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Abstract

MOMENTS OF CONNECTION: CULTIVATING EMPATHY BETWEEN PARTIES
IN CONFLICT USING ROLE PLAY

Gina Cerasani, Ph.D.
George Mason University, 2015

Dissertation Director: Dr. Susan F. Hirsch

Empathy is central to many conflict resolution processes, but the concept has not been
adequately described in the field. This dissertation investigates processes of cultivating
empathy by examining structured classroom role-play activities which have been found
to increase participants' empathy. The qualitative study focuses on undergraduate
students' participation in role-plays about conflicts related to the practice of mountaintop
mining in Appalachian communities. Components of the role-plays that cultivated
empathy were discovered through interviews with students, observations during role-
plays, review of audio and video recordings of the role-plays, students' reflection papers,
and pre and post testing.

Key findings include the importance of narrative preparation for role-play and the
performance of characters during role-play to the development of empathy. In particular,

two activities were found to cultivate empathy in student participants: the screening of a



documentary film, and a journal writing exercise focused on developing a story for their
role-play character. The study also revealed that the act of performing characters in an
interactive environment contributed to the development of empathy toward other conflict

parties enacted by fellow student participants.



Chapter One: Introduction

"I still don'’t like coal or what the collection of it does to our environment, but if I
had the opportunity to discontinue its use tomorrow, I could not in good conscience do so
without providing some alternative means of support to those who rely on the coal mining
economy. If these new feelings about coal mining aren’t a result of empathy, I struggle to
imagine what else could be to blame."

The passage above was included in a reflection paper written by Mark (not his
real name), a student in a six-week undergraduate course in Spring 2011 devoted entirely
to simulating a conflict in a rural community in the Appalachian region of the United
States. The role-play activity transformed a small group of students into community
members who were grappling with challenges concerning economic development, the
practice of mountaintop coal mining, and the health and environment of their community.
Mountaintop mining (MTM) is a coal mining practice common in West Virginia,
Kentucky, and southwestern Virginia, whereby “forests are cleared and stripped of
topsoil, and explosives are used to break up rocks to access buried coal” (Palmer et al.,
2010, p. 148). It is a source of conflict in communities that are in close proximity to
mountaintop mines, stemming from concerns about environmental destruction, human
health, and coal as the primary economic engine in the region (Hirsch & Dukes, 2014;

Tincher, 2015).



In the role-play activity, Mark portrayed a pastor who was considered a
peacebuilder by many in the community, and who believed that issues surrounding MTM
presented moral concerns in which he and the entire community had a stake. Through the
role-play, Mark not only identified with the challenges faced by his own character, such
as resistance from other community members to his involvement in the conflict and
balancing diverse views in his own congregation, but he also came to appreciate the
challenges faced by other stakeholders as well - namely, coal miners. As expressed in his
reflection paper and later in an interview I conducted with him, Mark not only gained a
greater intellectual understanding of what it means to be a coal miner, but he reported that
he had a sense of what it feels like to live that experience.

As the designer and instructor of this simulation course, I identified multiple
learning objectives for students, including an increased ability to take the perspectives of
others. Perspective-taking is often associated with role-play and is broadly accepted in
the field of conflict analysis and resolution (CAR) as an important skill for practitioners
and for parties in conflict (D. W. Johnson, Johnson, Dudley, Mitchell, & Fredrickson,
1997; Neale & Bazerman, 1983). I focused my learning objectives initially on perspective
taking, rather than empathy, because I was familiar with it and because I had not yet
conceptualized empathy. Reading Mark’s paper led me to reconsider my assumptions
early in the process of deploying the role-play activities in classrooms. Mark reported his
new feelings more explicitly in his paper than other students did, but others also
expressed feelings and perspectives in relation to the parties involved in the simulated

conflicts that were characteristic of empathy. In thinking about what Mark had written, I



contemplated: Had he really developed a new sense of empathy? If so, how had that
happened? Does he, or do I, even know what we mean by empathy?

These questions set me on a path that led to this dissertation project. I wanted to
understand how empathy had been conceptualized in the CAR field and how role-play
had been used to cultivate empathy. Most importantly, though, I wanted to discover the
pedagogical tools or role-play components through which role-play activities may induce
empathy in participants. A review of the CAR literature led to greater certainty that this is
an area in need of study. The concept of empathy appears in much of the literature, which
demonstrates its importance to the field, but it has not been fully fleshed out as a
concept with a shared meaning for CAR scholars (Bowers & Moffett, 2012; Broome,
2009; Della Noce, 1999; Frei, 1985; Gopin, 1997; Kriesberg & Dayton, 2012).

In this chapter I introduce the concept of empathy as I have come to understand it
through this study, and I elucidate its important characteristics. Furthermore, I identify its
place in the CAR field. I review the use of role-plays as tools for cultivating empathy,
and I consider both the benefits and the challenges of using role-plays in CAR
classrooms, especially for the purposes of improving perspective-taking and cultivating
empathy. Next, I present the research methods employed in this study and the substantive
findings the research produced, that narrative activities in preparation for role-plays and
the performance of a character in a role-play contribute to the cultivation of empathy in

role-play participants. Finally, I provide an outline of the dissertation.



Unpacking Empathy

As an internal state, empathy is difficult to recognize and understand. CAR
practitioners and scholars have long recognized the need to develop methods for
encouraging parties engaged in a conflict to try to empathize with one another, or at least
to begin to understand the other party’s perspective (Belman & Flanagan, 2010; Broome,
1991, 2009; Ramsbotham, Miall, & Woodhouse, 2011). For example, facilitated dialogue
is a conflict resolution process designed to offer participants opportunities to share their
perspectives on an issue and to learn about the perspectives of others. However, empathy
is often referenced in passing without conceptualization. For instance, distinctions
between cognitive and emotional expressions of empathy, common in the psychology
literature, are infrequently addressed in the CAR literature. Although some scholars, such
as Della Noce (1999), make such distinctions, nuanced discussions of empathy are rare in
the CAR field.

A preeminent CAR scholar who seeks to better understand how empathy operates,
Kriesberg presents the following components of empathy for addressing conflict
escalation:

First, empathy includes accurately perceiving the other person’s feelings
and thoughts related to the conflict. Second, empathetic persons
experience those feelings and thoughts as if they were their own. Third,
persons distinguish their own thoughts and feelings from those of the
person with whom they empathize. Finally, empathy includes

communicating the experience of empathy. (2012, p. 190).



The first three provide a strong foundation for a basic understanding of empathy,
while the fourth is less a component of empathy and more a component of conflict
resolution. Although Kriesberg offers some insight into the way empathy operates, the
complexity of empathy is not fully captured in these components. By contrast, Gopin
does not conceptualize empathy as components, but acknowledges its complexity when
he writes that it is “evoked by the painful story of the other party” and it “generates a
common bond between enemies” (1997, p. 10). Although such statements reflect the
multifaceted nature of empathy, they fail to offer a description of what it is.

The aim of this study is, in part, to fill the absence in the CAR field of a rich,
nuanced understanding of empathy. In so doing, I surveyed the CAR literature on
empathy, and I explored the conceptualization of empathy in multiple fields - namely,
anthropology, psychology and performance studies - to develop an understanding of this
concept that better serves the CAR field. Through my research, the following key ideas
have emerged and contributed to my understanding of empathy:

1. Empathy is both cognitive and affective. To empathize is to do more than
develop a connection with another person on an intellectual level. However,
even though empathy is sometimes defined as 'feeling with' another,
recognizing and operationalizing that is somewhat problematic. While one can
imagine questions to establish the validity of a cognitive connection, how does
one do the same for emotion? It is a challenge, but less so if we shift our
thinking from conceptualizing the cognitive and affective elements of

empathy as distinct, to imagining them as intertwined and messy. It is possible



to detect affective elements of empathy in phrases like, "I imagine it feels
like...";

2. Empathy is experiential. Dispositional empathy, in particular, is thought of as
a static ability or capacity. By this measure, one either possesses or lacks an
innate capacity to empathize. There is a great deal of evidence, however, to
support the idea that empathy can be taught through experiences (Monroe,
2006; Pinderhughes, 1979; Shapiro, Morrison, & Boker, 2004). More
importantly, my research is not concerned with empathy as an abstract idea,
but with empathy cultivated through intersubjective experiences.

3. Empathy is dynamic and experienced as moments of connection. One's
experience of empathy frequently moves through moments of connection and
disconnection, from "feelings of mutual understanding, attunement, and
compassion to feelings of confusion, misalignment, and singularity..."
(Throop, 2010, p. 771). When one attempts to empathize, it is not always
successful, and sometimes it is impossible to know if the attempt has
succeeded - meaning that one really did gain a better understanding of the
perspective, feelings and experience of another - until a later time. Through
self-reflexivity, however, one can critically examine efforts to empathize, can
identify moments of connection and disconnection, and can begin to better
understand what is happening in those moments.

Empathy is an important concept in the CAR field, but it has never been

developed in the way it has in other fields. Doing so will provide CAR scholars and



practitioners with a clearer understanding of what it is, how it operates, and how to
cultivate it, and will further provide instructors with a better sense of how to teach it. In
Chapter Two I present an extensive review of the empathy literature from multiple fields,
and I justify the conceptualization of empathy that emerges from my research.
Empathy through Role-Play

I studied the cultivation of empathy through role-play activities, a pedagogical
tool common to CAR classrooms. In part, I focused my research on role-play because it
is what led to my curiosity about empathy. Beyond that, however, I was persuaded by the
knowledge that a key objective of classroom role-plays is to engage students in a first-
person experience of conflict, which is closely aligned with empathy. This makes role-
plays ideal for examining efforts in the field to induce empathy. Role-play is a type of
simulation, which is a category of activities that are designed to replicate some aspect of
reality, and which includes a variety of games and computer simulations (Hale Feinstein,
Mann, & Corsun, 2002). The role-plays I studied included preparatory activities, such as
caucusing sessions with students who were assigned the same character, as well as
activities that occurred between meetings in which students were in character, such as
debriefing sessions. In this dissertation, I refer to the overall activity as the role-play,
which encompasses the preparatory activities and the debriefing sessions, and I refer to
the sessions when students are in character as the simulated meetings.

As an undergraduate instructor and a member of the School for Conflict Analysis
and Resolution's (SCAR) Undergraduate Experiential Learning Project (UELP), I

designed the aforementioned course (Simulation in Community and Organizational



Conflict Resolution), which was a one-credit conflict simulation featuring a role-play
titled The Last Resort: Envisioning Change in an Appalachian Mining Community. In
addition to the one-credit course, I taught another class (Community, Group, and
Organizational Conflict Analysis and Resolution) for several semesters that included a
role-play activity, Can We Drink the Water?: Simulating Conflict Dynamics in an
Appalachian Mining Community, which was similarly focused on conflicts associated
with MTM. Other SCAR undergraduate instructors who taught Community, Group, and
Organizational Conflict Analysis and Resolution included Can We Drink the Water? in
their course, and they allowed me to observe the role-play sessions in those classes.

The UELP was a three-year Department of Education grant-funded project that
was formed to develop experiential activities for undergraduate CAR classrooms at
George Mason University (GMU) and other institutions of higher learning, and to
conduct research on aspects of experiential learning related to the activities. The two role-
play activities at the center of my study were created through the UELP. The genesis of
the role-plays is relevant because it is useful to know that they were developed
collaboratively by a team of faculty and graduate students who were engaged in thinking
about experiential learning and identifying best practices.

I describe the role-plays I studied in great detail in subsequent chapters; for some
background, they were based on current MTM conflicts, and they were developed
through firsthand knowledge and research of the conflicts. They included several
activities to prepare students for role-play participation, such as a lecture on the history

and meaning of the conflict, a documentary film set in an Appalachian community with



divided positions on MTM, and a journal writing exercise. Both of the role-plays ran for
two or more class sessions.

Role-play in CAR classrooms. Role-play activities are commonly included in
CAR classrooms, particularly at the undergraduate level, for a few reasons. In part, they
provide a diversion from the traditional lecture format, and many students find them
enjoyable. They also offer instructors an interactive way of teaching students about a
particular conflict, and illustrating the dynamics of conflict. Some role-plays include
roles for third-party interveners, and when structured this way, they provide opportunities
for students in those roles to practice conflict resolution skills, such as mediation and
negotiation.

The types of role-plays used in CAR classrooms vary from those that simulate
interpersonal conflicts, such as disputes among roommates, to those that simulate
international conflicts. One role-play that was developed by the UELP team, Adding Fuel
to the Fire: Energy Resources and International Negotiation in the Eastern
Mediterranean, simulated a United Nations summit aimed at preventing interstate
conflict over undersea gas and oil fields recently discovered in the Eastern
Mediterranean. Other role-plays, such as the ones I studied, focus on community-level
conflict. The complexity of the conflict informed the structure of a role-play; the role-
plays developed by the UELP addressed intractable conflicts that could not be fully
appreciated in short sessions of role-play. Not only did students prepare extensively for
participation in the role-plays, the activities themselves spanned multiple class sessions to

allow students sufficient time to engage in as many aspects of the conflict as possible.



As a pedagogical tool, role-plays, like other tools, have supporters and detractors.
Some CAR instructors find them beneficial for some of the previously stated reasons,
such as potentially increased student engagement and the opportunity to practice conflict
intervention skills. Additionally, the subject matter of a course may be better retained
through experiential activities, such as role-play (DeNeve & Heppner, 1997). Others have
concerns about students’ ability to play characters well, and the harm that may result in
students reinforcing stereotypes through their performances, as well as concerns about
students who feel uncomfortable with role-play because they have reserved personalities.
In the subsequent sections I take a closer look at some of the benefits and challenges of
using role-plays in CAR classrooms.

Benefits of role-play. Multiple studies have found that students are more
interested in the subject matter, and more likely to retain what they have learned, when
the material is taught using simulations (Craig & Amernic, 1994; DeNeve & Heppner,
1997b; Druckman & Ebner, 2008).

In addition to such educational benefits, the performance aspect of role-play
activities shifts students from merely being audiences hearing stories to enactors of those
stories. This shift presents its own challenges with regard to the abilities of students to
authentically perform those stories (Shuman, 2005). Authentic participation is marked by
engaged, focused participation in a learning activity (Hadjioannou, 2007; Hale & City,
2006, pp. 79-85). Hale and City identify the challenges to authentic participation as
nonparticipation and superficial participation, which affirm my experiences and

observations of the role-plays I studied. As the name implies, nonparticipation is a lack of

10



student participation. Instead of participating in a classroom activity, the student may be
engaged in another activity, such as surfing the Internet, or may be sitting silently.
Superficial participation tends to result from a student feeling compelled to participate,
but not valuing the activity.

When applied to the role-play activities, authentic participation included such
things as staying in character, fully engaging in the simulated meetings, and expressing
emotions when appropriate. Authentic participation in a role-play was an indicator of a
student empathizing with their own or other characters, in that to perform authentically,
one has likely formed an understanding of the character’s perspective. Although enacting
the stories of others is not an easy task, it may be through such imperfect efforts to
understand parties in conflict by experiencing that conflict in a constructed time and
space that students move from academic interest in the conflict to a stronger sense of
connection with the parties, as well as an appreciation of the conflict’s intractability.

When students are assigned the roles of parties with whom they seem to have
little to nothing in common, they are asked to travel a great distance from a starting
position of unfamiliarity and uncertainty, to a place where they can portray their character
authentically. It is not difficult for undergraduate students to role-play a roommate
conflict; for most it is familiar and represents where they are in their lives. But when a
student is asked to play the role of a school principal who is facing angry parents because
the school's water is contaminated, and members of the community are blaming the coal
mining industry, and the principal's spouse is employed by that industry, the student is

asked to move into what is likely unfamiliar and uncomfortable territory. It is important
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to keep in mind, however, that these students are preparing to be conflict analysts and
practitioners and, as practitioners, will be in a position to ask parties to move into
unfamiliar and uncomfortable spaces. To have this experience, then, not only offers
students a sense of what parties in a conflict experience, but also the experience of trying
to understand others in an intractable conflict.

Debriefing sessions, in particular, provide opportunities for such confrontations,
and for reflecting upon experiences in simulated meetings. Role-play debriefing is a
practice with the purpose of providing context for what occurred while participants were
performing in character. It can be used to address stereotypes that emerged in the course
of a simulated meeting (a point I address in greater detail in the subsequent section), and
it can serve as a process for illuminating concepts and theories studied in a course that
have been put into practice in the simulation (Shearer & Davidhizar, 2003; Stafford,
2005). Van Ments maintains that it is in the debriefing that “the meaning of the enactment
is clarified” (1999, p. 133).

Role-play challenges. Despite their frequent use in CAR classrooms, some view
role-plays as exercises that are, at best, inauthentic, and at worst, promoters of cultural
stereotypes (Alexander & LeBaron, 2009, 2013). To be sure, role-play activities provide
challenges for designers, facilitators, and participants. The risk that participants will
reinforce stereotypes through their performances must be taken seriously, but it does not
present an insurmountable challenge. Later in this dissertation I address pedagogical best

practices for role-plays, but here I share a story that illustrates the challenge.
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While using the MTM role-play in one classroom, students in one of the small
group simulated meetings decided to adopt what they considered to be Appalachian
accents. I heard the accents near the end of the meeting, as did other students in the class.
During the debriefing session after the meeting, a student said he heard the students
speaking with accents, and it offended him. He shared that his family is from the
Appalachian region, and hearing students use the accents reminded him of the stereotypes
that plague those who live in the region. One of the students in the group using the
accents also used what one might consider to be a stereotypical name - 'Billy Bob' or
some equivalent - further reinforcing potentially painful stereotypes. The students using
the accents were taken aback by what they heard from other students, and they assured
the group that they were actually trying to perform authentically, while admittedly having
some fun in the process. At this point, we ran out of time as class ended, and I was left to
consider how I would address this in our next session. After conferring with colleagues, I
developed some questions to engage students in critical thinking about the assumptions
we had all made, and how those assumptions affected the activity and affected us
personally. The potential harm caused by performing stereotypes in a role-play is real,
but the classroom space affords important opportunities to confront the stereotypes
through processes of debriefing and reflecting on what has occurred.

Challenges inherent in role-play activities need to be addressed by instructors who
use them, but the benefits of such activities in CAR classrooms, especially when they are
developed and deployed in ways that minimize risks and address concerns, are potentially

great. It is impractical and unethical to directly involve CAR students with few skills and
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little experience in many of the types of conflicts that are enacted through role-play.
However, in a well-constructed classroom space, students have opportunities to
experience the dynamics of a conflict that might otherwise be inaccessible. With a focus
on perspective-taking and increased understanding of a conflict and the parties involved,
role-play activities are ideal as a site for studying the cultivation of empathy. In Chapter
Four I explore the narrative and performance elements of role-play, as components that
are identified with empathy, and I introduce best practices for role-plays that are intended
to increase empathy.
Project Objectives

Focusing my research on undergraduate CAR students allowed me to explore an
environment in which efforts to cultivate and teach perspective taking and empathy are
pervasive, if not always explicit. Role-play is a common practice for achieving such
objectives, as they are intended to allow students to experience a conflict as if they were a
party to it, and to engage in the conflict, as well as attempts to resolve it, from the
perspective of their character. Through examination of the effectiveness of role-play
activities as one pedagogical approach to teaching empathy, I explored the elements of
role-play that induce empathy, and I examined