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Abstract 

The literature has examined in detail the effect of simulations in enhancing students’ knowledge or 
skills. However, despite a growing number of studies on simulations and International Relations (IR), 
few analyses are based on large samples and most empirical studies still focus on students’ views on 
the simulation itself, rather than investigating how participating in a simulation affects students’ 
perceptions of relevant IR issues. Moreover, almost none of the current analyses on simulations and 
IR consider how the involvement in a simulation affects students’ views on university enrolment or 
future career. This article seeks to fill these gaps, addressing how students’ interpretations and 
expectations change after participating in the Model United Nations (MUN). How is the MUN 
perceived as an experience that helps improve personal skills such as language ability, negotiation 
skills, and knowledge related to IR issues? How and to what extent do perceptions about selected IR 
issues vary before and after the MUN? How do views on future university enrolment or future work 
and career vary before and after the MUN? To answer these questions, this article examines original 
data from a survey submitted to high school and university students participating to two MUNs held 
in Spring 2018. 
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Introduction 

This article falls within the broad literature (Lantis, 1998; Asal, 2005; Blair, 2013; Holland, 2013; 
Giovanello, et al. 2013; Matt Ryan, et al. 2014; Blair, et al. 2018) investigating the importance of 
games, simulations and alternative teaching methods in the international relations (IR) field. Among 
many role-playing experiences, the Model United Nations (MUN) is and one of the most popular IR 
simulations around the world. It is estimated that ‘there are more than 400 conferences annually in 
35 countries’ and that ‘more than 400,000 middle school, high school, and college ⁄ university 
students participate annually worldwide’ (Crossley-Frolick, 2010: 186). From a broad perspective, 
the aim of this work is to analyze how students have modified their own views, interpretations and 
expectations after participating to the MUN. 

This analysis is based on a substantial sample (N=218), thus addressing one of the shortcomings 
acknowledged in the literature, i.e. the lack of empirical studies on simulations based on large samples 
(Giovanello et al, 2013; X and Y 2018). The source of this novel data is a cross-time survey of 
students participating to two MUNs held in Spring 2018. 

More specifically, this article answers the following research questions: how is the MUN perceived 
as an experience that helps improve personal skills (such as language ability, negotiation skills, and 
knowledge)? How and to what extent do perceptions vary on selected IR issues before and after the 
MUN? How and to what extent do views on future university enrollment or future work and career 
vary before and after the MUN? 

The article makes three contributions to the current scholarly debate. First, by examining a rather 
large empirical sample, it analyzes the evolution of students’ perceived skills before and after the 
simulation, confirming the mainstream view in the literature that affirms the benefits of active 
learning in IR. Second, the research investigates students’ perspectives on selected IR issues (such as 
conflict and cooperation), corroborating the findings of the very few studies (Youde, 2008; X and Y 
2018) that have stressed a (counterintuitive) ‘reality check effect’ of simulations in tempering the 
idealism of participants. Finally, it provides a preliminary analysis of how student’s viewpoints on 
future university enrollment or career vary after the simulation. 

Furthermore, the study offers three important findings related to the above-mentioned ‘reality check’. 
First, students consider International Organizations (IOs), cooperation, and diplomacy in IR to be 
highly relevant, but this perceived importance decreases after the MUN. Second, after completing the 
MUN simulation, participants report that conflict in IR is more important than they had supposed 
beforehand. Third, their perspectives on future career become less uncertain and more oriented 
towards curricula that are somehow related to the world of IR.  

The article is structured as it follows. After reviewing the current literature debates on the benefits of 
simulations and MUNs as learning tools, we present the research questions, methodology and data 
analysis. Three empirical sections then investigate separately: a) the impact of the simulation on 
skills; b) changes in interpretations over IR, and; c) the influence of MUN on future career assessment. 
The concluding section discusses the main findings and presents suggestions for further research. 
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Are simulations ‘useful’ teaching methods in IR? Filling the gaps in the literature 

One of the main goals of simulations as a teaching method is to develop students’ understanding 
through practical learning opportunities (Blair et al. 2018). As stated by Lantis, simulations ‘have 
been employed successfully in international relations courses since the late 1950s, but the end of the 
Cold War has prompted a renewed interest in simulations as interactive teaching tools that capture 
the dynamics of change in the international system’ (1998: 139). Simulations in IR, and other 
disciplines, aim at ‘bringing students into the learning process and engaging their curiosity’ 
(Crossley-Frolick, 2010: 185). Also for this reason, ‘the political science community has generally 
begun to accept that simulations, if used correctly, can be effective tools in the classroom’ (Asal and 
Kratoville, 2013: 132). 

The literature1 has examined in detail how and to what extent simulations provide benefits to students. 
Overall, ‘a large body of literature has demonstrated the pedagogical value simulations hold for 
students’ (Youde 2008: 349). Despite some criticism of their current usefulness (Raymond, 2010), 
the vast majority of scholars have affirmed the positive influence of simulations (Ripley et al, 2009; 
Taylor, 2013) on students’ knowledge of IR theories and concepts (Shellman and Turan, 2006), 
communication skills (Crossley-Frolick, 2010), critical and analytical thinking (Shellman and Turan, 
2006), engagement and empowerment (Asal, 2005; Blair et al, 2018), and learning outcomes in 
comparison with other teaching methods in IR (Frederking, 2005).  

Simulations are generally conceived as ‘useful’ (Holsti, 2000: 259), ‘fun’ (Crossley-Frolick, 2010: 
195), and enjoyable (Shellman and Turan, 2006), representing ‘valuable experiences’ for students 
(Lantis, 1998: 150). Youde stresses how ‘active learning techniques like in-class simulations offer 
students a chance to demonstrate their understanding of course material and to explore new issues. 
They can encourage critical thinking in a fun, less formal manner than a traditional class lecture’ 
(2008: 348). In sum, ‘there is a fair amount of pedagogical consensus on the general value of 
simulation in promotion of knowledge or skill acquisition’ (Glasgow, 2014: 526). 

Scholarly research2 has devoted particular attention to the MUN, one of the most consolidated and 
popular IR simulations in the world. A MUN basically consists in a simulation of the UN committees 
where students represent a given country, negotiating with colleagues on draft resolutions. Thus, the 
MUN requires several skills: from negotiation, communication, research, report writing to the 
capacity to interact with representatives of other countries and cultures (Ripley et al, 2009).3 For these 
reasons—and because of the variety of issues addressed during the simulation—the MUN is generally 
viewed as beneficial to students’ ‘understanding of international relations’ (Enterline and Jepsen, 
2009: 58) or even superior to conventional classroom methods (Ehralnder and Boylan 2017). 

However, despite a growing number of studies on simulations and IR, the current debate still suffers 
from some gaps and weaknesses. We schematically illustrate three main problems in the literature. 

 
1 For a broad review of the literature on simulations and IR, see, among others: Ripley et al. (2009), Glasgow (2014), 
Ehralnder and Boylan (2017). 
2 For a review, see; Crossley-Frolick (2010), X and Y (2018).  
3 Because simulations such as the Model United Nations may demand a higher level of preparedness and engagement 
than the normal classroom setting (Ehralnder and Boylan 2017) several authors (Asal 2005; Crossley-Frolick 2010; X 
and Y 2018) confirm that advanced preparation and adequate background information beforehand is crucial for the 
simulation to be conducted effectively.  
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First, notwithstanding the increasing interest in simulation as a teaching method in IR—and the 
above-mentioned consensus on the benefits related to role-playing and active learning—few analyses 
(Giovannello et al, 2013; X and Y 2018; Naude 2018) are based on large samples (N) to empirically 
assess students’ perspectives. In fact, the vast majority of studies that examine the supposed 
effectiveness of simulations in enhancing learning are generally based on a narrow sample, such as 
one or two classes, rather than investigating the attitudes of hundreds of students, from high school 
to universities.4  

Second, most empirical studies mainly focus on the students’ views on the simulation itself, looking 
at the features they have appreciated more or at the overall perceived usefulness of the active learning 
exercise. However, few analyses (Asal, 2005; X and Y, 2018) have examined how participating in a 
simulation such as the MUN affects students’ levels of (factual and self-evaluated5) knowledge and 
students’ perceptions of relevant IR issues (e.g., the primacy of conflict or cooperation in world 
politics, the different role played by domestic and international factors in influencing foreign policy 
decisions, etc.). 

Third, research that investigates how and to what extent the involvement in a simulation affect 
students’ views on enrolment (for high schools) or future work and career (for universities) has not 
yet been properly carried out. One of the few studies on the topic affirms that ‘who had previously 
expressed an interest in working in conflict resolution after graduation announced that they had 
abandoned that goal’ Youde 2008: 355–356).  

The three above-mentioned gaps in the literature will be addressed in the following sections. 

  

Data, research design and methods 

The data employed in this article comes from a survey submitted to high schools and university 
students who in 2018 participated the National Model United Nations–New York (NMUN–NY) and 
the Model United Nations-Rome (MUN–Rome). This survey, prepared by the authors, examines 
students’ attitudes towards the simulation as a learning method and their perceived skills and, before 
and after the simulation, their viewpoints on selected IR topics and their views concerning future 
university enrollment or future career. 

In line with the above-mentioned literature on the ‘benefits of simulations’ (Lantis, 1998; Holsti, 
2000; Shellman and Turan, 2006; Taylor, 2013), we expect that students will positively assess the 
whole experience, while their self-perceptions on knowledge, communication and negotiation skills 
will increase after the MUN simulations. Moreover, as a preliminary analysis, we also assume that, 
due to the deep involvement within an international environment, constantly addressing issues 
connected to world politics and diplomacy, students will enhance their aspirations concerning 
jobs/universities/courses related to IR, Political Science and IOs. In other words, we guess that the 
concrete day-by-day engagement in a ‘believable, reality-based situation’ (Asal and Kratoville, 2013: 
133), ‘within which students can experience the application of abstract theories of international 

 
4 It is also worth noting that few analyses consider, both high school and university students at the same time.  
5 ‘Self-evaluated knowledge’ can be conceived as part of the broader concept of ‘metacognitive knowledge’ (Krathwohl 
2002), or the knowledge of one’s own cognition. According to X and Y (2018), self-evaluated knowledge consists of the 
self-assessment of the participants’ knowledge, regarding IR issues. 
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relations and foreign policy to tangible policy problems’ (Enterline and Jepsen, 2009: 50) will foster 
their passion and interest towards these subjects. 

Finally, and above all, this article verifies and develops the findings of the (still limited) research on 
students’ perceptions of IR issues and concepts. Relatedly, two different viewpoints can be 
highlighted by examining this literature. First, one could reasonably expect that because simulations 
‘enable participants to work collaboratively and creatively in purposeful situations’ (Kempston and 
Thomas, 2015: 460), and participants work ‘collaboratively together (...) to further promote the spirit 
of dialogue’ (Hatipoglu et al, 2014: 401) to reach an agreement from different points of views and 
interests, students will attribute greater relevance to cooperation rather than to conflict. It would also 
be reasonable to think they will devote more importance to diplomatic and institutional tools rather 
than military ones. Second, and conversely, we would assume students’ idealism about IR might be 
tempered by active learning activities since simulations put learning into practice, revealing the 
complexities of the international system, as well as the ‘difficulties associated with negotiation, 
coalition formation, and diplomacy’ (Crossley-Frolick, 2010: 196). This is the main finding of Youde, 
who concludes that simulations ‘offer a unique venue for exploring the tensions between theory and 
practice, forcing students to consider their own idealism’ (2008: 355), and highlights how difficult it 
is to put ideals into practice. Indeed, ‘with simulations, students confront how the rules of diplomacy 
and the unequal distribution of power among state and non-state actors complicate coordinated 
responses to problems spanning across national borders’ (Crossley-Frolick, 2010: 185). In their recent 
study, X and Y (2018) find, surprisingly, that the perceived relevance attributed by students to 
‘conflict’ increases over time, even if it continues to be considered by students as less important than 
‘cooperation’. According to the authors, the attention devoted by the training course to the features 
of the assigned country before the simulation may have encouraged students to focus primarily on 
national interests and goals, rather than cooperation and dialogue. But, as affirmed by Youde (2008), 
at the end of the simulation students were not completely disillusioned6 but simply better understood 
the complexity of negotiation. In other words, simulation may represent a ‘reality check’ for students’ 
idealism. Thus, in line with this view, one could expect an increase (rather than a decrease) in the 
relevance attributed by students to the issue of conflict (over cooperation). This article contributes to 
the current debate also by empirically assessing these two different perspectives. 

Using a similar methodology to previous surveys adopted to assess students’ attitudes towards 
simulations (Shellman and Turan, 2006; X and Y, 2018), we submitted the online questionnaire to all 
students7 before the beginning of the preparatory course (T1), and after the MUN actual simulations 
(T2). In particular, we investigated those participants that had previously attended a training course. 
In our case, this preparatory course was provided by a non-profit organization, anonymized under the 
letter ‘X’ for the purpose of this article. The preparation consists of 100 hours of face-to-face lessons 
and practical exercises. The content of the classes covers the topics of International Relations, 
Resolution and Report Drafting, Speech and Public Speaking, and Procedural Rules. The overriding 
principle of the whole course is to ‘stay in character’—designed to ensure students approach 
negotiations based on their assigned country’s strategic interests and diplomatic culture rather than 

 
6 This is empirically confirmed also by X and Y (2018), who find that the overall value of cooperation remains higher 
than that of conflict also after the simulation.  
7 Approximately 500 students coming from Italian high schools and universities.  
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their own.8 All these students also participated to a ‘smaller MUN’ (structured only on a few UN 
committees) organized by Organization X in Rome some days before the NMUN in New York,9 in 
order to practice and test the skills and knowledge acquired during the training course. Not all the 
students actually attended the NMUN in New York; for them, the MUN in Rome represented in itself 
the conclusion of the whole project. Table 1 presents the data disaggregated by gender, level of 
education, and the kind of final stage of their project (NMUN New York or MUN Rome). 

 

Table 1: Sample distribution 

Students 218 

High School 90 

Male 35 
Rome 17 

NY 18 

Female 55 
Rome 25 

NY 30 

University 128 

Male 25 
Rome 11 

NY 14 

Female 103 
Rome 35 

NY 68 

Source: authors’ own compilation.10 

 

Basing our analysis on this original dataset, we can test a series of hypotheses that aim at answering 
the following research questions: 

1) How is the MUN perceived as an experience that helps improve personal skills (such as language 
ability, negotiation skills, and general knowledge)? 

2) How and to what extent do perceptions vary on selected IR issues before and after the MUN? 

3) How and to what extent do views on future university enrollment or future work and career vary 
before and after the MUN? 

As far as the specific hypotheses on the simulations and students’ perspectives are concerned, three 
are related to the first research question: 

H1: Students perceive their skills (general knowledge, language ability, negotiation rules) as 
improved after the simulation. 

We expect that different groups of students, with differing levels of prior exposure to the relevant 

 
8 For instance, the preparatory course provides specific lectures on the politics, economy, institutions, foreign policy, 
history, etc. of the assigned country. Furthermore, students are invited to meet the actual country’s diplomats based in 
New York.  
9 The National Model United Nations in New York (NMUN–NY) is organized annually and managed by the National 
Collegiate Conference Association (NCCA). Around 5,000 students from the all over the world attend the conference in 
New York. For details on students’ nationalities and school origins, see http://www.nmun.org/about-nmun/mission-and-
history.html. 
10 The average age our sample was 22 years for university students and 17.1 years for high school students. 



7 
 

themes and training, will report varying levels of perceived skills improvement. In particular, we 
expect that a higher increase among high school students than for university students. Indeed, as 
illustrated above, the gap between the overall active experience of the MUN (which includes also the 
training course) and the traditional classes participants attend is somewhat greater for high school 
students, who are less frequently involved in active learning, simulations, or role-playing. Moreover, 
we also expect that those students who attended the complete program (i.e. participating in the 
NMUN–NY rather than concluding the experience at the Rome simulation) would benefit from 
further and more complex activities, thus receiving higher skills. Therefore, the following two sub-
hypotheses are developed: 

H1a: The perceived improvement in skills (general knowledge, language ability, negotiation rules) 
is greater for high school students than for university students. 

H1b: The perceived improvement in skills (general knowledge, language ability, negotiation rules) 
is greater for students attending the NMUN–NY than for students concluding their experience with 
the MUN Rome. 

Two other (alternative) hypotheses are related to the second research question, and register the 
interpretations of literature on MUN’s influence over students’ perception of IR issues.11 The first 
considers MUN participation as strongly beneficial to ‘promote the spirit of dialogue’ (Hatipoglu et 
al, 2014: 401) and all those elements linked to it (such as cooperation vs conflict, use of diplomatic 
means vs. military ones, role of IOs, etc.), which are expected to increase their importance in students’ 
perceptions. On the contrary, in line with the alternative hypothesis (Youde, 2008; X and Y, 2018), 
the actual dynamics of the MUN limits the optimistic expectations of students. Thus, such a ‘reality 
check’ would cause an increase in the perceived salience of conflict (and defense of national interests, 
etc.) over cooperation (diplomacy, multilateral institutions, etc.). Therefore, the opposing hypotheses 
are as follows: 

H2a: All those features of IR that are related to cooperation amongst countries are considered crucial 
and their importance increases during the simulation. 

H2b: All those features of IR that are related to cooperation amongst countries are considered 
crucial, but their relative importance decreases during the simulation. 

The final hypothesis refers to the third research question and is linked to the strategies of future career 
(of studying and/or working) of students. Obviously, we expect the students’ interest in IR to be high 
already before the simulation and that professions and curricula linked to international politics are 
considered very attractive. However, we also expect that these preferences would be reinforced during 
the MUN participation. Therefore: 

H3: Aspirations to enroll in university courses or pursue professions related to IR or Diplomacy 
increase after attendance at the MUN. 

These hypotheses are discussed in the next empirical sections. 

 

 
11 Rather than tracing the causal relationship between the participation in MUNs and the change in students’ perceptions 
and skills, the aim of this analysis is to highlight the co-evolution among the above-mentioned factors and the simulation. 
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The influence of the Model United Nations on students’ skills 

As we have already discussed in the previous sections, there is a general consensus in the literature 
that sees participation in simulations as beneficial to students’ skills. In our survey, we tried to unpack 
those skills by identifying at least three different components: general knowledge, negotiation ability, 
and language.  When students join a MUN, they often become ‘delegates’ of countries they are not 
familiar with or no little about. Therefore, students are coached during the training course to learn the 
history, the internal political and economic determinants, foreign policy and strategic doctrine of that 
(almost unknown) country, whose national interests they are charged to defend. In addition, students 
must also study the history and functioning of the most important IOs and the foreign policy the great 
powers and neighboring states have towards their country, in order to distinguish friend from foe. 
Overall, even before participating in the simulation proper, the student has received a huge amount 
of updated information, which is added to during the MUN itself. 

Another target students are required to achieve is the development of public speaking and negotiation 
skills in English. Most students in our sample are not English native speakers and/or are not used to 
speaking in public. These, then, are new skills we expect students to improve during the simulation. 
The third component is represented by a very specific item: ‘negotiation skills’. Already during the 
training course, students are familiarized with two specific topics, i.e. ‘Resolution and Report 
Drafting’ and ‘Procedural Rules’. Both represent a subject of study very seldom (if ever) addressed 
during regular university and high school activities. In this case, we also expect an increase in 
perceived knowledge after the simulation. In the questionnaire, students are required to evaluate their 
skills by answering whether ‘the MUN has increased their knowledge/negotiation skills/language 
ability’. The possible answers are represented by a classical 1 to 5 scale, where 1 stands for ‘Fully 
disagree’, 2 for ‘Disagree’, 3 for ‘Neither disagree/Neither agree’, 4 for ‘Agree’, and 5 for ‘Fully 
agree’. Therefore, results higher than 3 capture a positive evaluation of the program on these aspects. 
Table 2 shows students’ evaluation of the MUN’s influence on their skills, with the sample divided 
by gender, level of education, and involvement in the NY or Rome programs. 

 

Table 2: Skills 

 Gender Education Program  

  M F Δ H.S. Univ. Δ Rome NY Δ Overall 

Knowledge 4.20 4.37 +0.17 4.35 4.24 -0.13 4,21 4,32 +0.11 4.28 

Negotiation 3.78 3.81 +0.03 3.81 3.75 -0.06 3,78 3,77 -0.02 3.77 

Language 4.05 3.91 -0,14 3.99 3.85 -0.14 3,76 3,98 +0.22 3.90 

Source: authors’ own compilation. 

 

Overall, students confirm that the MUN has positively contributed to improving their skills (all values 
are higher than 3). In detail, students consider ‘general knowledge’ as having been boosted the most, 
much more than negotiation and language skills, which both score similarly. Therefore, H1 is fully 
confirmed, in the sense that students consider the MUN experience as ‘increasing’ (and in the case of 
knowledge almost ‘fully increasing’) their personal skills. 
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Unpacking the sample by students’ level of education, we can compare the evaluations of the high 
school students and those at university. For all three analyzed skills, we note that both the categories 
of students consider general knowledge to be the skill most improved by the MUN experience, 
followed by language abilities and, finally, negotiation skills. But, more importantly for the present 
research, we note that high school students recount a greater boost to personal skills than that reported 
by their university colleagues. This was expected by our H1a, which is therefore fully confirmed. As 
experienced teachers12 of the preparatory course for Organization X, we are aware that simulations 
are seldom, if ever, used as a teaching tool in high schools. This was confirmed in our informal 
conversations with students during the MUN simulations. And this can have a positive impact on 
high school students’ perception in evaluating MUN’s influence on their negotiation and language 
skills. Moreover, the general knowledge of current international events and country profiles of an 
average high school student is much lower than that of a university student. This also explains the 
variation (indicated with the Greek letter delta, Δ) in knowledge. 

As for H1b, we differentiate the students attending the NY simulation from those attending the Rome 
MUN. We expect the former to report greater improvements in all three analyzed skills. The reason 
is that participation at the NMUN New York represents a further experience for students, who, as 
said, all attended the training course and the Rome simulation. Actually, this happens only for 
knowledge and language, while for the negotiation skills the two sub-groups express almost the same 
evaluation. Stated differently, the NMUN New York seems to give students an ‘added value’ on 
knowledge and language ability, while for negotiation skills it does not seem to make any difference 
with respect to the simple participation in the MUN Rome. Therefore, H1b is only partially 
confirmed. Nonetheless, full confirmation of H1 and H1a demonstrate the importance of the MUN 
as a learning activity. 

This is also confirmed by the results of at least other three questions we included in our survey. After 
the end of the program, we asked the students whether they consider the participation in the MUN as 
1. A useful experience and 2. A fun experience. Moreover, we also asked them 3. Whether they would 
suggest such an experience to other students. As with the questions on skills change, students were 
asked to assign a score on a five-point scale to these questions: 1 means ‘fully disagree’ that 
participation at the MUN was useful or fun and would be recommended to other students; 5 means 
‘fully agree’ with those statements. Table 3 presents this additional information. 

 
Table 3: Is the MUN useful, fun and would you recommend it to others? 

 Gender Education Program  

  M F Δ H.S. Univ. Δ Rome NY Δ Overall 

Useful 4.43 4.37 -0.06 4.45 4.27 -0.18 4.31 4.35 +0.05 4.33 

Fun 4.37 4.23 -0.14 4.28 4.26 -0.02 4.07 4.38 +0.31 4.27 

Recommend 4.48 4.29 -0.19 4.43 4.23 -0.20 4.21 4.36 +0.15 4.30 

Source: authors’ own compilation. 

 
12 All three authors, in fact, have taught IR classes at various Italian universities, on behalf of Organization X, in recent 
years. 
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In general, students offered strong positive feedback on the project, as it is demonstrated by the high 
scores received for the statements ‘the MUN is a useful/fun experience’ and ‘I would recommend it 
to other students’. As for the usefulness of the experience, there is limited variation by gender and 
program, while, according to the level of education, high school students considered the program 
more useful than university students. The reason might be found again in the ‘exceptional’ nature of 
such a simulation in the eyes of high school students. 

Regarding the enjoyment value of the experience, in line with previous research (Crossley-Frolick, 
2010), there is a similar positive judgment by high school and university students, while men are 
inclined to consider the experience funnier than what female declare. But more important is the 
variance between the NY and the Rome participants, with the former considering the experience much 
more fun than students attending the Rome program only. 

To conclude, the propensity to recommend participation to other students is the element that registers 
the highest levels of variance. In fact, although all the unpacked sub-groups would recommend MUN 
participation to other students, this propensity varies significantly. In detail, males (compared to 
females), high school students (compared to university students) and the NY participants (compared 
to Rome participants) are the sub-groups that declare the highest propensity to recommend the 
experience to others. These sub-groups, quite logically, are also those that consider the experience 
more fun and more useful. 

 

The influence of the Model United Nations on students’ perception of IR issues 

Despite the vast majority of analyses on role-playing, active learning, and IR mainly collect the 
student’s views on the simulation itself, this article is in line with the (rare) existing studies (Asal, 
2005; X and Y, 2018) that examine how the involvement in a simulation influences students’ 
perceptions of selected relevant IR issues. Four main subjects have been addressed specifically. 

First of all, we assess the perceived relevance of cooperation and conflict in IR. Students answer the 
question: ‘in your opinion, are international relations characterized more by cooperation or by 
conflict?’. Respondents may attribute a score from 1 (IR are characterized ‘only by cooperation’) to 
5 (IR are marked ‘only by conflict’). This question, as well as the following ones, allows the two 
above-mentioned different perspectives on how the MUN affects students’ view on IR to be 
confronted. As stated, because the exercise is structured around dialogue and the exchange of 
information within a multilateral institution—and because reaching agreement is the main goal—one 
might assume that students’ sense of the salience of cooperation in IR might increase after the 
simulation. On the other side, active learning might be expected to introduce a ‘reality check’ on the 
idealism13 of participants, who are led to understand how complex it is to negotiate and whose 
attention (especially in the training courses before the simulation) is expressly focused on the national 
interests of the states they represent (rather than on cooperation within multilateral institutions). 
Empirical findings (see Table 4) confirm the previous results by X and Y (2018), stressing how 

 
13 ‘Idealism’ is here conceived not as a commitment to ‘utopia’ but rather as a synonym of the IR paradigm that—
differently from realism—mainly focuses on diplomacy and cooperation in IR.  
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students consider ‘cooperation’ as more important than ‘conflict’ overall, but still report an increased 
salience for ‘conflict’ after the simulation (the scores move from 2.66 in T1 to 2.72 in T2). These 
results confirm the validity of H2b over the opposing hypotheses H2a. Our analysis indeed clearly 
shows that those features of IR that concern cooperation among countries are considered more 
relevant, but their relative importance decreases during the simulation. 

 

Table 4: Cooperation and Conflict 

 Gender Education Program  

  M F Δ H.S. Univ. Δ Rome NY Δ Overall 

Coop-confl T1 2.62 2.68 +0.06 2.64 2.67 +0.03 2.61 2.69 +0.08 2.66 

Coop-confl T2 2.55 2.78 +0.23 2.74 2.70 -0.04 2.65 2.77 +0.12 2.72 

Coop-confl T2–T1 -0.07 +0.11  +0.10 +0.03  +0.03 +0.08  +0.06 

Source: authors’ own compilation. 

 

Disaggregating the data, it is worth noting how H2b is fully confirmed by women (with a shift from 
2.68 to 2.78), while for men—who in any case represent the minority of the sample—the figures are 
dissimilar (indeed, for them the weight of cooperation actually increases). On the contrary, there are 
no significant differences in the scores between university/high school students or between the type 
of program attended (in both cases the importance of ‘conflict’ increases, especially for the latter 
cases). 

The second subject also supports the argument that MUN is a ‘reality check’ experience. The survey 
asked which kind of foreign policy tools—’diplomacy and cooperation’ or ‘security and military’—
the state should adopt to address challenges such as terrorism and migration flows.14  

As illustrated by the most recent Eurobarometers (2016, 2017, 2018), the two issues represent the 
‘top concerns’15 nominated within European public opinion in recent years. Both challenges, despite 
their clear differences, can be tackled by diplomatic and/or military means. Table 5 illustrates the 
results, revealing that while the scores related to the best way to address terrorism remain stable across 
time (confirming the importance of cooperation and diplomacy), the perceived relevance of military 
tools for migration increases from T1 (2.05) to T2 (2.24). Here, some differences in the scores related 
to gender are observed, being women more inclined towards diplomacy and cooperation, even if that 
diplomatic preference is reduced after the simulation.  

 

 

 
14 Students may attribute a score from 1 (‘Only diplomatic tools’) to 5 (Only military and security instruments’). 
15 See European Commission, Press Release, 14 June 2018, available at: http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-18-
4148_en.pdf. 
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Table 5: Diplomatic or Military Tools? 

 Gender Education Program  

  M F Δ H.S. Univ. Δ Rome NY Δ Overall 

Terrorism T1 3.10 2.54 -0.56 2.86 2.58 -0.28 2.76 2.65 -0.11 2.69 

Migration T1 2.25 1.97 -0.28 2.08 2.03 -0.05 2.03 2.06 +0.03 2.05 

Terrorism T2 2.82 2.60 -0.22 2.83 2.54 -0.29 2.66 2.66 0.0 2.66 

Migration T2 2.43 2.16 -0.27 2.30 2.20 -0.10 2.22 2.25 +0.03 2.24 

Terrorism T2–T1 -0.28 +0.06  -0.02 -0.04  -0.10 +0.02  -0.03 

Migration T2–T1 +0.18 +0.19  0.22 +0.16  +0.18 +0.19  +0.19 

Source: authors’ own compilation. 

 

Note the figure related to ‘migration’. Although the overall number highlights the prominence of 
‘cooperation and diplomacy’ as the best tools to address the challenge, after the simulation we 
observe a (small but still noteworthy) shift towards according greater importance to military 
instruments. In other words, after having attended the simulation, shared information with colleagues, 
and negotiated within a multilateral framework, the participants still believe in cooperation and 
diplomacy as a crucial asset to solve challenges such as migration, but less so than before. 

The third subject, however, is indeed the one that most clearly shows the importance of MUN as an 
experience that tempers students’ idealism concerning IR. Table 6 below presents the results of the 
question ‘How much importance do you think International Organizations such as the United Nations 
are in facing today’s great challenges?’. 

 

 Table 6: Importance of International Organizations 

 Gender Education Program  

  M F Δ H.S. Univ. Δ Rome  NY Δ Overall 

IO importance T1 4.02 4.49 +0.47 4.54 4.23 -0.32 4.35 4.36 +0.01 4.36 

IO importance T2 3.67 4.24 +0.57 4.16 4.03 -0.12 4.13 4.05 -0.07 4.08 

IO importance T2–T1 -0.35 -0.25  -0.39 -0.20  -0.23 -0.31  -0.28 

Source: authors’ own compilation. 

 

The results indicate that students start this experience with an extremely high opinion of IOs (overall, 
4.36 on a scale between 1 and 5). At T2, this perception has decreased systematically among all sub-
groups. That said, despite the substantial decrease (0.28 overall), the value remains quite high. In 
other words, this simulation experience appears to have produced a ‘reality check’ moderating 
students’ idealism concerning the world of IR. Thus, H2b appears to be fully confirmed. 
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Fourth, in line with previous analyses that investigated student’s perceptions of both domestic and 
international factors and foreign policy (Enterline and Jepsen, 2009; X and Y, 2018), we ask in three 
different questions how important they think it is that the state spend money for ‘welfare (health, jobs, 
etc.)’, ‘defense and security (armed forces, intelligence, etc.)’, or ‘foreign policy (diplomacy, 
cooperation, etc.)’. Students give scores from 1 (‘not important at all’) to 5 (‘very important’) for 
each issue. One might expect that, after the MUN, the relevance attributed to diplomacy by the whole 
exercise would see commitments to ‘foreign policy’ spending increase. On the contrary (see Table 
7), the perceived value of ‘foreign policy’ expenditures remains stable, while that for ‘defense’ rises 
slightly. Commitment to public spending on ‘welfare’ also falls slightly, but students still accord it 
the greatest significance overall. This appears more in line with the ‘reality check’ argument, which 
also stresses how students spend a lot of time in examining the (domestic) features of the country 
they represent as well as the ‘defense’ of its interests. And this aspect may help to explain the results 
in the previous table (5) on the decreased perceived relevance of IOs. 

 

Table 7: Public Expenses 

 Gender Education Program  

  M F Δ H.S. Univ. Δ Rome  NY Δ Overall 

Welfare T1 4.48 4.63 +0.15 4.57 4.60 +0.03 4.57 4.60 0.03 4.59 

Foreign Policy T1 4.03 4.21 +0.18 4.01 4.27 +0.26 4.06 4.23 +0.17 4.16 

Defense T1 3.40 3.79 +0.39 3.66 3.70 +0.04 3.72 3.66 -0.06 3.68 

Welfare T2 4.45 4.58 +0.13 4.52 4.55 +0.03 4.49 4.58 +0.09 4.54 

Foreign Policy T2 3.98 4.19 +0.21 4.00 4.23 +0.23 4.09 4.16 +0.17 4.13 

Defense T2 3.68 3.75 +0.07 3.83 3.66 -0.17 3.82 3.68 -0.14 3.73 

Welfare T2–T1 -0.03 -0.05  -0.04 -0.05  -0.08 -0.02  -0.05 

Foreign Policy T2–T1 -0.05 -0.02  -0.01 -0.04  +0.03 -0.07  -0.03 

Defense T2–T1 +0.28 -0.04  +0.18 -0.04  +0,10 +0.02  +0.05 

Source: authors’ own compilation. 

 

 

The impact of the Model United Nations on students’ future career 

The aim of this section is to preliminarily investigate how, and to what extent, MUN participation 
influences students’ views on future studies or future career choices. Few authors have investigated 
this, apart from the already mentioned Youde (2018). Our hypothesis is rather ‘optimistic’, even if 
the previous two sections have illustrated the role of the MUN as a ‘reality check’. 

Therefore, according to H3, we expect that students’ propensity to aspire to professions and curricula 
linked to international politics is already high before the simulation, but that it would further increase 
after the end of the project. 
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To test this hypothesis, we asked students to indicate their plans for future university studies (only 
for high school students), for studies after the current degree (only for university students), and for 
their future desired professions (for all the students). Obviously, we include the same questions in 
both the questionnaires at T1 and T2. Table 8 shows us the high school students’ aspirations regarding 
future university careers. 

 

Table 8: Which kind of university program do you want to enroll in? 

 T1 N T2 N Δ 

Economics 11 11  

Technical-scientific 16 16  

Law 9 9  

Languages 3 5 +2 

Political Science 6 9 +3 

I still don't know 33 27 -6 

Other 12 13 +1 

N 90 90  

This data refers to high school students only. Source: authors’ own compilation. 

 

At T1 we notice that slightly more than one third of high school students declare not having any clear 
idea for the future. The ‘technical-scientific’ curricula (such as engineering, medicine etc.) and 
‘economics’ are those that receive the highest interest. After the simulation, the percentage of the 
uncertain drops and the preferences towards ‘languages’ and ‘political science’ curricula increase. 
Although the number of the respondents to this question is limited, this tendency confirms our 
hypothesis (the tilt towards IR-related curricula, like those of languages and political science, 
increases) and also the overall trend of the ‘reality check’, which seems be to a latent and important 
by-product of participating in the MUN.16 

Corresponding to what we have shown for high school students, Table 9 offers insights about the 
expectations for future studies among university students. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
16 A larger N would have strengthened the significance of our findings on enrolment. However, these results are important 
as our research represents one of the first attempts to investigate an understudied issue in the literature.  
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Table 9: Will you continue studying after your current degree? 

 T1 N T2 N Δ 

No 9 4 -5 

Yes, in communication and marketing 4 5 +1 

Yes, in diplomacy and cooperation 53 53 - 

Yes, in economics 8 12 +4 

Yes, in a technical-scientific field 2 1 -1 

Yes, but I still don't know in which area 37 35 -2 

Yes, in another area 15 18 +3 

N 128 128  

This data refers to university students only. Source: authors’ own compilation. 

 

At T1 41% of students declare an interest in continuing studies in diplomacy and cooperation. The 
IR-orientation of the university students was already very clear before the simulation. On the contrary, 
at T1 36% of students do not want to continue studying or do not have any idea about it. The other 
students are distributed among communication and marketing, economics, a technical-scientific area 
or in non-specified disciplines. At T2 the levels of uncertainty have decreased substantially. In fact, 
the number of students oriented toward no further study shifts dramatically (down by half), while the 
share who are uncertain about which area they will pursue in continuing studies decreases slightly. 
Overall, after the simulation only 30% of students plans to drop university or are uncertain about their 
future career. Although those students who have changed their mind do not seem to add themselves 
to those inclined towards diplomacy and cooperation (the figure remains perfectly stable between T1 
and T2), the MUN seems to have performed its formative mandate to reduce the level of future career 
uncertainty. 

After having discussed the influence of the MUN on the future university career of participants, the 
next table shows the MUN’s influence on the professional aspirations of students. 
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Table 10: What will be your future profession? 

 T1 N T2 N Δ 

Commerce 2 0 -2 

Development cooperation 15 14 -1 

Diplomatic corps 19 24 +5 

Journalism 10 11 +1 

Civil servant 5 3 -2 

Entrepreneurship 9 11 +2 

Private practice 22 16 -6 

Marketing and communication 14 19 +5 

International Organizations 59 51 -8 

Politics 4 4 - 

Artistic and musical sector 4 3 -1 

Private sector as employee 1 1 - 

European Union 6 11 +5 

University and research 11 8 -3 

I still don't know 31 30 -1 

Other 6 12 +6 

N 218 218  

These data refer to both high school and university students. Source: authors’ own compilation. 

 

Before the simulation 27.1% of students wanted to work for an IO, 8.7% in the diplomatic corps, 
6.9% in development cooperation, and 2.8% for the European Union. Overall, 45.5% of students want 
to work in a profession linked to the international environment. In contrast, 14.2% of students 
reported no clear or preferred idea for their future. 

After the simulation things changed in a way that needs further explanation. First, the number of 
‘uncertain students’ remains stable. In this sense, the MUN seems not having reduced the level of 
uncertainty. Concerning the professions, the number of those willing to work for a general IO drops, 
surprisingly, while the share aspiring to join the diplomatic corps or EU institutions increases (the 
number oriented towards development cooperation remains virtually the same). In total, 45.8% of 
students indicate a profession linked to IR as their preferred choice. This figure is almost the same as 
before the MUN. 

However, if the topline figures remain the same, the characteristics of the IR-related professions 
nominated as a preference shifts. The number stating an aspiration to work for a general ‘international 
organizations’ falls, while the share nominating a more specific IR profession, such as joining the 
diplomatic corps or the European Union, increases. Therefore, here as well we see a distinct impact 
on levels of professional uncertainty (a shift in preference from the general to the particular). But 
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there is also another explanation, which is linked to the fact that students during the simulation, even 
though placed within an international organization (in the specific the UN committees), do not work 
as UN officials but as diplomatic representatives of a country (and in some case as representatives of 
EU member states). Therefore, the simulation teaches students to work as diplomatic representatives 
rather than generic representatives of some ‘international organizations’. 

To conclude, we can affirm that our hypothesis is fully confirmed concerning future enrollment plans 
for university studies. In that case, although students are already generally oriented towards IR 
courses (or similar studies), this tendency is reinforced by MUN participation. In addition, MUN 
participation reduces the number of students uncertain about their future university career. Regarding 
the professions, although we see no fall in the share of students with no clear idea for their future 
profession, however, among those already oriented towards a profession linked to international 
politics, there is again a ‘reality check’. In fact, those students change their preferences towards even 
more focused and specific professions (i.e. diplomatic officer or EU official) instead of continuing to 
nominate the generic and undetermined ‘international organizations’. 

 

Conclusions 

Our study, based on an original dataset with a larger N than most existing studies, sheds some 
additional light on a type of learning tool, the Model United Nations, that has become more and more 
prevalent in universities around the world. Kempston and Thomas (2015) have explored the 
‘pedagogical utility’ of the simulation as a teaching tool, revealing how it offers a ‘mechanism for a 
deeper appreciation of regional politics and crises’ (2014: 470). Indeed, as stated by Winham, ‘‘there 
are some aspects of negotiations that students are not likely to understand fully until they have lived 
through them’’ (2002: 465). In other words, ‘simulations allow better understanding of the 
complexities of summit diplomacy and global problem solving’ (Lantis, 1998: 150). 

In line with these conclusions, the findings of our analysis reveal that involvement in the MUN 
simulation represents a ‘reality check’ for students’ idealism. In fact, with little systematic variance 
between subgroups (high school/university, Rome/New York, but somewhat more variance by 
gender), students who attend MUNs tend to view IOs with less idealism, according them importance 
but not as much as before the experience (Youde: 2008). More specifically, they tend to conceive 
conflict in IR as more salient than they had thought it was before the MUNs—and, vice versa, they 
see cooperation in IR as less important than they had assumed it to be beforehand (X and Y, 2018). 
In addition to this, after the MUN students are less doubtful about their future university and career 
aspirations, and more willing to enroll in curricula that are consistent with an international experience, 
such as the MUN. All in all, these elements underscore the conclusion that simulations are a valid 
and enriching experience for both high school and university students. 

Further research could try to confirm and generalize our findings with even larger samples, especially 
concerning our preliminary analysis of the influence of simulations on student’s views about future 
studies and career. For instance, a comparative study might confront different national samples 
emphasizing recurrent patterns, regularities and differences, and their main drivers. Moreover, further 
studies could test our hypotheses through an experimental design, i.e., submitting the same survey to 
students not participating in a simulation and learning through seminars and reading only. In addition, 
a more in-depth analysis correlating students’ perceptions about specific issues to particular 
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background information (such as language, age, or experience studying abroad) could lead to 
meaningful results. Finally, a more detailed gender-based approach could also represent a fruitful 
avenue for further research. 
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