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The general trend was that the session appeared to 
effectively tap in to these specific skills. It is perhaps not 
surprising that this task was not particularly effective 
in encouraging non-verbal communication. The overall 
average response rates for males and females were the 
same—within both males and females an average of 
85% of participants responded ‘yes’ to these questions 
and an average of 15% responded ‘no’. Responding 
across males and females was identical on three items: 
“Share knowledge and information within my group”, 
“Recognise individual differences amongst members  
of my group”, and “Respect individual differences”.  
An interesting male-female difference that emerged 
was on the item “Give and receive instruction” where 
100% of males agreed that the task tapped these skills 
compared to only 67% of females.

Discussion

There has been no previous empirical investigation  
of the effectiveness of role-based applied drama  
methods in the context of crisis management and,  
to our knowledge, no previous work examining possible 
gender effects during group-based crisis communication 
training. We are also unaware of any previous attempt 
to measure the perceived individual benefits in terms 
of specific communication skills during applied drama. 
Effectiveness training in crisis communication requires 
decision making under pressure within competing 
priorities. The immersive nature of drama provides  
this tension in a way other exercise-based forms find 
difficult to simulate. It is also an effective training 
approach as the dramatic frame provides a cost  
effective approach to the assumption of operational 
roles when compared with a more overt physical 
reconstruction of the crisis scenario.

The current study addressed all of these elements in a 
role-based protected environment. The study provided 
both quantitative and qualitative data. In short,  
our results demonstrated that applied drama scenarios 
are perceived to be realistic, enable an understanding  
of what it is like to make difficult decisions under 
pressure and shed light on how a single situation can  
be viewed very differently by different people.  
There did not appear to be any gender differences 
associated with these findings and we found no evidence 
of a male tendency towards individual acts  
of dominance.

In their open-ended responses, participants noted, in 
particular, the effectiveness of utilising a media role to 
build tension and that they had gained greater  
awareness of others’ points of view during the session. 
Other responses mentioned the benefits of being 
able to learn about the consequences of decision-
making. Using a list of 13 questions related to specific 
communication skills, participants were asked whether 

they felt they had, as an individual, been encouraged 
to use these skills during the session. The clear trend 
was for participants to report having been encouraged 
to use these skills during the session. Responding was 
consistent across males and females especially on three 
questions related to sharing knowledge and information 
within the group, recognising individual differences and 
respecting individual differences.

Taken together, these results suggest that applied drama 
methods can make a valuable contribution in crisis 
communication training. The effectiveness appears to 
be generalisable to both men and women. These results 
should be seen as preliminary as they are based on a 
modest sample size. In addition, the exercise utilised 
newly formed groups without prior crisis management 
training, was fairly unstructured and did not involve 
high-risk decisions. It is possible that other populations 
(e.g., experienced crisis managers) and other kinds 
of scenarios (e.g., involving potential loss of life or 
property) might produce different results, particularly 
with regard to gender. However, there appears to be 
clear potential for the methods reported here to deliver 
a realistic/educational training experience that enhances 
basic communication skills in a safe environment.

Appendix

The underlying structure of the scenario:

1.	 A pre-text of information concerning a latent but 
emerging crisis containing information of varying 
levels of reliability is provided

2.	 Participants are enrolled in dramatic attitudinal role 
within a positive help situation, to aid a full-role 
performer with a crisis and demand for action

3.	 An emotional connection to the task and the full-role 
is gradually built via coaching from the facilitator 

4.	 Role-based improvisation ensues (with assistance  
of documents)

5.	 Participants bond and engage in problem solving 
discussion but are also given opportunities for 
individual responses 

6.	 Initial success leads to presentation of higher level 
crisis (increasing tension) 

7.	 Gradually, less role protection is provided by the 
facilitator and the participants must respond to more 
complex demands

8.	 Tension escalates further and the potential for 
negative consequences increases as the group 
prepares delivery of media response 

9.	 Media interview probes the group’s weaknesses and/
or negative consequences of some of their decisions.
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