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Summary
During a period
of expansion, a
leading healthcare
organization depends
on its managers to
make good business
decisions to keep
the company moving
forward—but
many of them don’t
have the skills. The
company turns to
Zodiak®: The Game of
Business Finance and
Strategy for Service
Organizations for
some fiscal fitness.
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In healthcare today, two strong forces are
engaged in a perpetual tug-of-war: the push-pull
competition between cost and quality. Though
the issue has been well documented from a
consumer perspective—How can people afford
excellent medical treatment?—it’s an equally valid
concern from the provider point of view. How
can an organization afford to offer excellent medical
treatment and still remain a viable business?
For every enterprise a commitment to fulfilling
customer demand goes hand in hand with a
commitment to the bottom line. But the issue is
especially critical for healthcare providers—if a
hospital can’t keep its doors open, it cannot serve
the community. Strong financial management
obviously takes on special importance here.
Elmhurst Memorial Healthcare, a not-for-profit
organization, has been an integral part of its
community since 1926, and it has expanded in
recent years to meet the growing need for its
services. That expansion includes a state-of-theart hospital that opened in mid-2011 after five
years of planning, investment and construction.
Elmhurst executives considered the lead-up
to the grand opening of the hospital a “prime
opportunity” to put a stethoscope to its own
financial management strategies, says Robert
Blazek, director of human resources.
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‘A Very High Need’
Indeed, he says, the time was right to review
every piece of the organization—medical
aspects as well as financial goals—with the idea
of making sure revenue and cash flow would
be maintained in order to reinvest it into the
enterprise. The challenge, however, was that
many in Elmhurst’s management had clinical
backgrounds rather than business backgrounds.
“We needed to have an overall higher
understanding of how the organization works
financially,” Blazek says. “There is so much
volatility going on [in the industry] that it is
incumbent on every manager to have a solid
set of financial skills for the well-being of the
organization itself, so we can continue to focus
on the well-being of our patients. It’s critical for
us to continue doing what we are doing.”
Not every manager understood the big picture,
Blazek recalls. They didn’t realize how their
decisions can affect the bottom line, nor did
they understand how to translate financial
discussions at the monthly management team
meetings into future action.
Annual employee performance appraisals bore
that out as well. Since the appraisal process
looks at key leadership competencies—including
business acumen—Elmhurst executives easily
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Elmhurst Memorial
Healthcare

could see by analyzing the appraisals that
financial skills were “a very high need” at
the leadership level.

Elmhurst Memorial Healthcare is
a comprehensive health system
based in Elmhurst, Ill., with
multiple locations and services
to enhance the health of the
communities and customers
it serves. Founded in 1926 as
Elmhurst Memorial Hospital, the
organization includes a 330bed hospital and a staff of more
than 3,000 employees and 600
physicians specializing in medical
and surgical care, behavioral
health, cardiology, emergency
care, gastroenterology, maternity,
neurosurgery, oncology,
orthopedics, and pediatrics.

for the executives who needed a quick
introduction to the basics of business and a
baseline understanding of its theories and
terminology but not an in-depth study.

Accordingly, executives decided it was
imperative to invest in training that would
foster the growth of business skills for its
managers. It was especially crucial to find a
way to develop a common language around
the company’s financials and ultimately to
enable meaningful conversations to take place
going forward—not only during this period of
expansion but also for the long haul.

Zodiak® effectively met that criteria
because, as a board game, it is based on
an educational principle called “discovery
learning” that says people successfully learn
and retain material when they are actively
involved in the learning process. Participants
are thrust into a competitive situation in
which they roll dice, flip cards, move money
pieces and make decisions as they manage a
fictional company for three simulated years
(actually, about four hours).

The Perfect Fit
While researching options, Blazek found
that many simulations and classroom
courses were available but quickly realized
how ill-suited they were. College-style
courses were exceedingly dry and usually
overwhelming, and simulations frequently
were too esoteric to have relevance. “We
needed to look at it [business and finance]
from a higher level, with something more
engaging and more fun than a lecture and
a slide show,” he says.

Instead of bombarding participants with
information, as typical classroom-based
learning programs do, Zodiak® allows them
to experience the result of their choices
first hand. It ultimately allows them to
think like CEO's when they use their own
money, attract investors, take out bank
loans, pay bills, make capital acquisitions, and
develop new products and services. Along
the way, they learn to speak the language
of commerce and learn how to analyze
income statements and balance sheets.
Exercises at the end of the game enable
participants to connect the game-time
applications to real-time situations.

He found his
solution when
Lois Grubb,
Elmhurst’s
vice president
of human
resources,
introduced him
to Zodiak®:
The Game
of Business
Finance and Strategy. She had already been
using it in another part of the organization
and thought it would be a perfect fit
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Elmhurst executives selected a version of
Zodiak® designed for service organizations
and tailored it to their own business model
with the help of a small group of financially
savvy employees from throughout the entire
company, including the company’s assistant
controller. One of Zodiak’s® strengths is that
it can be customized for specific industries
and organizational structures because it was
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Paradigm Learning is a leader in
learning innovation, offering unique
education and communication
programs to organizations around
the world. Its award-winning,
classroom-based business games,
simulations and Discovery Maps®,
enhanced with online options,
customizing and consulting
services, have been used by leading
companies since 1994.
Paradigm Learning’s core
methodology is discovery
learning, a powerful
educational approach
that engages employees,
accelerates learning and
increases retention.

• Participants have begun lobbying for
their employees to take part. “We’ve
gotten quite a few comments from
managers or directors who have gone
though, saying, ‘Here is a list of other
people I would like to go through the
program,’ ” he says. “They want their
managers to go through it so they
collectively have a common language.”

created under the belief that, even though a
company’s individual details may be unique,
conducting business is a universal concept.
Customization, Blazek adds, was helpful
for driving key points home and perfectly
bridged the theoretical aspects of the game
with the concrete, action-planning aspects
of the “Connections” exercises.

Fully customized and
tailored off-the-shelf
programs are available in areas
such as business acumen, talent
leadership, employee alignment,
leadership accountability, team
building, project management,
organizational change and change
management. The company’s
flagship business acumen training
program, Zodiak®: The Game of
Business Finance and Strategy,
has been conducted with more
than one million managers and
employees worldwide.

Blazek says the biggest effect has been in
how participants view their daily business
decisions. One area, he says, is a reduction
in the amount of error correction that has
stemmed from understanding the actual
costs of fixing a mistake. “If we have a
wrong address on a bill, for example, and
it’s returned, our payment is delayed and
we lose the interest on that payment,” he
says. “Multiply that over a year’s time, it
turns out to be a lot of money. Taking
those actions and translating them was
sort of the biggest ‘aha!’ for most of the
people in the group.”

Encouraging Signs
Elmhurst took an aggressive approach toward
implementing Zodiak®, running six training
sessions during a 1½-month period with the
goal of getting most of its managers through
the process before the new hospital opened.
In all, Elmhurst has some 200 leaders—
directors, unit managers and others—with
responsibility for financial and personnel
decisions who could benefit from Zodiak®.

And that, he says, is why Zodiak® will
be a part of Elmhurst’s training for the
foreseeable future — to be used in
management orientation programs. “As
we bring new managers in, we will bring
them together for a session to help get
them up to speed and provide them the
same language, same background and
same experience,” he says.

The results have been nothing short of
remarkable, Blazek says, citing two key
pieces of evidence:
• Elmhurst saw leadership behaviors
change almost immediately. “People
started asking better key questions,
dealing with either their own P&L or
department expenses a little bit more
specifically than they would have in the
past,” he says. “They understood how
important this stuff is.”
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“It’s that important.”
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