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The Business of Simulation 
 
By Jim Bills, Vanderbilt’s Center for Experiential Learning and Assessment 

 
While at ASPE 2015, one very informative workshop was led by a number of 

educational leaders from across the country that focused upon the multiple 
considerations in leading and managing a simulation center. As the growth in simulation 
activities continues, SP program staff are more commonly being asked to develop 
business models, fee structures, invoicing protocols, estimates, and contract 
strategies…a stretch for many of us who started simply as an educator, as a resource 
for developing an SP project, or while performing in a service role to our healthcare 
learners. This lively panel discussion during the conference involved multiple institutions 
that each operate with slightly different business and management models. The variety 
of experiences of the presenters was insightful for both new members as well as those 
adapting to changing environments.  

 
Regardless of whether a simulation center is a stand-alone standardized patient 

program or one that is also equipped with high-cost task trainers and high-fidelity 
simulators, the environment within higher education is evolving to the degree that we 
must often do more with less. That is, SP educators and managers are regularly 
required to perform tasks more in line with external administrators and business 
managers. This environmental shift affects the dynamics of how we operate on a day-
to-day basis, how we develop relationships with administrators and leaders outside of 
our immediate organization, how we must market our services to generate revenue, and 
how we must develop tactical and strategic planning models needed to stay financially 
solvent. Perhaps these tasks may even extend to developing strategies for competing 
with a sister medical simulation program at a nearby institution.  

 
During the discussion, each presenter provided an overview of their institutional 

hierarchy and business model. For example, the leader of a Midwestern simulation 
center noted that they had been successful with building fruitful client relationships in 
marketing to new customers and establishing an effective outreach program via a 
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mobile sim center, resulting in their gaining additional resources, growing the 
organization and ops tempo, and gaining a new simulation center in the near future.   

 
The leader of a center located in the mideastern part of the country discussed 

how they had unified a wide variety of operations, curriculum, and educational functions 
into just one person: her! However, she noted that the center staffed by an SP 
scheduler and a curriculum specialist as well as an SP administrator with financial, HR, 
and external event responsibilities. The leader of another center located in the South 
developed a comprehensive business plan that guides all planning decisions by aligning 
itself with the medical center’s overarching plan. Another organization discussed the 
fact that they do not even have a full-time SP educator and almost all events are in situ. 

  
A Q&A session followed. When one person was asked if the relatively large 

number of SPs (approximately 200) at one center had enough work to keep them 
satisfied, the response was that SPs employed there were aware how much they would 
work when initially hired and, consequently, this was not an issue. However, the 
institution’s HR office instituted subsequently a “no pay if not working for 20 weeks per 
year” system which resulted in developing some novel methods to ensure SPs meet 
externally levied criteria. An audience member stated his school had instituted a similar 
policy about minimum work hours for SPs, so he periodically conducted a 15-minute 
phone interview with SPs that he then documents. Other schools have SPs review case 
materials independently, even if not yet assigned to a particularly event. In response to 
an audience question about charging clients, the response from the group was that 
almost all facilities charge some, if not all, client fees for services. A pay-per-event fee 
system was put in place at one school, while another charges all learners a flat annual 
fee for usage, while a third another charges by the encounter. 

  
The primary take-home message from the workshop is to not be shy about 

reaching out to your colleagues in ASPE or via the SP listserve if you have questions 
about managing your organization or instituting specific business practices. The group 
discussed a variety of successful models and pathways to success, such as learning to 
barter with other organizations and departments, exploring developing satellite 
simulation centers at other campuses, or exporting simulation work to geographically 
separated units. The event highlighted the wide variety of structure, leadership, size, 
budget and all other variables found in SP centers and within the ASPE membership. 
The audience expressed their enthusiastic appreciation for the words of advice and 
guidance offered by the very talented leaders and educators. They should serve us well. 
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