games and concluded that simulations are nei-
ther better nor worse than other methods of teaching. The ex-
ception was that simulations are better at changing attitudes and 
stimulating participant interest. More recent research (e.g. Bre-
demeier & Greenblat, 1981; Foster et al., 1980; Hankinson, 1987) 
suggests that simulations may provide better behavioural, cog-
nitive and affective learning, and subjective understanding of 
social issues. Randel et al. (1992) compared the effectiveness of 
46 cases of simulations or games reported in the social sciences 
(which would include planning) literature with traditional class-
room teaching. They found that in 33 (or 72 percent) of the cases 
there was no significant difference in the instructional effec-
tiveness of the two methods. In ten cases (22 percent), simula-
tions/games were more effective, while the remaining three cases 
favoured conventional methods. 

Debriefing Simulations 

Most of the literature (e.g. Dolin & Susskind, 1992; Ryan 
2000; Walford, 1981) maintains that a well-structured debrief-
ing session with the participants is an essential component of an 
effective role-playing simulation. Debriefing refers to the dis-
cussions among the participants about what occurred during the 
simulation, and what lessons may be gleaned from the experi-
ence. Such discussions are usually led by the instructor, using a 
set of questions to stimulate and guide the dialogue. Krause and 
Amaral (1994) observe that it is essential to evaluate the effec-
tiveness of any role-playing exercise by carrying out a post-sim- 
ulations evaluation. This is often done in conjunction with a 
post-game debriefing, in which most of the learning usually 
occurs (Krause & Amaral, 1994). Although Krause and Amaral 
(1994) carried out such a formal evaluation of a simulation 
debriefing with students, Randel et al. (1992) observe that there 
has been to date no systematic analysis of the education merits 
of simulations with and without post-simulations debriefing. 
Bredemeier and Greenblat (1981) and Szafran and Mandolini 
(1980) provide empirical evidence to support their dissenting 
opinion that debriefing does not enhance learning. 

Use of Simulations in Teaching Planning 

Innes and Booher (1999) argue that role-playing simulations 
can be useful to train planners to act in a more cooperative, con-

sensus-based manner. It helps planners to think more creatively, 
and to respond more flexibly to unforeseen and complex circum-
stances. However, simulations are unlikely to be effective unless 
carefully integrated into a program of study which includes other, 
more didactic modes of learning (Innes & Booher, 1999). 

The use of simulations has considerable potential to remedy 
what Baum (1997) and others identify as a significant weakness 
of most university planning programs that was identified by Baum 
(1997) and others (e.g. Friedmann & Kuester, 1994; Sawicki, 
1988). This result in many graduates being inadequately pre-
pared to enter the profession, they argue. Furthermore, most 
programs equate planning “methods” with the more academic 
activities of analysis and research, rather than the important skills 
of communicating and interacting effectively with others, and 
using knowledge to influence others. Although Baum does not 
call them such, the latter are essentially negotiation skills. Learn-
ing them requires hands-on training, which most programs lack, 
but which the inclusion of simulations as a teaching tool could 
provide. As Baum (1997: p. 182) writes: “It is impossible to 
learn to practice planning without practicing: trying out ways of 
acting, analyzing the results, designing new actions at least as 
likely to produce desirable results, and so forth.” Shepherd and 
Cosgriff (1998) agree with Baum that academic teaching of 
planning poorly prepares students for careers as planners. What 
students lack, they believe, are well-developed problem-solving 
skills. They endorse “problem-based learning” (which in other 
fields such as medicine often includes role-playing simulation) 
to correct this deficiency. 

Simulations could also help students learn about the “ethical, 
intellectual, emotional, and practical predicaments” (Baum, 1997: 
p. 185) that are fundamental to planning, and give them the 
opportunity for the necessary post-experience reflection on 
their actions and behaviours. Use of simulations (especially the 
post-simulations briefing session) in teaching is consistent with 
Schön’s (1983, 1987) seminal writings on the “reflective practi-
tioner”. Schön refers to knowledge gained through the process 
of problem-solving as “procedural knowledge” or “knowing- 
in-action”. More conventional methods of teaching emphasize 
the less important “declarative knowledge”: knowing what we 
know without knowing how to employ that information. 

Dolin and Susskind (1992) discuss the use of simulations not 
to teach planning, but to assist disputants in actual planning dis-
putes. Parties that are reluctant to come to the bargaining table 
may be willing to participate in a simulation of the conflict in 
which they are embroiled. There are examples of this applica-
tion of simulation, in which it was successful in convincing the 
disputants that negotiation had the potential to resolve their dis-
pute by allowing the parties to each satisfy their principal inter-
ests. Dolin and Susskind (1992) examine one such case, in which 
simulation catalyzed disputants in a contentious national energy 
policy issue to engage in a large-scale consensus-building exer-
cise, which ultimately resolved the conflict. Several of the more 
popular commercially distributed simulations in the planning field 
were originally created to educate parties in actual disputants. 
One example is the “Harborco” game used in this course, which 
was designed by the MIT-Harvard Public Disputes Program in 
the early 1980s to assist disputants in a long-standing contro-
versy over the proposed construction of a deepwater port in the 
Lower Delaware Bay. 

The only example the authors found of the evaluation of the 
use of role-playing simulations to teach planning was Krause and 
Amaral (1994). They ran and evaluated a harbor management 
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simulation to teach about public participation methods in plan-
ning. They also correlated student opinions of the simulation (such 
as their satisfaction and its effectiveness as a teaching tool) with 
their exam scores (as did we). However, Krause and Amaral 
(1994) only looked at student perceptions of the simulation 
(measured by a few variables only), their level of participation 
and their performance on the exam. They found that students 
who actively participated in the simulations performed better on 
the exam. The degree to which the students engage themselves 
in the simulation is important because there is evidence that this 
correlates well with the amount learned (Petranek et al., 1992). 
Krause and Amaral also found that both the exam scores and a 
brief post-simulations survey of student satisfaction indicated 
that the simulation had been successful. 

Use of Simulations in Teaching Negotiation 

One application of role-playing simulations that has become 
fairly common is in teaching negotiation. However, there has 
been very little discussion in the literature about how to teach 
negotiation effectively. Lewicki (1986) believes that role-playing 
simulations are effective in teaching students how to be good 
negotiators because developing these skills requires both aca-
demic training and the development of a set of behavioural skills. 
Simulations provide the instructor with the opportunity to com-
bine teaching of theory with students actually practicing with 
various behaviours (Lewicki, 1986). However, Schultz (1989) 
is critical of most negotiation training programs for not basing 
their instruction on the well-established body of theory on the 
subject. Simulations allow participants to experiment with vari-
ous negotiation styles and techniques, and to receive feedback 
from others in a low-risk environment where there is no actual 
dispute or any relationships at stake (Lewicki, 1986). A search 
of the literature for evaluations of negotiation role-playing simu-
lations revealed a single example. Schultz (1989) studied four 
negotiation training programs (throughout North America), and 
found that none monitored the extent to which the graduates were 
effective conflict resolvers. All measured the success of their pro-
gram solely on the basis of questionnaires completed by students 
immediately on completion of the course, in which the success 
of the simulation was measured only by the students’ satisfac-
tion with the course. 

In summary, despite widespread acceptance of role-playing 
simulations as a teaching tool in a broad spectrum of fields, there 
is a clear need for empirical evaluation of their strengths and 
weaknesses. This is particularly true in the fields of conflict resolu-
tion and planning, which the course on which this study is based 
attempted to fuse. 

Method 

Five role-playing simulations were conducted in the course, 
which consisted of seven sessions in four weeks and was taught 
by the primary author. The simulations were all purchased from 
Harvard University’s Program on Negotiation Clearinghouse. 
All were known by the instructor to be effective, frequently-run 
simulations dealing with urban planning issues. Three of the simu-
lations involved negotiation and one each dealt with the nego-
tiation-based processes of facilitation and mediation. These are 
the three principal processes comprising Alternative Dispute 
Resolution (ADR), a spectrum of voluntary, negotiation-based 
processes in which representatives of the parties to a current or  

potential dispute meet together for collaborative problem solv-
ing and consensus building, with the goal of achieving a mutu-
ally acceptable resolution. The processes are intended to be less 
adversarial alternatives to traditional conflict resolution pathways. 
Negotiation is simply face-to-face consensus building between 
parties working co-operatively to achieve a mutually acceptable 
resolution, without the services of a neutral party such as a 
facilitator or mediator. Neither the facilitator nor the mediator 
has the authority to impose a settlement on the disputants, but 
they differ in their degree of involvement in the consensus build-
ing process. The facilitator is a process manager whose man-
date is limited to procedural issues. Mediators likewise deal with 
procedural matters; in addition, they shuttle ideas and offers back 
and forth between the parties, help each party to formulate pro-
posals that are more likely to be acceptable to the others, par-
ticipate in the generation of creative options, and assist in writ-
ing the final agreement. The mediator may provide each party 
with a confidential and independent assessment of its position 
early in the mediation process, as well as help it to see the true 
interests underlying its positions. 

The first simulation, called “Bradford Development,” was a 
two-party negotiation about a single issue: a proposed “linkage” 
payment that a municipal government would charge developers 
to compensate for impacts of development on infrastructure and 
housing. The conflict and settlement reached concerned the mag-
nitude of the payment. Students negotiated in pairs (represent-
ing the city and the developer), four to a game, with ten differ-
ent games running simultaneously. The next simulation, “Ne-
gotiated Development at Redstone,” was also a two party nego-
tiation with four participants to a game. Representatives of a 
developer and a neighbourhood group negotiated two variables 
of a proposed condominium development. Each party was allo-
cated a performance score based on the values of the two vari-
ables in the agreement. “Harborco” was a five issue, scorable 
negotiation over the proposed construction of a deepwater port. 
Seven games ran simultaneously, with six parties in each. “A 
Development Dispute at Menehune Bay” was a seven party 
facilitation (including facilitator), with five different games. It 
involved three issues associated with the proposed development 
of a resort hotel. It was partially scorable, in that performance 
was judged by ranked priorities rather than points that could be 
summed. The final simulation was a three issue, scorable me-
diation over a proposed homeless shelter, called “Westville.” It 
involved three parties (including mediator) playing thirteen sim- 
ultaneous games. 

In general, the simulations increased in complexity as the course 
progressed (as suggested by Lewicki, 1986). The number of 
parties (or roles) in each simulation ranged from two to seven. 
Therefore the number of simulations being carried out simulta-
neously varies inversely with the number of roles in each, to 
allow each student to participate in each simulation. Multiple 
rooms were available to allow each simulation to be carried out 
essentially in isolation. 

A set of readings compiled by the instructor was a mandatory 
component of the course. There were approximately three short 
readings selected for each session, intended to provide theoretical 
background on negotiation prior to seeing various principles and 
lessons applied in practice in the simulations. Therefore, students 
were advised to have read them prior to each session. Prior to 
the commencement of the course, students were required to have 
read Fisher, Ury and Patton’s (1991) popular book Getting to 
Yes: Negotiating Agreement without Giving in. 
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Data for this study were obtained from two sets of question-
naires completed by all 41 students in the course: the first in the 
few days prior to the course beginning, and the second at the 
end of the final session. The questionnaires combined three types 
of questions: ordinal, ranking, and open-ended. Ordinal ques-
tions asked the students to respond to the question by choosing 
an item from a five point ordinal scale, ranging from excellent 
to poor, or from strongly agree to strongly disagree, or extremely 
important to unimportant. 

Ranking questions asked respondents to rank-order the im-
portance of five items (e.g. learning objectives), from one for 
the most important to five for the least important. For most of 
the first two types of questions, the number of responses was 
between 39 and 41. For a very few questions, there were 37 or 
38 responses. Open-ended questions asked respondents to write 
in answers (e.g. identify other learning objectives not in the list 
of five in the ranking question). For all but one of the questions, 
the number of responses ranged from 10 to 33, and averaging 
20. The one exception was the final question on the pre-simula- 
tions questionnaire, which invited comments on any aspects of 
the simulations not already covered. 

The only question that differed from these types was the first 
question of the pre-simulations survey, which asked the students 
if they had participated in any type of role-playing simulation 
of a conflict resolution process before. This question was asked 
for two reasons. The first was to test whether experience with 
simulations prior to this course influenced respondents’ an-
swers to questions on the pre-simulations survey, compared to 
respondents lacking prior experience. The second was to de-
termine whether the simulations in the course were still of edu-
cational value to students with prior experience. Based on prior 
experience and discussions with students, it was assumed (cor-
rectly) that a significant number of students would have prior 
experience. 

The pre-simulations questionnaire contained 26 questions; 
the post-simulations 33. To permit the researchers to use be-
fore-after comparisons to evaluate the educational contributions 
of the simulations, 25 of the questions were common to both 
questionnaires, with slight wording changes to match the timing 
of the questionnaire. One question was unique to the pre-simu- 
lations questionnaire; and eight to the post-simulations. 

After the questionnaires were completed by the students, the 
responses to the ordinal and ranking questions were coded and 
entered into a database. For the ordinal questions, the chosen 
response was coded from one to five. A value of one was as-
signed to the first choice, which was also the most positive (e.g. 
“excellent”, “strongly agree” or “extremely important”). A value 
of five was assigned to the least positive choice. In other words, 
a lower value was usually “better.” The open-ended responses 
were transcribed and grouped by question. The Statistical Pack-
age for the Social Sciences (SPSS) was used to generate fre-
quency tables, means and standard deviations for the ordinal 
and ranking data. Statistical analysis was applied to some of the 
ordinal and ranking data, where visual inspection of the frequency 
tables and means suggested that there might be significant as-
sociations between relevant pairs of data. In these cases, statis-
tical tests were used to detect the following conditions: 

Whether there was a significant difference between the “be-
fore” and “after” responses to the 25 questions common to both 
surveys. 

Whether there was a significant difference in the survey re-
sponses and scores on the exam taken at the end of the course 

of students with prior experience with role-playing simulations 
and those without. 

Whether there was a correlation between exam scores and 
responses to nine of the ordinal questions on the post-simulations 
questionnaire. 

The before/after comparisons (1 above) employed the Wil-
coxon test for the ordinal questions and the t test for the ranked 
questions. 

For the prior experience/no prior experience comparisons (2 
above), the data were first sorted according to whether the re-
spondent had previously participated in a role-playing simula-
tion of a conflict resolution process (Question 1 on the pre-sim- 
ulations survey). Frequency tables of the responses to each sub-
sequent ordinal and ranked question on the pre-simulations sur-
vey were produced for each of the two set of respondents, along 
with means and standard deviations. The Kolmogorov-Smirnov 
test was then applied to the data for each pre-simulations ques-
tion, to detect any significant differences between the answers 
of each set of respondents. 

Spearman correlation analysis was applied for comparing the 
exam scores to the other relevant questions (3 above). 

For all tests, the null hypothesis was that there is no signifi-
cant difference between the two sets of data. This was rejected 
only if the p value was calculated to be less than a probability 
level of .05. For the Wilcoxon test, this equated to rejection of 
the null hypothesis when the z score is in the range of –1.96 to 
+1.96. Rejection of the null hypothesis allowed us to reasona-
bly conclude that the two sets of data are statistically different. 

Findings 

This section summarizes the key findings generated from analy-
sis of the responses to the pre- and post-simulations question-
naires. This analysis includes meaningful patterns observed in 
the data; as well as statistical analysis comparing the responses 
contained in the two sets of questionnaires, comparing the re-
sponses of students with prior experience with negotiation simu-
lations to those without, and testing for significant associations 
between course exam scores and relevant survey questions. 

Understanding of ADR Processes 

In both surveys, students were asked to assess their own level 
of understanding of each of the three conflict resolution proc-
esses taught in the course: negotiation, facilitation and media-
tion. The frequencies of the responses for these three sets of 
questions, with their means and standard deviations, are shown 
in Table 1. Also shown are the results of the Wilcoxon test for 
association between the pre- and post-simulations responses in 
each pair of questions. The Wilcoxon test employs the raw data 
on each respondent’s answer, rather than the grouped data in the 
frequency table. In other words, it compares each person’s pre- 
and post-simulations responses. For all three pairs, the Wilcoxon 
test indicated a statistically significant difference between the 
way in which the same set of respondents answered each of these 
three questions before and after their participation in the role- 
playing simulations. Overall, respondents rated their understand-
ing of each of these three conflict resolution processes signifi-
cantly higher at the end of the course than before. Both pre- and 
post-simulations, negotiation was the best understood by the 
students, and facilitation the least. While the means indicate that 
the change in level of student understanding was slightly greater 
for negotiation, the Wilcoxon results suggest that facilitation  
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Table 1. 
Students’ levels of understanding of ADR processes. 

Respondents’ Level of Understanding of … 

Negotiations Facilitation Mediation Survey Response 

Before After Before After Before After
Excellent 0 7 0 4 0 4 

Very Good 2 21 0 18 1 21 
Good 16 11 14 16 17 12 
Fair 18 0 24 1 18 2 
Poor 4 0 3 0 5 0 
Total 40 41 41 41 41 39 
Mean 3.60 2.10 3.73 2.36 3.66 2.31 

Std. Dev. .7442 .6804 .5926 .7066 .7283 .7310
Diff. in Mean –1.50 –1.37 –1.38 
t Test Z Score –4.656 –4.676 –4.491 
t Test p Value .000 .000 .000 

 
enjoyed a slightly larger gain in student understanding. Both 
methods indicate that mediation had the smallest gains in stu-
dent understanding. It was expected that the greatest improve-
ment would be in facilitation, since it is traditionally the least 
familiar of the three processes to those with no conflict resolu-
tion experience. A fairly good prior understanding of negotia-
tion was anticipated, and in fact it was slightly better than for 
facilitation and mediation. However, since three of the five simula-
tions involved negotiation, this is likely responsible for this ADR 
method seeing the largest gains (as measured by means) in stu-
dent understanding. 

Overall Educational Value of Simulations 

The finding that respondents believed that the simulations sig-
nificantly improved their understanding of negotiation, facilita-
tion and mediation is consistent with their high appraisals of the 
overall educational value of the simulations. Although this asse- 
ssment improved slightly after the course (mean of 2.05; slightly 
less than “very good”), the students also anticipated that the simu-
lations would be valuable for learning (mean of 2.10). It was 
apparent that there was no significant difference between the 
pre- and post-simulations responses. It is noteworthy that this is 
in contrast to the relatively large changes in students’ levels of 
understanding of all three conflict resolution processes. 

Respondents were asked (on the post-simulations survey only) 
to rank the five role-playing simulations used in the course 
according to their educational value (1 for the most valuable to 
5 for the least). These results are shown in Table 2. The highest 
and lowest ranked simulations were both negotiations. Although 
the clearest trend appears to be that students felt that simula-
tions with a greater number of roles or parties were the best, 
this is likely confounded by the Harborco and Menehune Bay 
simulations (with six and seven parties, respectively) also being 
the best designed of the five, which meant they ran more smoothly. 
Students seemed quite sensitive to how well each simulation 
functioned, and this was reflected in their level of satisfaction. 

The three negotiation simulations had an overall mean of 
3.05, compared to the facilitation mean of 2.38 and the media-
tion mean of 3.38. Therefore, this ranking of facilitation as hav-
ing the greatest educational value and mediation the least was 
completely consistent with the Wilcoxon test results for the 
respondents’ level of understanding of the three conflict resolu-
tion processes. However, these findings are quite uncertain, given 
that there was only one simulation for each of facilitation and 
mediation. 

Table 2. 
Perceived educational value of the five simulations. 

Simulation Type Mean Rank 

Bradford development Negotiation 4.08 5 

Development at redston Negotiation 3.11 3 

Harborco Negotiation 1.97 1 

Development dispute menuhune bay Facilitation 2.38 2 

Westville Mediation 3.38 4 

 
Following up on the preceding question, students were asked 

(in an open-ended question on the post-simulations survey only) 
to indicate what was particularly valuable about the simulation 
to which they had assigned the top rank. Comments about the 
overall highest-ranked “Harborco” simulation included its di-
verse interests, its emphasis on searching for common interests, 
its high level of realism, its large number of interests (six par-
ties) and issues, and its provision of opportunities to form coa-
litions of parties. As one student wrote: “There were multiple 
interests and it was more realistic/complicated than the others, 
[which] were too constrained by the roles to be fully useful.” 

Students who picked “Menehune Bay” as the most valuable 
commented on its multiple parties (seven), the fact that it was 
the most complex of the simulations, the involvement of a fa-
cilitator (the previous three simulations had been negotiations), 
and its flexibility to invent options in order to meet as many of 
the parties’ interests as possible. The latter is one of the “Get-
ting to Yes” principles. This was the first simulation in which 
they were not limited to fixed options when assembling pack-
ages of agreements, which made it more realistic. According to 
one student: “It was not based upon points therefore it enabled 
us to expand the pie and have real reason to explore underlying 
interests.” 

Value of Simulations in Teaching Planning Concepts 

Within the same theme of the educational value of the simu-
lations, six other questions were asked on the pre- and post- 
simulations surveys. Of these, two were open-ended and one 
was a ranking question. Asking the students about the useful-
ness of the simulations for learning about planning yielded a 
pre-simulations mean of 2.68 and a post-simulations mean of 
2.85 (shown in Table 3). Both were slightly better than the 
“good” response. Surprisingly, the post-simulations question-
naires were slightly less enthusiastic. Slightly more positive but 
experiencing a very small change was the question whether the 
simulations would help the students create better environments 
as planners. As Table 4 illustrates, this question had pre- and 
post-simulations means of 2.20 and 2.18, respectively; both 
slightly less than “somewhat agree.” A slightly greater positive 
change was observed for the question of whether the simula-
tions would/did help the students to better understand different 
perspectives on urban development (present and future) held by 
various stakeholders (also shown in Table 4). 

This mean changed from 2.10 to 1.87, yet still remained within 
the “somewhat agree” range. The slight before-after changes of 
these three questions, although varying in direction, are similar 
in magnitude to the very slight change already seen in the over-
all educational value question (whose mean changed from 2.10 
to 2.05). The responses regarding the merits of simulations in 
learning negotiation skills and substantive knowledge in plan-
ning were remarkably consistent. 
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Table 3. 
Usefulness of the simulations for learning about planning. 

 Pre-Simulations Post Simulations 
Excellent 3 3 

Very Good 14 15 
Good 17 10 
Fair 7 7 
Poor 0 4 
Total 41 39 
Mean 2.68 2.85 

Std. Dev. .8497 1.1364 
Diff. Mean .17 

 
Table 4. 
Other merits of role-playing simulations in learning planning. 

 
Simulations will assist in 

creating better  
environments 

Simulations will assist in  
understanding different  

perspectives on urban development

 
Pre- 

Simulations 
Post- 

Simulations
Pre- 

Simulations 
Post- 

Simulations 
Strongly 

Agree 
6 8 7 10 

Somewhat 
Agree 

21 20 24 25 

Neither Agree 
nor disagree 

14 9 9 3 

Somewhat 
disagree 

0 0 1 1 

Strongly 
disagree 

0 2 0 0 

Total 41 39 41 39 

Mean 2.20 2.18 2.10 1.87 

Std. Dev. .6790 .9423 .7002 .6561 

Diff. of Mean –.02 –.23 

Amenability of Types of Planning and Planning Goals 
to ADR 

Comparing the pre- and post-simulations surveys, there were 
few differences in how respondents ranked five planning goals 
according to the extent to which they could be achieved using 
ADR. Although the only statistically significant change (as de-
tected by the t test) in mean ranking was observed for the goal 
of “promoting and supporting planning as a profession,” its re-
duced achievability had no effect as it was already ranked fifth 
on the pre-simulations survey. The only ranking change was a 
switch between first and second places, with “making policies 
and plans more equitable” moving to the top rank and “improv-
ing the communication of complex planning concepts” dropping 
to the second rank. The third and fourth most achievable plan-
ning goals were “making policies and plans more efficient” and 
“improving planning education”, respectively. Overall, the ex-
perience with the simulations did little to change the students’ 
minds about the achievability of planning goals using ADR. 

The post-simulations survey asked participants to rank five 
types of planning according to their amenability to the use of 
negotiation-based conflict resolution processes. The results may 
not be very useful as they appear to reflect the types of planning 
involved in the five simulations themselves. In other words, stu-
dents ranked land use, environmental and community as the top- 
three most appropriate types of planning (in decreasing order of 
amenability), since these were the three types most featured in 

the simulations, in roughly the same order of emphasis. The mean 
rankings for these three items were very close together, ranging 
from 2.42 to 2.61. Social and heritage planning ranked fourth 
and fifth, with respective means of 3.37 and 4.13. The only 
anomaly is the low ranking of social planning, since the “West-
ville” mediation dealt with the opening of a homeless shelter. 
Heritage planning had a much lower mean than the other types 
of planning, reflecting its very minor role in the simulations. 

Learning Objectives 

The students were asked, both before and after the course, to 
rank five learning objectives for the simulations, according to 
their importance (before) and the extent to which they were 
achieved by the simulations (after). Rank one was assigned to 
the most important/achieved objective and five for the least). 
Table 5 shows the pre- and post-simulations means and overall 
rankings of each objective. There was a considerable re-ordering 
of the objectives as a result of experience with the simulations. 
“Learning how to choose the most effective conflict resolution 
approach to a dispute, and “learning how to determine one’s 
own interests and needs in a dispute” switched places between 
the second and fifth ranks. These were the only two objectives 
for which the change in mean was determined to be statistically 
significant by the t test. “Learning how to identify common 
interests and trade-offs” and “learning how to effectively com-
municate one’s own interests and needs to other parties” experi-
enced a less dramatic place-swapping of the first and third ranks. 
“Learning how to better understand the interests and need of 
other parties” remained at the fourth rank. Clearly, the simula-
tion taught the students the importance of “interests” in nego-
tiation, with identifying common interests being of prime impor-
tance. Identifying and communicating one’s own interests, and 
understanding the interests of other parties were of lesser im-
portance. After the course, the selection of the optimal conflict 
resolution process was seen as much less important than before. 

 
Table 5. 
Ranking of importance/achievement of learning objectives by simula-
tions. 

Pre- 
Simulations 

Post- 
Simulations

T Test 
 

Mean Rank Mean Rank t p

To learn how to choose the most 
effective conflict resolution 

approach to a dispute 
2.68 2 4.15 5 –4.76 .00

To learn how to identify  
common interests and those that 

may be “traded off” 
2.70 3 2.23 1 1.43 .16

To learn how to determine your 
own interests and needs in a 

dispute 
3.80 5 2.72 2 3.90 .00

To learn how to effectively 
communicate your own interests 

and needs to other parties 
2.47 1 2.79 3 –1.37 .18

To learn how to better  
understand the interests and 

needs of other parties 
3.35 4 3.03 4 1.14 .26

Note: N.B. Rank of 1 represents the most important; 5 is the least important. 
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In both the pre- and post-simulations surveys, an open-ended 
question asked respondents to identify any learning objectives 
not among the five listed in the previous question. Prior to the 
simulations, the answers tended to be more general, such as 
learning how to negotiate to achieve one’s own objectives, dev- 
eloping confidence in negotiating with others, learning to work 
more productively in groups, developing greater patience, learn-
ing how to put the theory contained in the readings into practice. 
Learning to concentrate on the issues in dispute rather than the 
personalities involved, and how to speak more effectively and 
diplomatically when negotiating were mentioned on both sur-
veys. Respondents on the post-simulations survey focused on 
more specific skills developed in the simulations, such as how 
to understand and utilize one’s own BATNA (Best Alternative 
To a Negotiated Agreement), how to build effective coalitions 
with other parties, how to effectively communicate ideas and 
interests between parties, how to build consensus by generating 
creative options that meet various interests, and how to develop 
trust and strong relationships between parties. 

Students were asked to identify the single most important thing 
they expected to learn, and did learn, from the simulations (in 
the pre- and post-simulations questionnaires, respectively). As 
with the previous question (and some overlap with it was in-
evitable), the initial set of answers tended to be very general. 
Many emulated the language of “Getting to Yes”. Typical com-
ments included: negotiation and communication skills, how to 
meet one’s own needs as well as other’s needs, applying nego-
tiation theory to real life conflict situations, how to work with 
difficult people to solve problems, how to persuade people, how 
to listen to understand other parties’ viewpoints, and how to neg- 
otiate without getting emotional. One comment astutely summed 
up many students’ expectations of what they would learn from 
the simulations, as “how to conduct negotiations in a manner 
that produces an agreement that is mutually beneficial to all 
parties.” 

Assessing What Was Learned 

On completion of the course, students tended to identify more 
specific skills or concepts that they had learned, compare to their 
responses to the preceding question. Commonly mentioned ex-
amples included: the importance of discovering parties’ inter-
ests behind their stated positions, how to identify and capitalize 
on common interests, how to trade-off interests for mutual gains, 
how to determine one’s BATNA, how to effectively communi-
cate one’s interests to other parties, how to deal with emotional 
situations, how to creatively invent options without committing 
to them initially. One student made the interesting observation 
that “honesty is the most important part of reaching a mutu-
ally-beneficial agreement.” Several others identified maturity 
and listening skills as critically important features. 

The post-simulations questionnaire also asked students to iden-
tify the one most important thing they learned about planning 
from participating in the simulations. Many of the responses 
were quite interesting. A commonly mentioned theme was that 
planning disputes are more complex and difficult to resolve than 
they had realized, as they often involve many stakeholders with 
many seemingly-irreconcilable interests. Many involve conflicts 
over values, several people noted. Several others commented on 
the importance of understanding other parties’ viewpoints. An-
other frequently mentioned lesson learned was the need to gen-
erate creative options that allow trade-offs of interests to be made. 

According to one respondent: “Planning is about collaboration 
amongst all stakeholders”. Although the importance of foster-
ing and maintaining good relationships between parties was a 
recurring theme, one person noted that: “People’s egos and preju-
dices can ruin a negotiation.” One student observed that plan-
ners can seldom function as truly neutral mediators, picking up 
on one of the themes of the “Westville” mediation simulation. 
Finally, one student complained that s/he had not learned any-
thing about planning because the simulations were “too ficti-
tious” and they lacked sufficient background information and 
the flexibility to allow players to “adapt outcomes”. 

The post-simulations survey also wanted to know if the simu-
lations helped to dispel any misconceptions previously held by 
the participants. One corrected misperception that several stu-
dents mentioned was that most agreements satisfy all of the main 
interests of the parties, i.e. they’re “win-win” (to quote an over-
used cliché). Another was that achieving a consensus agreement 
is easy if you follow the “principled negotiation” process out-
lined in books such as “Getting to Yes”. Several students men-
tioned that they had underestimated the great differences between 
negotiation, facilitation and mediation. One was disappointed to 
discover that facilitators and mediators are not always entirely 
neutral, unbiased and impartial; nor do they always enjoy the 
respect of the disputants. The simulations dispelled the belief of 
at least a few students that it would be relatively easy to get 
everyone to engage in principled negotiation and not act in an 
adversarial manner. Another had previously believed that nego-
tiation-based processes could easily control emotions, even in 
volatile disputes. Finally, several students had underestimated 
the importance of the BATNA concept after having read “Get-
ting to Yes”. 

Importance of Negotiation Skills in Planning 

Both the pre- and post-simulations results were very positive 
in response to a question asking how important it is for planners 
to develop effective negotiation skills. In fact, students felt that 
these skills were even more important after they had completed 
the course. The mean response changes slightly from 1.61 to 
1.51. Although both were in the “very important” range, the 
post-simulations mean was almost closer to the “extremely im-
portant” response. In fact, 23 of the 39 respondents (59 percent) 
felt that negotiation skills were “extremely important” after they 
had participated in the five simulations. 

Logistics of Conducting Simulations 

The post-simulations survey (only) asked respondents to evalu-
ate the quantity provided of three aspects of the simulations: the 
preparatory information provided prior to each simulation, the 
time allocated to the simulations, and the time allocated to de-
briefing the simulations. The two questions related to time were 
rated on a five-point scale from far too much to far too little. 
They had mean scores of 2.92 (slightly to the “too much” side 
of the “just right” response), and 3.00 (exactly equal to “just 
right”), respectively. The scale for the question about informa-
tion ranged from very sufficient to very insufficient. Its mean of 
2.00 represented the “somewhat sufficient” response. Students 
were less satisfied with the information they were given in ad-
vance the simulations than they were about the timing of the 
games. Since pre-packaged simulations were used, the instruc-
tor had no control over the information provided. Although the 
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instructor did have some control over the timing, he generally 
adhered to the timing suggested by the game designers (com-
ment about student frustration over info.). 

Value of Simulations in Resolving Real Conflicts 

The next set of questions common to both surveys asked re-
spondents the extent to which they agreed with four statements: 
that the simulations would help them to participate effectively 
in ADR processes in the future, to achieve better outcomes using 
these processes, to give them confidence using these processes, 
and to effectively manage conflicts. The first three of these ques-
tions (shown in Tables 6 and 7), which are all process-centred, 
had similar means which experienced very slight changes (no 
more than .03) between the two surveys. All of these means 
ranged from 1.66 to 1.80, closer to “somewhat agree” than to  

“strongly agree”. These results indicate that participation in the 
simulations did very little to change students’ perceptions of how 
this experience would help them in using ADR. The fourth ques-
tion (also shown in Table 8) was not focussed on ADR proc-
esses, per se. Although it too remained within the “somewhat 
agree” range, its larger shift in its mean response toward stronger 
agreement (from 2.02 before to 1.77 after) was statistically 
significant, with the Wilcoxon test indicating a z score of 
–2.138 and a p value of .033. Prior to the course, students be-
lieved that the simulations would be less helpful in teaching 
them to effectively manage future conflicts than they would be 
for learning how to use ADR processes. However, their par-
ticipation in the simulations improved their collective opinion 
about conflict management to the point that it was on par with 
that regarding ADR. 

 
Table 6. 
Merits of role-playing simulations in teaching effective use of ADR processes. 

 
Simulations will help in effective participation in 

ADR processes in the future 
Simulations will assist in achieving better outcomes 

when using ADR in the future 

 Pre-Simulations Post-Simulations Pre-Simulations Post-Simulations 

Strongly agree 17 13 13 12 

Somewhat agree 21 25 25 25 

Neither agree nor disagree 3 1 3 2 

Somewhat disagree 0 0 0 0 

Strongly disagree 0 0 0 0 

Total 41 39 41 39 

Mean 1.66 1.69 1.76 1.74 

Std. Dev. .6168 .5208 .5823 .5486 

Diff. of Mean .03 –.02 

 
Table 7. 
Merits of simulations in teaching effective ADR use and conflict management. 

 
Simulations will provide confidence in using ADR 

processes in the future 
Simulations will assist in effectively managing  

conflicts in the future 

 Pre-Simulations Post-Simulations Pre-Simulations Post-Simulations 

Strongly agree 13 11 8 11 

Somewhat agree 23 27 24 26 

Neither agree nor disagree 5 0 9 2 

Somewhat disagree 0 1 0 0 

Strongly disagree 0 0 0 0 

Total 41 39 41 39 

Mean 1.80 1.77 2.02 1.77 

Std. Dev. .6411 .5832 .6515 .5361 

Diff. of Mean –.03 –.25 

 
Table 8. 
Ranking the importance of aspects of ADR success. 

Pre- 
Simulations 

Post- 
Simulations 

t Test 
 

Mean Rank Mean Rank t p 

Reducing the time required for a subsequent legal process to resolve the dispute 3.35 4 3.23 3 .32 .750

Improving the relationship between the disputing parties 2.40 2 2.18 2 .72 .476

Resolving some of the issues 2.33 1 2.08 1 1.38 .176

Reaching a final agreement 2.65 3 3.28 4 –2.77 .009

Saving money for the disputing parties 4.27 5 4.23 5 .72 .473

Note: N.B. Rank of 1 represents the most important; 5 is the least important. 
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The next question asked respondents (both pre- and post- 

simulations) the extent to which they believed that the simula-
tions would be/were realistic. This was related to the preceding 
set of four questions, and the earlier question about the ade-
quacy of the preparatory information provided. The overall pre- 
simulations mean for this question was 2.15, which was slightly 
on the neutral side of “somewhat agree”. This indicates that re-
spondents were less confident about the realism of the simula-
tions than there were about any of the other merits of the simu-
lations probed in these related questions (which all had lower 
means). However, the mean for this question dropped to 2.51 
on the after-simulation questionnaire, in contrast to the very slight 
changes in the preceding four questions. In other words, after 
having participated in the simulations respondents felt they were 
less realistic than they had anticipated them to be prior to the 
course. The Wilcoxon test indicated that this change was not 
quite statistically significant (z = –.1826, p = .068). 

Value of Negotiation Theory 

In both sets of surveys, students were asked about the use-
fulness of the theory presented in the set of required course 
readings to their participation in the simulations, and their use-
fulness in real negotiation situations they will encounter as plan-
ners. Both questions showed a small improvement in their pre- 
and post-simulations means, from 2.56 to 2.49 and from 2.68 to 
2.36, respectively. Although small, each change was sufficient 
to switch the closest response from “good” to “very good”. 
After completion of the course, students felt that the theory 
contained in the readings was more useful to both the simula-
tions and to application of ADR to real conflicts than they had 
before the first simulation. This fits with the fact that several 
students expressed concern about the large volume of reading 
prior to the course, but when asked about this following the 
course reported that they had not found the reading load to be 
onerous and that it had been useful and interesting. 

Understanding of Substantive Issues in Conflict 
Resolution 

Four ranking questions probed students’ understanding and 
opinions about several key substantive issues in conflict resolu-
tion, both before and following the course. The first of these 
asked students to rank the importance of five aspects of “suc-
cess” in an ADR process (with one being the most important). 
As shown in Table 9, the only change in rankings pre- and post- 
simulations was a switch in the third and fourth ranks, between 
“reducing the time required for a subsequent legal process to 
resolve the dispute” (third rank after) and “reaching a final agree-
ment” (fourth rank after). This switch was largely the result of a 
statistically significant decline (as indicated by the t test) in the 
perceived importance of reaching agreement. This was not sur-
prising, since as people learn more about ADR, they typically 
place less emphasis on the traditional measure of success of reach-
ing an agreement and recognize that there are other important 
benefits that may accrue from ADR even if no final settlement 
is produced, such as resolving some of the issues in dispute, im-
proving inter-party relationships, and reducing the time required 
to resolve the conflict through a subsequent process. 

The second question in this set asked respondents to rank the 
importance of five desirable characteristics of a facilitator or 
mediator. No item changed more than one place in rank between 
the pre-simulations and post-simulations surveys (see Table 9).  

Table 9. 
Ranking the Importance of Characteristics of a Facilitator/Mediator. 

Pre-Simulations Post-Simulations t Test Characteristics of 
facilitator/mediator Mean Rank Mean Rank t p 

Impartiality and  
neutrality 

2.37 2 1.82 1 3.21 .00 

Substantive knowledge 
in area of the dispute

3.51 4 4.18 5 –3.09 .00 

Experience as a  
facilitator/mediator 

3.24 3 3.18 3 .53 .59 

Acceptability to each of 
the parties 

3.54 5 3.21 4 1.45 .15 

Listening and  
communication skills

2.34 1 2.62 2 –1.45 .15 

Note: N.B. Rank of 1 represents the most important; 5 is the least important. 

 
Three items experienced small changes to their mean responses. 
Larger changes were seen in “impartiality and neutrality”, which 
improved its ranking from second to first (changing places with 
“listening and communication skills”); and in “substantive knowl-
edge in the area of the dispute”, which dropped from the fourth 
rank to the fifth (switching with “acceptability to each of the 
disputing parties”). These changes were confirmed by the t test 
to be statistically significant. Impartiality/neutrality and substan-
tive knowledge were both themes addressed in the simulations. 
Apparently, students learned the critical importance of the for-
mer, and came to understand that facilitators and mediators can 
be effective without previously being experts in the specific sub-
ject area of the dispute. 

The third question involved ranking five characteristics of a 
dispute that make it amenable to resolution using ADR. The high-
est ranking two characteristics experienced very small changes 
between the two surveys, and did not change positions (see 
Table 10). They were “a good working relationship between 
the disputing parties, or the need to develop one” (ranked first); 
and “multiple issues that the parties value differently, allowing 
them to make trade-offs” (ranked second). The remaining three 
items all experienced statistically significant changes within the 
lowest three rankings. “An impasse having been reached in a 
previous attempt at conflict resolution” moved from fourth to 
third, “the impending start of a less desirable conflict resolution 
process (e.g. a trial date)” ascended from fifth to fourth, and “a 
relatively small number of disputing parties” dropped from third 
to fifth place. It is interesting that although the simulations changed 
respondents’ opinions about the dispute characteristics they felt 
were less important, they had little effect on interparty relation-
ships and issues valued differently, which were seen as most 
important. For the latter two, either students possessed prior 
knowledge about the amenability of disputes to ADR (which is 
unlikely), or the simulations did not contribute much to their 
knowledge in this area. 

The fourth and final question in this set asked students to rank 
the relative importance of five principles of negotiation pur-
ported in “Getting to Yes”. This question experienced the op-
posite set of changes to the preceding question. The only statis-
tically significant changes (confirmed by the t test and shown in 
Table 11) were in the first and second ranked principles, which 
switched positions. “Focus on interests, not positions” moved 
up to first place (with its mean ranking changing from 2.22 to 
1.56), while “separate the people form the problem” dropped to  
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Table 10. 
Ranking importance of dispute characteristics for amenability to ADR. 

Pre- 
Simulations 

Post- 
Simulations 

t Test 
Characteristics of Dispute 

Mean Rank Mean Rank t p 

An impasse having been reached 
in a previous attempt  
at conflict resolution 

3.51 4 2.97 3 1.98 .00

The impending start of a less 
desirable conflict resolution 

process (e.g. a trial date) 
3.69 5 3.13 4 2.04 .05

A good working relationship 
between the disputing parties, or 

the need to develop one 
2.08 1 2.44 1 –1.63 .11

A relatively small number of 
disputing parties 

3.00 3 3.87 5 –3.12 .00

Multiple issues that the parties 
value differently, allowing them 

to make trade-offs 
2.69 2 2.64 2 .00 1.00

Note: N.B. Rank of 1 represents the most important; 5 is the least important. 

 
Table 11. 
Ranking the importance of principles of negotiation in “Getting to Yes”. 

Pre- 
Simulations 

Post- 
Simulations 

t Test 
Principles of Negotiation  

(Fisher, Ury, & Patton, 1991) 
Mean Rank Mean Rank t p 

Don’t bargain over positions 3.51 4 3.59 4 –.33 .73

Separate the people from the 
problem 

2.14 1 2.64 2 –2.11 .04

Focus on interests, not  
positions 

2.22 2 1.56 1 3.17 .00

Invent options for mutual gain 3.14 3 3.00 3 1.05 .29

Insist on using objective  
criteria 

3.95 5 4.13 5 –.96 .34

Note: N.B. Rank of 1 represents the most important; 5 is the least important. 

 
second (due to its mean changing from 2.14 to 2.64). In decreas-
ing order of importance, the remaining three principles were: 
“invent options for mutual gain”, “don’t bargain over positions”, 
and “insist on using objective criteria”. Since the simulations 
and debriefings placed fairly heavy emphasis on identifying par-
ties’ interests and attempting to capitalize on differing but com-
patible interests, it is not surprising that this principle was ranked 
most important in the post-simulations survey. That the least 
important three principles did not change their rankings is sur-
prising, considering that all five principles were repeatedly dis-
cussed in introducing and debriefing the simulations, which might 
be expected to alter the students’ perceptions about their rela-
tive importance. 

Concerns and Problems Encountered with the  
Simulations 

The pre-simulations survey asked respondents (in an open- 
ended format) if they had any concerns about the upcoming 
simulations. Commonly expressed concerns included that the 
simulations would not be very realistic, participants would have 
difficulty acting their roles or would not take the simulations 

seriously, the determination of course grades would not be fair, 
the workload would be too onerous, and they themselves would 
not perform well in the simulations. A few students worried that 
the simulations would not focus on planning issues, and that the 
large class size and brevity of the course would not allow suffi-
cient time or instructor attention to make the simulations worth-
while. 

The corresponding question on the post-simulations survey 
asked about any problems encountered in the simulations. Fre-
quently mentioned ones included some of the simulations lack-
ing sufficient background information (including independent 
standards that negotiators could turn to), and some people not 
adhering to the “rules of the game”. Concerns mentioned prior 
to the first simulation that came to fruition as problems reported 
by some included respondents feeling that they had not performed 
well in the simulations, the simulations not being realistic (due 
mainly to the artificial constraint of scorable points systems in 
some of the simulations), and participants having difficulty “get-
ting into their roles”. One student expressed that “participants 
had difficulty playing their assigned role without allowing any 
personal biases to enter”. 

Several of the “problems” that were identified on the post- 
simulations survey are considered by the authors to be commonly 
encountered in real negotiations, and speak to the realistic na-
ture of the simulations. These include variability in the person-
alities of the participants (especially in key areas such as asser-
tiveness, charisma and persuasiveness); and behaviours such as 
stubbornness, inflexibility and even dishonesty by some nego-
tiators. These findings are consistent with the problems encoun-
tered by Lewicki (1986) in using simulations to teach negotia-
tion, although we did not observe as great a display of emotion 
in our simulations as he reported. One respondent wrote: “Peo-
ple would not really listen to each other. [They were] too en-
trenched in the positions or they would even lie about their 
bottom line.” One reported difficulties brainstorming to “invent 
options” without criticizing. Another found it challenging com-
municating with a negotiating partner and acting as a cohesive 
team. S/he wrote: “I found it difficult having a partner in my 
party, because it made me reluctant to take the initiative in mak-
ing offers. When negotiating on my own, I was much more con-
fident in taking initiatives”. 

Additional Comments about the Simulations 

The final question on each survey invited respondents to add 
any comments about issues not covered in the questionnaire. The 
single response on the pre-simulations questionnaire was that a 
full-length (rather than a four-week module) negotiation course 
should be a mandatory component of the Master’s in planning 
curriculum. Several students expressed the same sentiment at 
the end of the course. Nearly all of the responses were positive 
comments about the course, especially regarding its usefulness 
in training future planning and their high level of enjoyment. A 
few students confidently looked forward to their first opportu-
nity to engage in a “real life” planning negotiation and apply 
what they had learned. Others were eager to learn more about 
specific areas of negotiation, such as preparing for a negotiation 
and drafting a final agreement. These responses were consistent 
with the feedback received through the confidential course evalua-
tion forms. Many echoed the sentiment that the course should 
be full-length, although for some their rationale was that the work-
load and time commitment was too heavy for a four-week mod-
ule worth one-third of a course credit. One student wrote that: 
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“Covering negotiation/mediation skills is very important to plan-
ning. The module was helpful in developing these skills.” An-
other commented that “[the] simulations were excellent learning 
tools.” 

Influence of Prior Experience with Simulations on 
Student Responses 

The pre-course questionnaire asked students whether they had 
ever participated in any type of role-playing simulation of a 
conflict resolution process to test whether prior experience had 
any effect on the responses. Nineteen respondents indicated that 
they had prior experience, and 22 indicated that they did not. 
We hypothesized that for at least some of the pre-simulations 
questions, there would be a difference between the responses of 
those with prior experience and those without. However, prior 
experience would be irrelevant to the responses on the post- 
simulations survey, since by then everyone would have partici-
pated in five simulations. Visual examination of the frequency 
tables and means of the pre-simulations responses suggested a 
few possible differences. Differences in the mean response be-
tween the prior experience and no prior experience respondents 
for each question ranged for .02 to 1.01. However, the Kolmo-
gorov-Smirnov test was run on the data for each question, and 
none of the differences were revealed to be statistically signifi-
cant. This clearly indicates that prior experience with role-playing 
simulations in conflict resolution did not influence respondents’ 
opinions and knowledge regarding the issues asked about in the 
pre-simulations survey. This is a surprising finding. However, it 
is particularly interesting when combined with the findings of 
significant differences between the pre- and post-simulations sur-
veys discussed earlier. When combined, these findings suggest 
that the five simulations in this course significantly changed the 
knowledge, perceptions and opinions of respondents with re-
spect to some areas of inquiry, even though prior experience 
with simulations had failed to do so. Of course, another factor 
that may be at play is the fact that some of the respondents’ 
prior experience may have been very limited or some time ago, 
and therefore presented the respondents with little opportunity 
to learn. 

Testing for Association between Responses and Exam 
Scores 

The final statistical analysis involved testing for an associa-
tion between each student’s score on the course exam and each 
of nine questions on the post-simulations survey that were rele-
vant to evaluating knowledge acquired in the course. The exam 
was a take-home exam distributed at the end of the final session, 
and due 28 hours later. It accounted for 40% of the course grade. 
The selected questions were those asking respondents their opin-
ions about the level of their understanding of each of the three 
ADR processes (Questions 1-3 in Table 12); the overall educa-
tional value of the simulations (Question 10); the usefulness of 
the simulations for teaching participants to participate effec-
tively, achieve better outcomes, have more confidence when 
engaged in real ADR processes (Questions 11-13); to help par-
ticipants to manage actual conflicts more effectively (Question 
13); and the importance of planners developing effective nego-
tiation skills (Question 27). The exam scores were paired with 
the response data for each of the above questions in turn. A 
Spearman correlation coefficient was then calculated for each 
pair, to test for associations between their data. The results are  

Table 12. 
Testing for correlation between exam scores and 9 post-simulation 
questions. 

Question No. Spearman Correlation Coefficient p value 

Post 1 –.055 .747 

Post 2 –.066 .696 

Post 3 .091 .592 

Post 4 –.025 .882 

Post 10 –.084 .622 

Post 11 –.059 .728 

Post 12 –.101 .552 

Post 13 –.120 .478 

Post 27 –.029 .866 

 
shown in Table 12. Surprisingly, none of these pairings pro-
duced a statistically significant association. However, this may 
be due in large part to the unusually small standard deviation of 
exam scores. 

Conclusion 

These findings indicate that role-playing simulations are very 
effective for teaching negotiation skills (and negotiation-based 
ADR processes such as facilitation and mediation) to planning 
students. Participants reported high levels of satisfaction with 
the simulations, both in terms of their educational value and the 
students’ enjoyment of the experience. The ability of the simu-
lation to change students’ knowledge, perceptions and opinions 
is indicated by the differences in responses between the pre- and 
post-simulations questionnaires for many of the areas of inquiry. 
This finding regarding the effectiveness of role-playing simula-
tions in teaching negotiation is consistent with the non-empirical 
conclusions of Lewicki (1986). However, no previous research 
was found which specifically addressed the merits of using simula-
tions to teach negotiation skills to planning students, providing 
no basis of comparison for our findings. Furthermore, none of 
the evaluation criteria employed in this article were also used in 
any previous studies on the effectiveness of role-playing simu-
lations in other educational settings. This further precluded plac-
ing our findings in the context of previous research. 

The simulations taught students the importance of interests in 
conflict resolution, especially identifying common interests, and 
identifying and communicating one’s own interests. Issues that 
are valued differently by different parties, and which can there-
fore be traded off, are helpful. Simulations are quite valuable in 
preparing students to participate effectively in real ADR proc-
esses, both in giving them confidence and in bringing about good 
outcomes. More generally, they help future planners to manage 
actual conflicts more skillfully. Participants found the theory 
contained in the course readings to be useful and relevant in the 
simulations. Two of the five principles of negotiation presented 
in “Getting to Yes” were especially appropriate to these simula-
tions: “Focus on interests not positions” and “Separate the peo-
ple from the problem”. 

The simulations were able to dispel the misconception that 
“success” using an ADR process consists only of the achieve-
ment of a final settlement. Rather, the students learned that other 
benefits may accrue even if agreement is not reached, such as 
resolving some of the issues in dispute, lessening the duration 
of time required to ultimately settle the dispute, and improving 
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relationships between the parties. The importance of good rela-
tionships, or a mutual desire to develop them; and the complete 
impartiality and neutrality of facilitators and mediators were 
revealed. Simulations involving a greater number of parties (e.g. 
six or seven) and a facilitator appear to be particularly benefi-
cial as educational tools. 

Simulations were found to be slightly less valuable for teach-
ing aspects of planning other than conflict resolution. In part, 
this contradicted the findings of Baum (1997), Innes and Boo-
her (1999) and Krause and Amaral (1994). However, we found 
ADR to be particularly useful for generating more equitable 
policies and plans, improving communication of complex plan-
ning concepts, and understanding the diverse viewpoints of stake-
holders. These negotiation-based processes seem most appro-
priate for land use, environmental and community planning. Par-
ticipants in the simulations learned that planning disputes are 
often complex and difficult to resolve, especially if they involve 
multiple parties and many competing interests. They also dis-
covered that disputants are not always willing or able to engage 
in productive and principled negotiation. 

Some potential weaknesses of using simulations in this set-
ting that were detected include the provision of inadequate back-
ground information, lack of realism, difficulty of some partici-
pants to portray their roles convincingly, counterproductive (but 
often realistic) behaviours (e.g. stubbornness, inflexibility and 
dishonesty) by some participants, and communication problems 
between members of negotiating teams. 

A surprising finding was that prior experience with role-play- 
ing simulations of conflict resolution processes did not influ-
ence students’ opinions and knowledge of ADR processes prior 
to the course beginning. This makes the ability of the simula-
tions in this course to change students’ knowledge levels and 
opinions about conflict resolution in planning more impressive, 
since prior experience with simulations had failed to do so. 
Finally, it was also surprising that there was no significant as-
sociation between final exam scores and any of the nine post- 
simulations questions tested, which were relevant to evaluating 
knowledge acquired in the course. On one hand, the students 
clearly learned a great deal from the simulations; yet how they 
answered selected questions at the end of the course did not 
have any bearing on how they performed on the exam. 

REFERENCES 

Baum, H. (1997). Social science, social work, and surgery: Teaching 
what students need to practice planning. Journal of the American 
Planning Association, 63, 179-188.  
doi:10.1080/01944369708975913 

Bredemeier, M., & Greenblat, C. (1981). The education effectiveness of 
simulation games. Simulation and Games, 12, 307-331. 
doi:10.1177/104687818101200304 

Cherryholmes, C. (1966). Some current research on effectiveness of 
educational simulations: Implications for alternative strategies. Ame- 
rican Behavioral Scientist, 10, 4-7. 
doi:10.1177/000276426601000202 

Dolin, E. J., & Susskind, L. E. (1992). A role for simulations in public 

policy disputes: The case for National Energy Policy. Simulation and 
Gaming, 23, 20-44. doi:10.1177/1046878192231003 

Fisher, R., Ury, W., Patton, B. (1991). Getting to yes: Negotiating 
agreement without giving in (2nd ed.). New York, NY: Penguin. 

Foster, J. L., Lachman, A. C., Mason, R. M. (1980). Verstehen, cogni-
tion, and the impact of political simulations. Simulation and Games, 
11, 223-241. doi:10.1177/0037550080112007 

Friedmann, J., & Kuester, C. (1994). Planning education for the late 
20th century: An initial inquiry comment. Journal of Planning Edu-
cation and Research, 14, 55-64. doi:10.1177/0739456X9401400106 

Hankinson, H. (1987). The cognitive and affective learning effects of 
debriefing after a simulation game. Doctoral Dissertation, Bloom-
ington: Indiana University. 

Innes, J. E., & Booher, D. E. (1999). Consensus building as role play-
ing and bricolage. Journal of the American Planning Association, 65, 
9-26. doi:10.1080/01944369908976031 

Krause, G. H., & Amaral, M. (1994). Simulating harbor management: 
A tool for public participation. Journal of Planning Education and 
Research, 14, 43-54. doi:10.1177/0739456X9401400105 

Lewicki, R. J. (1986). Challenges of teaching negotiation. Negotiation 
Journal, 23, 15-27. doi:10.1111/j.1571-9979.1986.tb00335.x 

Meligrana, J., & John, A. (2003). A critical assessment of learning 
expectations and outcomes of role-playing simulations in planning 
education. Journal of Planning Practice and Research, 18, 95-108. 
doi:10.1080/0269745032000132673 

Nightingale, C. S. (1981). Games and simulations: A teaching tech-
nique. South African Geographer, 9, 59-65. 

Petranek, C. F., Corey, S., & Black, R. (1992). Three levels of learning 
in simulations: Participating, debriefing, and journal writing. Simula-
tion and Gaming, 23, 174-185. doi:10.1177/1046878192232005 

Pierfy, D. (1977). Comparative simulation game research: Stumbling 
blocks and stepping stones. Simulation and Games, 8, 255-268. 
doi:10.1177/003755007782006 

Randel, J. M., Morris, B. A., Wetzel, C. D., & Whitehill, B. V. (1992). 
The effectiveness of games for educational purposes: A review of 
recent research. Simulation and Gaming, 22, 261-276. 
doi:10.1177/1046878192233001 

Ryan, T. (2000). The role of simulation gaming in policy-making. 
Systems Research and Behavioral Science, 17, 359-364. 
doi:10.1002/1099-1743(200007/08)17:4<359::AID-SRES306>3.0.C
O;2-S 

Sawicki, D. S. (1988). Planning education and practice: Can we plan 
for the next decade? Journal of Planning Education and Research, 7, 
115-120. doi:10.1177/0739456X8800700216 

Schön, D. A. (1983). The reflective practitioner: How professionals 
think in action. New York, NY: Basic Books.  

Schön, D. A. (1987). Educating the reflective practitioner. San Fran-
cisco: Jossey-Bass.  

Schultz, B. (1989). Conflict resolution training programs: Implications 
for theory and research. Negotiation Journal, 5, 301-311. 
doi:10.1111/j.1571-9979.1989.tb00525.x 

Shepherd, A., & Cosgriff, B. (1998). Problem-based learning: A bridge 
between planning education and planning practice. Journal of Plan-
ning Education and Research, 17, 348-357. 
doi:10.1177/0739456X9801700409 

Szafran, R. F., &Mandolini, A. F. (1980). Test performance and con-
cept recognition: The effect of a simulation game on two types of 
cognitive knowledge. Simulation and Games, 11, 326-335. 
doi:10.1177/104687818001100305 

Walford, R. (1981). Geography games and simulations: Learning 
through experience. Journal of Geography in Higher Education, 5, 
113-119. doi:10.1080/03098268108708808 

 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/01944369708975913
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/104687818101200304
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/000276426601000202
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1046878192231003
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0037550080112007
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0739456X9401400106
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/01944369908976031
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0739456X9401400105
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1571-9979.1986.tb00335.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/0269745032000132673
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1046878192232005
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/003755007782006
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1046878192233001
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/1099-1743(200007/08)17:4%3C359::AID-SRES306%3E3.0.CO;2-S
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/1099-1743(200007/08)17:4%3C359::AID-SRES306%3E3.0.CO;2-S
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0739456X8800700216
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1571-9979.1989.tb00525.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0739456X9801700409
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/104687818001100305
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/03098268108708808

