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Remember when we were children and role-playing was a natural part of a good day’s play? We would eagerly assume the
role of a parent, baby, teacher, princess, fireman, or monster and from that role, view and interact with the world around us. These
playful moments were vital to the development of what psychologists call self-regulation, the myriad range of cognitive capacities
that enable us to control our emotions and impulses, develop our ability to communicate, and become socially responsive and
effective. As we matured, so too did the complexity of the make believe games we played. At first they were imitative in nature and
gradually they progressed to intricate plots involving a multitude of characters. In each instance the feedback from our playmates,
along with our own reflective insights, helped us become self-aware and ready for adulthood.

The power of roleplaying is as effective to
our learning now, as it was then. This makes it a
fascinating and important tool in the Coach’s Toolkit.
Unfortunately, in many work settings we have had to sit
through training sessions where over simplified scenarios
between mundane people, encountering marginally
challenging issues did nothing more than cause our
cortisol levels to spike, leaving us annoyed or feeling
downright stupid. Nevertheless, taken in its most
simplest form, roleplaying is a form of practice; and…
you guessed it: practice makes perfect (sense).
Emergency response training frequently involves a kind of roleplaying where professionals are put into real-life simulations that
demand focus, technical expertise and social/emotional intelligence. Besides satisfying the obvious requirement of practice, these
types of simulations also intensify and even shorten the learning process. When an individual is faced with an unfamiliar task or
situation, coupled with novelty and personal relevancy, cognitive processing is aroused making it a perfect storm for acquiring new
skills and behaviours.
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The online Oxford English Dictionary defines role-playing as “the acting out of a particular role…in accordance with the perceived
expectations of society… in a particular context”. This definition offers an interesting entry point for thinking about the value of
roleplaying to leadership development. In a coaching process, the most widely used application of role-playing is as a form of
rehearsal where difficult presentations or conversations can be “tried on for size” and improved upon in order to diminish anxiety
and achieve the best outcome. In other words, the role play fulfills the purpose of helping one to better understand what is required
of them within a particular context while giving the person a sense of how their approach, tone, etc. is likely to be perceived by
others via the coach’s feedback.
Role-playing can be used in experimental and creative ways too, depending on the comfort levels of those involved. If a coachee has
a hard time being assertive, they can practice an exaggerated version of assertiveness; they can try on the roles of colleagues or
customers or walk through the most dreaded conversation with a manager, stopping to assess the places where they feel stuck,
angry, or unsure. The power and efficacy of role-playing is best understood by remembering that the subconscious mind can’t
reliably distinguish between real and imagined. When the coachee acts out an alternate representation of themselves their
subconscious mind will be more likely to accept that version as a plausible truth and, therefore, make it so when the real time
comes.
The design and innovation consulting company, IDEO, regularly use roleplaying in their design processes because of the
tremendous value it brings to the various phases of product development. Borrowing ideas from IDEO, coaches can think about
role-playing as more than practice, instead seeing it as an essential element in the creative evolvement of human behavior. The truth
is, we are constantly engaged in mental role-playing, working out alternate approaches to conversations, conflicts, and encounters
we have either had or hope to have. As coaches, when we facilitate a space for creative roleplaying we create an extraordinary
shared learning experience. We allow for endless possibilities that help to raise awareness and shift patterns of behavior. Roleplaying is a visceral experience grounded in the context of something that actually matters to the coachee and it can bring a level of
playfulness to scenarios and challenges that would otherwise feel daunting and oppressive.

Yael Blum is committed to the heart of the matter, that essential point where values, dreams, wisdom, courage, love and
leadership collide to catalyze a course of action that nourishes people and planet. An inspiring and experienced leadership
development consultant, certified executive coach, systems thinker, and AI enthusiast, Yael fulfills her mission to support the
development of extraordinary leaders and social entrepreneurs worldwide. For more information visit www.intwoit.com or E-mail
yblum@intwoit.com

