
 

 

The Trade Game 

 

1. Objectives: 

The Trade Game is design as a physical and mental arousal activity that can 

be used to explore the following issues: . 

 Human Behavior, Leadership, Teamwork and Social Identity 

 Decision-making in Complex Situations 

 Workload and Meta-Cognition 

 Educational Design and Debriefing Techniques 

 

2. Time Frames 

 

The Trade Game requires 2-30 minutes to introduce and get people into their 

groups, 8-15 minutes to play and 5 minutes to a day to debrief depending 

upon the objectives of the game. The game can be played more than once 

with the same participants if the debrief sessions are conducted appropriately. 

The game can be played multiple times within a workshop if the facilitators do 

not reveal how the game can be completed. 

 

Example time frames:         

Quick introductory session & warm-up      20-30 minutes 

Workshop on leadership & teamwork      1-2 hours 

Workshop on decision-making & meta-cognition    2-4 hours 

Workshop on educational design and debriefing techniques   3-4 hours 



 

3. The facilitator 

 

The facilitator(s) role is crucial to the play of the game. One to two people are 

required to act as facilitators to manage the time, participant workload, 

adjudication of incidents and facilitate the debriefing. Facilitators conduct four 

roles: 

1. The introductory arousal 

2. The adjudication of the game 

3. Maintaining participant workload throughout the game 

4. Debriefing the game 

Facilitators should be skilled in debriefing techniques such as those used for Crisis Resource 

Management. 

 

4. The Introduction 

 

The introduction is critical in setting the scene to produce the examples of 

inter- and intra-group dynamics that are exhibited by people in complex 

systems.  Two approaches to set the scene are a very short introduction 

emphasizing there is only a short amount of time to conduct the game or a 

longer introduction examining the literature on leadership and teamwork.  In 

both cases the introduction needs to overwhelm the participants with 

information and uncertainty.  Facilitators should try to convey energy and a 

sense of urgency in the introduction to stimulate competitive behavior from 

the participants.  Questions from the participants should be deflected to add 

further confusion about what the game is about. 

 



5. The Participants 

 

The Trade Game is designed for 20 to 40 people;  however,  it has worked 

successfully with 15 and 60 participants.  Facilitators need to consider in their 

debriefing how the number of participants involved influences the social 

interactions that occur.  For example with small participant numbers some 

groups may have 0-1 people in them so the intra- and inter-group dynamics 

will be different from large groups.  If a group has no people, then how other 

groups access the tokens becomes an important debriefing topic. 

The facilitators should ask people who have played the game before to act as 

observers and only participate during the debriefing. 

 

6. The Groups 

Groups are made up randomly by getting the participants to use their date of 

birth to find their group. 

 

Odd numbered day:       Even numbered day: 

Group 1        Group 4 

January, February, March, April      January, February, March, April 

Group 2        Group 5 

May, June, July, August       May, June, July, August 

Group 3        Group 6 

September, October, November,     September, October, November,  

December        December 

 



Some groups need not have any participants as the game can be played with 

only two groups with participants.  Each group identity is formed around their 

Group number (1-6) and the information sheet provided for them at their table. 

 

7. The Leaders 

 

Each group is required to nominate a leader. The 'leader' role fulfils four 

purposes: 

 

1. To collect a token from the central bag 

2. To encourage the group to focus on intra-group communications and 

3. decision-making rather than inter-group collaboration 

4. The presence of multiple group leaders will discourage people from 

5. taking the initiative and suggesting the whole group requires someone 

6. to take charge 

7. To provide focal points on the discussion of intra- and inter-team 

8. dynamics. 

 

8. The Rules 

 

There are three shared rules for the trade game: 

 

1. A member of each group must always stay within 2 meters of the group 

sign 

2. Tokens can be exchanged at any rate agreed between 2 parties 

3. The Ii token is a wild token and can be used to replace any other 

token 

 

The rules are designed to demonstrate that simple pieces of information will 

influence our decision-making.  Vague instructions and rules can be just as 



confusing as complex procedures and policies because there are always the 

unknown and unspecified constraints. 

 

9. The information sheet 

 

The information sheet has three components. 

 

1. The instructions at the top of each sheet provide some information 

about what task the group must complete to twin'. The use of term twin' 

in the very short task description on the information sheet is to 

encourage competitive behavior between the groups. 

2. In the middle, each group is provided with limited information about the 

location of tokens as part of their information sheet. The word ‘Secrets’ 

on the information sheet is designed to encourage the xenophobic 

attitudes to other groups (We have our secrets and they have theirs). 

Some ‘Secrets’ are only useful to other groups and people may end up 

exchanging information as well as tokens. 

3. At the bottom, each group is provided with further information about the 

rarity of tokens. This is designed to prompt participants to be cautious 

about the exchange rate of tokens with other groups. 

 

10. The tokens 

 

The tokens add to the complexity created by the rules. Each group starts with 

4 different types of tokens; however, they start with different amounts of 

tokens and there are 5 tokens placed in a non-transparent Central Bag held 

by a facilitator. 

 

Tokens 

Group 1: 10xA, 3xF, 2xK, 2xV 



Group 2: 4xC, 3xM, lxS, 10xT 

Group 3: 2xG, 1xJ, 5xL, 9xR 

Group 4: 5xD, Bxl, BxN, 3xY 

Group 5: 1xQ, 2xW; 1xX, 1xZ 

Group 6: 15xE, 6xH, 9xO, 4xU 

Central Bag 2xB, 2xP, 1 xii 

 

The Central Bag plays two important roles in the game. 

 

1. It adds an element of randomization to the game 

2. It allows the facilitators to encourage distrust between groups as one 

group will always miss out on a token. 

 

11. The room layout 

 

The room layout will influence the debriefing of the game. A room set up as a 

lecture theatre or a workshop with table and chairs limits access between 

each groups. No group should have easy access to all other groups and 

groups should be more than 2 meters  apart. The game is normally set up with 

the groups in a horseshoe; however, uneven distribution around a room can 

be very effective as well. It is important that the facilitators take into account 

Occupation Health and Safety requirements to provide a safe game 

environment. For longer debriefing sessions it is also possible to set up video 

cameras to capture more detail about the intra- and inter-group behaviour. 

 



12. The distractions 

 

A useful tool for The Trade Game is to provide adequate distractions during 

the introduction and around the room.  During the introduction the facilitator 

can  emphasize a piece of information not necessary to complete the game. 

Other distractions can be deliberately placed close to 'one or more groups. 

The distractions can be relevant or irrelevant to the workshop. 

Relevant distracters can add to the confusion of the game and impact on a 

group's teamwork because some people feel the need to digest all the 

material available. Relevant distracters include written text related to the 

workshop topic (e.g. information on leadership and team work); posters 

providing information (e.g. principle of adult education).  If the information is 

relatively short and appears like it can be of use to 'win' the game, then some 

people will spend their time on the distraction task trying find the hidden clues 

or magic solution. 

Irrelevant distracters can include toys,  electronic games,  books and posters 

on topics that are not related to the workshop.  Irrelevant distracters are useful 

to sidetrack people who are not engaged by their group.  Irrelevant distracters 

are useful for a range of workshops from team-work to educational design and 

debrief training. 

 

13. The game 

 

The game can either start as soon as the participants have formed into their 

groups or if need be to save time while they are still getting into their groups. 



The facilitators should: 

 

1. Ask the groups to read their information sheet 

2. Ask each group to quickly nominate a leader 

3. For less than 20 players; ask the leaders to come to the facilitator one 

at a time and take a token from the bag. The order should be semi 

random; however, group 5 should be last. If the game is played for a 

second time group 1 should be last and for a third time group 3 should 

be last. For more than 20 players only get the leaders of groups 1-3 to 

pull a token out of the bag. 

4. For groups less than 20; when the last leader finds there is no token 

left in the bag the facilitator should proclaim clearly to the whole group 

that "someone must have taken two tokens. Could the leader who took 

two Please raise their hand?" -When no-one raises their hand, say , “we 

don't have time to start again. Your group is just going to have to miss out” 

 Then encourage the group to quickly get on with the activity. 

5. Tell the groups how much time they have left to complete their tasks 

6. Watch for any breaches of the rules and broadcast these to everyone 

7. Where possible enforce the rules 

8. Identify examples of positive and negative intra- and inter-team 

behaviors 

9. Encourage the confusion by providing relevant distracting quotes on 

the workshop topic 

10. Increase pressure by providing regular time information especially a 

count down for the last 5 minutes 

11. If participants seek clarification of the rules refer them to the rules 

12. If participants ask for more information about the task, remind them 

about the limited time frame and encourage them to seek information 

from the other participants 

13. Immediately deal with any unsafe behavior 

14. Immediately address unacceptable behavior 

15. The game ends when either all six groups have completed their task or when 

the time has elapsed. The groups have completed their tasks when they have 

the following tokens. 

Tokens 

Group 1: 1xB, 3xM, 9xO, 1xQ, 4xT, 3xY 

Group 2: 3xA, 1xB, 5xE, 2xK, 9XR, 1xV 

Group 3: 4xC, 5xl, 8xN, 1xP, 1xV, 2xW 



Group 4: 1xA, 10xE, 2xG, 6xH, 1xP, 1xX 

Group 5: 3xF, 3xl, 5xL, 6xT, 4xU 

Group 6: 7xA,5xD, 1xJ, 7xS, 1xZ 

The ~ can be used by Groups 2, 4 or 6 as an A 

There are three possible ways where all six teams can complete their tasks; 

however given the tendency of people to revert back to competitive small 

group behavior it is unlikely that they will complete the game on their first 

attempt. The game can be completed in 2 minutes if someone takes the lead 

and the groups work effectively together. 

 

14. The debrief 

 

The debrief is the most important component of The Trade Game.  It is not 

possible to provide a complete guideline on how to debrief the game for every 

learning objective.  The debrief methods used will be dependent upon the 

available time,  the objective of the session and the experience of the 

facilitators.  

  

Some suggestions include: 

1. Start the debrief on the superficial level of who won the game and then 

use the game as a reflective tool on human behavior. For example if 

the game was a health system and only one group completed their task 

did anyone really win? 

2. Remember to facilitate the debrief; the participants will have seen lots 

of things the facilitators missed and by engaging the participants to 

debrief the session they learn and retain more from the game. 

4. Ask what went well 

5. Ask what could be done better 

6. Ask how positive behaviors made people feel 



7. Ask how negative behaviors made people feel 

8. Encourage the participants to discuss issues with intra- and inter-group 

communication and decision-making 

3. Encourage reflections on issues such as engagement, distractions, 

workload,  perceived pressures, teamwork, leadership with their real 

experience in complex work environments 

9. Remember to stress that the game was designed to provide enough 

complexity,  confusion and pressure based upon knowledge of human 

behavior. 

10. Remember to sum up the outcomes of the game and the debrief 
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