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This paper aims to describe how a digital marketing simulation system improve the knowledge
and skills of students, as well as their status as members of a virtual community, which
gradually evolve from novice to expert in managing online advertising campaigns. The body of
the article encompasses three contributions: the know-how of the Simbound Game author, the
practical experiences of an instructor, who coordinated students’ activities during three courses
and of a Master student - the leader of a team which got the first position after the completion
of a game. The advantages of managing no-risk online advertising campaigns are revealed and
the students are able to understand how various online marketing tools become useful while a
firm expands its operations in e-commerce and must fulfill new tasks and responsibilities. The
paper concludes with the practical implications of the Simbound simulation-based learning and
the ideas included in the future research agenda.
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1. Introduction

The online environment is increasing every day, and many businesses are moving their
operations online. This revolution is happening at a fast pace and the early adopters get the biggest
market share. Worldwide thousands of firms are launching new websites every day in the run for a piece
of the new market created. But in the competitive e-Commerce market, having just a website does not
guarantee success. In order to get a satisfactory online presence translated to profits, the firms have to
acquire targeted traffic and in order to do that, they have to integrate the website with the search engines
and social networking websites. This is multifaceted phenomena, considering the complexity and the
terminology used in this area.

The problem that occurs is how are you going to learn something that is in continuous state of
change? In this way, a training session focused on Simbound digital marketing simulation is able to
provide a relevant answer to this question.

2. Theoretical Background: The advantages of business and marketing simulations

In contexts where competition is intense, growth is rapid, innovation is abundant, and
technological options are increasingly complex, a future marketing manager needs to understand the
dynamic forces that influence the structure of the industry in order to assess the market strategic value
(Pagani and Otto, 2013). In this way, a marketing simulation-based training represents a valuable learning
option. Simulation is one of the most effective learning techniques for examining complex problems, being
well suited to solving marketing problems, since marketing phenomenon tend to be highly complex and
dynamic (Gupta et al., 2010). Simulation replicates aspects of real environments through models. They can
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be used for extrapolating theory, validating hypotheses, or revealing emergent behavior (Washington,
2007).

The simulation game is a widely used active learning technique. The characteristics of simulation
games include a simulated competitive environment in which rival companies make periodic decisions;
the decisions provide the inputs to a software package that produces management information (such as
profit & loss statements and analyses of sales patterns) which provides the basis for the next round of
decision-making (Brennan et al.,, 2008). The purpose of business simulations is to prepare students for
alternative futures by bringing these futures to life so they are imagined more vividly than would
otherwise be possible (Morecroft, 2007). In marketing simulations, decision performance is positively
related to the attitudes of the group members toward their task, the level of effort they exert, and the
degree to which the more effective decision makers emerge from the group process (Glazer et al., 1987).

The main advantages of using online business simulations are represented by the improvement of
the students' entrepreneurship skills, their adaptability to the constraints of a virtual business
environment and their capacity to make efficient decisions in teamwork spirit (Nistor et al., 2010).
Moreover, sharing information among different actors involved in a business simulation is possible via
new technologies like virtual community and Web 2.0 (Gheorghe and Lupasc, 2012).

In the opinion of Mahboubian (2010), some of the major advantages are referred to the following
aspects: the closer the simulation resembles a learner's actual environment, the greater the retention;
simulations provide a safe environment in which to make mistakes; simulations allow learning to take
place without pulling expensive equipment offline; creating the simulation can help to streamline the
processes that are being taught; well-designed simulations often reduce the learning time significantly.

According to a survey conducted by Salas (2009), simulation-based training presents an
advantageous opportunity for enhancing and improving business education curricula. A simulation can be
used to replicate multiple decision-making situations and can provide relevant feedback after each
decision session.

As a conclusion to all the aspects mentioned above, Crookall (2010) suggests that the serious
gaming community has much to offer the discipline of simulation/gaming and a debriefing is vital both for
learning and for establishing simulation/gaming as a discipline.

3. Simbound - a serious digital marketing simulation

Search Engine Marketing is an umbrella term which includes Internet Marketing techniques that
promote website visibility in Search Engine Results Pages (SERPs). Methods include: Pay per click (PPC),
Search Engine Optimization (SEO), Contextual advertising, Digital asset optimization and so on. With
Simbound, learners are involved in activities related to PPC Marketing as well as monitor search rankings
of their pages.

Learning e-Marketing with the marketing simulation Simbound leads to unique insight into online
advertising mediums. Learning takes place in a simulated environment so there is no potential brand
damage or financial risk when trying out new ideas. By using the Simbound simulation game, learners will
experience how to initiate and track an online marketing campaign in a high fidelity environment. The
game is recommended to be played as part of a team. The user interface is similar to that of systems which
are used by online marketing professionals and planners.

The complex, discrete-event simulation model uses real-world data to offer learners practice of
operational concepts such as Managing Paid Placement of Ad properties on Search Engine Results Pages
(commonly referred to as Pay-per-Click Marketing or abbreviated PPC), sending out E-mail newsletters to
a virtual list of subscribers and also the process of managing Website Landing Pages. Landing Pages are
web properties that serve as destination for ad placements and which require an action from a visitor -
e.g. a sale, the completion of an e-mail web form field.

Students are presented with an overview of how each channel is contributing to overall account
performance through an analytics dashboard, which segments interaction data according to its source.

The game has a competitive aspect which allows students to compare their results to that of their
peers thus instilling motivation and higher engagement with the system.

Upon completion of the game there are several proposed learning outcomes and competencies
which revolve around understanding the dynamics of online marketing operations by using industry
accepted performance metrics. Further the game aims to improve knowledge and understanding in these
areas:

e How online advertising can provide a fast and measurable method for validation of sales
propositions;
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e Awareness towards the main methods of performing e-Marketing operations including: Search

Engine Marketing, Website Management, E-mail newsletters;

o Knowledge in planning, managing and measuring outreach campaigns;
e How to measure and improve online channel sales through iterative operations.

The Search Engine Marketing dashboard allows placing and managing paid advertisements on the
simulated Search Engine “Baigoo”. Figure no. 1 emphasizes the interrelationships between the different
variables in order to help students to understand how results are being calculated by the Search Engine in
Simbound simulation game.

Simbound

The digital marketing serious game
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Figure no. 1 - The variables included in the virtual Search Engine - Baigoo

The tasks of the students are focused on creating, managing and optimizing Search Engine
Marketing campaigns: keyword selection, budget allocation, bid setting, geographic targeting, ad copy
writing, ad copy testing of multiple versions (A/B testing). Conversions are the most relevant campaign
goals that must be successfully reached by the teams.

4. Experiences from Simbound simulation game from the instructor perspective

The Simbound simulation game provides users (in this case, the students) with unique insight
into Paid Search Engine Marketing practice.

The main advantage from the instructor perspective consists of managing simulation rounds with
ease, facilitated by the fact that Simbound system automatically computes student performance reports
that can be used for assessment and grading purposes.

The main responsibilities assumed by the instructors are focused on how to explain to the
learners the relationships between the variables integrated within Simbound game, how to effectively
manage the online marketing campaigns (using the multi-channel approach: Web, Search Engine and
recently added features: Social Media and E-mail), how to design and develop an online advertising
strategy by taking into consideration the budgets assigned and how to interpret operational and financial
online advertising metrics.

First of all, the instructors have to set up a simulation course and guide the enrollment process of
students in diverse teams. The presentation of the simulation scenario as well its variables will facilitate
the understanding of the constraints the students will face during the game rounds. A very important task
that the instructors must accomplish consists of providing feedback on simulation game results, while
students have the role of making their own decisions, which are processed by the online advertising
system, based on Baigoo virtual search engine.

Besides administrative tasks such as setting up course structure of participants and selecting
course round deadlines, instructors can also initiate introductive sessions on web marketing tactics and
principles of using the Simbound system.
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Instructors are free to direct students to specific learning objectives and follow these by means of
the Student Grader function which allows them to track participants’ activity and see how many SEM
campaigns they created, how many landing pages they added to their websites and how the students’
teams evolved during the simulation rounds. If the instructors observe that the evolution of one or some
of the teams included in a course is characterized by a decreasing trend of profitability as a result of bad
operational and financial metrics, they must react and find out the reasons which led to such a situation.
At any moment, instructors can log in and impersonate student accounts to inspect their specific
circumstances and provide accurate explanations.

The instructors are also responsible for consulting various reports that present their students’
performances during the simulation and can also download the data in spreadsheet format for further
analyses.

The Student Grader also contains the overall simulation game results. Results are grouped under
different categories as follows:

1. Engagement which includes metrics such as time spent logged in by each student, number of
decisions taken, and also activity on the Simbound community

2. Reach - here instructors are presented with metrics such as awareness - translated to number
of ad impressions and also conversions or number of clients

3. Profitability which presents the ability of students to manage their virtual budgets and
presents overall profit, Return On Advertising Spending (ROAS) and an average Cost Per Acquisition
(Figure no. 2).

Rank Team Overall Profit ROAS CPA Total Budget
Spent
1st Android  Tablets 51.459,86 € 5,03 6,37 € 12.781,14 €
TLD
2nd Green 32.978,81 € 4,47 6,84 € 9.510,19 €
3rd Androids 30.421,38 € 4,15 6,53 € 9.672,62 €
4th The Diligents 15.807,23 € 2,64 11,23 € 9.635,77 €
5th Dreamer Design 3.775,51 € 2,66 11,88 € 2.269,49 €

Figure no. 2 - Financial metrics used in students’ activity assessment

Using this data, instructors can group students into different performance categories and provide
assistance and feedback accordingly to student participants.

Any instructor who integrates Simbound game into its Digital Marketing course has multiple
reasons to be grateful for this simulation-based learning opportunity: the platform enables students to
perform their activities in a challenging environment similar to that of real advertising mediums, it
facilitates the assessment process and provides on-line communication tools which enhance the
interaction with the students.

5. Experiences from Simbound simulation game from the student perspective

Considering the complexity and the dynamics of the marketing networks nowadays, if an
inexperienced user will try to use some these type of services, he will most likley find it very hard to get a
starting point and will also risk huge budgets in online marketing campaigns that are not properly
managed. Even if this platform has helpful information and there is always direct reference to
documentation, there is always a financial risk associated with the incorrect campaign management. The
strategy of an online marketing campaign includes both IT know how and the analytical ability of a
marketing specialist in order to adapt and make decisions according to the feedback provided by the
market.

Simbound came around this gap in the online marketing world, and launched a platform that
allows people to get an idea about the environment in this area. This solution replicates the exact
functions and tools as most known search engines. Moreover, it is appropriate in the case a firm is
planning an online marketing campaign or students willing to learn and interact with this new type of
business, by allowing them to discover step by step all the tools they can use.

Considering the level of interaction of the users that participate in this virtual market, Simbound
makes sense to put the entire online environment in a simulation game, where different teams compete
for the biggest market share with limited resources.
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Being split in multiple rounds with different goals and rewards, Simbound involves students’

engagement in order to receive a feedback from the work they do:

The first step, making the decisions inside of the group;

Feedback provided by the platform when the user intends to apply the decisions in the system;
Suggestions and corrections made by the professor (instructor);

Feedback provided by the other teams that participate in the simulation at the end of each round;
Feedback at the end of the game.

It is obvious that this is an agile environment and each iteration (round) of the game gives users
the possibility to update and manage the campaigns.

After logging in the Simbound platform, the students (users) have access to a couple of options:
Website Management & Analytics

Search Engine Marketing

Social Media Marketing

E-mail Marketing

The most complex component, and the one students will have to interact most of the time is the
Search Engine Marketing section, where the user is introduced to some of the SEM specific terms like:
Clicks, CPC (cost per click), CTR (click through rate), the relations between them and how they contribute
to the overall success of the campaign.

Some of the information is only available to the students after the first round, allowing them to
analyze and create strategies for the future rounds. Each round is presented with a goal in order to
concentrate the view of the user on a specific indicator and to identify factors that can improve its value
for the next round.

Having access to statistical data is another advantage in an online business, and Simbound is
generating a lot of reporting on the actions/changes the students are taken during their campaigns. Acting
on the feedback you get from the previous campaign is vital to any online marketing campaign and being
able to do this is a huge asset this platform has. At the end of each round the student has instant access to
detailed statistics on the campaign outcomes (Figure no. 3).

Round (Impressions| Clicks CTR CPC Cost |Conversions| Conversion | Value | ROAS CPA
Ads Clicked Clicks/ |Avg. Cost| Budget Goals Ratio Value/ Cost/
displayed Ads |Impressions|per Click| spent achieved |Conversions/ Cost | Conversions
(%) clicks
st
1 Round) 014 209 2,68% 08¢€ 168 € 9 4,31% 305€ | 1,82 18,63 €
nd
Rozund 48.942 1.566 3,2% 076 € | 1.196 € 87 5,56% 2.837€ | 2,37 13,75 €
3rd
Round | 52958 2.157 4,07% 073€ | 1.582€ 150 6,95% 5070€ | 32 10,55 €
th
4 Round oo ;e 2.671 4,06% 062€ | 1.649€ 223 8,35% 7202€ | 437 7,39 €
th
S"Round 5 574 2.792 127% | 063€ | 1.772¢€ 286 10,24% | 9.032€ | 51 62€
6th Round|
23.380 3.263 13,96% | 0,63€ | 2.068€ 382 11,71% |11.982€| 5,79 541€
th
7% Round) ¢ o6 3637 | 1385% | 057€ | 2.071€ 435 11,96% |14.108€| 6,81 4,76 €
8t Round
ound 36,062 4.038 11,2% 056 € | 2.275€ 436 10,8%  |13.705€| 6,02 522 €
Aggzegat 283.139 | 20.333 | 7,18% | 0,63€ |12.781€| 2008 9,88% |64.241€| 5,03 6,37 €

Figure no. 3 - Aggregate Financials of a team involved in Simbound simulation

The account structure is the same as the one used by the most know search engines starting with
campaigns, and at this level the user can choose a specific market. At the time this paper was written, the
only markets available are US and UK. The next level of this structure is the Ad Groups, where a good mix
of keywords, ads and a link to relevant landing pages can lead to a good quality score. A useful function
is the ability to create A/B testing ads in order to see what will be the best option, in order to obtain as
much clicks as possible. Even if it's called a game, the level of complexity and the degree of details on the
platform makes it very close to Adwords.
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Another feature available in the research process is the keyword research, where the student
can get an idea about the Monthly search trends, approximate CPC and the volume of the search a
keyword is getting. Similar tool can be found on developed platforms like Google Keyword Planner.

6. Conclusions and future research agenda

Managing a Search Engine Marketing campaign is not about knowing a set of specific technical
terms or applying a default strategy, it is the ability to adapt to changes, and this experience cannot be
learned without interacting somehow in a specific virtual environment.

Simbound has created a complex system that allows users to learn to manage online marketing
campaigns and it is permanently updated with the latest tools available on most of the SEM platform. Most
of the risk in this area is associated with the ability of the user/student to understand the mechanics
behind visitor's behavior to make effective decisions. Maybe the limitations the system has now will act as
stimulants to experiment a real advertising product of a big search engine.

Simbound, which provides a customized e-marketing experience that offers no real risk for
learners, represents a step in the process of changing e-marketing learning. The future graduates of
Marketing have a good chance to use this simulation game in view to improve comprehension of
multiple aspects related to digital marketing skills, including decision making, cost/benefit analysis,
budget administration, audience targeting, and many others. The simulation also allows performance
tracking by instructors that can get real-time feedback on what their students are working on during
each round of the game.

We will encourage a future quantitative research in view to investigate different decisional
behaviours of Simbound users, as well as their feedback to the available modules of this simulation. We
will also intend to conduct a survey focused on comparative analyses based on the results provided by
Simbound and those provided by Google Online Marketing Challenge in order to find out the gaps and
similarities between these interactive online marketing tools.
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