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Abstract:

This paper introduces LEAF - a serious game (SG) designed to support learning from failure in coaching
and organizational development - by translating a Q-methodology—derived typology of failure-learning
orientations into a leveled, coachable game architecture. We first conducted an interpretive
phenomenological analysis to build a concourse on business failure and then ran a Q study (32 adult
learners; 60 statements) that yielded four types of failure learning. These profiles informed LEAF Level
1 (diagnosis with type-sensitive feedback) and the design of Levels 2 and 3 (guided practice and team-
level culture work). Three formative test cycles and a limited release indicated high perceived relevance,
highlighted the type-estimation algorithm as a key improvement area, and underscored two boundary
conditions: the need to embed the game in a developmental coaching framework and to time play close
to salient failure episodes. Conceptually, the study bridges failure research, adult-learning and coaching
theory, as well as game design by showing how core game loops and metagame orchestration can
operationalize reflection, reappraisal, self-efficacy building, and sensemaking. Practically, we outline
how coaches can deploy LEAF for individualized diagnostics, structured debriefs, and team norms
around error talk; theoretically, we position the typology as a theory-building scaffold and call for

summative trials to test mechanisms, timing, and team-level effects.
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Introduction

Our study focusses on opportunities to enhance learning from failure in a business context. According
to Wang and Chugh (2014), learning from failure is a crucial aspect of entrepreneurship, yet it is often
overlooked, and studying this phenomenon is challenging due to its subjective nature (Cope, 2011).
Learning from failure involves the cognitive ability to identify new opportunities based on past failures
(Corbett, 2007), and prior research has shown that different responses to failure lead to varying learning

outcomes (Heinze, 2013; Jenkins et al., 2014; Ucbasaran et al., 2013).

Simulations and games can promote learning, primarily by application of a narrative drawn from an
entrepreneurial or organizational setting. Previous research suggests that learners see such interactions
as a worthwhile exercise extending knowledge about entrepreneurial and organizational activities
(Huebscher & Lendner, 2010). Initially, games were developed as rule-based systems to captivate
players and provide entertainment. However, as digital games gained popularity and recognition, new
design approaches emerged, emphasizing their potential for educational purposes. Within this context,
Serious Games (SGs) have emerged as a category of games specifically designed to address
challenges and achieve quantifiable learning outcomes. These games are designed in diverse ways,
with the primary objective of supporting development and growth, focusing on both the learning process
and instructional aspects (Wouters et al., 2013). In recent years, educational SGs have been introduced
to various business and management contexts. Initially, they were applied in marketing, followed by
personnel management, lean management, project management, innovation management, change
management, business process modeling (Strahringer & Leyh, 2017), and risk management (Henschel
& Heinze, 2023; Schdnbohm & Jilich, 2016). However, there is still a lack of SGs that allow for a playful
exploration of the potential outcome of failure in the organizational context. A systematic literature review
conducted by Fox at al. (2018) reveals that SGs typically focus on success, with only two of the
examined games providing the opportunity to simulate a crisis and thereby address learning from

failures and mistakes.

Specifically for business coaching, current practice has adopted digital media (e.g., video sessions), yet
serious games (SGs) remain underrepresented despite a strong conceptual fit with coaching goals such
as reflection, mindset shifts, and transfer to workplace behavior (Huss & Eichenberg, 2018). The
theorized change mechanisms align with established frameworks: operant conditioning via feedback
and reward structures (Skinner, 1935), social-cognitive learning through modeling and self-efficacy
(Bandura, 1986, 1997), and the Theory of Planned Behavior for shaping attitudes, perceived control,
and intentions (Ajzen, 1985), while flow conditions (clear goals, immediate feedback, sense of control)
help sustain motivation and deep learning (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). Avatar- or 3D-supported tools

further enable safe experimentation and perspective-taking for leadership and team topics but require
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coach tool-competence and quality standards (Huss & Eichenberg, 2018). Overall, the evidence base
for SGs is robust in adjacent educational domains (e.g., meta-analytic effects on learning/retention),
whereas direct coaching evidence is still limited - indicating a research and implementation gap this
study addresses (Wouters et al., 2013; Huss & Eichenberg, 2018).

Taken together, the paper introduces a SG that enhances attitudes towards failure learning, providing
individuals and teams with strategies to cope with and learn from failure. Additionally, we will discuss
possible ways to integrate the SG in a developmental concept that integrates emotional and social
experiences to enhance practical competencies and soft skills. Objectives are (1) to investigate the
effectiveness of a SG in facilitating the exploration and reflection on individual attitudes towards failure;
(2) to explore the potential of the SG to enhance critical thinking and problem-solving skills in the context
of failure; (3) to provide recommendations for the SG’s application to foster a culture of learning from

failure.

Our study contributes to the coaching and organizational development literature in two respects. First,
we will introduce our prototype of a Serious Game (SG) to assess and enhance individual strategies of
learning from failure. And second, we will discuss opportunities and challenges to integrate the SG in a
developmental concept that allows for emotional and social experiences in order to increase learning

engagement.

The remainder of the paper proceeds as follows. First, to ground our design logic, we review the
literature in three aspects: business failure, learning from failure, and gamification in coaching.
Thereafter, we detail the mixed-methods approach: the IPA-informed Q methodology used to derive a
four-factor typology and the prototype development of LEAF. Next, we report our results in three steps:
the emergent typology, how it informed LEAF’s leveled architecture and feedback, and insights from
formative testing and limited release. In our discussion chapter we show how these findings
complement, extend, or challenge prior work and distill design as well as practical implications for
coaching and OD, before outlining limitations and areas for future research. Finally, we conclude our

paper with an integrative summary and implications for research and practice.
Literature Review

Our review of the literature proceeds in three steps. First, we synthesize current knowledge on business
failure - its prevalence, drivers, consequences, and cultural framing. We then examine learning from
failure as a multi-level process shaped by cognition, emotion, attribution, and adult-learning mechanisms
relevant to coaching, before turning to serious games and gamification as design options to

operationalize these mechanisms in organizational coaching.
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Business Failure

Business failure has gained increasing visibility in both scholarly and practitioner debates (Czakon et
al., 2024; Walsh & Cunningham, 2016). The literature remains fragmented across several streams,
including definitions and taxonomies of failure (Jenkins & McKelvie, 2016; Khelil, 2016), attributions
(Cardon et al., 2011; Franco & Haase, 2010), causes and consequences (Ucbasaran et al., 2013),
attribution and sensemaking (Mandl et al., 2016; Mantere et al., 2013), the stigma of failure (Simmons
et al., 2014), learning from failure (Cope, 2011; Shepherd, 2004), and the role of passion in the context
of business failure (Walsh & Cunningham, 2017). Empirically, failure is highly prevalent and can occur
at any stage of a venture’s life cycle (Thornhill & Amit, 2003). Yet aspiring entrepreneurs rarely address
failure in formal education, despite evidence that preparation for adversity can reduce psychological,

social, and economic losses and foster faster recovery and re-entry (Shepherd, 2004).

Given the lack of a universally accepted definition, we follow Cope’s (2011) conceptualization of
business failure as “the termination of a business which has fallen short of its goals.” Importantly, cultural
differences shape how stigma and fear of failure are perceived, with implications for how individuals
learn from failure (Wennberg et al., 2013; Bau et. al., 2017). Cross-cultural evidence from Germany,
India, and Sweden suggests typal similarities of failure learning within and across cultures and provides
practical guidance for educators to explicitly address the likelihood of failure to support resilient
responses (Heinze et. al., 2022). Despite advances in understanding entrepreneurial learning dynamics
and the role of failure, there is still limited fine-grained analysis of typal differences in how individuals

learn from failure.
Learning from Failure

After establishing what business failure is and why it matters, we now turn to the question how individuals
actually learn from such events and which personal and contextual factors enable or impede that
learning. We adopt learning from failure as the cognitive capability to identify and exploit new
opportunities based on knowledge from previous failure experiences (Corbett, 2007). Individuals’
responses to failure vary substantially (Cardon et al., 2005; Jenkins et al., 2014; Ucbasaran et al., 2013).
Research either emphasizes the post-mortem as a trigger for learning (Ucbasaran et al., 2013) or
examines how individual sensemaking of the failure event initiates learning (Heinze, 2013). Beyond
founders, students can learn from narratives of failed entrepreneurs (Alvarado Valenzuela et al., 2020).
More broadly, learning from failure is one mechanism to minimize the downside costs of entrepreneurial
action (Shepherd et al., 2016).

Integrative work highlights the interplay of emotion, cognition, and action (Shepherd et al., 2016): failure

narratives matter because understanding emerges processual; negative emotions (e.g., grief) can
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hinder or facilitate learning depending on personal and contextual moderators; high self-esteem may
fuel defensiveness and impede learning, whereas self-passion can reduce defensive responses.
Delaying venture termination may be financially costly but can reduce emotional costs and improve
overall recovery (Shepherd et al., 2009). He et al. (2018) identify compensating effects and an inverted
U-shaped relationship between failure velocity and learning behaviors, moderated by emotion
regulation. Individual differences are salient: narcissism can produce cognitive and motivational
barriers—particularly where social costs of failure are high—thereby constraining learning (Liu et al.,
2019).

Drawing on experiential learning (Kolb, 1984), Politis & Gabrielsson (2009) stress the importance of
attitudes toward failure (see also Shepherd, 2004). Failure experience alone does not directly enhance
subsequent venture performance; effects are channeled through the ability to learn from the experience
(Boso et al., 2018). From a social learning perspective, Wdowiak et al. (2017) find that post-failure
learning in the social domain fosters a stronger preference for trustworthy partners. Finally, attributional
processes shape perceived learning: internal-unstable attributions are associated with greater
perceived learning, whereas external (firm/market) attributions prompt primarily behavioral learning
(business, relationships, networks), and hybrid attributions trigger more cognitive/managerial learning
(Yamakawa & Cardon, 2015; Walsh & Cunningham, 2017). Notably, faster re-entry after failure tends to
strengthen learning especially under internal—unstable attributions—partly at odds with earlier accounts
(Yamakawa & Cardon, 2015; Cope, 2011; Shepherd, 2009).

Adult-learning mechanisms that enable failure learning are important for the coaching process, as it
benefits from established learning principles directly relevant to learning from failure. Andragogy
emphasizes self-direction, goal relevance, and drawing on prior experience; reflective practice and
transformative learning make failure a “disorienting dilemma” that can be processed through critical
reflection and re-storying; and experiential learning cycles translate adverse events into testable action.
Furthermore, self-efficacy processes are central for moving from grief or defensiveness to renewed
action (Cox, 2006). These mechanisms map naturally onto failure episodes: structured reflection on the
event, sensemaking to surface assumptions, and designed experiments to re-enter with adjusted

strategies.

Building on these learning mechanisms - especially reflection, sensemaking, self-efficacy building, and
guided experimentation — the following section explores serious games and gamification as concrete

coaching modalities to scaffold failure learning in practice.
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Serious Games and Gamification for Organizational Learning and Coaching

Classic game definitions emphasize rule-bound, goal-directed activity, artificial conflict, and quantifiable
outcomes, often separated from everyday time and space (Salen & Zimmerman, 2003). Complementary
perspectives highlight voluntary participation and outcome uncertainty (Caillois, 2001). Building on these
foundations, gamification applies selected mechanics (e.g., points, badges, leaderboards, levels, time
or resources constraints, turns) to increase motivation and shape behavior (Bendel, 2021; Deterding et
al., 2011).

In organizational contexts, the use of playful design spans two related but distinct approaches:
gamification - the use of game-design elements in non-game settings - and SGs - complete games
created for purposes beyond entertainment (Deterding et al., 2011; Sailer, 2016). This distinction matters
for coaching: gamification can scaffold specific coaching micro-behaviors (reflection prompts, progress
feedback, graded challenges), while SGs can create safe, immersive practice arenas for sensemaking,
experimentation, and debriefing around failure episodes. In parallel, recent coaching research on mobile
apps highlights acceptance and continuance drivers (e.g., performance expectancy, habit formation,
personalization) and flags abandonment risks when usability and gamification are weak—underscoring

the value of game-informed design for coaching technologies (Giebe & Wohllebe, 2025).

Effective gamified and game-based interventions align mechanics with learning objectives: narratives
that place the coachee as protagonist, immediate feedback on actions, progression systems that
visualize effort and competence gains, and social layers for collaboration or comparison where
appropriate (Jansen, 2022; Korn et al., 2022). Beyond points and badges, design patterns such as extra
lives (tolerating mistakes while maintaining progress) or pyramids (visualizing milestone progression
under time constraints) can normalize failure, sustain engagement, and make incremental growth visible
— all useful affordances when coaching toward learning from failure (Korn et al., 2022). In onboarding
and development programs, such elements support orientation, peer connection, and practice of new
routines; carefully implemented, they tend to raise motivation and perceived learning through clear goals

and real-time progress feedback (Jansen, 2022; Korn et al., 2022).

Recent work urges coaching to be explicit about its learning-theory stance - behaviorist, cognitive
constructivist, social constructivist, or social constructionist - because each frames what changes and
how (Hurlow, 2022). SGs can instantiate these stances in one integrated, coachable environment: (a)
behaviorist loops (clear goals, immediate feedback, graded reinforcement) to shape post-failure
routines; (b) cognitive tools to surface and reframe dysfunctional inferences after setbacks; (c)
social/narrative features (peer debriefs, shared scenarios) to co-construct new meanings of failure; and
(d) critical prompts that interrogate stigma/discourses around failure in context (industry, culture),

supporting more agentic re-entry (Hurlow, 2022; Cox, 2006). In short, SGs offer a practical coaching
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container that operationalizes adult-learning and coaching mechanisms already known to support

recovery, sensemaking, and transfer after failure.

To summarize, the review shows that (i) failure is frequent and multifaceted, (ii) learning from failure
depends on cognitive, emotional, and attributional processes that coaching can purposefully activate,
and (iii) serious games and gamification can translate these processes into structured practice
environments that normalize failure, provide immediate feedback, and support transfer. On this basis,
our study introduces LEAF, a serious game designed for coaching-oriented failure learning, and outlines

the empirical approach used to examine its design and application in organizational settings.
Methods and Data

The objectives of this study are to (1) investigate the effectiveness of a SG in facilitating participants'
exploration and reflection on their attitudes towards failure, (2) explore the potential of the SG to enhance
critical thinking and problem-solving skills in the context of failure, and (3) provide recommendations for
the SG’s application to foster a culture of learning from failure. Guided by these objectives, we adopt
and extend Heinze’s (2020) typology of failure learning, first outlining the mixed-methods procedure

used to derive it and then showing how the resulting profiles shape the design of the LEAF prototype.
The Initial Research Based on Q Methodology

The original study was part of a mixed-methods design, in which a concourse on business failure was
developed based on interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA). The method follows a qualitative
approach for exploring how people make sense of personally significant experiences through a double
hermeneutic: participants interpret their experience, and researchers interpret those interpretations
(Smith, 1996; Smith & Osborn, 2003; Smith et al., 2021). Methodologically, IPA emphasizes idiography
(case-by-case depth before cautious cross-case claims), phenomenology (experience-near accounts),
and interpretation (moving between description and explanation). Typical procedures include purposive
sampling of information-rich cases, detailed line-by-line coding, development of emergent themes, and
a structured cross-case synthesis while preserving within-case nuance (Smith et al., 2021). In
entrepreneurship and failure research, Cope (2011) first applied IPA to illuminate how entrepreneurs
make sense of failure over time, showing the role of emotion, reframing, and narrative work in learning
after adverse events - an anchor for our concourse construction and the statements subsequently used
in the Q study. For the purpose of our study, 14 German executives from a range of industry sectors
with a median of 5 years of managerial experience who had experienced a salient business failure in
the past 1 to 10 years have been interviewed in depth, resulting to more than 15 hours of audio-recorded
data and 308 transcribed A4 pages. Learning is one of the prevalent themes in the executives’ sense-
making in the aftermath of failure (Cope, 2011; Heinze, 2013; Ucbasaran et al., 2013; Shepherd et al.,
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2011), and a wide variety of such statements were collected and analyzed. To accommodate the
elusiveness of the subjectivity of personal experiences, a strong diversity of perspectives and
approaches in research is necessary. Highlighting concealed patterns within the sense-making of
subjective individual experiences asks for a methodology that combines the capacity to analyze data
with statistical methods as well as the ability to explore and interpret the subjective meaning of the
statistical outcomes. Q methodology is such a method, as it provides all the requirements to
systematically study subjectivity and to analyze diverse attitudes, perspectives, and experiences
Stephenson, 1935; 1953). By applying a qualitative sorting technique, unstructured data is categorized
and statistically analyzed. Recently, the method started to attract attention in the field of educational
research (Rieber, 2020; Heinze et al., 2022; Lundberg & de Leeuw, 2024), but also in entrepreneurship
research (Gruenhagen & Davidsson, 2018; Valliere, 2017; 2019), as it offers several advantages in
understanding individuals' perceptions and sense-making, particularly regarding the social aspects tied
to individual agency. Beyond education and entrepreneurship, a systematic review by van Oortmerssen
et. al. (2025) shows a rising application of Q methodology in Organizational behavior (OB) research,

such as HRM, leadership, culture, collaboration, group decision-making, and change.

Our interest is to comprehend individual perspectives and attitudes toward learning from failure, and Q
methodology provides a systematic and transparent approach, surpassing purely qualitative methods in
methodological rigor. While prioritizing the quality of insights over quantity, we deliberately selected small
and diverse samples, as Brown (1980) suggests distinct viewpoints on any subject are limited. By
examining a set of statements representing a broad range of heterogeneous opinions from diverse
participants, our analysis yielded four distinctive perspectives. Given the exploratory nature of our study,
Q methodology is well-suited, allowing for the inductive derivation of categories from individual
responses to construct theory (Kerlinger, 1964). The procedure includes four steps. First, diverse
perspectives on the research topic are captured to create a landscape of opinions. Second, from this
opinion landscape, a set of non-redundant statements is compiled that encompasses various facets of
possible preferences and rejections. Third, a highly heterogeneous group of participants is recruited to
represent a wide array of diverse opinions. Fourth, participants conduct Q-sorts by organizing the set of

statements into a sorting grid.

For the Q-study, we recruited 32 participants from adult management and entrepreneurship education
programs at two German universities (mean age = 30; gender = 2/3 female, 1/3 male). Their task was
to sort 60 statements about strategies to overcome and learn from failure, derived from the IPA study
(see appendix 1). We used a paper-and-pencil sorting grid (Figure 1) to enable closer observation of

participants’ sorting behavior.
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Strongly disagree neutral Strongly agree

-6 -5 -4 -3 -2 -1 0 1 2 3 4 5 6

Figure 1: Q-sorting template, adopted from Watts and Stenner (2012)

Afterwards, we carried out short personal interviews to gain a deeper understanding of the meaning
behind individual sorts. Finally, the sorted data undergoes factor analysis, resulting in the emergence of
a typology, which was defined through qualitative analysis and will be described in more detail in the

papers’ results section.
SG Prototype on Failure Learning

The typology yielded by the Q study builds the backbone to develop a prototype of the SG, labelled
LEAF, an acronym for “Learn to Embrace Adversity and Failure”. LEAF is a web app designed for
participants to interact with short (about 2-3 min) cartoons that address several failure events in
organizational settings. Each cartoon draws on different opinions and perspectives on the shared failure
experience. The prototype represents the first level of the game, which has six rounds and ends with
the estimation of the players’ individual failure learning style, including some basic information about the
characteristics of their type. The concept also includes a second and a third level: the second with new
failure scenarios for the player to draw on their strengths and apply new strategies to enhance their
abilities to learn from failure. At the third level, players will form teams and get to know how to embrace
differences in learning attitudes, in order to develop a positive failure culture based on psychological
safety (Edmondson, 1999).

The prototype has been developed based on a combination of the Lean Startup Model (Ries, 2011), and
Design Thinking (Brown, 2008). Both models provide frameworks and processes for effective
prototyping, we combined them to find the best balance of the models’ strengths and focus areas. Lean
Startup emphasizes the iterative development of a minimum viable product (MVP) to gather feedback

and validate assumptions, whereas Design Thinking involves rapid prototyping, experimentation, and
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continuous learning. Table 1 provides a short overview on the procedural steps we followed to develop
the LEAF prototype.

group in the
aspects of
content and
usability.

Define specific
goals and
objectives such
as reflecting and
learning about

oneself.

features, and

visual design.

Create low-fidelity
prototype of the
web app to
capture the
essence of the
game concept
and core

functionalities.

the prototype and
gather feedback
on overall
experience,
usability, and

effectiveness.

Analyze feedback
to identify need

for improvement.

a higher-fidelity
prototype.

Build the web
app, ensure
smooth
integration of
visual and
interactive

components.

Thorough tests to
find and fix bugs
to ensure fluid

user experience.

Stress & Define | Ideate & Test & Iterate Develop & Launch & Learn | Measure &
Prototype Refine Scale

Do research to Generate ideas Conduct user Refine game Release web app | Measure and

understand the for game tests to observe concept and to a limited evaluate impact

needs of target mechanics, interactions with design to develop | audience. on user attitudes,

Monitor. collect
and analyze data
on user
interactions,
preferences, and
learning

outcomes.

Identify need for
improvement and
potential
enhancements
based on
feedback.

and behavior
about failure

learning.

Assess
achievement of
goals and

objectives.

Incorporate

feedback into
iterations and
updates of the

game.

Scale by
expanding to a

broader audience.

Table 1: Developing the LEAF prototype

We ran three formative test cycles (n, = 12, n, = 6, nz= 5) with a mix of participants, aging from 23 to 72
years, from diverse professional backgrounds, with the shared interest in coaching and/or organizational
behavior. About 1/3 of the participants have been critical about the usage of digital tools in coaching.
Our tests focused on usability, engagement, and perceived learning outcomes. Iteration decisions (e.g.,
type-estimation algorithm, narrative clarity, debrief prompts) were documented in a design log linking
user evidence to changes. Following the procedural steps, we have been able to create the web app
LEAF in order to understand players attitudes toward failure, to help them discover new strategies to
overcome and learn from failure, as well as to understand other people’s perceptions of failure by the
provision of playful, engaging, and effective interactions. In the following section, we highlight the results
and discuss possible strategies to integrate LEAF in a pedagogical concept to enhance failure learning

in entrepreneurship and management education.
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Results

In this chapter we first present the Q-methodology outcomes, yielding a typology of failure learning that
structures subsequent design choices. Thereafter, we show how this typology informed the LEAF
prototype (levels, mechanics, feedback), and its formative evaluation. We conclude with limited-release

insights that guided the prototype refinement.
Typology of Failure Learning (Q-Study Outcomes)

By application of R platform, we used the package gmethod (Zabala, 2014), where the statistical
analysis starts with a multivariate data reduction with the PCA solution to reduce the correlation matrix
between Q-sorts into components. Then the first components are selected and mathematically optimal
rotated in order to obtain a clearer and simpler structure of the data. Rotation results are presented in
appendix 2. Investigation of factor loadings, eigenvalues, explained variance, factor correlations and
composite reliability scores suggests the four-factor solution, accounting for 50 % of the variance. Five
Q sorts exhibited cross-loadings and therefore non-defining variables. Each factor extracted represents
a shared opinion of participants. All factors extracted meet standard criteria by showing eigenvalues in
excess of 1.00, more than two Q sorts, significantly loading on each factor (p < 0.05) and satisfactory
reliability scores, namely composite reliability > 0.7 (Hair et al. 2014). A table containing the factor scores

that indicate agreement or disagreement is presented in appendix 3.

As the quantitative analysis suggests a four-factor solution, the interpretation of these results follows in
the tradition of the qualitative approach of the hybrid method (Brown, 1993; Watts & Stenner, 2012),
where with a narrative procedure the specific sorts of statements are used to develop a joint impression
of participants’ viewpoints. The results are complemented with descriptive data of participants loading
on the factors, including information on age, gender, education, professional as well as start-up

experience. Aggregated statistics by factor are shown in table 2.

Age Gender Education Professional | Start-up

(mean) | Male | Female | Student | Graduate | experience | experience
Factor 1 32 43% 57% 29% 71% 100% 43%
Factor 2 28 17% 83% 50% 50% 67% 0%
Factor 3 34 67% 33% 0% 100% 100% 17%
Factor 4 26 0% 100% 50% 50% 100% 25%
n/a 30 20% 80% 60% 40% 100% 20%
Total 30 32% 68% 29% 71% 93% 21%

Table 2: Descriptive statistics of participants
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Common themes and shared viewpoints within the four factors are revealed and interpreted and
narratives were developed. All of the factors provide several insights into the perspectives on learning
in the aftermath of failure. Finally, factors are labelled with terms explaining their most prominent

aspects:

Type 1 — The Adaptive Learner: prioritizes learning over avoidance, uses early warnings and structured

reflection, acknowledges social relationships, and employs tools for self-review.

Type 2 — The Deliberate Insight Seeker: reports overwhelm and negative affect, rejects “fail fast”, prefers

time, structure, and supportive guidance to enable learning.

Type 3 — The Expressive Explorer: communicates openly about failure, accepts responsibility, frames

failure as opportunity for self-insight, and shows ambivalence toward social ties.

Type 4 — The Growth-Minded Innovator: views failure as a catalyst for growth, reports personal strength
in crises, values routines and intuition, accepts endings when warranted, and appreciates honest

feedback and reflective tools.

To summarize, interpretations were based on factor arrays (z-scores) and post-sort interview material;
confounded sorts were excluded from the final arrays. The typology provides targeted design

requirements for diagnosis and development in the SG as highlighted in the following section.
Prototype Development Informed by the Typology
Using the typology as a design spine, we mapped specific learning needs to mechanics and feedback:

e For Type 1, the adaptive learner, reinforce structured reflection and transfer prompts.

e For Type 2, the deliberate insight seeker, scaffold emotion regulation, pacing, and guided
reappraisal.

e For Type 3, the expressive explorer, leverage disclosure, narrative reframing, and self-
insight cues.

e For Type 4, the growth-minded innovator support stretch goals, routine tuning, and

deliberate endings.
Following the Stress & Define phase, these needs informed a level-based architecture:

e Level 1 estimates an individual’s failure-learning type and provides profile-linked feedback
(learning objective a).
e Level 2 offers practice assets and micro-exercises to improve coping and learning strategies

(learning objective b).

Wohllebe & Ross Publishing, Germany — The Open Access Publisher.

More information and current publishing opportunities at wr-publishing.org


https://doi.org/10.51137/wrp.ijcod.445
https://www.wr-publishing.org/

International Journal of Coaching and Organizational Development (ISSN: 3052-3974)
an Open Access journal by Wohllebe & Ross Publishing, Germany.

Volume: 02 Issue: 01 Year: 2026

https://doi.org/10.51137/wrp.ijcod.445

e Level 3 elevates to team dynamics and shared norms for failure culture (learning objective

c).

The low-fidelity prototype implemented Level 1 to validate core concept and mechanics. Across three
user tests (N = 23; one on-site, two via Zoom), the majority of participants reacted positively to a serious
game addressing failure and provided actionable feedback on dialogue clarity, text density, character
design, and ideas for later levels. Analysis highlighted a critical improvement area: the type-estimation
algorithm. In the Develop & Refine phase, we iterated content and logic to produce a higher-fidelity

prototype, which was re-tested (see Figure 2 for example screens).

¢ Results screen: [ o
i Type estimation

Strengths
[ [ Blind Spots

Learning Areas

Figure 2: LEAF prototype results screen

In the Launch & Learn phase, LEAF was released to a limited audience for monitoring of interactions,
preferences, and learning-related responses. Two interim insights emerged: (1) integration with a
broader developmental framework is needed to optimize impact; (2) temporal proximity matters—short
cartoons resonated particularly with players who had recent failure experiences, whereas others found
it harder to re-immerse. Prior to Measure & Scale, further integration work is required to increase

immersion and align gameplay with coaching protocols.

To sum up, the Q analysis produced a robust four-type typology that translated directly into LEAF’s level
architecture and profile-linked feedback; formative tests indicated high perceived relevance alongside a
key improvement area (type-estimation) and the need for stronger contextual integration. Limited-
release monitoring further underscored the value of embedding LEAF within a broader coaching
framework and of timing play close to real failure episodes. The following Discussion elaborates how
game loops and metagame design operationalize these insights and how coaching integration can

maximize learning and transfer.
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Discussion

In the following, we discuss the implications of our findings. First, we position the contributions—our
person-centred typology and its translation into the leveled serious game LEAF—in relation to existing
research and derive design as well as practice implications for coaching and OD. Second, we outline

limitations and directions for future work.
Contributions in Context: Evidence, Design, and Coaching Implications

Conceptually, our study contributes along two fronts: a typology of failure-learning orientations and a
serious-game instantiation (LEAF) that translates these orientations into diagnostic feedback and staged
development. The four types - Adaptive Learner, Deliberate Insight Seeker, Expressive Explorer, and
Growth-Minded Innovator - corroborate core propositions in the failure literature: people differ markedly
in how they process adverse events, and these differences reflect cognitive appraisals, emotion
regulation, and attributional styles that shape learning pathways and time horizons (Cardon et al., 2005;
Jenkins, Wiklund, & Brundin, 2014; Shepherd et al., 2016; Yamakawa & Cardon, 2015; Walsh &
Cunningham, 2017). This aligns with prior work on post-mortem learning, sensemaking, and the
affective dynamics of failure (Ucbasaran et al., 2013; Heinze, 2013; Cope, 2011; Shepherd et al., 2016),
while adding fine-grained, pattern-level nuance via Q-methodology’s person-centric lens (Brown, 1993;
Watts & Stenner, 2012). In that sense, our typology complements earlier claims about heterogeneity in
failure responses by offering actionable profiles that can guide tailored interventions (Cardon et al.,
2005; Cope, 2011; Jenkins et al., 2014; Ucbasaran et al., 2013).

On the learning-design side, we read our findings as a bridge from theory to practice: reflective appraisal,
guided experimentation, and social sensemaking map onto core game loops and a coach-orchestrated
game consistent with experiential learning and efficacy building (Kolb, 1984; Bandura, 1986, 1997; Cox,
2006). This focuses the SG lens on failure itself—an area under-represented in prior SG work (Fox et
al., 2018; Wouters, van Nimwegen, van Oostendorp, & van der Spek, 2013)—and shows how coaching
mechanisms (re-appraisal, modeling, feedback, transfer) become designable interactions (Huss &
Eichenberg, 2018; Sicart, 2015; Kangas, Koskinen, & Krokfors, 2017; Avila-Pesantez, Rivera, & Alban,
2017; Hurlow, 2022).

Two boundary conditions temper strong claims often made for games. First, affect and pacing - a
dosage-sensitive, coach-contained exposure is advisable, consistent with evidence that grief can affect
learning depending on regulation and support (Cope, 2011; Shepherd, Patzelt, & Wolfe, 2016) and with
cautions about more immersion not always being better (Wouters et al., 2013; Sicart, 2015; Huss &

Eichenberg, 2018). Second, temporal proximity that positions play close to salient failure episodes—or
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deliberately re-evoking them—appears to strengthen reflective work (Shepherd, 2004; Cox, 2006; Huss
& Eichenberg, 2018).

These interpretations lead to two design levers: (a) type-sensitive loops that vary feedback and
challenge (e.g., reflective prompts; pacing/affect scaffolds) grounded in contingent feedback and
efficacy principles (Bandura, 1997; Wouters et al., 2013), and (b) metagame sequencing inside a
coaching container (priming — debrief — practice — team work) that situates play within organizational
routines rather than as a standalone event (Cox, 2006; Shepherd, 2004; Sicart, 2015; Kangas et al.,
2017; Avila-Pesantez et al., 2017; Huss & Eichenberg, 2018). Practically, this aligns with adoption and
retention evidence from coaching apps—immediate value, low effort, personalization, and emotional
engagement sustain use (Giebe & Wohllebe, 2025)—and supports team-level norms for de-mystifying
failure and addressing psychological safety (Edmondson, 1999; Kangas et al.,, 2017; Huss &
Eichenberg, 2018).

Limitations and Avenues for Future Research

We acknowledge several limitations that might temper our claims and should be taken into account
when interpreting the findings. First, our Q-derived typology is optimized for pattern discovery in
subjectivity rather than population generalization; factor arrays represent shared viewpoints among
participants who significantly load on a factor (Brown, 1980; Watts & Stenner, 2012). Recent reviews of
Q methodology similarly note constraints regarding generalizability and reporting transparency, while
highlighting Q’s value as a diagnostic and intervention-oriented method for complex social phenomena
(van Oortmerssen, et. al., 2025). We therefore treat the four types as theory-building profiles, not
prevalence estimates. Future work should replicate with larger and more diverse samples (roles,
industries, cultures) to test robustness and potentially expand the type space (Rieber, 2020; Valliere,
2017, 2019).

Second, our evaluation focused on formative usability and feasibility as well as design iteration (aligned
with Lean Startup and Design Thinking cycles), not on summative effectiveness (Ries, 2011; Brown,
2008). Next steps should test effectiveness using pre—post designs with theoretically grounded
indicators - e.g., self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997), reflection and sensemaking indices (Cox, 2006),

attributional shifts (Yamakawa & Cardon, 2015), and transfer as well as behavioral outcomes.

Third, coaching outcomes likely depend on coach expertise, debrief quality, and the learning stance
adopted (behaviorist, constructivist, social constructionist) (Cox, 2006; Hurlow, 2022). To clarify
mechanisms, future studies should standardize and experimentally contrast debrief protocols (e.g.,
attribution-focused vs. solution-focused) and document fidelity to coaching steps. Future trials should

also track digital-adoption metrics (continuance intention, uninstallation) alongside learning outcomes,
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given emerging coaching-app evidence on acceptance, willingness to pay, and deletion drivers (Giebe
& Wohllebe, 2025).

Fourth, our results indicate that temporal proximity to a salient failure enhances resonance, while full re-
immersion is not uniformly beneficial - suggesting a need for graduated exposure and coach-led
containment (Shepherd, 2004; Huss & Eichenberg, 2018). Comparative design studies should vary
immersion (textual vs. audiovisual vs. interactive) and timing (immediate vs. delayed post-failure) to

identify conditions that balance engagement with cognitive load (Wouters et al., 2013; Sicart, 2015).

Taken together, these limitations are typical and tractable for a mixed-methods, design-oriented study:
Q provides valid, interpretable patterns for theory building (Brown, 1980; Watts & Stenner, 2012), and
the formative SG evaluation offers credible design logic to be followed by confirmatory trials with stronger

controls and outcome metrics.
Conclusion

This study set out to examine whether and how a serious game can support learning from failure in
coaching and organizational development. We first developed a person-centred typology of failure-
learning orientations via Q methodology and then translated these profiles into the leveled architecture
of LEAF, a game designed to diagnose individual patterns and scaffold development through coachable
feedback and staged practice. Formative evaluations and a limited release provided initial evidence on

feasibility, perceived relevance, and the conditions under which LEAF resonates most strongly.

Taken together, our research questions can be answered as follows: first, regarding the question
whether a serious game can facilitate participants’ exploration and reflection on their attitudes toward
failure, we found that LEAF’s Level 1 offered credible diagnostic traction. The four types (Adaptive
Learner, Deliberate Insight Seeker, Expressive Explorer, Growth-Minded Innovator) yielded type-
sensitive feedback that helped players articulate blind spots, preference patterns, and habitual coping
scripts. Participants reported that the short, scenario-based interactions and immediate, profile-linked
explanations made reflection concrete and personally meaningful, particularly when play occurred close
in time to a salient failure episode. Thus, the study provides formative evidence that a serious game can
indeed catalyze reflective appraisal of failure-related attitudes when embedded in an appropriate

coaching container.

With respect to the second question - whether the game has potential to enhance critical thinking and
problem-solving in the context of failure - the results suggest promise with boundaries. Players used the
feedback to consider alternative attributions and next-step strategies; coaches reported that LEAF
accelerated the transition from general talk about failure to specific, actionable hypotheses about what

to try next. At the same time, not all users benefitted from deep re-immersion in failure content during
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day-to-day work; pacing and affective readiness mattered. These patterns align with the paper’s
theoretical positioning: learning from failure is shaped by emotion regulation, attributional framing, and
social sensemaking. LEAF’s design maps these mechanisms into practice but works best when

exposure is graduated and debriefs are structured.

Concerning the third question - how to integrate the game into a developmental concept that fosters a
culture of learning from failure - the study offers a clear pathway. A socio-technical sequencing proved
central: brief priming activities to re-evoke a concrete episode; LEAF Level 1 to personalize the learner’s
profile; coach-led debriefs to translate results into goals and experiments; and subsequent practice
opportunities (envisioned in Level 2) before moving to team-level work (Level 3) that surfaces norms for
error talk and strengthens psychological safety. This multi-level integration moves beyond the game as
a standalone artifact and situates it within coaching processes that carry learning forward into daily

routines and collective sensemaking.

Theoretically, the paper contributes a pattern-level account of heterogeneity in failure learning and
demonstrates how adult-learning and coaching mechanisms can be operationalized through game loops
and metagame design. The typology functions as a theory-building scaffold rather than a claim about
population prevalence; its value lies in linking distinct orientations to tailored design and coaching
interventions. Future research should therefore extend validation of the type structure across roles,
industries, and cultures; test mechanism-driven pathways (e.g., attributional reframing, efficacy cues,
graduated exposure) with pre—post designs; and examine timing and immersion as boundary conditions
for impact. Team-level dynamics and protocol fidelity - how coaches frame, debrief, and sequence

activities—also warrant systematic comparison.

For practice, the implications are straightforward. Use LEAF early to make failure-learning orientations
visible, then anchor debriefs in type-sensitive prompts that convert insight into concrete experiments.
Schedule play close to meaningful failure events or re-evoke them with brief cases or action-based
activities to increase narrative vividness and transfer. Calibrate immersion and pacing to the individual’s
readiness, iterating from short scenarios with immediate feedback toward more demanding challenges
as confidence grows. Finally, extend the work beyond individuals: structured sharing of results and
guided team sessions can help translate personal learning into norms for speaking about errors and

jointly improving under pressure.

To conclude, the study shows that a person-centred typology can be productively instantiated in a
serious game and coaching framework to normalize failure, accelerate sensemaking, and support the
transition from reflection to action - first for individuals and, with the right orchestration, for teams and

organizations. The next step is to move from formative promise to summative evidence through
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rigorously designed trials that test mechanisms, timing, and team-level effects in real organizational

contexts.
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Appendix 1: Statements about learning after entrepreneurial failure

0 N O o b~ W DN =~ FH

11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33

Statement

Fail fast, fail often.

Be open, learning can also be a result of failure.

Learning works best with people you get along with well.

For learning to take place, | need an opportunity to reflect upon the failure.

Critical events (such as failure) are important learning experiences.

In the end, | can only trust myself.

Things need their time, short-term perspectives do not help.

Consistent structures / agreements / contracts are important.

To realize one's limitations.

I know my strengths and weaknesses and | will look for partners accordingly.

Every conversation about the critical event leads to new questions and this is how | learn.
Learning is a process that takes time.

| lost my sense of ease; now safety comes first.

| am more afraid to lose control.

I never felt more freedom and readiness to take up the fight as | have nothing to lose anymore.
I'm now aware of my negative thoughts and will deal with them.

The critical event forced me to learn content such as accounting, leadership, marketing.
Get rid of self-doubt as it hinders finishing the critical event.

When you are enthusiastic about your business / profession, you will try it again.

| need some time to make sense of the failure event.

Learning is to recognize conditions requested for future success.

Learning happens without actively addressing the critical event, i. e. when reading.
Motivation is a major prerequisite for all projects.

Never blame somebody for the failure, there are 1000 factors, but no one to blame for.
The worst thing to do after failure is to hide oneself.

If all goes well with the first try, then it’s luck alone.

In the event of crisis, | am stronger than | thought.

After failure, | just don’t get it anymore.

| am just grateful | did overcome the failure event.

From failure | can learn more than from success.

A diary is a good tool to learn from failure.

To recognize things | have done right (despite the failure).

Critical feedback extremely supports learning from failure.
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34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60

You have to face your anxieties, to look where it hurts.

Failure needs a closing, such as a speech, presentation, meeting with persons concerned.
A crisis is a chance and shows areas for growth and development.

Look for people who are already there where you would like to be.

Motivational books, podcasts or videos support my sense-making.

When climbing a rock, | need to have safety devices.

New projects have to be approached in a systematic manner.

You have to figure out the bad ingredients, when the cake doesn’t taste well.
Perfectionism leads to failure (mostly).

Not try to do it all on my own, rather | should work together with professionals.
It hurts to deal with the failure.

Learning is supported by a positive stance on the future.

At university there is not enough opportunity to prepare for critical events.

A lot of learning happens intuitively, | do not really think about it.

| do not make commitments anymore.

The failure is my enemy which | will defeat and hence growth from the battle.

It is better to fail than not try at all.

The most important thing is that no third party will get damaged.

Learning from failure happens first through process routines and later intuitively.
A factual and accurate decision can be emotionally wrong at the same time.
Friends often do not tell the truth after failure.

| have learnt to recognize early warnings and | am prepared to act in a more pro-active manner.
Failure is a catalyst for new energy.

My social environment has changed; true friends are still with me.

Sometimes | have experienced paralyzing self-doubts.

You have to accept that it's over now.

Failure is not a prerequisite for success.
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Appendix 2: Factor matrix and factor characteristics

Factors
1 2 3 4
P1 024 048 024 0.1
P2 002 013 072 0.15
P3 032 012 053 -0.03
P4 017 073 -0.10 -0.20
P5 021 0.07 022 048
P6 045 -0.06 051 0.15
p7 062 026 035 0.15
P8 023 024 040 0.38
P9 052 022 0.16 -0.05
P10 039 066 0.18 0.20
P11 018 0.76 -0.14 -0.03
P12 019 036 038 0.55
P13 001 049 012 049
P14 031 -0.02 043 042
P15 041 020 -025 0.39
P16 016 063 001 0.12
P17 -0.17 -0.07 055 0.14
P18 024 013 -007 0.62
P19 018 052 006 0.35
P20 053 022 005 0.39
P21 015 -0.06 0.19 0.62
P22 059 018 0.01 048
P23 043 0.09 064 0.18
P24 036 -0.37 007 0.6
P25 068 024 019 0.23
P26 053 0.38 -0.15 0.24
P27 064 -020 019 0.03
P28 016 -0.14 070 -0.06
No of defining variables 7 6 6 4
Eigenvalue 393 356 328 320
% of variance explained 14 13 12 1
Composite reliability 0.96 0.96 0.96 0.94
S. E. of factor z-scores 0.18 0.2 02 024
Note: Values calculated after factor rotation, indicating a defining sort (i. e. significant loading)
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Appendix 3: Factor scores for each of the four factors extracted

Factor scores
Statement F1 F2 F3 F4

#

1 -3 -6 1 -3
2 1 -2 1 1
3 5 1 -4 4
4 4 0 -1 2
5 4 2 4 3
6 6 -5 3 0
7 1 o -2 -5
8 o 5 0 2
9 3 6 2 A1
10 2 4 3 -2
11 4 -2 2 0
12 5 1 1 2
13 3 -1 6 -4
14 5 4 -4 -6
15 4 3 3 0
16 3 1 1 4
17 2 0 0 -3
18 -1 0 2 O
19 0 1 5 3
20 2 2 A 0
21 4 0 0 -
22 4 -3 4 1
23 5 &5 6 5
24 1 2 5 -4
25 3 2 6 -2
26 5 6 -3 -3
27 1 3 -2 6
28 -4 3 -5 -4
29 0o 3 -4 A1
30 1 -2 1 0
31 2 4 -5 1
32 2 5 2 1
33 6 2 2 2
34 2 3 4
35 3 1 3 -2
36 -1 3 0 5
37 1 2 -3 1
38 3 4 5 -1
39 0 4 -3 4
40 2 4 4 3
41 2 1 0o -2
42 4 4 -1 -6
43 2 3 -2 -3
44 -1 1 0o 1
45 2 4 5
46 o o -1 -3
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47 -3 5 4 -2
48 6 4 -2 -5
49 2 2 0 -1
50 6 -1 5 6
51 -1 3 -2 2
52 o 0 -3 3
53 0 1 2 0
54 2 2 -2 -5
55 5 -1 1 1
56 -1 -5 A1 4
57 -3 -3 1 2
58 -1 3 6 O
59 0o -1 0 3
60 2 6 3 -2
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