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Background

The associated EXCEL spreadsheet game was designed for use at a two-day, overnight departmental retreat we took in October 2001.  The goal of the retreat was to go come up with a Hiring Plan.  At that time, our department was contemplating hiring three new faculty into fully funded slots.  As expected from a group of 25 faculty, there were strong, diverse opinions concerning the research areas of the new hires.  The spreadsheet game was the vehicle used to determine what common ground was held by the faculty and what new or complimentary research strands they considered most important.  An additional factor in our deliberations was the flexibility to turn one of the faculty lines into lines for two technicians.  We needed to determine how universal the desire for additional technical staff was among the faculty.
The concept behind the Hiring Plan / Budgeting Game was to have the faculty create an entire new department – as if they were forming one from the ground up at the new campus of the University of California at Merced.  Earlier in the retreat, teams of two (roommates) presented to the entire group their ideas and concerns about future trends in research and federal funding based on reading two articles I included in their retreat materials.  For this new task, however, I combined the teams of two into teams of 4 or 5 and formed the teams in such a way that our older faculty ended up as a group and our younger faculty ended up as a group.  The middle-aged faculty comprised two other groups.  The idea here was to see if there were any differences in the composition of the ‘new departments’ concocted by the four groups that correlated with experience (i.e. age).  

You can modify the spreadsheet to address a similar issue in your department, or simply use the concept and easily create your own spreadsheet game to address another issue.  Here’s how the spreadsheet works.

Using the Spreadsheet

The spreadsheet is password protected so that the equations that compute the total costs and numbers of slots for faculty, staff, and lecturers cannot be mangled.  The password, however, is given in the comment in cell A3.  Other comments are embedded in the spreadsheet and can be identified by the small red triangles in the upper right-hand corners of cells.
To begin, enter your total budget in cell O5.  All your choices for number of faculty, staff, etc. are debited against this amount.  Then, determine what average salaries (including benefits) you want to give faculty, lecturers, and technicians and enter these values in cells F5, F6, and F7.

In column B, enter into the appropriate rows the capital letter F, L, or T to identify whether you plan to hire a Faculty, a Lecturer, or a Technician in the slot.  The spreadsheet will automatically do the accounting using embedded ‘If, Then statements’ and deduct these costs from the total cost.  In column C, be sure to state the type of position you are planning to hire.  That’s about it except for staying within your budget and having each team explain to the entire group what their rationale was for spending and prioritizing the funds.  
A second spreadsheet game also occurs in the workbook (see bottom of EXCEL template for ‘ADVANCED GAME’ spreadsheet).  This spreadsheet incorporates more advanced budgeting details.  I used this spreadsheet at a regular faculty member to show the faculty how quickly our annual budget could be swallowed – that we had very limited funds for the year.
What We Learned

We learned that the virtual new departments assembled by the young team and the two middle-aged teams shared much in common in terms of hiring interdisciplinary researchers, whereas the team of our senior faculty assembled a department along traditional lines, more like those in the 1960’s and 1970’s.  We also learned that several types of research areas were common to the new departments assembled by each team regardless of age, but that new hires were strongly preferred (not unanimously) in interdisciplinary areas, not in traditional areas.

One advantage in addressing our Hiring Plan in this manner is that it gave our young (untenured) faculty a means to express their opinions that was weighted equally to the opinions of the older faculty.  The spreadsheet game also enabled faculty to learn why others placed priorities on certain positions and why those priorities might be different than their own.  The game also forced some of our more single-minded individuals to look at the bigger picture.

