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Abstract 
This paper presents the results of a survey to students of Business Simulation (BS) I and Business 
Simulation II courses of the Accounting and Administration degree at ISCAP - Polytechnic of Porto 
over the last two years. The evidence collected demonstrates that students give a very positive 
feedback and they recognize this education methodology as fundamental to their preparation for the 
job market. Even the students that have professional experience recognize BS courses as a mean of 
improving and developing their skills. In general, students also recognized they improve their technical 
and soft skills. BS courses were introduced in February 2003 during the second semester of the 
academic year 2002/2003. These courses have a very practical approach, enabling students to put in 
practice some of the most theoretical concepts they learn in other courses. Fiscal law, management 
accounting, financial analysis is just a few examples of courses they can apply in a simulated business 
environment. During these courses, students have the opportunity to perform a set of diversified and 
complex activities. For most students, BS courses are a substitute of the internship in a real company 
that is compulsory for accessing to the accountant profession. In Portugal, the entity that recognizes 
the profession of certified accountant is the order of certified accountants. One of the main advantages 
pointed out by students is the possibility they perform several management activities without the risk of 
being fired. Errors and mistakes, they make are an opportunity for improvement. During the classes, 
students act as general managers of a simulated company. Companies are from different areas that 
together form a market. Each company has normally three students and all of them control their 
attendance through an electronic card they have to pass at the beginning and end of the class. BS 
courses aim to overcome the lack of practical education students have in other classes, helping them 
in a smoother transition to their real jobs. 

Keywords: Education methodologies, action-based methodologies, business simulation, higher 
education, soft skills, learning by doing.  

1 INTRODUCTION 
This paper aims to demonstrate the impact of Business Simulation (BS) courses in the curriculum of 
accounting and administration students. These courses were introduced in the accounting and 
administration undergraduate degree in February 2003. At the beginning, BS courses were 
implemented to respond to a professional requirement of the order of certified accountants for being 
certified accountant. The teaching methodology used in classes is the main difference between BS 
courses and the other courses. This methodology of teaching is based on a learning by doing 
approach, and has received very good feedback over the years, either by students, either by teachers 
or enterprises. 

In these courses a set of theoretical knowledge is put into practice in order to enable students to work 
in a real business environment. Soft skills, such as teamwork, leadership, responsibility are also 
promoted and developed while students perform the activities. This is in line with skills that are 
fundamental for the professions management related defined by important professional bodies and 
regulators, such as AICPA and IFAC. 

The paper is divided into five sections, each one presenting separately the main topic. After this first 
section, in which the introduction is presented, we have the second section related with a brief 
literature review. The methodology is presented in the third section. In the fourth section the business 
simulation case is presented. In the fifth section results are discussed and in the final section 
conclusions are presented. 
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2 BRIEF LITERATURE REVIEW 
To be an accountant or a manager a professional should have some soft and hard skills that normally 
are defined by international professional bodies. The International Accounting Education Standards 
Board (IAESB) defines some requirements for the education of future accountants. These 
requirements are: 

“Entry to professional accounting education programs; 

Initial Professional Development (“IPD”) of aspiring professional accountants; and 

Continuing Professional Development (“CPD”) of professional accountants.” [1]. 

Other important guidelines from IAESB is to connect education to the exercise of the accounting 
profession, as follows: 

“Preparing, analysing, and reporting relevant and faithfully represented financial and non-
financial information; 

Partnering in decision making, and in formulating and implementing organizational strategies; 

Auditing financial and non-financial information, and providing other assurance and advisory 
services; and • Preparing and analysing relevant tax information.” [1]. 

These orientations from IAESB are in line with the tasks and activities performed by students in BS 
courses. For a good accountant professional, it is necessary that the accounting education transmits 
technical competences, professional skills, and professional values, ethics, and attitudes [2]–[5]. In 
order to guide the profession education, IAEBS defines levels of proficiency: 

Table 1.  Level of Proficiency define by IAESB, p. 16 [1]. 

Level of 
Proficiency 
Description 

Description  

Foundation Typically, learning outcomes in a competence area focus on:  
• Defining, explaining, summarizing, and interpreting the underlying principles 

and theories of relevant areas of technical competence to complete tasks while 
working under appropriate supervision;  

• Performing assigned tasks by using the appropriate professional skills;  
• Recognizing the importance of professional values, ethics, and attitudes in 

performing assigned tasks;  
• Solving simple problems, and referring complex tasks or problems to 

supervisors or those with specialized expertise; and  
• Providing information and explaining ideas in a clear manner, using oral and 

written communications.  
Learning outcomes at the foundation level relate to work environments that are 
characterized by low levels of ambiguity, complexity, and uncertainty. 

Intermediate Typically, learning outcomes in a competence area focus on:  
• Independently applying, comparing, and analysing underlying principles and 

theories from relevant areas of technical competence to complete work 
assignments and make decisions; 

• Combining technical competence and professional skills to complete work 
assignments; 

• Applying professional values, ethics, and attitudes to work assignments; and  
• Presenting information and explaining ideas in a clear manner, using oral and 

written communications, to accounting and non-accounting stakeholders.  
Learning outcomes at the intermediate level relate to work environments that are 
characterized by moderate levels of ambiguity, complexity, and uncertainty. 
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Advanced Typically, learning outcomes in a competence area focus on:  

• Selecting and integrating principles and theories from different areas of 
technical competence to manage and lead projects and work assignments, and 
to make recommendations appropriate to stakeholder needs;  

• Integrating technical competence and professional skills to manage and lead 
projects and work assignments;  

• Making judgments on appropriate courses of action drawing on professional 
values, ethics, and attitudes;  

• Assessing, researching, and resolving complex problems with limited 
supervision;  

• Anticipating, consulting appropriately, and developing solutions to complex 
problems and issues; and  

• Consistently presenting and explaining relevant information in a persuasive 
manner to a wide-range of stakeholders.  

Learning outcomes at the advanced level relate to work environments that are 
characterized by high levels of ambiguity, complexity, and uncertainty. 

Other important professional body in the accounting profession area is the American Institute of 
Certified Public Accountant (AICPA). According to the AICPA, the accounting profession must have 
some core values and competences: 

Table 2.  Core Values and Core Competences define by AICPA [6] 

Core Values Core Competences 

1. Integrity; 
2. Competence; 
3. Lifelong Learning; 
4. Objectivity; 
5. Commitment to Excellence; 
6. Relevance in the Global Marketplace. 

1. Communications skills; 
2. Leadership skills; 
3. Critical-thinking and problem-solving skills; 
4. Anticipating and serving evolving needs; 
5. Synthesizing intelligence to insight; 
6. Integration and collaboration. 

Some researchers have found some gaps concerning the accounting education. The main gaps found 
were the differences between the expectations of employers and the fresh graduates, and the miss of 
fundamental competences for the profession [7] [8] [9] [10]. 

3 METHODOLOGY 
This paper follows a case study research approach focusing mainly in quantitative methods. A 
questionnaire was provided to students that attended BS courses during the academic years 2014/15 
and 2015/2016. The case study took place at ISCAP – School of Accounting and Business from the 
Polytechnic Institute of Porto, in Porto, Portugal. 

The questionnaire was divided into two groups with five question each one. The questions were 
provided in a Likert scale base, in which 1 = totally disagree up to 5 = totally agree. The following table 
presents the main topics of the questionnaire provided to students. 
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Table 3.  Questionnaire structure 

Questionnaire 

First group 

Q 1 The opinion about the usefulness of the course. 

Q 2 The opinion about the learning by doing approach adopted in BS course. 

Q 3 The opinion about the methodology and if this kind of methodology was useful. 

Q 4 It´s a question only for control of the answers given in the question 1. 

Q 5 The opinion about the skills learned in the BS course. 

Second group 

Q 6 The opinion about the competences about the learned practical skills needed for the 
management of a company. 

Q 7 The opinion about the importance of the BS course. 

Q 8 The opinion about the usefulness of the skills learned to their future. 

Q 9 The opinion about the cooperation with the colleagues during the BS course. 

Q 10 The opinion about the writing skills learned in the BS course. 

In the end of the questionnaire students had the possibility to respond to an open question about BS 
courses. Some of these statements will be also discussed in this paper. 

4 BUSINESS SIMULATION AT ISCAP-IPP 
Business Simulation courses started in February 2003 as part of the accounting and administration 
degree. These courses have some peculiarities when compared with traditional lectures, as follows. 
One of the most important particularity is the learning methodology used. This methodology is based 
on a learning by doing approach, in which students apply the theoretical knowledge learned in other 
courses during their graduation. Evaluation of the course was also different from other courses. Tasks 
performed by students in group are the main part of the final grade, but individual behavior such as 
attitude, punctuality and assiduity has an important contribution for the final grade (about 30%). BS 
courses are an alternative to the internship necessary to access to the accountant profession by the 
order of certified accountants. 

The BS environment is a virtual marketplace, where students interact with each other in teams that are 
companies. They perform the role of general managers and manage their company in very different 
and diversified areas. The first step they need to give is to set up the business, doing all the necessary 
procedures for the legal constitution of the company. After that they need to manage the company 
according to the real calendar, which means they need to pay salaries at the end of the month and 
deliver taxes accomplishing the real deadlines established by the Portuguese Government. Other 
activities, such as investments, depreciations, buy and sell assets, loans, leasing contracts, factoring 
contracts, just to mention a few, are performed by students’ companies during the two semesters. One 
of the main issues, that is a specific characteristic of this business simulated environment is that 
students can experience a lot of things, activities, decisions affecting different departments and areas 
without any real risk. If they were in an internship they could have real problems if they decided 
wrongly, which is not the case in the business simulation environment. Students need to work under 
pressure, since the real deadlines they should accomplish are strict and a lot of activities they have to 
perform. In BS courses students use a professional software with an integrated approach, since all 
modules are connected and the document management system is totally digital. This software is a 
ERP (Enterprise Resource Planning) provided by a real company from Portugal. 
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5 ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION OF THE RESULTS 
In this section we will present and discuss the results of the present study. The results that we can see 
in the next table represent a sample of 43 students (33 female and 10 male). The presented results 
are consistent with previous researches done over the last years [2], [3], [5], [11]–[13]. 

Table 4.  Descriptive Statistics of Business Simulation Survey during the academic’s years of 2014/2015 
and 2015/2016 

Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 Q6 Q7 Q8 Q9 Q10
Mean Mean Mean Mean Mean Mean Mean Mean Mean Mean

4,147 4,214 3,787 1,551 3,776 4,019 4,157 3,760 4,369 3,712
4,241 4,207 3,897 1,414 3,828 4,276 4,276 4,103 4,655 3,690
4,667 4,778 4,000 1,556 4,111 4,444 4,667 3,667 4,222 4,444
3,600 3,800 3,200 2,000 3,200 3,000 3,200 3,400 3,800 3,000
4,281 4,281 3,969 1,500 3,813 4,219 4,156 4,031 4,500 3,781
4,300 4,300 3,500 1,400 4,000 4,200 4,700 3,600 4,400 3,900
3,833 4,000 4,167 1,500 3,667 4,000 4,000 3,500 4,500 3,333
3,833 4,000 3,833 1,500 3,667 3,667 3,833 3,667 4,333 3,667
4,423 4,346 3,731 1,538 3,923 4,346 4,423 4,115 4,538 3,885

Gender Male
Female

Professional	  Experience
Accounting/Management
Other	  Areas
No	  Professional	  Experience

All

Age
<	  23	  years
23-‐30	  years
>	  30	  years

 

Students of age between 23 and 30 years old were the ones that gave more importance to BS 
courses. This happened in eight out of ten questions.  

In terms of gender we cannot say that there is a difference, because all the responses were very 
similar either by male or female students. 
Concerning to the professional experience we verified there was a group that valued the most BS 
courses, the group with no professional experience. These students have their first professional 
contact with the business simulated environment, which explains this behavior. In spite of this fact, the 
other two groups (with professional experience) also value BS courses with very high averages. 
The question with the highest average was the number nine, that is related with the cooperation with 
colleagues of their teams / companies. The average obtained was 4,369, which means that students 
recognize clearly they obtain or at least improve some soft skills, that are more and more valued by 
the job market. Teamwork and leadership are some of the skills that are promoted and developed 
during BS courses. On the other hand the question with a lower value was question number ten, that 
is related with the learning and improving of writing skills. Even recognizing that the lowest value is not 
so low, (3,712 of average), this type of skills can also be developed and improved in other courses, so 
it is not a fundamental objective for BS courses. 
In some of the questionnaires there were students that made some testimonials, which are also a very 
important contribution for this research. The feedback from a student was related with the cooperation 
with colleagues of the group, as follows: 

“The major difficult I had in the business simulation course it was the relation with the 
colleagues from my work group, because it was difficult the relationship with persons who have 
different perspectives from me. It was without any doubt the biggest challenge in BS courses.”  

Another student revealed some ideas about the methodology used, which was in line with some of the 
overall objectives of BS courses. The learning by doing approach is not to substitute but to 
complement traditional lecturing methodologies of teaching. The student said: 

“I do not think they are objectively better, but rather they are a great complement to the 
traditional method of teaching.” 

To finish this analysis, we will transcript an opinion from a student concern to the work under pressure. 
Even recognized as a very important skill by employers it is not easy for students to be familiar with 
this approach. One female student said: 

“In my opinion, we have many sessions in which we work under pressure and are asked to 
perform many tasks. This is not easy to solve because we are not used to work under 
pressure.” 

6 CONCLUSIONS 
Finally, some conclusions can be presented as a result of this study. First, students give a high value 
to Business Simulation courses. These results are in line with other previous studies conducted 
among different students from different academic years. Second, students recognize the need of 
different education methodologies, not only to complement other courses’ methodologies, but 
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especially to put in practice some of the theoretical knowledge they apprehend in other courses. This 
complementary is also important for the student’s learning process. Third, when it comes to work 
under pressure, we face a very challenging issue for students. As for a great majority of students it is 
their first contact with a business environment, they have some difficulties in dealing with deadlines 
and lots of activities to do during a short period of time. Nevertheless, they recognize it is important to 
improve and they know it is a very valued skill by employers. Finally, the teamwork and leadership are 
very important skills promoted during BS courses. During the other courses students usually do their 
homework alone, but in BS courses they need to work in groups. Sometimes there are conflicts 
among the students and some of them had no experience and maturity to deal with the conflict. It is a 
big challenge for everyone and especially a great opportunity for students to improve. 
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