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Finding answers in the Human Resource’s office: An Escape room activity 

 

Abstract: 

I bring to the classroom the experience of an escape room game. The game’s scenario, 

tasks students with finding answers to questions related to Human Resource (HR) topics. The 

game is intended as an experiential activity that allows students to experience the dynamic 

interactions among team members in collaborative settings, while applying their critical thinking 

and understanding of specific HR concepts. The game targets students understanding of types of 

recruitment, selection, and of specific types of performance evaluation forms. The game can be 

done in a 75-minute class session and is suited for both, graduate and undergraduate students.  
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Introduction 

Human Resources (HR) play an integral role in any organization. Despite its heavy 

presence in the management textbooks, and its critical role in the corporate world, I have noticed 

students’ lack of engagement when HR concepts are discussed. Thus, I have felt the need for a 

more engaging way to convey some of the material related to HR.  

This 90-minute activity session aims at demonstrating how I engage students to apply, in 

a fun way, specific HR topics, such as recruitment and selection, as well as specific types of 

performance evaluation forms. The proposed activity is applicable for in-person classrooms and 

could successfully be used in classes such as Organizational Behavior, HRM, Introduction to 

Management, or any class that teaches fundamentals of HR. 

Theoretical Foundation 

To help students understand some of the HR-related concepts, I have designed an activity 

inspired by a very popular social game, the escape room. In an escape room game, people are 

locked in a room for a given amount of time. To unlock the door and escape, players must 

discover clues, solve puzzles and riddles, and accomplish tasks (Nicholson, 2015). Each escape 

room game has a narrative that provides players with a reason to unlock the door. The escape 

room games are interactive and engaging for they require constant collaboration, skill- and 

knowledge application and communication among all players in the room, all of which I believe, 

make them ideal for teaching and engaging students in the classroom.  

Learning Objectives 

Ideally, by participating in the game, students will (1) identify specific recruiting- and 

substantive selection methods; (2) explain the applicability of escape rooms in recruitment- and 

training efforts; and (3) identify specific performance evaluation forms. 
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I also have two Goals in mind for the MOBTS session participants:  

Goal A: To provide participants with ideas how to accomplish the above student learning 

objectives in the classroom.  

Goal B: To receive feedback as to how the class experience and application could be 

improved along with addressing questions that participants might have in relation to the 

presentation. 

Activity Overview 

I initially designed the game for a class of 40 students with the intent to engage the 

audience in hands-on learning and application of HR-related material. Over the last couple of 

semesters, however, I have realized that 1) the activity can be successfully executed in class sizes 

ranging anywhere from 10 to 40 students and 2) in addition to HR topics, the game successfully 

facilitates the learning of a variety of OB topics (e.g., leadership, teamwork, communication, 

decision-making). I have discovered that the ideal class size ranges between 16 and 40 students, 

divided into 2 to 5 groups of 8 students per group. In my experience, forcing students to 

accomplish the task in 50 minutes for extra credit, adds an additional motivation and excitement 

about the game playing on the part of the students.  

I have used this game to facilitate learning, with both homogenous and mixed culture 

groups at undergraduate- and traditional MBA levels. The simulation is appropriate to use 

immediately after the basics of HR are covered. 

Prior to running the activity, I introduce the fundamentals of HR, including topics such as 

recruitment, selection, and performance evaluation. This introduction takes about 75 minutes, 

thus, in a class that meets twice per week, I begin with the theoretical foundations and then 

transition to the game the following meeting. In a class that meets once per week, the lecture is 
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presented first, followed by the game. Instructors could choose to also pre-record their lectures 

and upload them onto their LMS prior to running the activity. 

To run the escape room game, 10 minutes prior to the event, I: (1) arrange the front of the  

classroom to look like the missing employee’s office with a desk, chair, trash can under the desk, 

“safe” box, etc. (see Appendix 1 for the materials needed) and (2) upload the power point 

(Appendix 2) onto the classroom’s computer screen. I also bring copies of the power point, 

enough for each student. The actual game consists of three phases – setting up and general 

introduction, play time, and debrief. These three phases can be covered in one 75-minute class 

session. 

 Introducing the game (5 minutes) 

1. I project on the screen a power point slide that introduces the events that lead to the 

current situation. I introduce the scenario and the game to the class. My escape room story places 

students in the office of the missing head of the HR department. Students are told that the CEO 

of the company has requested a meeting to discuss the job search efforts and results as well as 

Kim Lee’s performance evaluation, all done by the missing HR employee (Chris). Given, that 

Chris is their direct supervisor, the team has to attend the meeting and answer the CEO’s 

questions. The situation is urgent - teams have only fifty minutes to find out: 1) Which specific 

type of recruitment was used, 2) Which type of substantive selection did Chris use, 3) Who was 

hired, and 4) What type of Performance evaluation was used to assess Kim Lee’s performance. 

2. I show the goals, rules, and procedures on a second slide. The second slide remains 

projected for the entire duration of the game as a visual reminder of the mechanics of the game. 

The timer reminds students of the time left to game completion. 

3. I start the 50-minute timer, imbedded in the second slide.  
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Playing the game (50 minutes) 

The elements of the game, including the clues, the puzzles, and the riddles, further shape 

the story of what happened. Ultimately, students would discover that Chris used an employee 

referral approach to recruit, and as a follow up step, proceeded with interviewing the potential 

hires (as a substantive selection method). Chris’ pick for the position was Vera B. Lastly, Chris 

used Graphic Rating Scale to assess Kim Lee’s performance.  

While students are working on the tasks, I simply observe the teams. I only get involved 

in cases of 1) technical issues, such as batteries needing replacement and/or 2) answer 

verifications. The involvement here is in the form of announcing of whether the team is correct 

and “has escaped”1. 

Debrief (20 minutes) 

I engage the classroom in a discussion about the game. I begin with disclosing the 

answers and the concepts behind the game (internal recruitment, section, performance evaluation 

form; see Appendix 3). I then transition to asking questions, related to the learning objectives. If 

time is of essence, instructors could assign a reflection paper to be turned in next class meeting 

addressing the questions described in the debrief section. I have attached the debrief questions in 

Appendix 4. 

 MOBTS Session Description  

After a brief introduction, the bulk of this session will involve engaging participants in a 

demonstration and discussion of the activity. The session will close with a dialogue regarding 

participants’ thoughts, reactions, and questions. Conference participants will be encouraged to 

 
1 If a team was able to provide all of the correct answers, they are told “correct, you have escaped”. If they are 
incorrect, I simply say “Incorrect. Continue”. If there is still a lot of time left, I ask the team that has escaped to 
leave the room for the remaining time and come back for the debrief session.  
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share their own experiences as well. This dialogue is important for many reasons. Specifically, 

participants will have the opportunity to leaf through the resources they can use in the classroom 

and assess the benefits and challenges of using the presented activity in their own classroom. 

My presentation will be covered in a 90-minute session and will be in the following 

format: 

Introduction (purpose of session and set up)      5 minutes 

Presentation and Session Activities: 

Conference participants play the escape room activity (Goal A)           50 minutes  

Conference participants engage in plenary debrief (Goal A)    20 minutes 

Dialogue:  

Conference participants share their impressions of the activity (Goal B)      5 minutes 

Conference participants suggest improvements (Goal B)      5 minutes 

Participants share their experiences with similar activities (Goal B)     5 minutes 

Unique Contribution 

This presentation is unique and novel and has not been presented or considered for 

publication elsewhere. 

 

 

References 
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Appendix 1: Required Materials 

In Chris’ office, students see:  

• Trash can with shredded piece of paper and a “Keep Calm and Call HR card” (with 

conversion table and “even for one question” message on the back). On each side of the 

shredded paper, there is a message.  

• Clipboard with clipped-in copies of the power point. 

• Stack of scratch paper. 

• Big “Safe” Box. The box is locked with a (4) digit combination lock. Inside the Big 

“Safe” Box: 

o Filled Graphic Rating Scale form (Kim Lee’s performance evaluation) 

o Calendar with names and secret message inside, written with invisible ink (to be 

seen with a blue light only) 

o Rotary phone card with coded message as a number to dial 

o Cocktail booklet 

o 3-digit lock combination riddle printout 

o Batteries for the blue light 

o Small Box with a key padlock. Small Box contains: 

§ Blue light (with empty battery compartment) 

§ “Seven” riddle note 

Item Quantity Location Reason/Clue/Answer 
Invisible ink 
pen 

1 for the 
instructor 

 Assist the game design in writing a secret 
message. 

Power point 
presentation 

1 for the 
instructor 

Uploaded 
on a class 
computer 

Contains the game scenario, rules, countdown 
clock, and debrief points. 
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Scenario print 
out 

1 per 
team 

Clipped to 
a clipboard 

Allows teams for answer all of the questions. 

Scratch paper 3-4 
sheets 

per team 

On a 
table/desk 

Assist in solving riddles and clues. 

Clipboard 1 per 
team 

On a 
table/desk 

To help read a message on a two-sided shredded 
paper (helpful, but not mandatory). To hold the 
scenario print-out. 

Trash can 1 per 
team 

Under/near 
a 
table/desk 

Contains clues: 1. Shredded message and 2. Keep 
Calm and Call HR card. These clues are used to 
help open the 1. Big Box (aka safe) and 2. Small 
Box. 

Shredded Paper 
with message  

1 per 
team 

Trash can Message that gives the code to opening the Big 
box (safe); Message that answers Q2 (Interviews) 

Keep Calm and 
Call HR card 
(with 
conversion 
table and “even 
for one 
question” 
message on the 
back) 

1 per 
team 

Trash can Contains clues to help answer Q1 (Employee 
Referral). Must be combined with the rotary 
phone card. 

Large Box, 
locked with a 
(4) digit 
combination 
lock 

1 per 
team 

On a 
table/desk 

Contains clues: calendar, cocktail book, Kim 
Lee’s evaluation form, rotary phone card and 3-
digit lock combination riddle. These clues are 
needed to help answering Q1, Q2, Q3, and Q4 
(Graphic Rating Scale). 

Filled in 
Graphic Rating 
Scale form for 
Kim Lee’s 
performance 
evaluation 

1 per 
team 

Big box Answers Q4 (Graphic Rating Scale). Students 
must be able to identify the form as GRS and not 
any other form. 

Rotary phone 
card with coded 
message as a 
number to dial 

1 per 
team 

Big box When combined with Call HR card, helps to 
answer Q1. 

Cocktail 
booklet 

1 per 
team 

Big box When combined with the 3-digit lock combination 
riddle, allows to open the small box. The correct 
answer, mentioned to the instructor, lets her to 
open the small box with the key she has. 
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3-digit lock 
combination 
riddle printout 

1 per 
team 

Big box When combined with the cocktail book, allows to 
open the small box. The correct answer, 
mentioned to the instructor, lets her to open the 
small box with the key she has. 

Batteries for the 
blue light 

1 set per 
team 

Big box When combined with the blue light from the small 
box, allow to read a message written with invisible 
ink that helps to answer Q3.  

Small Box with 
a key padlock 

1 per 
team 

Big box Contains clues: blue light without the batteries and 
“seven” riddle printout. These clues are needed to 
answer Q3. Key stays with the instructor. When 
presented with the correct phrase by the players, 
the instructor opens the small box with the key 
they have. 

Calendar 1 per 
team 

Big box Contains names of random individuals, one of 
which was hired. When combined with the blue 
light from the small box, allow to read a message 
written with invisible ink that helps to answer Q3.  

Blue light 1 per 
team 

Small box When combined with the calendar from the big 
box, allow to read a message written with invisible 
ink that helps to answer Q3. 

“Seven” riddle 
note 

1 per 
team 

Small box “Add one letter to me and I go from even to odd. 
What am I?” Answer: seven (points to the 
candidate N0. 7 on the June calendar as the 
selected one for the position). When combined 
with the calendar and the blue light (to read an 
invisible ink message), helps to answer Q3 (Vera 
B.) 
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Appendix 2: Game Power Point – Scenario and Rules 

Slide 1: 
 

 
 
 
Slide 2: 
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Appendix 3: Answers to the Game Questions 

Students are first presented with a Big “Safe” Box. The box is locked with a (4) digit 

combination lock. To open the lock, students must find the trash can. One of the items in the 

trash can is a shredded piece of paper with messages on each side. The shredded message #1 

spells the code for the lock (in my case: the lock contained four rows with two digits per row, 

thus I spelled “seventy eight, four times” – students have to enter 78 on each of the four rows).  

 
(1) Which specific type of recruitment was used: Employee referral. Artifacts: 
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(2) Which type of substantive selection did Chris use: Interview. Artifact:  

The shredded message #2 (retrieved from the Trash can) spells: 

 Calendar in the safe contains the names and dates of the people I interviewed for the job.  
 
 
To open the Small Box, students must tell the instructor a 3-coctail combination phrase.  

Cocktail booklet: when combined with the 3-digit lock riddle, produces an answer phrase. 

The mention of this phrase to the instructor, allows the latter (has the key in their 

possession) to open the small box. 

Includes cocktail recipes numbered from 0 to 15.  
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The small box contains the Blue light as well as a riddle note. These two artifacts (see 

below) answer question 3.  

 
 

(3) Who was hired: Vera B. Artifacts:  
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(4) What type of Performance evaluation was used to assess Kim Lee’s performance: 

Graphic Rating Scales. Artifact:  
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Appendix 4: Activity Debrief 
Slide 1: 

 

 

 

 

Slide 2: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Slide 3: 

 

 

 

 

 

Slide 4: 

 

 

 

 


