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How It All Started



The loud banging on the door woke me up at 3:30 in the morning. I staggered to the front of the house, undid the four bolts, and opened the heavy door to confront three armed rebels, two in camouflage fatigues and one wearing a Michael Jordan T-shirt.


The man in the T-shirt said hoarsely, “Give us the keys to your vehicles.”


He reeked of beer and stumbled over the word “vehicles.”


Feigning innocence, I asked him, “Who are you and do you have some authorization?”


The man pointed his rifle to my head. One of the other soldiers did the same.


“This is all the authority we need, old man. We are now the government. The vehicles belong to us. So give us keys quick.”


I silently handed him the keys to the five trucks.


That was the morning of Sunday, April 13, 1980. I was the Chief of Party for a USAID-sponsored primary education project in Liberia. I lived in a large house in a small town called Gbarnga with my wife Lucy and my son Raja. My exalted title and the large house resulted in all the project trucks being parked in front of my house at night. During the day, the trucks transported instructional materials to 30 primary schools in 12 different Liberian counties.


On the day before, we took one of the trucks for a ride to the market in Ganta in the nearby Nimba County. Around noon, on our way back, we stopped at a roadside gas pump in Palala. Mamadi, our driver, got into a conversation with the person who hand-pumped the gas. When he came back, Mamadi reported that there was a coup in Monrovia, the capital city, and the army had taken over the country. We thought it was just an exaggerated rumor until we got back home and listened to BBC. Master Sergeant Samuel K. Doe had indeed taken over the government.


We decided to stay home, but Lucy insisted on visiting Aida and Becky, two Philippina members of the project team who lived about a mile away. They both declined our invitation to stay with us, feeling safe because they felt that their neighbors would protect them. Later that evening we heard sporadic gunfire near the Gbarnga market but we were told that it was just the citizen-soldiers celebrating their freedom.


Without our vehicles, we stayed home the next week. We closed down the project office to prevent looting. Many of our Liberian colleagues visited us frequently and gave us the latest news about which cabinet members had been decapitated. We spent most evenings playing Scrabble with Samba, Edwin, and Elizabeth.


For a change of pace—and also for providing equal opportunity—to my Liberian colleagues who had not memorized esoteric two- and three-letter words, I decided to take up playing card games. I chose EUCHRE, a popular Hoosier game. I lent my Hoyle’s to potential players to read and master the rules of the game.


That was an interesting experiment. Tuesday, we started playing the game after everyone assured me that they knew the rules. After about 5 minutes, it became very clear that each person had a different interpretation of the same rules. This resulted in some quarrels about trumps, accusations about cheating, and complaints about lack of intelligence. The most interesting thing was that everyone was sure that his interpretation of the rules was the correct one. In the heat of the argument, my friends appealed to me for mediation and resolution. Out of sheer mischief, I feigned ignorance of the official rules and proclaimed that I was willing to abide by whatever they all agreed to be the standard set of rules. It took my friends a 3-hour palaver before they concurred on the rules they wanted to play by. These rules were not the same that my friends in Bloomington played by, but they seemed to work


This interesting episode presented me with a blinding flash of the obvious:


Serious conflicts arise not from major, obvious cultural differences, but from unrecognized, minor ones.


During the EUCHRE episode, I was intrigued by the misinterpretation of the rules and the comical consequences that arose when everyone assumed that they were playing by the same set of rules. All the arguments, misunderstandings, accusations, negotiations, and emotional attachment to one’s own set of rules reflected what happens when people from different cultures interact with each other.


What would happen, I thought, if we deliberately give different rules to different people and pretended that everyone is playing by the same rules?


This was the orgin of BARNGA, the simulation game—and its name.


I wrote up the directions for playing BARNGA during the week immediately after the coup. We all stayed in Gbarnga and I continued to direct the project for the next 18 months. After my return to the United States, I facilitated BARNGA with a several groups of participants interested in diversity and intercultural communication. I also shared the manual with my friends and since I believe that the simulation game always belongs to the facilitator, I encouraged them to experiment with modifications. The late Barbara Steinwachs (my friend from the North American Simulation and Gaming Association [NASAGA] and the Society for Intercultural Education, Training and Research [SIETAR]) gave BARNGA a boost by getting the manual published by Intercultural Press. I am extremely grateful to the publisher and I was surprised when BARNGA became a popular cult item and I was irritated because it sold more copies than many of the better simulation games that I had designed. I started receiving thank-you notes from facilitators and players in Tokyo, Jakarta, Zurich, Melbourne, Moscow, Hong Kong, and other such faraway places. For various reasons, this simulation game appears to strike a universal chord among diverse cultures around the world.


More than 25 years since I first played BARNGA in Gbarnga, I have rewritten the manual, retaining the original flow and incorporating some recent embellishments.





What’s BARNGA All About?



Before getting into the step-by-step details of the simulation game, let’s take a quick look at the big picture.


Purpose


BARNGA is designed to explore factors related to communication problems in intercultural situations. The term culture is used broadly; for example, the game could be used to explore communication problems among people in different departments. Specifically, BARNGA entraps participants into assuming that everyone abides by the same rules of acceptable behavior. BARNGA points out that obvious cultural differences create fewer problems than subtle differences.


Participants


You need at least eight players to play BARNGA. (If you have fewer players, see the chapter How to Modify BARNGA.) The best game involves 20 to 40 players.


Time Requirements


The actual play of the game takes about 20 to 30 minutes. You should set aside an equal amount of time for debriefing.


Supplies


• 1 deck of playing cards for each group of four players


• 1 set of handouts for each group of four players



Flow of the Game



Organize groups. Divide participants into groups of four. (If there are any leftover participants, they can assist you.) Seat each group of four at a table.


Distribute handouts. Give each group a set of handouts that explains how to play a card game called FIVE TRICKS. Participants will think they are learning the same game, but each table has a slightly different set of rules. This is the hidden element in BARNGA.


Learn the game. Ask participants to help the other members of their group learn the game. Encourage the groups to play a few practice rounds. When participants have had sufficient practice, take away their handouts.


Conduct Round 1. This round consists of local tournaments at each table. Ask participants to play silently for 5 minutes. They should keep track of the number of tricks won by each partnership. During the tournament, participants may not talk or write notes to each other. (However, they may gesture and draw pictures to settle any disagreements.) After 5 minutes, identify the winning partners at each table.


Conduct Round 2. During this round, the winning partners advance to the next table. The partnerships at each table will now try to use different rules, creating chaos and confusion. Continue to prohibit all verbal communication. Encourage participants to solve their problems through gestures and drawings. After 5 minutes, identify the winning partners at each table.


Conduct Round 3. During this round, the winners advance to the next table and then switch partners. During the round, partners have difficulties communicating with each other and presenting a common front to their opponents. Once again, prohibit verbal communication. After 5 minutes, identify the winning partners at each table.


Debrief the participants. Bring the activity to a close. Follow up with a debriefing session.


Differences from the Previous Version


If you are familiar with the previous version of BARNGA (published by Intercultural Press), here are brief descriptions of key changes.


Improved card game. FIVE TRICKS, the card game incorporated in this version of BARNGA, has a new twist: Four cards are put aside during each deal, increasing the chance element in the game. This encourages participants with limited previous experience with card games.


Systematic differences in the rules. The differences between the rules of FIVE TRICKS at one table and the next are adjusted, play-tested, and revised. The current differences provide an optimal jolt to the players.


Standard size for play groups. In this version, the FIVE TRICKS game is always played among four people. This avoids unnecessary confusion when moving people from one table to another.


Partnership play. FIVE TRICKS involves two partnerships. This arrangement enables players to reflect on the impact of the moral support provided by partnerships.


Standard handout format. Instructions for playing different versions of FIVE TRICKS are now of the same length and have the same side headings. This identical appearance strengthens participants’ mistaken assumption that everyone is playing by the same rules.


A little piece of misdirection. The ten different handouts now contain an identical “typographical error.” The facilitator points this out while participants are learning the game. This incidental byplay provides a subliminal suggestion that all the rules are exactly the same.


Different tournament formats. During Round 2, the winning partners stay together. During Round 3, partnerships are switched. This raises some new types of communication problems and issues related to changing loyalties.


Expanded debriefing section. This section incorporates the field-tested six-step model for debriefing and presents several suggested questions for discussion.





How to Get Ready
to Conduct BARNGA



Spend some time becoming familiar with BARNGA and preparing to conduct it. Here are some suggestions:


Learn the Game


The first step in conducting BARNGA is learning the game. The best way to do this is to be a participant or a co-facilitator when an experienced facilitator conducts the game. If you don’t have this opportunity, read the next section of this booklet carefully and review the other sections. As you read, visualize conducting the game with a group of participants. Underline or highlight critical activities. Scribble notes to yourself in the margins. Become familiar with the mechanics of the game, but don’t try to memorize the rules. Remember that you must not explain all the rules of the game at the beginning. You will have plenty of free time during the game while the players are busy. At that time, you can review the next set of instructions and get ready for the next round of the game.


Make Adjustments


Read the chapter titled How to Modify BARNGA. Depending on your needs and constraints, make appropriate changes to the game. Record the changes in this booklet.


Prepare Rule Summaries


While briefing the players and explaining the rules of the game, it is a good idea to use suitable summary charts that outline the major points. These summaries focus participants’ attention and provide a checklist to ensure that you don’t forget anything important. Use the reproducible masters on the last ten pages of the book. Copy these pages on blank acetate sheets to make transparencies. If you prefer, you can easily create PowerPoint® slides by typing the content onto bullet slides. Alternatively, you can copy the contents of each transparency master to a page of your flip chart.


Prepare Handouts


BARNGA incorporates a card game called FIVE TRICKS. Participants learn the rules of this game by reading individual copies of a handout.


Prepare a different set of handouts for each group of four participants. The key element in BARNGA is that the rules for FIVE TRICKS are slightly different from one set of the handouts to the next. These differences involve


• value of aces (high or low)


• presence of trumps (no trumps, spades as trumps, or diamonds as trumps)


• use of trumps (only when the player cannot follow suit or at any time)


The differences among the rules of the ten versions are shown in this table.


Table 3.1














	






	Version


	 Ace


	   Trump


	Trump any time?







	  1


	High


	No


	—







	  2


	High


	Spades


	No







	  3


	Low


	Spades


	No







	  4


	Low


	Spades


	Yes







	  5


	High


	Spades


	Yes







	  6


	High


	Diamonds


	Yes







	  7


	Low


	Diamonds


	Yes







	  8


	Low


	Diamonds


	No







	  9


	High


	Diamonds


	No







	10


	Low


	No


	—








Participants should not be aware that the handouts at one table are different from the handouts at another table. Do not copy different sets of handouts on paper of different colors. Since all the handouts are designed to look alike, it is important for you not to get them mixed up.


Here is how you keep the handouts separate. Each version of the handout is identified by a secret code. If you check the lower right corner of each handout page, you will see a picture of a hand of playing cards. The card on top of this picture indicates the version of the handout: If this card is an ace, the handout is the first one; if the card is a 2, the handout is the second one, and so on.


Make four copies of the first handout. Put these copies in a folder and label the folder “Table 1.” Make four copies of the second handout, and put them in a folder labeled “Table 2.” Repeat the process until you have enough sets of handouts for your participants.


Collect Required Supplies


Playing cards. You need a deck of playing cards for each group of four players. Actually, you need only 24 cards (Ace through 6) for each group, but it is better to give them complete decks and let participants remove the unnecessary cards.


Paper and pencil. At each table place a pad of paper and a pen (or a pencil). Ask players to use these supplies for keeping score.


Projector and screen. Use an overhead projector or a computer and an LCD projector for displaying rule summaries. If these devices are not available, use a flip chart (or large sheets of newsprint paper) with the rule summaries.


Flip chart and markers. Even if you are using projectors, you will still need a flip chart for use during debriefing. Make sure that you have plenty of blank pages.


Whistle. You need some type of attention-getting device (a bell, a siren, or a buzzer) to interrupt busy interaction among participants and move them to the next round of the game. After testing several noise makers, I have selected a wooden whistle that sounds like a train whistle. This device produces the least jarring and the most pleasant sound that is easily recognized in different parts of the world.


Timer. Use a countdown timer for implementing time limits for each round of play. Most digital wristwatches now have a built-in timer. You can also purchase inexpensive electronic timers from kitchen-supply stores. I use a software program with a countdown timer that can be projected on a screen through an LCD projector.


Set Up the Tables


Set up a round table (or a card table) with four chairs around it for each group of four players. If you are working in a hotel meeting room, ask for “cocktail tables” (which are smaller) instead of the usual banquet tables. Set the tables up as far apart from each other as possible. Place a sign holder or a large tent card on table. Mark the table with an identifying number, beginning with 1 and proceeding sequentially.


In addition to the sign with the table number, make sure that each table contains a folder with the appropriate set of rules, a deck of cards, a score pad, and pencils. Make sure that the version number of the handouts at each table matches the table number.


Plan and Rehearse


Plan the briefing procedure: Decide how you want to introduce the rules of the game. Select and arrange the transparencies, and walk through the outline.


Plan your debriefing procedure: Study the debriefing section and select the discussion questions you want to use. If you prefer, you may prepare a handout listing these questions or copy them on flip chart pages.


If you are planning to work with a co-facilitator, work out details of the division of labor and rehearse the flow of the game. Anticipate possible disasters and work out suitable contingency plans.


Don’t brood too long on disaster scenarios, however. Visualize your participants enjoying and learning from playing BARNGA. Get ready to enjoy your role as a facilitator.





How to Conduct BARNGA



Skim through the table below to get a feel for the flow of BARNGA. This table provides a preview of what happens during the simulation game, along with approximate time requirements.


Table 4.1












	






	Step


	    Time


	Activity







	Conduct Preliminary Activities


	3 minutes


	Organize participants into groups of four. Ask participants to locate the handouts and the deck of playing cards.







	Learn FIVE TRICKS


	4 minutes


	Ask participants to learn the card game from the handout and play a few practice games.







	Conduct the First Round


	5 minutes


	Ask groups at each table to silently play FIVE TRICKS for 5 minutes and to keep score.







	Coordinate the First Transition


	2 minutes


	Send the winning partners at each table to the next table.







	Conduct the Second Round


	5 minutes


	Ask the groups to silently play FIVE TRICKS for 5 minutes. When problems arise because of different rules, ask participants to negotiate nonverbally.







	Coordinate the Second Transition


	2 minutes


	Send the winning partners at each table to the next table. Ask them to switch partners.







	Conduct the Third Round


	5 minutes


	Ask the groups to silently play FIVE TRICKS for 5 minutes. When problems arise because of different rules, ask participants to negotiate nonverbally.







	Conclude the Session


	2 minutes


	Bring the activity to a close and get ready for a debriefing discussion.








Detailed instructions for conducting each step of BARNGA are given below.


Conduct Preliminary Activities


Brief participants. Welcome all participants. Display Transparency 1. Explain that participants are going to learn a card game called FIVE TRICKS. Do not reveal that the activity explores cross-cultural communication. Instead, position the activity as a preliminary simulation of how participants with different learning styles can learn a cooperative setting and play it in a competitive setting.


Organize participants. Display Transparency 2. Divide participants into groups of four and seat each group around a table. Ask leftover participants to become Game Wardens and help you conduct the game. Assign the Game Wardens to different tables and ask them to make sure that your instructions are correctly carried out.


Distribute play materials. Ask groups at each table to pick up the folder with handouts and distribute one copy to each player. Also ask each group to pick up the deck of playing cards and remove the cards that are not required during the play of the game.


Learn FIVE TRICKS


Ask the groups to learn FIVE TRICKS. Project Transparency 3. Tell the four players at each table to read the handout, choose partners, and cooperatively figure out how to play the card game.


Announce a “correction.” While participants are reviewing the handout, pretend to notice a typographical error. Blow a whistle to get participants’ attention and make an announcement similar to this:


I’ve noticed a typo in your rule sheet. Let’s get it corrected.


Please locate the second line of the paragraph with the side heading “Winning Tricks.” It reads, “The person who played this card gathers up the trick and places it face in front of him or her.” It should read, “. . . places it face down in front of him or her.”


Please make this correction now.


This incidental business subtly suggests to participants that they all have identical sets of rules.


Encourage practice play. Suggest that the groups play FIVE TRICKS with the cards face up to help everyone master the mechanics and strategy of the game.


Take away the handouts. After a few minutes of practice, ask participants at each table to place their handouts inside the folder. Ask the groups to continue playing the game without referring to the handouts. While participants continue playing, collect the handout folders from each table.


Conduct Round 1


Impose a gag order. Blow the whistle and project Transparency 4. Ask the groups to continue playing FIVE TRICKS, without talking to each other. If they need to communicate with each other, they should do so nonverbally (through gestures and grunts). They may also draw pictures, but may not write any words.


Start the first round. Blow the whistle to interrupt the game. Project Transparency 5. Ask each group to start a new game of FIVE TRICKS and play silently. One player at each table should keep score by recording the number of tricks won by the partnerships at the end of each game. After each game, the players should immediately start a new one. They should continue playing one game after another for the next 5 minutes.


Monitor the play. Start your timer and observe the groups. Enforce the gag order by firmly asking any outlaws to stop talking. If you have any Game Wardens, call them to the front of the room (and out of earshot of the players) and explain what is going to happen during the next round.


Coordinate the First Transition


Stop the game. At the end of 5 minutes, blow the whistle and ask participants to stop the game immediately. Ask the scorekeeper at each table to record the number of tricks won by each partnership in this partial game.


Identify the winning partners. Ask participants at each table to total their tricks and to find out which partnership won the most tricks. If there is a tie at any table, arbitrarily point to one partnership and declare them winners. Ask the winning partners to stand up.


Shift the players. Announce that the winning partnerships will be promoted to a different table for tournament play. Ask each pair of winning partners to move to the next table. (The winners at the last table should move to the first one.)


Conduct the Second Round


Start the tournament. Ask the winning partners to shake hands with the players already at the table. Ask the groups to begin playing FIVE TRICKS for the next 5 minutes. Project Transparency 5 again and remind the players that the gag order is still in effect. Ask one player at each table keep score as before.


Do not interfere. Sooner or later, the players will reach a state of chaos and confusion because of the differences in the two sets of rules operating at each table. If any player asks you for clarification, simply shrug your shoulders and tell the group to do the best they can through nonverbal communication. Encourage the teams to quickly settle their disputes and to continue playing.


Coordinate the Second Transition


Stop the game. At the end of 5 minutes, blow the whistle to interrupt the game. Ask the scorekeeper at each table to record the number of tricks won by each partnership during the last game.


Identify the winning partners. Ask participants at each table to total their tricks and to find out which partnership won the most tricks. If there is a tie at any table, arbitrarily point to one partnership and declare them winners. Ask the winning partners to stand up.


Shift the players. Inform participants that the winning partners will be sent to a different table. Ask each pair of winning partners to move to the next table. The winners at the last table should move to the first one.


Switch partners. After the winning partners have seated themselves at the new table, project Transparency 5. Tell the players to switch partners (so that each newcomer to the table will be partnering with an old-timer at the table). Help the groups make this switch.


Conduct the Third Round


Start the next tournament. Blow the whistle and ask the groups to begin playing FIVE TRICKS for the next 5 minutes. Remind them of the gag order and the scorekeeping procedure.


Monitor the play. As before, leave the players to their own devices. Make a note of any interesting incidents that should be discussed during the debriefing session.
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