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How Role Play Advances Innovation/Digital 
Transformation Adoption
Digital transformation in healthcare is inevitable, accelerated by the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Implementing digital healthcare innovations requires stakeholder collaboration but faces 
challenges due to differing agendas and perspectives. Role-play simulation games 
provide a safe learning environment to enhance stakeholder engagement skills. HALIGN, 
a methodology using a role-play simulation game, aligns stakeholders for healthcare 
innovation. 

Introduction
Digital transformation in healthcare is an 
unavoidable reality driven by the rapid 
evolution of technology and the ever-
increasing demand for more efficient, 
accessible, and patient-centred healthcare 
(Parish 2015). The integration of digital 
tools, such as electronic health records, 
telemedicine, wearable devices, and data 
analytics, has already begun to revolutionise 
the sector and seen to contribute to 
addressing these challenges by improving 
access to care, reducing inefficiencies, and 
providing personalised treatment options 
(WHO Guideline 2019).

The COVID-19 pandemic served as 
a catalyst, accelerating the adoption of 
telehealth and digital health solutions to 
ensure continuity of care. As society’s 

reliance on technology continues to grow, 
so does the healthcare sector ’s need 
to embrace this digital shift to enhance 
patient outcomes, reduce costs, improve 
patients’ and professionals’ experiences, 
achieve equity (Nundy et al. 2022), and stay 
competitive in an increasingly data-driven 
world. In essence, digital transformation is 
no longer a matter of choice but an essential 
journey for healthcare providers to deliver 
better, more responsive, and more effective 
care (WHO 2021).

Introducing healthcare innovations into 
the healthcare system and modifying the 
usual care is a challenging task. If there 
is a permanent topic when discussing 
the challenges faced by executives and 
professionals in any industry, it is the ability 
to get things done and manage change 
within the organisation. In the healthcare 
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•	 Digital transformation in healthcare is inevitable 
due to technology advancements and increased 
demand for patient-centred care.

•	 Healthcare innovations require collaboration 
among diverse stakeholders, but stakeholder 
engagement can be challenging due to varying 
interests.

•	 Role-play simulation games provide a safe, 
experiential learning environment to enhance 
stakeholder engagement and address complex 
healthcare processes.

•	 HALIGN, a role-play simulation methodology, 
aligns complex health ecosystem stakeholders 
for successful healthcare innovation 
implementation, focusing on leadership, 
communication, negotiation, and change 
management.
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sector, the situation is much more complex. 
Healthcare managers must confront multifaceted 
challenges as they oversee digital transformation 
initiatives in their institutions. These challenges 
encompass not only technical obstacles but also 
the intricacies of organisational change, having 
to address the complex adaptive shift in human 
expertise and capabilities, and the imperative of 
fostering innovation and ensuring efficient resource 
allocation. But there is another level of complexity, as 
impactful change in the healthcare sector relies on 
effective collaboration among different stakeholders 
in the healthcare innovation ecosystem (Granstrand 
and Holgersson 2020).

Stakeholder Alignment for Innovation/
Digital Transformation Adoption
There is ample literature on managing change within 
organisations (Kotter 1995; Pendlebury et al. 1998; 
Heath and Heath 2010), but the scope is very limited 
when discussing multi-stakeholder changes in an 
industry as regulated as healthcare. It is also helpful 
to understand that in a health system, there is no 
single authority that can enforce changes. Rather, 
comprehensive planning is essential to optimise 
integration and ensure the future success of any 
healthcare innovation. The planning process of 
healthcare innovations typically follows a set of 
sequential phases (McKenzie et al. 2016), which 
should address not only the effectiveness of the 
innovation but also other factors that are essential 
for successful scale-up and integration, such 
as behavioural change of part of the different 
stakeholders. 

Reforms in health systems fall into the complex 
space in the Cynefin framework (Snowden and 
Boone 2007). This means that reforms are parts 
of the unordered space, where no best practices 
and even good practices are available, and where 
the professionals and executives that lead the 
change have to work together to explore emerging 

practices since what worked well in a particular set 
of circumstances will fall short on others. Therefore, 
the involvement of stakeholders who have an 
interest, influence, or are affected by the innovation 
is crucial for achieving successful integration and 
better outcomes. The planning process of any 
transformation (digital or not) in the healthcare sector 
must include the perspectives, experiences, and 
opinions of these stakeholders (Franco-Trigo et al. 

2020). By strengthening stakeholder engagement, 
healthcare innovations can better address the 
complex and interconnected challenges facing 
the healthcare ecosystem and boost innovation 
outcomes (Segarra-Oña et al. 2020).

However, putting this into practice is a complex 
endeavour. Engaging with stakeholders can be 
challenging. While it may appear that all healthcare 
ecosystem stakeholders share overarching goals, 
such as enhancing the health and well-being of 
citizens and patients, for example, by implementing 
a home care unit in a hospital with remote patient 
monitoring, each stakeholder possesses distinct 
agendas, potentially conflicting interests, unique 
challenges, and predefined boundaries that can 
differ from one another. These factors can limit their 
ability to align actions in a singular direction and 
successfully implement or adopt the proposed digital 
healthcare innovation.

Role-Play Simulation Games: An 
Experiential Environment to Enhance 
Stakeholder Engagement 
Successfully engaging and aligning with different 
stakeholders for the implementation and adoption of 
a healthcare innovation requires a set of skills and 
abilities that are not easy to teach and most often are 
acquired after multiple attempts at both successful 
or failed interactions with stakeholders in the real 
world. There is almost no option for real stakeholders 
to interact in a learning-by-doing safe environment 
and get to understand each other perspective. Here 
is where role-play simulation games can be the 
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most useful tools for professionals and executives to 
learn, develop and practice. Management simulation 
games bring an experiential aspect to learning about 
complex systems. Simulation games offer novel 
opportunities for addressing complex and risky real-
life processes in a safe training context (Lukosch et 
al. 2018). Research indicates that simulation games 
can effectively enhance learning in areas such as 
complex problem-solving (Tennyson and Breuer 
2002), decision-making (Tena-Chollet et al., 2017), 
and negotiation and collaboration skills (Fisher and 
Fisher-Yoshida 2017).    

IESE Business School has used simulation games 
to teach executives and MBAs since the early 1970’s. 
Over the years, we have explored different types 
of simulation games. The availability of simulation 
games and their growth is a confirmatory signal that 
there is value in their use in education and training. 
Most existing simulators focus on the simple cause-
effect relationship that can be induced/deduced from 
the running of the simulation. In other cases, there 
are more choices for the participant, but there is still 
an underlying ordered structure that defines good 
practices in the participants’ actions. They cover a 
wide variety of topics, but no one has the scope of 
the health ecosystem.

HALIGN Methodology: Aligning 
Complex Health Ecosystem 
Stakeholders
HALIGN is a methodology based on a role-play 
simulation game developed over the last three years 

as a research-educational project with co-funding 
from EIT-Health (HALIGN: Making High-Value Care 
Solutions a Reality 2023). HALIGN is about aligning 
complex health ecosystem stakeholders to achieve a 
common goal, which is crucial in the implementation 
of healthcare innovations. The HALIGN methodology 

consists of a structured framework comprised of 
various training modules, each meticulously designed 
to equip participants with essential knowledge and 
practical tools necessary for fostering improved 
alignment among stakeholders, such as an overview 

of healthcare innovation ecosystems, leadership, 
communication, negotiation, change management, 
and leveraging networks. These modules serve as the 
foundational building blocks offering the context and 
insights needed to navigate the intricate landscape 
of stakeholder collaboration effectively.

The HALIGN simulation game covers the 
different profiles of the healthcare ecosystem 
stakeholders to address selected complex system 
situations. It merges elements of the traditional 
case method with principles drawn from the multi-
stakeholder collaboration initiative as outlined by 
Fred Krawchuk in 2013. Krawchuk recognised that 
no single organisation possesses all the necessary 
knowledge, influence, connections, or resources to 
effectively tackle intricate issues involving multiple 
stakeholders. In an effort to facilitate multi-stakeholder 
collaborations, Krawchuk proposed a comprehensive 
5P approach designed to address the challenges 
inherent in such initiatives while encompassing the 
key attributes that successful initiatives commonly 
exhibit. 

The 5P approach consists of:

1.	Purpose: This denotes a specific issue, 
challenge, opportunity, or potential that unites 
all participants and serves as the driving force 
behind their gathering.

2.	People: Involves the active participation of a 
diverse mix of stakeholders, encompassing both 
governmental and non-governmental actors, 
including representatives from government, 
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businesses, non-profit organisations, academia, 
and civil society.

3.	Place: Refers to the physical or virtual space 
where participants come together to engage in 
meaningful dialogue and collaborative efforts.

4.	Process: Encompasses a collaborative approach 
involving shared inquiry, learning, problem-
solving, and, when needed, decision-making, 
all conducted in innovative ways to address the 
concerns of stakeholders effectively.

5.	Practice: Signifies the ongoing commitment 
of stakeholders to nurture and enhance the 
essential skills, mindsets, and values required 
for successful collaboration.

The HALIGN role-play methodology divides 
the participants into different teams, each one 
representing a different stakeholder group (People) 
that may or may not match their real role in life. 
Each team discusses a common case related 
to a digital transformation initiative, such as the 
implementation of a home care unit in a hospital 
with remote patient monitoring (Purpose), from 
the point of view of the stakeholder they are role-
playing, with objectives and red lines unknown to 
the other participants. The discussion can take 
place in-person or virtually in a specifically designed 
platform (Place), and teams are asked to try to reach 
a common agreement on how the home care unit is to 
be implemented (Process). The results of the game 

are not predefined and are determined by the actions 
proposed by the stakeholders, the conversations 
held among the teams, their negotiation abilities, 
their interpersonal skills and the degree of conviction 
each team is able to convey. In this context, HALIGN 
fosters an environment where participants work 
towards comprehending the perspectives of other 
stakeholders, enabling them to craft a solution 
that garners consensus and can be effectively 
implemented (Practice).

The HALIGN methodology, honed and validated 
in workshops featuring an array of professionals, 
including medical experts, healthcare administrators, 
startup innovators, and policymakers, has received 
significant recognition for its efficacy in enhancing 

their grasp of alignment challenges and methods to 
address them. Additionally, healthcare organisations 
have effectively employed this methodology to 
cultivate their managers’ awareness of other 
stakeholders’ perspectives and equip them with the 
ability to collaborate towards shared, acceptable 
solutions (WHO Regional Office Europe 2023).

HALIGN to Support Healthcare 
Managers in Navigating Digital 
Transformation in Healthcare
In the context of digital transformation in healthcare, 
healthcare managers play a pivotal role in steering 
the industry through this inevitable change. They are 
responsible for orchestrating the adoption of digital 
technologies and ensuring that these innovations are 
seamlessly integrated into the healthcare ecosystem. 
Healthcare managers must assess the specific 
needs of their institutions, make informed decisions 
regarding technology investments, and establish a 
strategic roadmap for implementation. They also need 
to navigate regulatory and compliance challenges 
to safeguard patient data and ensure that digital 
systems adhere to industry standards. Additionally, 
healthcare managers must lead change management 
efforts within their organisations, as resistance to 
digital transformation can be a significant obstacle. 
This includes facilitating training and education 
for healthcare staff to empower them with the 
necessary skills and knowledge to leverage digital 
tools effectively. Furthermore, they should promote 

HALIGN is about aligning 
complex health ecosystem 

stakeholders to achieve 
a common goal, crucial 
in the implementation of 
healthcare innovations
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a culture of innovation and continuous improvement 
to keep up with the ever-evolving landscape of digital 
healthcare.

The HALIGN methodology could be a resourceful 
tool to support healthcare managers at different 
stages of this challenging journey and facilitate 

a conducive atmosphere where the different 
stakeholders actively seek to understand the 
viewpoints of their fellow stakeholders, enabling the 
development of solutions that garner consensus and 
can be smoothly put into practice.
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