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one
WHAT HAS FUN GOT TO DO WITH IT?

What Has FUN Got To Do With It?
THE RELEVANCE OF FUN IN LEARNING
Have you heard the famous Tina Turner song from the 80s,
“What has FUN got to do with it”?
I have and I believe FUN has got everything to do with learning. It is a great enabler. FUN
has great relevance for facilitators because it is a very powerful stimulus for learners.
Throughout this book, I prefer using the term facilitator to refer to a trainer or teacher
since in all of these roles, we are facilitating the learning of others.
FUN is a catalyst that makes learners construct their own knowledge through active
experiences and social interactions with colleagues and the facilitator. FUN glues the
learners to the content. This happens as they start enjoying the learning process.
Occasionally, parents ask a question: why is that the television or the computer attracts
kids much more than the books? The answer is obvious – they enjoy the screen much
more than the text book.
In the FUN learning sessions, we have conducted
learner apathy, indifference or negative reactions have
never been a worry. Even with difficult subjects, where
learning and facilitating have been tough, the use of
FUN to enable learning has resulted in a magical
transformation within learners. Learner responses have
been very positive and encouraging.
In the last ten years, we have used FUN tools to
enable thousands of participants learn the content in an
exciting manner. They came from a diversity of settings
from over 30 countries. Just to name a few, we have
participants from the government and private sectors:
the armed forces, health care, financial, manufacturing and petroleum-related industries.

WHAT IS THE MAGIC OF MAKING TRAINING FUN ALL ABOUT?
The Chamber’s English Dictionary describes the word “magic” as “the art of producing
marvelous results”.
The Magic of Making Training FUN is about creating an active learning environment
with the use of FUN tools to produce superior results -comprehension, retention and
application. It is a “theory of learning practice” that draws lessons from all the metatheories of learning, though adult learning principles dominate the theory. While adults are
the focus of FUN learning, the theory is also applicable to helping children learn
enthusiastically. It also draws the influence of cultures on learning. The goal of a FUN
learning session is to create a sustainable learning experience for the learner. The

following eight ideas will elaborate the use of FUN in facilitating learning:
1. FUN x Content = Results®:
Palan’s Magic formula for effective adult learning,
2. Using FUN to accelerate learning,
3. Being FUN, not funny,
4. Understanding the new learning context,
5. Understanding learning and the classroom,
6. Privileging the learner,
7. The 5 I’s of the FUN facilitator,
8. Sensitivity to different cultures.

1. FUN X CONTENT = RESULTS®: PALAN’S MAGIC FORMULA FOR
EFFECTIVE ADULT LEARNING
Content is an important ingredient in any learning situation. Holding learner attention and
ensuring their comprehension and retention are important for learning goals to be achieved
in a shorter and cost-effective way. In this context, FUN plays a critical role.
FUN is a powerful vehicle to deliver content. It is a
process, not the end. FUN is a facilitative input, while
the content is a required condition. Both are interdependent and there is a strong positive correlation
between the two factors: FUN and Content. The formula
FUN x Content = Results® (comprehension, retention,
and application) can be termed as an algebraic sum.
Thus, ‘0’ value for any one factor will nullify the
results, i.e. negatively affect comprehension, retention
and application.
Though we may use FUN to deliver content, we cannot ignore the fact that all learning
is contextual. This requires us to vary the FUN or the content element, depending on who
the learners are. If the learners constitute senior management, it may well be that the
element of FUN is reduced while the emphasis on content is increased. If the learners are
operators, there may be a need to increase the FUN element, while decreasing the
emphasis on content. Of course, the ideal situation is to balance FUN and content in equal
proportions. In reality, this needs to be linked with the learner profiles.
Our goal is to accelerate learning with FUN tools and make the learning curves as short
as possible. In a competitive environment, learning curves need to be continuously
shortened for cost effectiveness and productivity demands. The content has to be absorbed
by the learner effectively. The delivery of the content is intended for the learners and until
the learners are willing to receive the content, any amount of effort you put into delivering
content is ineffective.
This magic formula considers FUN as the facilitative

input, which activates the willingness of learners to
receive content in the required condition. In all of these,
the learner holds a privileged position.

2. USING FUN TO ACCELERATE LEARNING
Take the example of young kids going to school. Look
at the way they learn the nursery rhymes. They enjoy
the learning though it is not mandatory to do so. This
happens because their learning environment is FUN and they are switched on.
FUN is powerful, as it is natural and it promotes learner involvement. It aligns well
with people behaviour. Learning aligned to learners’ desires makes them enjoy their
learning. FUN as a learning accelerator creates excitement among the learners. This
excitement develops a positive learning environment. It aligns with the ways in which
people wish to learn.
A FUN training programme is like an interesting television programme that switches
on millions of people for a considerable amount of time.
Problems arise only when the learners do not enjoy the learning process or do not
recognise the purpose of the training. This happens either due to the the mandatory nature
of the learning process or pure indifference of the learner towards the facilitator. This type
of situation is even more compounded with adults when they do not see the need for
learning, due to prior prejudice or an indifferent attitude. FUN can overcome these issues,
as it can be a powerful stimulator to resolve learner indifference.
Currently, most training for adults does not switch on the learners, because it is either
mandatory or FUN-less. Needless to say, in such situations, learners are either absent or
late, or do not pay the required attention, eventually producing abysmally low results.
The use of FUN addresses learners’ indifference and accelerates learning as learners
are ready to receive the content.

3. BEING FUN, NOT FUNNY
We want the training to be FUN, but not funny. You may be curious to know the
difference between the two. There is a substantial difference between them. FUN includes
funny activities, but funny activities alone may not constitute purposeful FUN.
FUN is serious business. It is serious because when used in a training context, it is
neither trivial nor casual. The purpose of using FUN is to involve the learner and make the
learning environment positive and active. FUN is a vehicle to deliver content. Facilitators
need to structure the content and the learner activities in a FUN way. The purpose of using
FUN is to make the learner willing and ready to receive the content.
On the contrary, funny training results in entertainment. There is no alignment with
learning goals. When we use funny activities, the goal is to make people laugh. Training
activities that are merely funny are generally trivial, irrelevant and childish. They tend to
be whimsical and comical. There may be no relevance to learning objectives. Just being

funny may be directed at encouraging certain behaviours like laughing. While I recognise
the valuable work of my friend Madan Kataria, the author of Laugh for No Reason, in a
training context, laughter without reason is an end in itself.
Professional facilitators are not comedians or magicians. Neither do they have the
skills nor the mental make up to make the useful contribution those comedians and
magicians do in their work, entertaining people. As facilitators, we want to make the
learners learn the content in an easier, enjoyable and more attentive way. The FUN
triangle helps us understand the relationship between the three elements.
FUN integrates elements of the learning process. It
connects the learner and the content by creating an
active and positive learning environment with the use of
FUN tools, while being funny diverts the learner from
the process. It makes the process purely entertaining
without necessarily any learning taking place.
FUN enables the learner to acquire information optimally. The difference between
FUN and funny can be summarised as follows:
FUN
Purposeful
Serious
Structured
Learning-oriented
Means to an end
Integrated

FUNNY
Purposeless
Trivial and casual
Unstructured
Entertainment-driven
End in itself
Stand-alone

4. UNDERSTANDING THE NEW LEARNING CONTEXT
Globalisation and technology have changed the way we work and learn. It has transformed
the world into one big village today. Information technology has given us access to large
information banks, which has created an information overload and a need for managing it.
And change has become common in our lives. With customer preferences changing almost
daily, product and knowledge life cycles shrinking, there is a need to unlearn, learn and
relearn all the time. The requirements of knowledge and skills keep changing all the time.
Organisational and individual appetites for learning are escalating.
The irony is that, in spite of the constant change and continuous need for learning,
learners will not opt to learn unless it is an exciting one. As adult learners, they have a
choice whether to learn or not, irrespective of the consequences, in the short term.
There is a need to induct people into lifelong learning. The new learning contexts make
lifelong learning absolutely essential for us to stay relevant and deal with constant change.
Lifelong learning is needed to ensure our usefulness to the organisation, society and our
own lives. Konosuke Matsushita in his book Not For Bread Alone emphasises the need for

lifelong learning. This is what has made learning centre stage today.
Learning has become an inseparable part of performance in the current volatile
economic environment which has generated new learning contexts. We learn to perform;
what ultimately matters is not training, but performance. Organisations that desire to be
high performing ones cannot ignore the learning needs of their workforce, as it affects the
performance directly. They need to be learning organisations.
Peter Senge (1990), credited with popularising the learning organisation in the new
learning context, states, “We can build learning organisations, where people continually
expand their capacity to create the results they truly desire, where new and expansive
patterns of thinking are nurtured, where collective aspiration is set free, and where people
are continually learning how to learn together”.
Long before Peter Senge, Japanese organisations, like Toyota, Matsushita and Sony,
adopted the new learning context by operationalising the need for continuous learning
through process emphasis.

5. UNDERSTANDING LEARNING AND THE CLASSROOM
Though human beings have learned all the time either informally or as apprentices, it was
only in the last century that the greatest discovery to enable effective structured learning
was made. They found the classroom and the school.
Researchers spent several decades to make the learning
in the classroom effective and the school a better
learning place for students. When they did this, they
highlighted the importance of the teacher’s role. The
teacher was an integral part of the school. They were
powerful role models. The school and the teacher were
critical for the development of knowledge in a
structured way. This is what prompted great visionaries
such as the Chief Minister of the Indian state of
Tamilnadu K. Kamaraj to launch massive school
programmes to provide accessibility to learning for
people.
In training too, we desire to continue the process of making learning effective and
accessible. The facilitators and the learners are inseparable parts of the classroom, even in
the midst of e-learning/blended learning. It is important to note that even though elearning and adventure learning play an increasingly important role in corporate training
environments today, the classroom will still play a vital role in training and education.
With events like blended learning, it is likely to remain so for at least some more time.
FUN can help improve the quality of the learning experience.

6. PRIVILEGING THE LEARNER
Ivan Illich’s Deschooling Society argued that top-down management of the learning

process makes the learners powerless. This same top-down management is visible in the
training arena too. Our training is more top down without relevance to the needs of the
learners.
Paulo Freire (1970), the great Brazilian adult
educator, talked about learners being treated as objects,
while the teachers were the subjects with power. In his
groundbreaking work on liberatory education, he talked
about Conscientisation and Praxis.
Conscientisation is an on-going process that breaks
the prevailing mythologies. It enables learners to reach
new levels of awareness. Praxis is a complex activity by
which individuals create culture and society, and
become critically conscious human beings. He referred
to learning as creating order and giving meaning to the
world. Though both of their work was directed more in
the social arena, there are important lessons for us in the
training landscape as well.
Our goal is to make the learners critically aware of
the need for learning. The central task is to make
learning more human and natural. We need to support
learners to overcome their sense of helplessness or
powerlessness to participate in the training
room/learning process boldly, by privileging them.
Putting the learner on top of the priority list helps us
initiate the support structures to help them. The
numerous years of being stifled in the classroom are
only likely to disappear when the learners are able to
celebrate this new awareness and end the radical
monopolies of the outdated methods of autocratic
teachers or trainers who pour out information in the
training room.
A failure to develop this learner awareness will result
in marginalised participants who will continue to contribute to the “cultures of silence”.
Facilitators will find participants’ interaction a difficult thing and not forthcoming. This is
very common in Asian training situations due to the introverted nature of the majority of
the learners.
The use of FUN tools, when pervasive throughout the learning process, puts the learner
in the forefront. It enables learning to be active and overcomes the culture of silence.
Learning becomes easier, quicker and sustainable. When facilitators just tell and learners
just listen, nothing happens. David Garvin (2000) says for learning to be effective, we
need to have learning in action. FUN in the training session reflects learning in action.
When the learners are privileged, they are more likely to learn, as they are aware of the
learning need and involved in the learning process.

Five key changes emerge when we privilege the learner. The new and the old scenarios
can be summed up as follows:
New Versus Old Scenarios
New

Old

Self-directed learners
Proactive learners
Creative learners
Active learners
Excited learners

Mandated learners
Reactive learners
Compliant learners
Passive learners
Bored learners

7. THE 5 I’S OF THE FUN FACILITATOR
The FUN facilitator is one who uses the five I’s effectively. They introduce the subject,
involve the learners and make the learning intractive. The instruction is active and a
variety of tools are used to intensify retention.

There are at least three variables to consider when using 5 I’s:
Learner profiles,
Content types, and
Approach issues.
FUN facilitators need to make a sustained effort to identify learner profiles. To induct
them into the learning process, we need to know their needs, preoccupations, agendas and
requirements. Such knowledge helps us make the learning process active. The content

types must be carefully studied before we decide how to approach, instructing the learners
i.e. a choice of FUN tools is made. Depending on the content, we have to mix and match
the FUN tools.
The FUN facilitator does not use FUN as a stand-alone activity. A canned joke or an
icebreaker may get you the laughs. It is quite unlikely that a facilitator can sustain a
worthwhile learning experience with such a feeble attempt. FUN facilitators use FUN as
systems tools on the content network. FUN drives the learning just as the systems tools
drives the network. A training environment becomes learner-oriented and enjoyable
throughout the day, from the learner’s perspective.
The use of 5 I’s by FUN facilitators encourages comprehension, retention and
application by learners. The goal is to make sure that learning is meaningful and relevant.

8. SENSITIVITY TO DIFFERENT CULTURES
A proactive and FUN facilitator has to consider different cultures and be sensitive to it. It
is not a question of whether it is right or wrong; it is just about being different.
We need to know the culture in which the learning happens. Knowledge of the culture
enables the facilitator to be sensitive when inducting learners into the learning process.
Prof. Geert Hofstede, Emeritus Professor, Maastricht University says:
“ Culture is more often a source of conflict than of synergy. Cultural differences are a
nuisance at best and often a disaster.”
Facilitators need to learn to work with different cultures. It can be quite revealing as
how different people in other cultures learn. While we tend to have a human instinct that
‘deep inside’ all people are the same – it is quite clear from all these studies and
experiences that they are not.
Therefore, if we train in another country and do things exactly as we do in our own or
even if we work with different age groups and assume all age groups learn the same way,
the chances are that we will be an unmitigated disaster.
Geert Hofstede’s research gives us insights into other cultures so that we can be more

effective when interacting with people in other countries.
A FUN facilitator is one who understands and applies these insights by choosing the
right FUN tools. And, certainly this will reduce your level of frustration, anxiety, and
concern when dealing with learners from different cultures.

THE TWELVE FUN GUIDING PRINCIPLES
While the eight ideas detailed earlier helped us understand the use of FUN in facilitating
learning, the following twelve guiding principles will enable us to use FUN tools. The
FUN guidelines are categorised into learner, content and approach issues.
LEARNER ISSUES
i. Review prior experience of the learners
The prior experiences of the learners provide a rich resource for learning, most of the time.
ii. Consider individual learner differences
There is much evidence to link individual differences
and the impact on adult education. And unless we are
aware of these differences, we will not be able to tailor
our programmes to meet the needs of our adult learners.
iii. Prepare the learner to receive the content
It is important for us to prepare the learners to receive
the content and establish a conducive learning climate.
CONTENT ISSUES
iv. Use moderate content
Most training programmes are loaded with excessive
content, which the learners are unable to absorb. They
are like freight trains, which move at their own pace
with overloaded cargo. The lack of time to cover the syllabus does not justify the delivery
of all the information as quickly as possible. It is wise not to dump content on learners as
they may dump the content.
v. Consider subject matter differences
Different subjects require different approaches. Not all subjects can be handled with either
a lecture or a role-play. The nature of the training tool or technique should be influenced
by the nature of the subject.

vi. Balance knowledge and skills coverage
Adults are motivated by real world applications. Knowledge inputs must be accompanied
with opportunities for skills applications.
APPROACH ISSUES
vii. Consider attention spans of adult learners
Adults have an attention span of 20 minutes, maybe even less with the generation Y or
echo boomers. Sometimes, the nature of the subject and the learner profile may expand the
attention span. It is very unlikely that the adult will be able to concentrate forever without
any break or variation.
viii. Consider group and cultural norms
Group and cultural norms at the ground level may vary from one situation to another. The
training strategy that is employed may need to be adapted to suit the group and cultural
norms.
ix. Use a variety of learning tools
Variety is the spice of life. A variety of learning tools will erase boredom and monotony.
FUN tools, when used purposefully; provide a variety as compared with a traditional
lecture.
x. Relate input to applications in the real world
An adult constantly looks for what is in it for me. Unless the content is related to the
workplace, the whole training becomes an intellectual exercise in futility.
xi. Promote learning in small groups
Small groups allow for a risk-free environment. They allow for greater discussion and
promote participation.
xii. Review learning, but don’t call it a review
Review is critical for retention and recall, but adults do not like the process of review all
the time. It may seem patronising to some people. A variety of FUN tools with the purpose
of review, without being called review, helps us promote retention and recall.

PALAN’S ACTIVE LEARNING QUADRANT

PALAN’S FUN x CONTENT PRACTICE MODEL

FUN x CONTENT = RESULTS®

PALAN’S FUN PROCESS MODEL

MY EXPERIENCE
There is a saying that a good theory is the result of good
practice. Though I have been a practitioner, I have
developed the FUN model over the last 25 years. I have
used FUN tools to deliver content in a variety of
situations. I will share with you my success, difficulties
and strategies to overcome problems.

THE POWER OF FUN
I have used FUN tools in my training sessions for the
last twenty-five years without realising the power of
FUN. Only in the past fifteen years, I have been totally
conscious of the power of FUN when I used the FUN
tools. The results have been incredible. All our
facilitators use FUN tools today. They vary the tools to
suit the content type and the learner profile but a session
without FUN tools is rare in our programmes. True, it
takes more time to prepare, pilot and present the
session, but the results justify the time investment.

PERSONALITY
Many a time, customers have been surprised when they
find that I am a very serious person. They have
telephoned me after reading our programme brochures
to enquire if I run serious workshops, as most of our
sessions incorporate FUN tools. It is a serious fallacy that a FUN session cannot be
serious. I have tried to make it interesting, relevant and enjoyable for the learner. The aim
has always been to make the session useful for the learner. Though I have found
personality to be somewhat important for a FUN facilitator, my experience indicates that
FUN training skills can be learned. Your personality is not going to determine if you can
run a FUN training session so long as you are willing to learn to make the session FUN.

HOW I STARTED
I learned it the hard way. It was in the early 80’s that I had the chance to interact with
several pioneers in the field. Sessions with the pioneers opened my eyes to endless
possibilities to making training learner driven. The first book I read was Games Trainers
Play by Edward Scannel and John Newstrom. It was great to use the icebreakers.
Nevertheless, the difficulty to relate the activity to the content or the learner bothered
me. Though the activities helped create a good opening, the momentum was unsustainable
after a short while. Then, Professor Don Kirkpatrick showed me how to make the learning
atmosphere positive. His easy and flexible style was easy to model. Participant feedback

on my sessions improved substantially.

REFERENCE POINTS
I attended four sessions, all in a year, which gave me a frame of reference to shape my
FUN tools.
The sessions on Beyond Brainstorming and Frame
Games, by Professor Thiagi, demonstrated to me how a
friendly style and the use of games could drive
substantial learning. Dr Mel Silberman’s Active
Learning confirmed the need to use moderate content.
The Accelerated Learning guru, Dr Dave Meier,
illustrated the importance of the learning environment,
while Bob Pike demonstrated the power of the
Principles of Instructor Led Participant Centered
Training. Each one was able to demonstrate to the
learners that learner-centred tools worked amazingly well.
Their approaches were different, but their philosophy to put the learner at the forefront
was never in doubt in my mind. Furthermore, they were able to make their styles look
substantive, without giving the impression of being whimsical.
I was also able to relate the practice to the meta theories of learning. The reason
repetition is important was hard to understand, till I was able to relate it to behavioural
theories. The review of literature on learning theories helped frame my mind much better.

FRUSTRATIONS
The decision to use FUN tools in my sessions was propelled by my frustrations. In the
80’s, I was running too many workshops. The constant activity burned me out. The
motivation to provide quality learning experience consistently for my learners was no
longer there. The passion, which is an essential ingredient for success as a training
specialist, was lost. I quit the training profession. My next job was in the hospitality
industry - heading the marketing operations. I rediscovered the passion to help people
learn in a FUN way. There were many young people who opted to learn only when it was
FUN and relevant. The earlier frustrations with activity-driven training had now become a
thing of the past. The purpose-driven FUN training motivated me. I returned to the
profession I loved most.

USE OF CARTOONS
It was at this time that I had the opportunity to design and deliver a new training
programme, Understanding Business, for UMW Toyota, Malaysia and Singapore. To my
surprise, Mr. Michael Lim, the Managing Director, wanted us to use cartoons to illustrate
the business principles. So, it is evident that Senior Managers can be supportive of tools
that accelerate learning and motivate learners. I concluded that the facilitator had to

develop the tools rather than complain about the lack of
support. We contracted a local cartoonist to develop the
cartoons for the programme. The culture-specific
cartoons were a major hit. Learners were able to relate
to the cartoons and the content in a much faster way.
Participant reaction and retention greatly improved.

REDESIGNING TRAINING PROGRAMMES TO
BE FUN
In the 1991 Trainers Meet Trainers® Conference, I presented a session on Games Trainers
Play. I was very apprehensive, as all my earlier attempts to promote the use of FUN in
training, in the region, had evoked only a lukewarm response. I was very nervous, due to
the presence of 70 senior Managers, including Professor Thiagi.
However, the positive response motivated me. Unfortunately, I could not find the same
response after the event. It did not take me long to identify the causes for the lack of
success. Though I preached about the use of FUN, I did not employ FUN tools as a
systems tool on the content network. It remained as an occasional tool to rejuvenate the
learner. That seemed inadequate. That experience forced me to re-evaluate all of our
programmes. We had to invest substantial time in redesigning training programmes to
include the use of FUN tools and culture-friendly materials. The effort was worth the
investment, both time and money.

LEARNERS’ FEEDBACK
During the last 25 years, I have been invited to over 30 countries. Over 100,000
participants have attended my sessions. The feedback from the participants has been
incredible and the success has been awesome. Their feedback helped me a great deal to
develop this book.

SOME ISSUES
I have found at least seven issues, while training participants to use FUN tools.

TIME
How do I use FUN tools when there is not much time to cover the content?

PERSONALITY
How do I make the session FUN when I am not a FUN person?

CONTROL
How do I maintain control of the session when there is so much chaos and noise?

LOSS OF FOCUS
How do I use FUN tools effectively without losing focus of content?

LEARNERS’ DISINTEREST
How do I stop learners from straying away from the subject?

CONTENT TYPES
How do I overcome the inability to use FUN with some difficult subjects?

THE NATURE OF THE ORGANISATION
How do I overcome organisational issues, which make the use of FUN difficult e.g.
uniformed forces like the Police?

RESPONSES
I may not have all the answers but let me share some
ideas. While these may be difficult issues, they are not
without solutions.
If the instructional design is carefully linked to the
objectives, time may no longer be an issue. We may not
be able to cover loads of content, but we will certainly
be able to cover moderate content. This will be much
better than a trainers-driven approach. Learning the
FUN tools will marginalise the personality issue. The
more the FUN tools are incorporated into training, the
more you are able to synergise the power of the group to
learn. Control will then no longer be an issue. The loss
of focus can be managed by choosing and piloting the
appropriate FUN tool. Learners straying away can be
managed with effective FUN props in the training
context. A careful study of the content type will enable
us to deliver it more effectively, if not always with FUN tools. This also applies to
uniformed organisations.
The increasing success I have had over the years has only been possible because of the
consistently careful choice of FUN tools. I have had great success but there has been a
price. Just like anyone else, I too, had to go through the learning curve. It was sometimes
very painful. There have been unsuccessful events but I have found that most of the time,
the reasons for poor results have been my lack of preparation to use the FUN tools
throughout the programme, rather than the use of FUN tools itself.
You have to prepare for the session. Many cultures do not mind FUN but you have to

moderate it. In my experience, Asian cultures abhor too much of playfulness unlike the
United States. For example, if you are training in conservative cultures you have to be
careful about physical touching, it is neither encouraged nor allowed. Again, the use of
music is not preferred.
To a large extent it is about preparing to facilitate the learning. The overwhelming
results and positive feedback from the learners developed my self-confidence
tremendously.
This book is about sharing my personal learning so that you are spared the experience
of the same long and painful learning curve, in getting to grips with how to use FUN tools
in different cultures.
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