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Abstract: The paper focuses on the analysis of existing literature on the use of games in education 
from early adoption to 2021, making use of both semantic and content analysis to identify overlaps 
and relations among the concepts. To enhance conceptual clarity, we also use two different software 
programs. Our results demonstrate frequent and significant relationships between the concepts 
“game”, “student”, “learning”, “education” and “simulation” in the context of management and 
business topics, therefore enabling a possible syntax to be further employed, namely: “business 
simulation games.” These results may serve as input data when applying this concept on a 
pedagogical, scientific, or experimental level.  
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1 INTRODUCTION  

Teaching management and business 
subjects requires a successful combination of 
theory and practice, resulting in multiple 
expectations from various stakeholder groups 
(students, employers, etc.). Teachers, instructors, 
and facilitators therefore face multiple 
challenges in preparing, delivering, and 
evaluating competencies that are specific to 
business and management topics. Since the 
1960s (Lewis et.al., 1974) there have been 

various initiatives meant to enhance students’ 
learning opportunities and capabilities, resulting 
in the conception and implementation of games 
within teaching-learning programs. The way 
games were addressed, perceived, and assessed 
changed over time. One can notice both subtle 
and major shifts in addressing games such as 
“serious games” (Noemí & Máximo, 2014), 
“gamification” (Sandusky, 2015, Šćepanović, 
2015), “simulation games and role-play” 
(Sutcliffe, 2002), “games and simulations” (Wilson 
& Schug, 1979).  
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Setting aside the differences and overlaps in 
finding the most suitable word in describing 
business simulation games, one cannot ignore 
their proven benefits up to this date, but there is 
still much to explore further (Anderson & 
Lawton, 2009). Many aspects of the benefits of 
playing games in the classroom can be acquired 
through the flow of international literature. 
Therefore, games may improve student 
performance (Araya et al. 2019), have a favorable 
impact on knowledge acquisition, interactivity, 
and collaboration (Bach et al. 2020), and assist 
students in developing deeper learning skills 
(Baldwin et al. 2012). Games would also be 
advantageous for higher education institutions 
(Bhargava, 2021). 

Playing games in class would assist students 
in acquiring general soft and hard skills, while 
learning and feeling also satisfied (Buil et. al. 
2018). Thus, they could improve student 
performance (Gordon et.al., 2013) and also 
promote engagement (Buil et.al., 2020; Emblen-
Perry, 2018; Frick, 2020), increase students’ 
motivation (Dichev & Dicheva, 2017) and 
increase their understanding (Katsaliaki and 
Mustafee, 2015, Kirkpatrick, 2020) of practical 
business implications. Deif (2016, p. 371) also 
states that such games enrich teaching 
processes with “a practical and applied sense.”  

Although business simulation games have 
proven to have multiple positive effects, they are 
still not implemented as a pedagogical tool on a 
large scale (Guest, 2015). Possible explanations 
stem from experiences that addressed the 
neutral or negative effects of using games in 
education. Following this line of thought, Huang 
et.al., (2020) support the idea that games do not 
appear to have positive or relevant influences on 
the outcomes of student learning. Also, games 
tend to be time-intensive (Bach et.al., 2020) and 
their results are difficult to measure, regardless 
of the chosen research approach (experimental, 
quantitative, qualitative). 

However, there is currently no agreed-upon 
terminology, in contrast to various studies on the 

subject. The popularity of using games in the 
classroom has increased, which has resulted in 
the creation of numerous definitions, assertions, 
and assessments that, despite their appearance 
of overlap, actually represent various viewpoints 
and presumptions.  

In order to improve idea clarity and reduce 
scholarly debate on the subject, the main goal of 
this study is to sift through the most relevant 
research on business and management 
simulation games. In order to reach the declared 
goal, we elaborated a clear methodology for a 
twofold data collection and analysis process, 
firstly on a semantic level of discussion (see, 
chapter 2) and secondly, based on a content 
analysis of the relevant literature in the area of 
games in education (see, chapter 3). Thus, our 
objectives were: (1) to build a relevant and suited 
syntax, from the viewpoint of educational 
andragogic approaches, which describe the 
process of playing games in a higher education 
context, and (2) to paint a unique and specific 
canvas of relevant (sub)categories, extracted 
from the identified literature with focus on 
games in higher education, through generating a 
clear set of codes that (pre)define the specificity 
of this research domain. The research question 
that catalysis our scholarly endeavor is: What 
unique, specific features does the research 
literature on playing games in a higher education 
context have, with respect to the syntactic and 
thematic composition structures of the 
theoretical discourses promoted in the last four 
decades?  

In order to fulfill our research aims and 
provide a qualitative and satisfactory answer to 
our research question, we made use of two 
separate, intertwined but mostly important – 
complementary software: (1) Tropes (2022), for a 
semantic analysis (i.e. from a technical, 
linguistically perspective) vs. MAXQDA (2021), for 
a content analysis (i.e. from a sociological point 
of view of the research methodology). This 
procedure enabled our research process to 
widen not only the impact of the results, but also 
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to stimulate fellow scholars to follow a similar 
mixed approach when aiming to fully 
understand the employed terminology of a 
debated area, conceptual differences, and 
potential overlaps of meaning. 

Our findings demonstrate that while some 
notions (student, game, and learning) are closely 
related, others are drifting apart. We also provide 
a content analysis, highlighting the ideas that 
recur most frequently in the flow of recent 
writing. Overall, these findings are significant not 
only for academics conducting research on this 
subject but also for management and business 
teachers, educators, and instructors. The 
semantic and content analyses are covered in 
the next sections. Final thoughts and 
recommendations for potential future study 
projects are included in the paper's conclusion. 

2 SEMANTIC LITERATURE ANALYSIS 

As mentioned before, there is a colorful 
plethora of conceptual diversity, when dealing 
with and speaking of the overlap of games and 
education. A semantic analysis could provide 
meaningful insights on some key elements and 
their relationships. Therefore, we made use of 
the semantic knowledge software, Tropes 
(Molette & Landré, 2012), a natural language 
processing and semantic classification software. 
We performed a lexical semantic analysis, 
through which phrases were identified in order 
to extract the references (nouns) that could be 
distributed into semantic classes. Only the 
nouns, which carried meaningful information, 
were classified. In addition to the defined classes, 
the software used highlighted references that 
recurred within the text. In addition, the 
relationship of each relevant reference (i.e., 
meaningful noun) has been analyzed through 
comparison of the interwoven networks in the 
text. We sifted through current literature to find 
the most valuable research papers by searching 
two databases commonly used for scientific 
purposes: ERIC (EBSCOhost) and Web of Science 

(SSCI). In order to build the following four initial 
search phrases, we employed Boolean 
operators, each with three components (i.e., 
descriptors): (1) “gamification AND higher 
education* AND management*,” (2) “serious 
games* AND higher education* AND 
management*,” (3) “classroom games* AND 
higher education* AND management*,” (4) 
“simulation games* AND higher education* AND 
management*.” We extended our search by 
successively replacing the third descriptor, 
“management,” with “economic,” and finally with 
“business,” maintaining the first two operators 
from the initial four phases; hence, a final set of 
twelve search phrases emerged. The first 
descriptors of each phrase emerged from a prior 
literature analysis with a focus on gamification, 
serious games, simulation games, and classroom 
games. With the second and the only constant 
descriptor of each phrase, “higher education,” we 
intended to narrow down the search to 
pedagogical endeavors from the academic 
sector, while the third position of each phrase 
placed the scientific literature in our field of 
expertise, i.e., business, management, and 
economics. As a next step, we also narrowed 
possible results by using the words “study” or 
“research,” mainly because our goal was to 
gather relevant scientific literature on games in 
higher education within the management field. 
As a result of this approach, we selected only 842 
peer-reviewed articles, regardless of the time 
span. Still, 77% of these articles were published 
within the last ten years. Thus, we can state that 
there has been an increasing interest in this 
topic. Further, we read the abstracts and 
continued to make stock of those articles that 
made use of games and simulation pedagogy in 
higher education. Thus, review articles, meta-
studies, and empirical articles were included. 
Surprisingly, only a number of 31 relevant 
research articles, covering a time span from 1974 
to 2021 could be withdrawn. The content of 
these articles has been transferred and merged 
into a single document comprising 325.178 
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words, which was loaded in the semantic 
knowledge software tool (i.e., Tropes), which 
allows various graphical representations of the 
conceptual relationships, such as a sphere or a 
star chart. When choosing to perform the 
analysis using a sphere chart, the software tool 
groups the meaningful nouns into categories, 
resulting in a planetary system-like graphic. The 
more often a noun is mentioned within the text, 
the larger the represented sphere. Overlapping 
spheres, or spheres appearing very close 

together, denote significant relationships 
between the concepts. As seen in Fig. 1, the 
central concept that appears to be common is 
the word “game.” The weaker the relationship 
between concepts, the greater the distance 
between spheres. The left-sided, blue-colored 
spheres are the predecessors of the word “game” 
within the text, and the right-sided green-colored 
spheres are the concepts that are mentioned in 
the text following the word “game”.

 

Figure 1. Planetary system of “game” 
Source: analysis performed using Tropes semantic knowledge software 

 
A star chart may also be displayed (see, 

Fig. 2) to facilitate the perception of textual 
space (Molette & Landré, 2012), reflected by 
the number of meaningful relationships 
between the most representative nouns from 
the text. Thus, “game” is most often preceded 
by “simulation” (i.e., 358 significant 
relationships) and second by “business” (with 
201 significant relationships); as seen in Fig. 2, 
“game” is followed by “learning,”, with 280, and 
by “simulation,”, with 151 significant 
relationships.  

After reviewing the results of the 
performed analysis, we can notice that the 
large majority of selected articles focus on 
either defining, describing, reviewing, 
mentioning, or using the word “game,”, while 
focusing on other key aspects such as (non-

exhaustive, selective list of the most often 
encountered): learning, simulation, student, 
teaching, business, player and education. 

Thus, Fig. 1 and Fig. 2 show the scholars’ 
attempts to clarify the role of games in 
education and to evaluate the impact, 
outcome, benefits, and risks of educating 
through games. More so, our semantic 
analysis has revealed that the most frequent 
and significant relationships crystallize in the 
syntax ‘business simulation game’. After 
considering the existent terminology within 
this field, the sifted literature, and the 
semantic analysis of four decades of research 
papers about games in education, we are 
adopting the syntax classroom business 
simulation game.    
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Figure 2. Star chart of “game” 
Source: analysis performed using Tropes semantic knowledge software.  

 
 

3 CONTENT LITERATURE ANALYSIS 

We also carried out a content analysis in 
order to widen the perspectives of analysis and 
examination of the already available literature 
on business simulation games. This strategy was 
selected because it is tailored for qualitative 
data. The resulting single document of literature 
containing 325.178 words from 1974 to 2022, 
was imported into MAXQDA 2022. In accordance 
with suggested study procedures (Gizzi & 
Rädiker, 2021), we first examined the findings on 
a word cloud (Fig. 3), adding prepositions and 
other superfluous words to a stop list.  

 

 

Figure 3. Word cloud of selected literature 
Source: analysis performed using MAXQDA 2022 

(VERBI Software, 2021) 

The final draft must include pertinent 
subjects for additional investigation. Students, 
learning, games, games, education, and 
gamification were the key topics that emerged 
from the word cloud. 

The frequency of recurrence was then 
determined using MAXQDA's 2022 auto coding 
tool, with the coding emerging in an inductive 
manner depending on the existing data. The 
codes were established based on the word cloud 
because there were no previously established 
coding categories. The resulting code matrix 
browser (Fig. 4) emphasizes the most popular 
topics, including game, student, learning, and 
education. 

 

 

Figure 4. Code Matrix Browser of selected 
literature and defined codes 

Source: analysis performed using MAXQDA 2022 
(VERBI Software, 2021) 
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No connections or overlaps between the 
codes were found by the code relations browser. 
As a result, in contrast to the earlier semantic 
analysis (section 2), we were unable to uncover 
any pertinent word relations. 

4 CONCLUSIONS 

The current paper investigates the existing 
terminology on business simulation games from 
the 1974 to 2021.  In order to fully understand 
the employed terminology, conceptual 
differences, and overlaps, we performed a 
semantic analysis followed by a content analysis, 
assisted by two different software specialized in 
the analysis of texts. The semantic analysis 
pointed out the predominant word “game” 
throughout the literature, followed by “learning” 
and “simulations.” The semantic analysis also 
revealed relations between the concepts by 
employing the most frequently occurring nouns.  

The second analysis involved performing a 
content exploration. The word “game” was again 
predominant, but the next following words were 
“student,” “learning,” and “education.” 
Consequently, there are slight differences in 
second-level words that appear in the literature 
depending on whether a semantic or a content 
analysis is employed. Consequently, we may say 
that games are viewed in relation to students, 
their education, and learning initiatives 
notwithstanding the disparities that emerge 
between the semantic and content analyses. 
Games are sometimes referred to as 
"simulations" while discussing business and/or 
management-related themes. 

From the viewpoint of fulfilling our two 
research aims, our semantic analysis met its goal 
to generate a relevant and suited syntax, from 
the viewpoint of educational andragogic 
approaches, which defines the process of 
playing games in a higher education context. As 
a result, from both an andragogic and a scientific 
standpoint, we have found the syntax "business 
simulation games" for our own future works and 

we would recommend fellow scholars to take 
into account this reference as well.  

Thus, the first contribution of this paper is 
of theoretical nature, where we manage to 
generate a clear, undebatable syntax that can be 
used with no possible drawbacks or scholarly 
repercussions when doing research in the field 
of teaching through games in a higher education 
context. 

The second goal was partially met, 
specifically, some relevant (sub)categories, were 
extracted from the identified literature with focus 
on games in higher education, thus a first set of 
codes have been generated. Nonetheless, more 
research is needed, perhaps on a broader set of 
scientific papers in the debated domain, from 
both a qualitative and a quantitative perspective, 
in order to accurately, define the peculiar, and 
clear the still blurry paradigm from this research 
field. Be that as it may, we managed to extract 
some unique, specific features of the research 
literature on playing games in a higher education 
context basing our research methodology not 
only on a validated method in the social sciences, 
the content analysis, but also offering a fresh, 
additional possibility of text analysis from a 
linguistically perspective.  

Thus, the second contribution of this paper 
has practical implications that address the mixed 
nature of the proposed research methodology, 
which has an interdisciplinary character, which 
combines social sciences and linguistics. May 
this be a stimulus for fellow scholars to follow a 
similar mixed approach when aiming to fully 
understand the employed terminology of a 
debated area, conceptual differences, and 
potential overlaps of meaning.  

In conclusion, the current research could be 
expanded (1) to an analysis of a larger collection 
of articles on business simulation games, (2) to 
an analysis based on coding that emerges in a 
deductive manner, (3) to a literature analysis 
that includes document variables and smart 
coding tools, and (4) to other methods of 
analysis specific to meta-studies.  
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Nevertheless, our research may serve as a 
springboard for future studies on this subject 
from a scientific and pedagogical standpoint, 
making it pertinent to both academics 
conducting research on business simulation 
games and educators, instructors, and 
facilitators. 
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