
Summary 

Kent State University  

needed its managers to  

think like business executives, 

but in an academic environment. 

Establishing a basic understanding 

of business finance and leadership 

accountability was essential 

to meeting this goal. By using 

Zodiak®: The Game of Business 

Finance and Strategy as well as 

Impact 5®: The Business  

of Leadership Game from  

Paradigm Learning, Kent  

State is accomplishing  

what it set out to do.

Business Is Business
At its core, higher education isn’t that much 
different from any other industry. Peek behind 
the ivy-covered walls of academia, and you’ll  
see that the rules of supply and demand still 
apply. Offer a good product, and people will 
want to buy it. In the world of colleges and 
universities, the product is a quality education.

Just as the best companies constantly refine their 
products and keep an eye on the bottom line, 
the best schools do not sit quietly and wait for 
prospective students to approach them. They 
aggressively market themselves, cultivate their 
curricula and work to demonstrate their ability 
to be leaders in the educational marketplace 
in a continual effort to attract the best and the 
brightest students — that is, paying customers 
who demand educational value and quality for 
their money.

With eight campuses and 34,000 students 
throughout northeast Ohio, Kent State 
University is one of the country’s largest  
regional systems of higher learning. Approaching 
its 100th anniversary, Kent State has 4,600 
employees and is a major engine for economic, 
cultural and workforce development in its 
region and beyond.

Challenging Times
Despite its size and scope, Kent State has 
recently faced several issues that have made 
its mission challenging.

•	Competition. When selecting a college or 
university, students today have significantly 
more options available to them, including 
online degree programs.

•	The Economy. A weakened dollar and 
tighter personal finances have made a  
college education increasingly difficult  
for many people to afford.

•	Government. Ohio’s new governor 
instituted reviews of state funding for  
colleges and universities, which could 
impact financial support from the state.

To be sure, these are the kinds of bottom-line 
issues that every company faces today, but 
some organizations think about these issues 
more than others. The academic community, 
however, has traditionally focused on educational 
programming while leaving the business aspects to 
“someone else.”

Perhaps that’s why a change in the university’s 
executive leadership presented what seemed to 
be the biggest challenge yet for managers at Kent 
State. In response to the changing expectations 
of public universities and a growing demand 
to generate additional sources of revenue to 
fulfill their mission, Kent State executives, led by 
President Lester A. Lefton, took a new approach 
and challenged the university to honor its past 
while embracing his agenda of excellence.

With the introduction of a new budgeting model, 
individual department and program managers 
will now have greater control over resource 
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need to understand what leadership really is 
— managing change and developing talent.

The result was the Institute for Excellence in 
Leadership, a yearlong development program 
for the university’s managers. At the core of this 
curriculum are two educational programs from 
Paradigm Learning

•	Zodiak®: The Game of Business Finance 
and Strategy. Participants manage a fictional 
company and learn to think like a CEO as they 
attract customers, pay bills and develop new 
products while analyzing income statements.

•	 Impact5®: The Business of Leadership Game
Participants become managers of a fictional 
company and face such challenges as getting 
results, handling personnel issues, developing 
interdepartmental relationships and making 
key decisions — all while being held 
accountable for their actions.

allocation decisions. That means leaders will  
have more input on the use of financial 
resources, leading to more informed decision 
making and better results or outcomes for the 
university as a whole. Managing change and 
developing employee talent are also critical 
elements that Kent State needs to address. 
This “represents a departure from what most 
managers are used to, and, as we know, change 
can be difficult to manage,” says Bob Hall, Kent 
State’s manager of training and development. “It 
represents a very different way of operating a 
department compared to what they are used to.”

Shifting Gears Quickly
This radically different philosophy requires a new 
way of thinking for university managers — deans, 
academic department chairs, non-academic 
department heads and program business leaders 
— all of whom are now responsible for the 
school’s financial success in order to keep or 
expand budget allocations.

Executives determined that these managers 
should have a basic understanding of how the 
university makes and spends money and thereby 
keeps its doors open. And likewise, in order to 
make this basic financial understanding more 
practical and less theoretical, the managers would 

Senior 
Thesis?
Each manager participating 
in Kent State’s leadership 
program is required to 
choose a “project” to 
complete during the year. 
The project may focus 
on revenue generation, 
expense management, 
talent development or 
personal growth, and it 
may be a personal or  
team project.

Results are reported at 
the end of the year. The 
important thing, says 
Bob Hall, the university’s 
manager of training and 
development, is for 
learners to apply the 
course lessons on the job 
and demonstrate mastery 
of their new knowledge 
and skills.

Personal Investment
Participants in Kent State’s Institute 
for Excellence in Leadership are 
charged a fee to attend. This ensures a 
departmental and personal commitment 
to the development process, says 
Bob Hall, the university’s manager of 
training and development. That shared 
commitment is critical to ensuring  
that the personal growth transfers to  
the workplace in a way that benefits 
both the individual and Kent State.

Hall says it also ensures that attendees 
have some ownership rather than 
holding a view of the program as an 
amenity that’s “nice to have.” The fee 
means a higher level of accountability  
for participants and their managers,  
who expect to see results. 
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exercise deals with managing specific changes 
happening within the university and how to 
develop and retain talent within its own areas.

Promising Evidence
The program is still in its early stages, but there’s 
already a tremendous buzz. “We know learners 
are going back and talking to people differently,” 
Hall says. “They are using new language and 
discussing issues within a new context of 
understanding. It’s really driving some different 
discussions and different decisions throughout  
the university.”

Adds one participant: “I’ve been here at the 
university for over 12 years, and this is the first 
time I’ve really understood how the university 
operates as an institution.”

Hall says he particularly enjoys talking with 
participants shortly after they complete Zodiak® 
and Impact5® sessions. “They have eye-opening 
experiences,” he says. “Light bulbs really go off, 
and it’s great to see them experience ‘Aha’ and ‘I 
get it’ and ‘Oh, yeah’ when they go through it.

“I think their ability to have business discussions 
has gone up at least 10 levels, and they’re able 
to understand our university’s strengths and 
weaknesses in ways that will translate to much 
better decisions and stronger growth.”

Zodiak® was chosen for its ability to quickly 
build a basic understanding of how a business 
works — how money flows into and out of an 
organization. Impact5® was chosen for its ability 
to illustrate why every business decision must be 
made with the bottom line in mind.

Both programs are used in the early stages of 
Kent State’s leadership curriculum, ultimately 
building a foundation for the other educational 
sessions that follow.

A Learning Environment
Zodiak® and Impact5® rely on an educational 
principle known as “discovery learning,” which 
states that people successfully absorb and retain 
material when they are actively involved in the 
learning process. Both programs put participants 
into competitive game situations, immersing 
them in situations that mimic the complexities  
of the real world, challenging them to take 
risks and make mistakes, but without real 
consequences.

Kent State worked with Paradigm Learning to 
customize the components of each program. In 
Zodiak®, a post-game “Connections” exercise 
focuses specifically on the university’s approach 
to Responsibility Center Management, the 
drivers of the university’s success and their own 
influence on the numbers. In Impact5®, a similar 
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