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ABSTRACT This study explores the application of role-play simulations (RPS) in addressing
complex challenges (e.g., the climate crisis) beyond traditional educational settings.
Drawing from pilot simulations involving 12 scientific experts and 12 policy makers, the
article identifies three key challenges in conducting RPS with elite participants and
provides practical strategies for overcoming them. Namely, the article emphasizes the
importance of adapting the scenarios to sociopolitical contexts, choosing an ethical
recruiting method to ensure inclusivity, and managing group diversity while maintaining
a balance between the playfulness and the seriousness of the simulation. Overall, our study
underscores the potential of RPS to foster dialogue between scientific and political actors
and provides practical guidance for their effective use.

How can political scientists address the biggest
challenges of our time, such as the climate crisis,
beyond providing data analyses and policy rec-
ommendations? Following the literature that
enhances the benefits of role-play simulations

(RPS) to help students learn about actors’ policy decision making
(Stodden 2012; Watson 2022), a growing body of scholarship is
interested in using RPS beyond the classroom. However, practical

advice on how to implement RPS in other settings is limited,
which complicates operationalization. Our study contributes to
bridging this gap by identifying three challenges to RPS and
introducing strategies to address them.

Political science literature has long emphasized the benefits of
RPS in education. According to their proponents, RPS can—among
other benefits—facilitate knowledge acquisition (Lay and Smarick
2006), foster skill development (Bernstein 2008;Maertens andCheli
2023), and promote self-reflection on students’ beliefs and views
(Biziouras 2013). However, the focus on classroom pedagogy leads
such research to ignore the challenges associated with participants
who are not students. Although this literature shows that RPS can
accommodate a wide range of learner types (Shellman and Turan
2006), it barely mentions issues related to participant recruitment
and the scenario adjustment required by a nonstudent audience.

Beyond political science, RPS have been implemented success-
fully with nonstudent populations in two ways that appear highly
relevant for political scientists. First, researchers have shown that
the unique setup of RPS enables the collection of innovative data.
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RPS thus have been used across a wide range of policy-related case
studies, including questions of policy learning (Mayer 2009), deci-
sion making in situations of uncertainty and complexity (Hertzog
et al. 2014), and policy negotiation and problem solving (Rumore,
Schenk, and Susskind 2016). Closer to our scenario, RPS have been
proven helpful in investigating the science–policy interface
(Schinko and Bednar-Friedl 2022; Urcuqui-Bustamante et al.
2022), aligned with the growing interest in the role of science in
decisionmaking (Mason 2016) and the relationship between exper-
tise and governance (Howlett 2014) among political scientists.

Second, literature beyond political science also has used RPS as
a method of action research, consistent with the increasing appeal
in the discipline to produce impact beyond empirical output.
Indeed, RPS allow participants to be immersed in an experiential
environment where they can work on authentic problems while
being free to try different solutions (Sterman et al. 2014). In
addition, RPS can be effective tools for acquiring topical knowl-
edge related to the subject of a scenario (Edwards et al. 2019) and
developing professional skills (McEwen et al. 2014). Equally
important, RPS foster reflexivity and encourage participants to
explore different perspectives—thereby decentering their own—
by experiencing different social roles (O’Sullivan 2017).

Based on these elements, the use of RPS outside of the
classroom appears relevant to political scientists. However, polit-
ical science’s abundant RPS pedagogical literature (as well as the
RPS literature beyond political science) does not engage with the
methodological challenges raised outside of the classroom setting,
making their implementation difficult. This is particularly true
because RPS are known to have high setup costs and are time
consuming (Lean et al. 2006). More specifically, our study takes as
a starting point the challenges of conducting RPS with elite
participants, focusing in particular on two social groups highly
relevant to the field: policy makers and scientific experts. Indeed,
despite political science literature emphasizing the challenges
relative to conducting research with elites (Marland and Essel-
ment 2019; Morse 2019), literature engaging with the practical
questions that emerge when implementing RPS with this popu-
lation is lacking (for an exception, see Alejandro et al. 2024).

Drawing from two pilot simulations conducted in Switzerland
in which 12 scientists and 12 politicians role-played one another
for a half-day based on a scenario addressing negative emission
technologies (NETs), we identified three main challenges in the
development and organization of RPS with this type of audience:
(1) the need to adapt the scenario to RPS contexts, (2) participant
recruitment, and (3) group management during the simulation.

Because our simulations involved policy makers and scientific
experts as RPS participants, our recommendations may resonate
morewith thosewhose project dealswith social groups in positions
of authority, who have busy schedules and potentially competing
timelines and interests. Moreover, our scenario illustrates decision

making in contexts of uncertainty and complexity. The initiative
stemmed from challenges to decision making concerning COVID-
19, and different scenarios initially were explored across health and
environmental crises. Beyond climate decision making, the case
therefore exemplifies other instances in which stakeholders do not
know the likelihood of alternative scenarios and lack a clear view of
the potential consequences of their decisions.

METHODOLOGY OF THE PILOT SIMULATIONS

Our pilot simulations were conducted on November 12, 2021, at
the University of Lausanne, a medium-sized Swiss university
(i.e., 17,000 students) with a strong focus on human and social
sciences and a clear orientation toward outreach and collaboration
with the extra-academic world. Our main goal was to bridge the
gap between political and scientific actors because their lack of
understanding of one another’s roles and constraints seems to
hinder the effective governance of complex problems. Indeed,
given Switzerland’s context, in which direct exchanges between
scientists and lawmakers or members of government remain
occasional (see the online appendix), the need to improve connec-
tions and mutual understanding between these two worlds was
identified.

During the 12 months necessary to prepare for the event, an
organizing team of seven people and a project manager (i.e., a
master’s student hired especially for this purpose) conducted the
research on which the scenario was based, led the design of the
event, and produced the documents for participants. The organiz-
ing team members were mostly political scientists and sustain-
ability researchers at the University of Lausanne. The head of the
Climate Plan Unit (i.e., the cantonal administration in charge of
climate policy) also took an active part in the organization,
providing useful expertise on the functioning of local politics as
well as direct access to a network of policy makers.

Following a preparatory workshop (see the online appendix), we
selected NETs as the topic for our RPS scenario—namely, tech-
niques and solutions focused on capturing carbon dioxide in the
atmosphere and storing it in geological or biological reservoirs. The
two identical simulations involved two teams of six participants

each. One team consisted of policy makers role-playing scientific
characters from different disciplines; the other team was composed
of scientists role-playing political characters with different political
ideologies (see theonline appendix). The teammembershad towork
together to carry out specific tasks and missions dealing with the
potential implementation of NET solutions on a wide scale in the
area in which they were based (i.e., Canton de Vaud, Switzerland).
The simulations were designed to allow each team to experience
what the other social group typically does in real life. To achieve this,
we provided participantswithmaterial and documentation such as a
character sheet, whichdescribed the role theywere to play during the
simulation. The requirements were as follows:

Drawing from two pilot simulations conducted in Switzerland in which 12 scientists and
12 politicians role-played one another for a half-day based on a scenario revolving around
negative emission technologies (NETs), we identify three main challenges in the
development and organization of RPS with this type of audience.
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• The policy makers role-playing scientific characters were tasked
with writing an interdisciplinary grant proposal on NETs and a
summary of currently available knowledge for policy makers.

• The scientists role-playing political characters were tasked with
defining political guidelines for the regional regulation of NETs
implementation and deliberating on granting the authorization
for a bioenergy with carbon capture and storage (BECCS) pilot
project presented to them.

The teams were required to exchange information at several
points during the scenario, mimicking typical interactions at the
science–policy interface. A debriefing and discussion session was
planned for the end of the simulations. The simulations also were
accompanied by a data-collection setup, with observers notetaking
in real time, as well as pre- and post-simulation questionnaires for
participants.

CHALLENGES OF AND STRATEGIES FOR RPS BASED ON OUR
PILOT SIMULATIONS

We identify three main challenges: (1) the need to adapt the RPS
to sociopolitical contexts, (2) the difficulty in recruiting busy
participants, and (3) group management and facilitation for an
elite audience. To address the challenges raised by RPS with elite

participants, we suggest that organizing teams give special atten-
tion to scenario customization, ethical recruitment, and sensitive
facilitation.

Adapting to Sociopolitical Contexts

As the literature in participatory research has demonstrated (Lenz
2012), research activities involving participants other than the
researchers are sensitive to sociopolitical contexts. Successful
RPS engaging political and scientific actors require that the values
and objectives embedded within such activity—such as demo-
cratic dialogue, pluralism, and belief in science—echo the political
and scientific worlds in which participants belong. Divergence
with these values, excessive antagonism between science and
politics, and extreme views in politics and science regarding
climate change can jeopardize the simulation from the outset.

First, we recommend assessing the context of governance in
which the scenario takes place and adapting the scenario accord-
ingly. Thus, for our scenario, we chose the canton as the level of
political action. This enabled participants to relate to their real-life
experiences and made the scenario more plausible and attractive.
As such, most political tradeoffs in our scenario involved political
competencies at the cantonal rather than the federal level.

Second, we suggest reflecting on the sociopolitical diversity
and the potential antagonisms of the context in which the RPS
take place, to account for them and to avoid embedding them as
blind spots within the setup of the simulation. In our case,
differences that could significantly affect the scenario included
participants’ political values, their interest in science–policy inter-
actions, their understanding of the science–policy interface, and

their perception of the science–society dialogue. Other differences
may be related more specifically to their professional fields. In our
case, for example, these differences included professional profiles
of the scientists (e.g., theoretical scientists versus applied engi-
neers), level of seniority (e.g., junior scientists may be more likely
to change their own behavior but have little authority and influ-
ence to change others’), and level of experience (e.g., scientists
already involved in climate outreach may facilitate the simulation,
but the event could have more impact by including participants
unfamiliar with these activities). These differences must be
accounted for in both recruitment strategies and when producing
the adapted material given to the participants.

Additionally, the organizing team should consider its own
composition relative to the context and anticipate the type of
infrastructural support the partner/host organizations are willing
to provide. Indeed, an organizing team composed of only social
scientists with expertise in climate studies might be unbalanced in
its capacity to develop a scenario of sufficient quality and plausi-
bility for political actors. In terms of institutional context, we
benefited from great support from the partner organization
(i.e., the University of Lausanne)—from administrative and finan-
cial support to room booking, video making, and printing. This
support facilitated the preparation of our pilot RPS and illustrates

a well-funded university system in a high-income country that
favors innovative initiatives and is willing to support policy-
relevant and—in this case—climate-related events.

Recruiting Busy Participants

Sampling and recruitment are traditional methodological chal-
lenges within and beyond RPS (Guest, Namey, andMitchell 2013).
In the case of RPS that involve elites such as experts and policy
makers, these challenges are especially present due to the target
populations’ characteristics. Political and scientific actors are elite
groups that may be not only difficult to reach but also difficult to
convince to participate in RPS.

Therefore, we encourage organizers to ethically consider con-
straints that participants may face when making decisions about
scheduling and setting up potential reward systems for them. For
example, is there a time of the year to avoid because some of the
participants will be particularly busy? Would their participation
be considered part of their workload or should participants be
compensated instead (and, if so, how)?

First, by considering participants’ schedules and the type of
(symbolic) benefits they might receive from such activity in
competition with their otherwise busy schedule, organizers max-
imize their chances to convince elites to participate. In our case,
while adjusting to both the political and the university calendars,
we outlined the salience and relevance of the topic on which
participants would acquire knowledge and presented the simula-
tion as a networking activity. Additionally, securing the partici-
pation of a key political or scientific figure at an early stage of the
process may convince others to take part in the activity.

To address the challenges raised by RPS with elite participants, we suggest that organizing
teams give special attention to scenario customization, ethical recruitment, and sensitive
facilitation.

.............................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................
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Second, we suggest relying on a network-based recruitment
strategy. Access to policymakers and expertsmay be a challenge as
the literature on elite interviews has shown (Marland and Essel-
ment 2019). Accordingly, using partner organizations and per-
sonal networks to approach potential participants may prove
successful. This also means that, considering that the participants
are high profile, we would not advise delegating the recruitment to
assistants. This ensures that the desired level of etiquette is
respected and increases the chances that the invitation emails will
be answered. Such recruitment techniques allow organizers to
inquire informally about a prospective participant’s potential lack
of collegiality or disrespectful behavior. In that case, organizers
can decide to not include someone in the activity so as tominimize
the risk of conflict and resistance during the event. Organizers also
may want to indicate to participants whether they are allowed and
encouraged to invite others to the event because participants who
have been approached first may initiate unsolicited snowball
sampling. Consequently, organizers should consider how they
would address such a situation—for example, adding more char-
acters to the scenario or proposing to register a participant for
subsequent RPS.

Third, recruitment can be facilitated by emphasizing the
representativeness of the sample. Following the simulation’s
objectives, we aimed for our sampling to be attentive to the
diversity of political opinion, disciplinary background, age, eth-
nicity, and gender because doing so offers many advantages.
Diversity produces representativeness in line with the demo-
cratic values of the exercise and creates a feeling of ownership
across these groups. For policy makers, we highlighted the
importance of providing an accurate representation of the polit-
ical landscape, incentivizing all parties to send participants to
ensure their party’s presence; for experts, we insisted on the
critical role of their discipline to encourage their participation.
The representativeness of the group also increases the legitimacy
and outreach potential of the simulation, including media cov-
erage—which, in turn, can be a motivating factor for participants
to attend (provided that confidentiality rules are communicated
in advance).

Facilitating RPS for an Elite Audience

Conditions for successful RPS involve the skilled management of
the participants on the day of the simulation (Flood et al. 2018).
Each team has a facilitator in charge of leading the planned
activities and moderating the exchanges without influencing
participants’ decisions. Three main challenges may arise when
facilitating elite participants.

First, although RPS aim to take participants out of their
comfort zone and challenge their perceptions, the activity should
not make them feel uncomfortable to the point of being counter-
productive. Participants need to feel respected and safe to be able
to reflect and question their positions and perceptions (O’Sullivan

2017), and the scenario material therefore must be adapted accord-
ingly (e.g., level of technicality). Thus, facilitators should create an
inclusive environment. They should emphasize that the main goal
is the experience and that there are no right or wrong outcomes—
some participants may feel anxious regarding what the group will
deliver at the end of the RPS—and insist on the importance of
respectful behavior.

The second facilitation strategy targets individuals. Facilitators
should be attentive to participants’ nonverbal communication and
emotional reactions when they discover their roles and read the
associated documentation, as well as during the interactions. If
some participants show signs of misunderstanding, lack of inter-
est, or even discouragement, facilitators can offer reassurance by
speaking discretely to them, writing an individualized note with
recommendations on how to pursue their role, and checking in
during breaks. Approaching participants individually to provide
constructive feedback can prevent them from losing face. Facili-
tators must be sensitive to the diversity of participants because
their prior experience with RPS can vary widely, with some finding
it difficult either to understand the exercise’s logic or to engage
with it in a way that enables success. Indeed, the specific skills and
dispositions that facilitate participation in RPS (e.g., capacity for
improvisation, open-mindedness) are distributed unequally, dif-
ficult to assess at the recruitment level, and may need to be
compensated for during the simulation.

A second challenge related to facilitating elite participants
involves time management and floor distribution. Policy makers
and experts generally are used to speaking and being listened to
rather than being asked to adapt to the constraints of an exercise.
They are more likely to challenge facilitators who are attempting
to manage the team, and their habit of public speaking can lead to
delays during the simulations. In our pilot simulations, partici-
pants included 12 policy makers occupying executive positions,
with legislative and administrative experience, and 12 scientific
experts–all with a PhD but from different disciplines. As a result,
facilitators should be experienced moderators and able to give
direct instructions to participants—despite their position of
authority in real life. Another strategy is to verbalize this concern

in the introduction by explicitly stating that time management
may become an issue. Experts can be reminded of the challenges
that they may have encountered when chairing a scientific panel,
and policy makers can be recalled of strict rules that limit their
intervention in parliaments and assemblies.

A third challenge derives from the ludic nature of RPS and how
elite participants may react to it. Whereas the playful nature of
RPS has been praised for facilitating learning and knowledge
retention (Shaw 2004), it is crucial to find a balance between
appreciating these ludic dimensions and emphasizing the serious-
ness of RPS objectives. Organizers should observe signs of disen-
gagement and caricature shown by participants, who may resist

This methodological roadmap for conducting RPS will help political scientists and
practitioners to harness the potential of RPS to bridge the gap between political and
scientific actors, thereby enhancing our collective ability to tackle pressing global (and
local) issues, including the climate crisis.
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the embodiment of their role. Facilitation techniques can be used
to redirect participants when they caricature their character or act
in contradiction with their profile (e.g., an expert embodying a
political character whose political stance differs from their per-
sonal beliefs). Facilitators also can reiterate the goal of the exercise
throughout the event to increase engagement. Finally, mockery
can be discussed openly during the introduction, breaks, and
debriefing sessions to reflect on perceptions and prejudices.

CONCLUSION

Our pilot simulations allowed us to identify three main challenges
in the development and organization of RPS: (1) the need to adapt
the scenario to RPS sociopolitical contexts, (2) the difficulty of
recruiting busy participants, and (3) group management and
facilitation for an elite audience. The strategies outlined in this
article provide insight into overcoming these challenges, such as
emphasizing the need for scenario customization, ethical recruit-
ment, and sensitive facilitation. This methodological roadmap for
conducting RPS will help political scientists and practitioners to
harness the potential of RPS to bridge the gap between political
and scientific actors, thereby enhancing our collective ability to
tackle pressing global (and local) issues, including the climate
crisis.
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