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The Principles O f Role-playing 
D R . J O S E P H G. P H E L A N 

Role-playing is aimed at improving the 
ability to work with people, the ability 
to communicate successfully in face-to-
face situations. 

Role-playing simulates actual inter-
personal situations. It includes recog-
nition of psychological implications of a 
situation, of each man's personality. It 
includes the social skills one is able to 
bring to a situation. 

In role-playing, trainees act parts or 
assume roles in a particular situation. 
Through it, the players improve their 
understanding of people. They increase 
conscious awareness of the effect of 
their own behavior on others, and ana-
lyze the effects of their own attitudes, 
mannerisms and even tone of voice. 

In industrial situations, the technique 
must be handled carefully. It is a two-
edged sword. In analysis of motivations 
of people who work closely together, 
some motivations or attitudes may be 
brought to attention which are difficult 

to deal with directly. For this reason, 
the trainer must have a thorough famili-
arity with the kinds of developments 
which might occur. 

8" Definition 

Most training directors would agree 
o o 

that role-playing occurs when two or 
more trainees are assigned parts or roles 
with some degree of description and 
asked to act out a situation. This state-
ment can be an over-simplification and 
in practice, the director finds himself 
involved in questions of purpose, direc-
tion and goal. There are difficulties in 
semantics and complex attitudes can de-
velop toward the role-playing session 
itself. 

It is necessary to examine the exact 
purpose of a session to determine aspects 
to highlight, direct treatment and course, 

o o ' 

and length of discussion. Sessions may 
be grouped into three general types: 
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A. Individual-centered role-playing. 
Focus is on the individual presenting the 
situation (i.e., the target role-player or 
protagonist). T h e leader concentrates on 

-determining what problems the individ-
ual will face and helps him to resolve 
them. An attempt is made to help the 
trainee understand his own personality 
more completely and develop insight as 
to the impact his personality has on 
others. T h e objective is to increase the 
trainee's effectiveness in handling inter-
personal relations. 

B. Problem-centered role-playing. Fo-
cus is on problems such as handling 
dissatisfied workers or motivating others. 
Members of the group enact the situ-
ation and no attempt is made to focus 
action on any individual. T h e goal is 
to produce a better understanding of 
human relations. 

C. Method-centered role-playing. 
Techniques are stressed such as; "Flow 
to interview," "Grievance handling," the 
typical "Job Instructor Training." T h e 
focus is neither on the individual nor on 
the inter-personal problems involved, but 
rather on procedure. 

Three Role-playing Approaches 

Applied To J.l.T 

These three definitions can be clari-
fied by specific examples of applica-
tion typical training sessions on Job 
Instruction: 

A. The Individual-centered Approach: 

T h e leader is concerned with examining 
the "target player's" problem in training 
others. Perhaps the target player has 
always had difficulty in training others 
and a variety of such situations may be 
enacted. N o effort is made to adhere to 
the J I T outline or to any other specific 

plan since the direction of the action is 

dependent on the target player. It might 

develop that the trainee has always had 

trouble in directing others or in assum-

ing any kind of autocratic role. Situa-

tions are then enacted to examine the 

trainee's problem in regard to training 

and as related to many other problems 

concerning entire personality. Further 

enactments and discussion follows. 

Most industrial trainers feel that the 

individual-centered approach goes be-

yond the scope of industrial training. 

Nevertheless, an understanding of this 

method is helpful in understanding role-

playing techniques in general. 

B. The Problem-centered Approach: 

Through role-playing, it is demonstrated 

that all trainees have common problems 

in handling Job Instruction Training. 

Such things as "developing empathy for 

the learner," "communicating instruc-

tions," "putting the worker at ease," etc. 

are examined with no attempt to focus 

the action on any one individual. Vari-

ous members of the group participate 

and the emphasis of the entire session 

is on understanding people in the learn-

ing situation. 

C. The Method-centered Approach: 

This type of session is carefully struc-

tured. T h e J I T approach is examined 

and enacted step-by-step. T h e person-

alities of the teacher and the pupil are 

secondary to the procedure. (Th i s type 

of session is also useful for subjects hav-

ing emphasis other than human rela-

tions.) 

The problem-centered and method-

centered approaches can be integrated 

to maximize effectiveness. T h e same 

basic methods can be used in practically 

any kind of human relations training. 
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Importance of Structure 

Role-playing and subsequent discus-
sion can be and has been as didactic as 
many lectures. The leader can act as 
imperiously authoritarian as in any other 
situation. It can also be as informal, 
low-pressure, almost casual, as the devel-
opment type, non-directive conference. 

Many sessions are structured and 
formal; others are unstructured and 
democratic. Some experienced users of 
the method have insisted that the demo-
cratic kind of session gets better results. 

The most interesting results are the 
reaction of participants. Sometimes both 
insist, in most positive ways, that the 
sessions have been meaningful experi-
ences, and given them new viewpoints. 
Others have felt that the experience was 
a complete waste of time. W h y does 
one session seem effective, another in-
effective? Probable explanations might 
be the flexibility of the leader, to know 
where he was going and why, to recog-
nize the group purpose and the situation 
demands, to vary approaches and to 
apply the most suitable approach, tech-
nique and method. 

Meaningfulness of the situation, as 
participants are concerned, seems inde-
pendent of the structuring of the action, 
or the democracy employed by the leader. 
Awareness of purpose and goal, and use 
of the right techniques at the right mo-
ment seem crucial. The leader must be 
completely familiar with the varieties of 
purposes which may be achieved and 
appreciated, and the several ways which 
are appropriate to reach them. Treat-
ment of every aspect of the method, in-
cluding recoonition of die advantages 

O O O 
and disadvantages, limitations and ra-
tionale for employment of each approach 

as well as the sequence of techniques to 
be employed, are the necessary next 
steps for investigators of the method. 

Role-playing: Hot and Cold 

Practitioners say that role-playing be-
gins when the session catches fire—that 
is, when all or most participants feel 
that the problem has real meaning. Of-
ten participants are neutral or indiffer-
ent spectators; sometimes they identify, 
sometimes they feel—in an intense and 
personal way—that something is hap-
pening outside themselves which they 
had better feel and experience. 

Individuals can suddenly feel in-
volved either as actors or as observers, 
but they must feel personally involved 
for maximum learning. However, there 
are occasions when role-playing can be 
considered to have been a useful train-
ing device, or to have produced results 
without heat or personal involvement. 
If we are trying, in the industrial situ-
ation, to teach industrial supervisors ef-
fective ways to communicate manage-
ment directives to subordinates, we 
might put all our emphasis on methods 
of acting or of procedure. In such a 
case, the training director is really telling 
the group: 

"This is the way such and such a 
problem must be handled. In this case, 
there is a ' O N E BEST WAY.' W e don't 
need to worry about circumstances or 
individual differences of opinion as to 
how to succeed." 

A training man might ask: "Why use 
role-playing at all in this case?" T h e 
answer is that the trainer is using the 
technique as an instructor would when 
he demands that a man learning a new 
operation demonstrate what he has 
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learned. After instruction in the pro-
cedure, the trainer might say: "Now 
let's try out this procedure, to be sure 
we all understand it." 

In sessions of this type, we do not 
hope to change any basic or deep-seated 
attitudes, or to develop insights into the 
nature of the dynamic relationships be-
tween people, or even to exchange per-
sonal feelings or our ideas on complex 
personal relationships. W e are merely 
aiming at the establishment of a kind 
of procedure which is quite specific. It 
is hoped that the procedure will be 
"stamped in" the minds of the partici-
pants by such active "carry-out" of its 
repetition; that the method can be prac-
ticed until proficiency is achieved. At 
this point, the training man might well 
say: "I never hope to run a training 
session in which personal involvement 
does not occur." Certainly he is right. 
However, there are a number of train-
ing sessions in which personal involve-
ment is desired, but a high degree of 
emotional involvement is not a neces-
sary condition. 

If one were training foremen in the 
principles of first aid, or in handling 
safety equipment, comparatively little 
emotional involvement would be de-
manded, even though participants felt 
involved personally. 

Role-playing for Objective Skills 

and Subjective Attitudes 

Even in the most apparently objective 
situations, some attitudes and feelings 
must be considered. One might attend 
a session about completion of merit rat-
ing forms, but if he happened to be 
tired or irritated, a negative attitude 
might develop toward the procedures 

discussed, though they were unrelated 
to the attitude cause. Industry originally 
developed conference methods to en-
courage minimal amounts of personal 
involvement in such situations. 

Some training men have felt that the 
primary use of role-playing was to prac-
tice and develop objective skills as safety 
methods. They have in mind that the 
main use is to enable the leader and 
group members to criticize each other's 
effectiveness in using whatever device 
or procedure is in process of being mas-
tered at the moment. But some who 
have used it most effectively and most 
often, feel strongly that the method has 
a wider and more important application 
in the changing of subtle but important 
attitudes. How often have speakers 
made the point in lectures that it is 
necessary to see any problem the way 
the men involved see it—and how often 
have we been struck with the lip service 
it has received! Men can agree with 
but not apply such principles in their 
daily lives unless some means can be 
found to put flesh and blood into the 
idea, to have it acquire a living force in 
the attitudes the supervisor uses in daily 
living. 

The stress is on the subjective, on de-

velopment of new attitudes and insights. 

Participants become more aware of their 

own feelings, feelings of others, how 

their feelings cause them to act, and the 

effect of their actions, bearing, tone of 

voice. Actually living various situations 

seems to be a graphic and effective way 

to bring home the power and range of 

applications of central ideas which are 

essential to good supervision. 

In the acquisition of objective skills 

type of training, the group is encouraged 
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to think and act in terms of 
awareness of facts. In the subjective 
attitude type, they are encouraged to 
act in terms of feelings and emotions. 

Cold role-playing works very well for 
the objective type. The trainer can 
utilize "canned" skits, demonstrations, 
films and short lectures in the same con-
text as cold role-playing. Subjective 
training demands the utmost in per-
sonal emotional involvement if there is 
to result any real change in the think-
ing of groups or individuals. Its devel-
opment is similar in general plan and 
emergence to non-directive conferences 
and interviews and to some develop-
mental conference training methods. 

A number of situations demand "heat" 
in the session, for growth to take place. 
The more the participants can feel in-
volved, the more they recognize the ef-
fects of their own behavior. 

Where the session is problem-cen-
tered, or emphasis is on development of 
an individual, the atmosphere must be 
"hot." In individual-centered or in prob-
lem-centered sessions, we quickly get 
into deep water. Biases, prejudices, and 
deep-seated habitual attitudes of all 
members are touched upon; areas of sen-
sitivity are explored, and feelings of all 
types emerge. 

Where the emphasis is on acquisition 
of method, the emotional involvement 
is much less important or even unim-
portant. T h e atmosphere of interest 
would help in such situations, but it is 
not vital. 

O B J E C T I V E S I T U A T I O N S 

Lectures or discussions can be used 
to establish details of the method studied. 
Visual aids spell out logical steps of the 

operation. The procedure may be prac-
ticed through acting and the 'bugs' and 
misunderstandings ironed out. Even 
here, the trainer must be aware of atti-
tudes and the mood or climate. 

S U B J E C T I V E S I T U A T I O N S 

By far, the greatest number of prob-

lems in management training directly 

involves the feelings and attitudes, hid-

den or overt, of the people being trained 

for administrative roles. Every day 

duties of discipline and correction, em-

ployee counselling, conference leading, 

evaluative interviews, building construc-

tive motivation in workers, require de-

velopment of empathy and sensitivity to 

the feelings of others. The supervisor 

must be positive, optimistic and friendly, 

rather than negative, cynical and sarcas-

tic. H e must develop insight. H e must 

know why he does things, why manage-

ment does them, and why workers do 

and say the things they do. 

Cold role-playing and method-cen-

tered approaches get nowhere when they 

attack such problems, but rather, show 

insensitivity of the trainer to the feel-

ings and needs of the participants. Re-

sistances and defenses are so set and 

strong that we cannot make any gain 

in understanding unless the situation 

seems to be really close to us, similar to 

our concern with our own relationships 

with people. 

Role-playing is most effective when 

the feelings or attitudes of participants 

must be changed, altered, or at least 

brought to the state of acute awareness 

of the training objective. This is true 

in any kind of interviewing or coun-

selling, in teaching people how to ad-
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dress groups effectively, conference lead-
ership, and in other areas. 

Relative to role-plaving as training in 
subjective situations, a discussion of the 
three phases, (warm-tip, enactment, and 
post-enactment analysis) follow. 

Establishing Warm-up 

Atmosphere 

1. The participants must be brought 

to a "group-centered" feeling. 
A statement of the objective by the 

group helps. This objective is quickly 
shattered and hard to rebuild if the 
leader acts as the authority on the dis-
cussion. 

2. A feeling of group responsibility 
must be established among the partici-
pants. They must feel that the meeting 
is their meeting and that the conclusions 
reached are theirs. 

3. Leader must establish an "action 
atmosphere." Intellectualizing on theo-
ries and facts regarding the problems 
under discussion should be discouraged. 
T h e members should be encouraged to 
talk and think in terms of feelings and 
of specific experiences. Each feeling ex-
pressed must be referred to the group for 
analysis. Thus, when an idea or feeling 
is expressed, the leader should ask: "Has 
anyone else ever had a similar experi-
ence" or "how does this idea compare 
with your experience?" 

4. The problem must be real and 
meaningful to all participants. 

5. A low-pressure, non-punitive at-
mosphere must be maintained. 

W A R M - U P EXAMPLE 

Subject: Counselling. 

Method: Problem-centered Role-plav-

Objective: To warm up the group so 
they will be receptive to a more exten-
sive examination and discussion of their 
own attitudes toward counselling others. 

Leader: "As you know, today we're 
going to talk about counselling subordi-
nates. It's something we all know quite 
a bit about since most of us have been 
doing it for some time. Have you ever 
run into people who don't respond to 
counselling very well?" 

Group: "Yes." 

Leader: "Why don't some people re-
spond?" 

Mr. A: "Some people just won't lis-
ten." 

Leader: "Have any of you ever run 
into situations in which the people 
you're talking to just don't seem to be 
really listening?" 

J O 
Group: (After discussion, the group 

agrees that there are people whom they 

just can't seem to reach; they can't ob-

tain real listening.) The leader then 

selects the individual who seems to be 

most involved in the question of non-

listeners. This person must also be 

someone who appears willing to role-

play. 

Leader: "Mr. A, you seem to have a 

good understanding of how 'people-who-

won't-listen' act. Suppose you give us 

a little more thorough picture of how 

these people behave." 

A variety of approaches can be util-

ized to structure this first situation. It 

can be done subtly with the leader say-

ing: "Suppose, Mr. A, you try to be one 

of these unresponsive people. I'll be the 

interviewer. Let's say your name is Joe 

and I call you in because the quality of 

vour work is not too good." T h e leader 

asks simple questions such as: "You're 
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a good worker but lately your quality 
hasn't been so good. What 's the trou-
ble?" (The leader should not try to show 
off his skill as an interviewer but try to 
come fairly close to what he thinks other 
group members might do.) After dis-
cussion, the group agrees that Mr. A 
is playing Joe's part fairly well, or they 
make suggestions as to how it should 

OO 
be played, and the leader asks other 
participants to act as interviewers. He 
also may have other participants try 
Joe's part. No one is asked to leave 
their seats and no elaborate structuring 
is attempted. 

In other cases, the leader may find it 
necessary to structure the situation care-
fully. He may ask several people to leave 
the room while the exact nature of the 
situation is established and the group 
decides just how "Joe" (the interviewee) 
should act. The absent members can 
then be called back and given detailed 
descriptions of the role. The aim is par-
ticipation and acceptance of method. 
Since this is still the warm-up, the leader 
should avoid getting actively involved 

O O J 
with a player but try to establish a feel-
ing of grour> response. 

Several other reasons for unresponsive 
subordinates may be suggested. The 
specific focus is not particularly impor-
tant at this time, for the leader is con-
cerned only with establishing a common 
problem for warm up. 

The warm-up under way, the leader 
asks other people to try various roles. 
Discussion is encouraged and directed 
toward one objective: Group agreement 
on recognizing that individuals who 

O O 
cannot respond or listen to the coun-
sellors present real problems. 

The problem must be accepted as 
real before meaningful discussion or en-

actments can occur. When group ac-
ceptance of the problem is achieved, that 
is, when the participants begin to move 
from one role to another, the warm-up 
may have progressed to the learning 
point. The warm-up never ends—it is 
a part of the entire session. From time 
to time, the group may cool down and 
then warm-up techniques are again 
used. 

A transition can occur gradually as 
the leader brings more meaningful en-
actments into focus. Quite different en-
actments and verbal exchanges accom-
plish this objective. In some situations, 
particularly where the group is passive 
and inactive and has not accepted its 
responsibility in working out problems, a 
more directive approach is used to move 
out of the warm-up. A directive ap-
proach should be used rarely, usually 
only when the leader has obtained con-
siderable personal acceptance from the 
group. It probably should not be used 
in the first session with a new group. 
T h e warm-up usually continues through 
a number of sessions. 

Challenging: The Directive 

Approach to Active Participation 

This is a verbatim report of an actual 
case with a group of instructors in train-
ing to teach counselling methods. T h e 
action was handled as though the par-
ticipants were supervisors counselling 
their subordinates: 

Warm-up: After discussion, the group 
developed their own problem s i tua t ion-
counselling a subordinate who was not 
dependable and lacked initiative. 

First Enactment: 

A (As interviewer): Come in, Mr. B. 
How are you? 
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B: Everything's fine. 
A: You know we have an executive 

development program. Let me tell you 
a little about it . . . 

B: Sounds fine! 
* * * 

Leader: Tell me, Mr. B, how do you 
really feel? 

B: I think it's a good idea but I wish 
he'd get to the point. 

Leader: O.K., let's go on. 

* * * 

A: Now, in general, your work has 
been very good; for example . . . 

B: I'm glad to hear that. 
A: There are a few things which you 

can do to become more effective. For 
example, the way you get your assign-
ments done . . . Frankly there are some 
situations in which you could be more 
dependable. 

B: I'm not sure I know what you 
mean. 

A: Let me give you some examples: 
(Gives several instances.) 

* * * 

Leader: What do you think, Mr. B? 
B: Well, he's the boss, so I'm not go-

ing to argue much but I can't see it . . . 

* * * 

After discussion, another team is asked 
to act out the same situation. Mr. C 
tries a more indirect approach: 

C (As interviewer): . . . You know, 
from time to time, all of us have trouble 
meeting deadlines. I'm sure you'll agree 
that this happens to you from time to 
time. Wha t causes it? 

D: Well, (pause) sometimes you just 
have too much to do . . . 

* * * 

Leader: What 's Mr. C trying to get 
at, Mr. D? 

D: I'll be damned if I know, but if 
he doesn t like the way I handle my 
assignments, why doesn't he tell me so? 

* * * 

Several similar, short situations were 
enacted and a discussion followed. Mem-
bers were encouraged to make criticisms, 
not of each other, but of the enactments 
in general. The group felt that their 
own performance had been inadequate 
and that teaching others to counsel 
would be difficult. Nevertheless, they 
remained quite passive and unconcerned. 
1 he leader then asked several questions. 

Leader: Do you feel that developing 
subordinates is an important supervisory 
responsibility? 

Group: Yes, of course, there's no 
doubt about it. 

Leader: Do you feel that counselling 
really is an important and useful tool 
for developing subordinates? 

Group: (The group proceeded to pre-
sent strong arguments in favor of coun-
selling; the discussion became more ani-
mated because they were defending their 
own raison d'etre.) 

Leader: Despite the importance of 
this technique, we agreed earlier that 
we didn't do such a good job. Flow can 
we expect to teach others when we have 
so much trouble ourselves. What 's hap-
pening here anyway? W e said earlier 
we weren't really "getting to" the in-
terviewee. We're going to be teaching 
others how to "get to" their subordinates. 
W e said that our interviews lacked 
warmth, yet I'm sure you'd agree that 
warmth is an extremely important ele-
ment in this kind of interview. 

T h e group accepted this criticism as 
a challenge without hostility toward the 
leader. This may be due partly to their 
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earlier personal acceptance of the leader 
but, it is doubtful whether the criticism 
would have been accepted if it hadn't 
been made by the participants them-
selves earlier. As a result of the chal-
lenge, this group begins to examine their 
own methods more critically. They be-
gin to be ready for more meaningful 
enactments and discussions. 

W e have stated that this challenging 
O O 

approach should be used only occasion-
ally d uring the warm-up. It is permis-
sible to employ direct comments during 
any enactment, if these interpretations 
are used with empathy and good timing. 

The Enactment 

T h e warm-up prepares for the enact-
ment of meaningful situations to pro-
duce new skills and perhaps new insights. 
Presumably, the leader has made certain 
decisions: 

1. Method: H e has decided to focus 
on methods, problems, individuals, or a 
combination of any of these. 

2. Involvement: Depending partially 
on the focus, partially on the partici-
pants, tl;e leader has made some decision 
as to kind and extent of involvement. 
Thus, if deeply imbedded "mental 
sets" stand in the way of improved per-
formance, the leader may decide upon 
a problem-centered approach with as in-
tense a warm-up as possible, to maximize 
involvement. 

M E T H O D S O F C O N D U C T I N G 

E N A C T M E N T 

A wide range of techniques and ap-
proaches is available to the role-playing 
leader. Some brief definitions of the 
major techniques and nomenclature are: 

Protagonist: The principal player who 
provides the focus for the action. 

Auxiliary Ego: The supporting player, 
with whom the protagonist is involved. 
T h e interviewer is the protaganist and 
the interviewee is the auxiliary ego. 

Role Reversal: Where the principal 
player (protagonist) and the supporting 
player (auxiliary ego) change places. In 
the example, the interviewer becomes 
the interviewee and vice-versa. 

Soliloquy: Occasionally the action is 
stopped and one of the players is asked 
to express his ideas about some aspect 
of the problem or his own feelings. In 
the interviewing situation, the inter-
viewee might be asked "how do you feel 
about this interview?" or, "what do you 
think of this interviewer?" 

Surplus Reality: To dramatize one 
aspect of a problem, the participants 
may be encouraged to "over-play" their 
roles, usually to build up emotional con-
tent. At the outset of sessions, the par-
ticipants are often preoccupied with the 
facts in the case. Surplus reality, as 
supplied by an experienced auxiliary 
ego, can direct attention to emotional 
content. 

C O N D U C T I N G T H E E N A C T M E N T 

Each role-playing enactment is differ-
ent and a complete examination of an 
enactment would involve copious data. 
Therefore, a few guide procedures will 
provide useful references for potential 
practitioners: 

1. Continue warm-up: All ingredi-
ents of a good warm-up are also requi-
sites for meaningful enactments. (Group-
centered feeling; group sense of respon-
sibility; action atmosphere; problem must 
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be accepted as meaningful; low-pressure, 
non-punitive atmosphere.) 

2. Establish primary relationship or 
situation: If a problem involves a super-
visor and his subordinate, this relation-
ship must obviously be presented. A 
simple enactment may be adequate to 
indicate the nature of relationship and 
problem. Role reversal and soliloquy 
can be used to further portray the prob-
lem. 

3. Investigate the primary relation-
ship or situation: Through role-reversal 
and enactment of other situations rela-
tive to the primary relationship, a better 
understanding of the relationship can be 
developed. In a method or problem-
centered enactment, other members of 
die group may also assume the protago-
nist or auxiliary roles. 

4. Try new methods of handling 
primary relationship by: 

a. Suggestion of group, i.e., group 
may suggest new approaches or re-
sponses to the protagonist. Should be 
used only where two, or preferably 
more, people have played the pro-
tagonist's role and confined princi-
pally to method-centered sessions. 

b. Group discussion. Tire group, in-
cluding players, may decide on a dif-
ferent method of approach. Care 
must be taken to avoid threatening 
any individual player by asking him 
to do something embarrassing or anxi-

O O 
ety-creating. T h e best way to avoid 

doing this is to avoid focusing action 
O O 

on one individual. As the practitioner 
gains more experience, mild anxiety-
creating situations can be used in 
getting to the objective of greater 
insight. 

c. Role reversal and soliloquy: Bv 

placing a participant in the protago-

nist role for several minutes and then 
reversing him to the auxiliary role, a 
slightly new point of view may be 
developed. This may be further en-
hanced by soliloquy. Example: a su-
pervisor counselling a subordinate 
may act out the supervisor's role with-
out being sensitive to the hostility or 
fear of his subordinate. W h e n placed 
in the subordinate's role and faced 
with the supervisor, he may become 
more sensitive to the subordinate's 
feelings. By asking questions of the 
supervisor, xvhile he is in the subordi-

nate's role, he may be forced into a 
better appreciation of the inter-per-
sonal aspects. 
It is impossible to catalog the many 

possibilities for insights and new points 
of view to evolve during role-playing. 
Nor is it possible to itemize every pos-
sible technique. The leader must draw 
upon his own resources in conducting 
these sessions. However, a general and 
empirical statement of objectives may 
give the new practitioner some "bench 
marks." 

I lere are some things the trainer 
should try to accomplish: 

1. Flexibility. Through enactments, 
role reversal, soliloquy, etc., the trainees 
learn to move from one role to another, 
re-examine their points of view, to be-
come more flexible in inter-personal re-
lationships. The leader must strive to 
keep the trainees moving in a non-puni-
tive atmosphere (i.e., the trainees should 
not be afraid to try new approaches and 
to experiment with new feelings). 

2. Catharsis. Frequently, before a 
man can think clearly about a new situ-
ation, he must get rid of some neg-
ative feelings. We've all heard some one 



December 1958 13 

say, "I got a load off my mind and I feel 
much better. Role-playing provides the 
opportunity to get a ''load off their 
minds." If feelings are hostile, they can 
be diffused harmlessly through "play 
acting." 

Many training people have had the 
experience of a participant becoming 
angry or hostile toward the leader. In 
role-playing, this hostility can be diffused 
through the group, through enactments 
with various members. Hostility can be 
directed toward group members without 
lasting effect since the members are not 
themselves but are playing a role. This 
presupposes that when attitude-changing 
is a goal, the trainer must face the fact 
that hostility may be, in fact probably 
will be, aroused. 

3. Spontaneity. As attitudes are ex-

amined and new approaches and re-

sponses develop, spontaneity should be 

encouraged. Ideally, the process works 

something like this: 

a. T h e trainee becomes more aware 

of his own point of view and through 

role-reversal, etc., he begins to ap-

preciate the impact of his behavior. 

b. Through group discussion and ad-

ditional enactments, the trainee de-

velops the desire to experiment with 

new responses. 

c. As experimentation continues, the 

leader places the trainee in situations 

where he can become more spon-

taneous. 

Post-Enactment Analysis 

T h e third major step in role-playing 

(after warm-up and enactment) is post-

enactment analysis and is often used 

with enactment. It may involve group 

discussion of the principles enacted 
earlier. It may be a group decision-mak-
ing process, based on the ideas generated 
by enactment. Regardless of the nature 
of post-enactment analysis, one funda-
mental rule should not be violated: The 
role-playing enactment and analysis 
should never he used as opportunity to 
criticize an individual participant's per-
formance. (The few exceptions to this 
rule are so rare that they will not be 
considered here.) An individual may 
criticize his own performance but it 
should not be encouraged. By violating 
these two precepts many training groups 
build negative feelings toward role-play-
ing. Many post-enactment analysis ap-
proaches avoid these pitfalls: 

1. Omit analysis: In many instances, 
no analysis or interpretation is necessary. 
For example, if a substantial number 
have participated in a given situation 
and, through enactment, role-reversal 
and soliloquy have experimented with 
new approaches, further discussion may 
be unnecessary. 

2. Diffused criticism: The best meth-

od for permitting constructive criticism 

is to diffuse criticism and suggestions 
i | Oo v • 

The leader asks six or ten people to try 

a given role such as supervisor conduct-

ing merit-review with a subordinate. 

The group is asked to suggest improve-

ments common to all enactments. Thus, 

three important objectives are obtained: 

(a) No one individual is embarrassed 

unduly; (b) T h e group's attention is 

directed toward common problems and 

basic principles—individual personalities 

are not highlighted; (c) A feeling of 

group eohesiveness is engendered since 

the group learns that they have many 

problems in common. 


