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This presentation is an introduction to the dynamics of successful gaming for intercultural 
training and social inclusion. We look at the different kinds of games, their impact on players, 
and why they are useful and effective for both learning and social communication. We explore 
how games can reflect and create culture, as well as how cultures may shape how games are 
received and played. We look at the uses of games from an ethical perspective, and how we 
can plan, design, create, administer, facilitate, and debrief games to attain their learning and 
social goals.  

 
 
Introduction - Kinds of Games 
 
While there is an infinite variety of games being played, created, and improvised all over the 
world on a daily basis, it can be helpful for us to identify certain categories of games by their 
dynamics and their uses. Here are some important distinctions.  
 
Zero-sum versus infinite games. The first sort comprises those games in which there are 
winners and losers, and where the objective is to bring the game to an end, with a higher 
score than the opponent, often with a "winner take all" outcome – football, rugby, tennis, and 
many other competitive sports, as well as many board and computer games are of this sort.  
On the other hand, infinite games are the kind in which every player can be a winner by 
continually improving his or her performance. Here, winning involves the participants ability 
to keep the game going – for example, jump rope or juggling. 
 
Frame or shell games are basically game formats that provide a dynamic framework into 
which new content can be inserted. Examples of these can be: quiz competitions, matrix 
games, card-based games and board games, where the dynamics are the same but the 
content differs. Our diversophy® games are good examples of this. Currently, we have over 
one hundred game versions and some translations into twelve languages, with a wide variety 
of topics that are, however, all played with the same rules. 
 
 
1. What games do  
 
In essence, games create alternative worlds and invite us to experience them. When used 
for educational purposes games reduce the loss of didactic content by changing perspectives 
on information. They make play both emotional and dramatic, by getting players to respond 
to, interact with, and question the information they present. They often enhance learning by 
making players act as a team, using peer pressure to perform. Game theoreticians have 
identified how games increase learning by stimulating competition, providing an element of 
chance, scrambling our perceptions, and creating alternative realities to explore, often putting 
us in the shoes of people different from ourselves. 
 
More specifically, games make learning exciting and memorable because they can provide 
these four different kinds of experiences: 
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1) $*:1 = stretching our ability, what athletes describe as “hitting the wall”, giving it all 
you've got at the finish line. This is enhanced when a game increases the odds or the 
payoff as we approach a deadline. 
 

2) ALAEA = the element of unpredictability, chance, as found in the roll of the dice, the 
spin of the roulette wheel, the luck of the draw. 

 
3) VERTIGO = stimulating disorientation of the mind and senses, losing control, being 

out of the control of the normal thinking and feeling processes, a bit like riding a roller 
coaster. 
 

4) 0,026 = imitation, role playing, empowers us to take on the characteristics of 
someone else in fantasy, to enter someone else's reality, e.g., pretending you are a 
… (you name the culture or person), when you respond to a question or situation. In 
language training, you may use a puppet or a character who makes the responses. 
This puts a buffer between the learner’s ego and the criticism he or she might fear to 
receive for behaving in make-believe ways. 

 
 
2. The social impact and applications of gaming 
 
Games are not just for children, though much of what children learn is imparted in the games 
they play. A recent study pointed out that the average online game player was 35 years old, 
that 68% of gamers were over 18 years of age, and that 47 % of gamers are women – there 
being more adult women playing games than teenage boys under the age of 18.123  
 
The social impact of gaming should not be underestimated. We only need to look at how 
capitalism and commodification have been communicated to generations of Monopoly 
players. Propagandists of the Third Reich in Germany created children's games whose 
objectives were to hunt down and expel Jews from their community. On the other hand, we 
look for the positive potential of games to improve our well-being, both individually and 
socially. An anti-radicalization online game was recently developed for young women and 
men in France to create an awareness of the everyday interactions that could lead to 
proselytization for revolutionary and terrorist activities.124 
 
During the past several years, a number of SIETAR members have been strenuously 
engaged in creating games for the acculturation of migrants and minorities within their host 
communities and enhancing the host communities’ capacity for understanding and 
meaningful contact with their new neighbors. One of the most successful of these efforts was 
the New Horizons project125 created at JAMK University of Applied Sciences in Jyväskylä, 
Finland. Here students in the international business program researched the issues of 
migrants and their local communities, transformed these into game materials, translated 
them into various languages, localized their content, and facilitated play in local community 
groups and schools. Likewise, in France, Nouveaux Repères diversophy® was developed to 
achieve similar objectives and is presented in French, English, and Arabic.126 
 
While many of the games developed in the diversophy series focused on understandings, 
behaviors, and differences among national and ethnic cultures, more recent versions have 

                                                           
123 Chou, Yu-kai (2014), Gamification to improve our world, TEDx Talks. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=v5Qjuegtiyc  
124 http://www.toujourslechoix.fr/  
125 https://www.jamk.fi/en/services/koulutus-ja-kehittaminen/kansainvalistyminen/new-horizons/  
126 https://diversophy.com/collections/migrant-games-free-download  
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addressed the dynamics and skills needed for specific areas of life across cultural groups, 
contexts and activities.127 Thus, recently we have collaborated with University of Bourgogne 
in Dijon, France, where one student team created an up-to-date game on Gender and Sexual 
Identity128. While, another has explored culinary habits and the etiquette of dining in a game 
called diversiTASTES129, and a third team is currently addressing the dynamics of humor 
across cultures and developing a game likely to be called diversiLAFFS. 
 
Another current project, Manhood diversophy® is addressing the neglected area of men's 
issues in contemporary society, raising inequities in social dynamics and laws that are 
hazards to men's well-being, to their relationships and family life, and to their role as fathers. 
It also highlights the current crisis that boys are undergoing in social and work environments 
as well as in education130. As owners of the diversophy process, we are doing most of this 
social game development on a pro bono basis, and continually inviting interested parties to 
become authors and developers of games that contribute to our social well-being. 
 
 
3. Gaming across cultures 
 
As interculturalists we are not surprised that games are designed, used, and reacted to in 
different ways, according to the values and habits of the cultural environments in which they 
are created and played. The maxim, "different strokes for different folks" is certainly 
applicable here, because cultural values are critical to whether, how, when, and how long 
people will play games. When we first introduced our games into the German corporate 
training market quite a few years ago, the idea of gaming was dismissed as not serious. 
Thus, we learned to call our creation not a “Spiel”, but a "Trainings instrument". The fact that 
our games employed dice was occasionally rejected for religious or ethical reasons by 
individuals and groups who objected to gambling as being sinful or immoral.  
 
The strong egalitarian sense in Finnish culture caused us to downplay the gaining of points 
as an element in winning the game. While we did not conceive of diversophy® as a zero-sum 
game, the assignment of points to successful responses to various questions was thus 
largely ignored or omitted when playing in a Finnish environment. On the other hand, 
competition can be acceptable and even desirable in certain cultures, for example in the 
USA, where being called a "loser" is heard as a strong put down. Many years ago, Donald 
Trump was quoted as saying, "Money was never a big motivation for me, except as a way to 
keep score. The real excitement is playing the game". Now that he is playing the political 
game often in a zero sum way as President, his passion to be a winner is having a worldwide 
impact. 
 
 
4. Facilitating a game 
 
Two heads are better than one, and four eyes better than two. I have long been an advocate 
of training and facilitating with a partner, whether or not gaming is on the agenda, but 
especially when it is. With co-trainers or co-facilitators participants are given a wider variety 
of leadership to identify with, and partner facilitators are likely to see more of what is 
happening in a group, not only because they are two persons, but also because they 
inevitably tend to focus on different aspects and behaviors as play proceeds. We have made 
an effort to provide extensive and thorough facilitation guides for the games we have been 

                                                           
127 https://diversophy.com/collections/professional-skills-development  
128 https://diversophy.com/collections/special-themes/products/copy-of-usa-gender  
129 https://diversophy.com/collections/special-themes/products/diversitastes-1 
130 https://diversophy.com/collections/special-themes/products/manhood  
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creating131. We provide facilitation skills workshops, as well as coaching on demand, as well 
as engage in troubleshooting by encouraging users to provide us with feedback about their 
experiences. 
 
A facilitator’s role is not to know everything, but to help players engage in the game 
effectively to make sure that game dynamics run smoothly, and that participants get the most 
out of it. All too many trainers (gurus) assume the missionary position, that is they assume 
they are or should be on top of everything and have all the answers. This can too easily get 
in the way of and diminish the energy for participation. The facilitator's role is to unblock 
learning were needed, so that participants learn from the dynamic of the game and from 
each other. Facilitation is not a time to dominate the conversation or vaunt one's wisdom. 
 
 
5. Designing and creating a game 
 
When we are discussing the creation of educational or social gaming, our starting point in 
designing the game lies first in our ability to set clear learning objectives, to be precise about 
the kinds of outcomes we expect participants in the game to go away with. There are many 
categories of outcomes. For example, we may want to develop motor or language skills, 
convey information, assist people to think and conceptualize ideas and concepts, teach 
procedures or certain steps toward reaching a goal, enhance interpersonal competence, 
communication, cultural sensitivity and people connections, or lead participants to 
experience new feelings and fresh connections with each other. 
 
In this digital age, we also need to consider that, when we are designing a game program, 
we need to apply online what we have learned off-line, as well as realize that achieving our 
objectives may require different procedures in different media or forms of delivery. We 
encourage creators of social games to build into their production both live and online, the 
needed elements of facilitation, coaching, debriefing and troubleshooting as important parts 
of a fully rounded and successful training game program. 
 
Often, creating a game, although it can be a solo activity, is likely to result in a richer and 
more enlightening experience when a diverse team collaborates to create it. From the very 
beginning, we have urged authors of our culture specific diversophy® games to pair up with 
others, so that the game they produce will reflect both insider and outsider cultural 
perspectives.  
 
Recently, we and some of our developers have begun to crowdsource both content and 
dynamics from the people who are playing our games. It is common to, for example, to play a 
game for 40 minutes or an hour, then debrief it, as we have will discuss further below, and 
then invite the participants to create content which they feel would be appropriate to or 
needed in the kind of game they have just played. We have been amazed by the imagination 
and quality of the material developed in this crowdsourcing approach when appended to the 
gaming experience. 
 
Some keys to successful gaming should be noted. The game should be designed to 
reinforce what it attempts to teach or the outcomes it aims to produce. A good game is an 
active learning experience, involving emotional and physical, as well as mental engagement. 
It needs to be relevant to the needs of the participants, whether they are aware of them at 
the outset or not, and to be culturally digestible and coherent, even though it may challenge 
individuals to step out of their common, cozy cultural framework. There needs to be room for 
individual differences and openness to previous experiences that participants bring into the 
playing with each other. Where the development of skills is involved, a solid game design 
                                                           
131 https://diversophy.com/pages/facilitation-guide 
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must offer ample opportunities to practice what is being imparted as well as offer means for 
the player to receive feedback on her or his performance and to plan how to apply learnings 
to daily life going forward. 
 
Variety is important in the development of the game structure. Making things all dramatic or 
all quiz, i.e., predictable, reduces sensitivity. Lack of variety leads to monotony and loss of 
didactic impact, as well as stifling interpersonal dynamics. When a game dynamic is 
unchanged and too repetitive, it is a bit like living next to a railway – after a while you don’t 
hear the trains go by anymore. 
 
 
6. Debriefing a game  
 
One cannot underestimate the importance of debriefing as a part of the social gaming 
experience. It has been said that "experience is the best teacher", however this is only one 
part of the story, as people commonly best consolidate their learning when they step back 
and reflect on the experience that they have been engaged in. Game facilitators need to 
debrief in proportion to the weight of the experiential elements found in the game program 
they are using. The more intense the experience, the more important it is to adequately 
debrief the participants. 
 
Commonly, there are four phases to debriefing a game. We asked the participants such 
questions as: How do you feel? What took place to shape your experience? What, in fact, did 
you learn? How can you apply it? How did you connect and relate to your fellow players? 
Debriefing does not need to be only or entirely a spoken event. The facilitator may suggest a 
journal debrief, asking participants to write out and reflect their learnings, suggesting a few 
principal points that she or he wants them to review. Likewise, participants may be invited to 
draw a picture or mime something which reflects their experience. 
 
In conclusion, together with storytelling, gaming is a powerful way to help us explore our own 
culture, share it with others, as well as to see, hear and relate to the similarities and 
differences that new people bring to our environment. In fact, the two processes, exploring 
self and others, go hand-in-hand, as gaming tends to evoke parts of ourselves that otherwise 
remain submerged and unappreciated, both by ourselves and by our fellows, thus becoming 
powerful and significant parts of our repertoire as interculturalists. 
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