
 

 

Promoting deep learning in Marketing Strategy through integration of a tri-
sequel role play  

1. Introduction 
The majority of university courses given within the field of strategy has traditionally been 
delivered through teacher centered (Schneider and Lieb, 2004) lectures, case studies (Okumus 
and Wong, 2007) and individual assignments (Arias-Aranda, 2007). The “spoon feeding” 
approach of teacher centered education in general is especially unfortunate for courses with 
abstract and complex content targeting undergraduate students with minimal work experience 
(Shen, Nicholson, and Nicholson, 2015). For courses in Marketing Strategy this is precisely 
the issue (Schneider and Lieb, 2004) leaving a gap between the content of the strategy course 
and the students’ preunderstanding, which in turn make the students struggle to make sense of 
the abstract concepts taught.  

One way to bridge the gap is to make use of active learning which is an increasingly endorsed 
pedagogic approach (Mikalayeva, 2016) practiced with the objective to engage the students so 
that they ultimately can produce their own knowledge (Powner and Allendoerfer, 2008). 
Overall, by making the students active participants, often through problem solving 
(Mikalayeva, 2016), students are believed to benefit from deeper learning (Mikalayeva, 
2016). There are different types of active learning approaches or “techniques” (Lean et al., 
2006), e.g. case work, structured debate (Mikalayeva, 2016), group discussion (Powner and 
Allendoerfer, 2008), computer simulation (Mitchell, 2004; Arias-Aranda, 2007), gaming (Rao 
and Stupans, 2012), and role play (Dingli, Khalfey, and Leston-Bandeira, 2013; Stevens, 
2015).  

Role play is characterized by a shift in control and ownership from the teacher to the students 
(Mikalayeva, 2016) for whom the role play offers a venue, or “microworld” (Valler-Jones, 
Meechan, and Jones, 2011, pp. 628), in which to put conceptual course content into practice 
(Dingli, Khalfey, and Leston-Bandeira, 2013). The integration of role play therefore help 
break the traditional, “endless” row of passive listening (Schneider and Lieb, 2004) to lectures 
and in seminars (Mikalayeva, 2016; Wilson 2015). The newness of the role-play has been 
found to excite the students and increase their motivation to learn (Mikalayeva, 2016) as the 
approach often is perceived as different and fun (Valler-Jonas, Meechan, and Jones, 2011). 
Role play also stimulates understanding and long-term recollection through emotional 
activation (Heyward, 2010). 

However, the interest of integrating role play into higher education courses appear to vary 
greatly between fields. While role play frequently has been incorporated into pre-service 
professional practice courses such as nursing (e.g. Fossen, and Stoeckel, 2016; Valler-Jones, 
Meechan, and Jones, 2011), teaching (e.g. Hoan Cho, Yon Yim, and Paik, 2015; Heyward, 
2010), and social work (e.g. Moss, 2000), the situation appears vastly different within the 
field of strategic management judging from the comparably sparse body of articles published 
within this area. This seems to be the case especially when the role play is non-computer 
based and not in the nature of educational games, e.g. board game or field game (see Lean et 
al. 2006).  
The particular course under scrutiny is the 7,5 credit undergraduate level course Cases in 
Marketing Strategy. The main reason for focusing on this particular course is its structure in 
terms of a tri-sequel role play. The ambition is that by sharing the experience of orchestrating 
not one standalone role play, but three consecutive role plays in a strategy course, other 
teachers might be inspired to try this approach while avoiding certain shortcomings. The 
purpose is therefore to describe the integration and effectiveness of a tri-sequel role play 
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within the course Cases in Marketing Strategy. This paper continues with a discussion of role 
play followed by a description of how role play has been integrated into the strategy course 
Cases in Marketing Strategy. The paper ends with a discussion and reflections.  

2. Role play 
Role play is a type of simulation (Lean, et al., 2006; Mikalayeva, 2016), but more in 
particular, and as the name indicates, a role play consists of a role and a play (Shapiro and 
Leopold, 2012). The role can be an actual authentic role, an imitation, or a fully fictional role 
while the play dimension roughly range from a strict script to an improvisation. The scripted 
role play it is not to be confused with the nature of a theatrical play, but rather keeps the 
interactive order of the players under control (Alden, 1999). Regarding the interactive nature 
of the role play the context is “non-computer based” (Lean, et al., 2006) and can range from 
noninteractive to fully interactive. In the interactive role play the students interact with each 
other as part of playing their roles, while the noninteractive role play essentially consist of a 
presentation in which the presenting students have taken on a particular role. In the interactive 
role play there is an element of the students learning from each other, but also social learning, 
which is highly dependent on the collaboration between the students (Stevens, 2015). 
Despite the teacher’s best intentions to efficiently integrate role play as an active learning 
approach into a course, certain issues might be encountered. Examples of such issues are the 
teacher giving up some of the control; preparation, progression and evaluation; reluctance 
towards participation among the students; and assignment of student roles. First, problems are 
likely to originate from the shift in focus from the teacher to the students, in which the teacher 
risk losing some of its control. In fact, the role play setting is often relaxed and unrestricted 
(Alden, 1999) due to lack of clear directions and detailed frames (Mikalayeva, 2016). Thus, 
the challenge to make role play efficient, i.e. facilitate deep learning, seems to be to find the 
balance between giving the students freedom and to give them directions and guidance 
(Mikalayeva, 2016). Thus, while role play stipulates a shift in focus from the teacher to the 
student, the teacher should necessarily be present and offer advice and support during the 
entire role play process, not least in the post process.  
Further, in order for the students to feel self-confident during the role play it is important to 
allow for plenty of preparations (Mikalayeva, 2016). Such preparation includes preparing for 
the role play on concept level (Heyward, 2010). This is particularly the case when in 
conceptually demanding courses where the average undergraduate student most often lacks 
the experience needed to solve problems and make decisions as part of their acting. In order 
to minimize such obstacles, the role play should be anchored in carefully elaborated business 
cases (Wilson, 2015) on which the students can base their actions. According to Rao and 
Stupans (2012) pre-activity planning might completely eliminate reluctance to participate. In 
case of multiple role play sessions, there should be progression in terms of business cases 
assigned. Especially if developing a series of role plays the importance of progression of 
problem solving and learning must be acknowledged (Valler-Jones, Meechan, and Jones, 
2011). Hence, role play sessions should never be included simply for the fun of it, but come 
with a purpose and progression plan of its own. Hence, in order to enhance the learning 
process and monitor the effectiveness of the role play, it is important to review and reflect 
upon the completed role play (Alden, 1999; Heyward, 2010), preferably immediately after the 
role play. Such review of the role play execution has been pointed out to be a common 
weakness of role play in higher education (Pettenger, West, and Young, 2014).  
Another challenge has to do with students simply not being receptive to role play 
(Mikalayeva, 2016; Valler-Jones, Meechan, and Jones, 2011). In fact, reluctance among 
students to participate in role plays has been mentioned as the most severe barrier (Dingli, 
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Khalfey and Leston-Bandeira, 2013) to role play integration in university courses. The 
reasons could be that the students simply prefer different teaching pedagogics or find 
participating in role plays outside their comfort zone. And when the teacher could make the 
role play mandatory, there seem to be little to gain from forcing students to participate in the 
role play (Mikalayeva, 2016). Instead it should be accepted that some students chose passive 
roles while others chose to participate actively (Heyward, 2010). However, in order to 
convince the students to overcome their reluctance to partake in the role play, incentives could 
be offered (Dingli, Khalfey and Leston-Bandeira, 2013).  
A sensitive issue concerning the effectiveness of role play is the assignment of roles. The 
ambition should be that each student gets a role that fits him or her, and at the same time 
benefits the role play group. The process of allocating roles to the students can be random, 
volunteer-based, or carefully planned by the teacher (Moss, 2000). Further, the teacher in 
charge might, if detecting dominance tendencies during the role play, want to interrupt the 
role play underway with the ambition to dilute the dominance and stimulate a more nuanced 
discussion. Shen, Nicholson and Nicholson (2015) recommends for the teacher to assign 
students in groups especially when there is a series of cases in order to encourage discussion 
and avoid unfruitful collaboration. Other reasons for the teacher to pause the role play could 
be to explicate a particular theoretical connection to what is being discussed, or to give the 
students time to contemplate the unfolding of the play (Moss, 2000).  

3. Cases in Marketing Strategy  
Since 2011 role play has been an integral part of the undergraduate course Cases in Marketing 
Strategy offer at Linnaeus University, Sweden. The course is a full time 7,5 credit course 
spanning over a period of three weeks. The course is attended by between 20 to 40 third-year 
undergraduate students annually. The course has a three-part divide in which each part is 
centered around an assigned business case. In groups of three, the students solve the business 
case and deliver the solution through a written paper in small-group seminar settings. Closely 
following these seminars, the role play session where the same case is solved again is given. 
This structure is repeated in the two consecutive cases. Hence the students have opportunity 
to participate and practice role play in three separate settings, or cases, as part of this course. 
The preceding course description follows a three-phase structure inspired by Moss (2000) and 
Alden (1999) and depicts the set-up for each of the three parts, i.e. preparatory, process and 
post-process.  
Preparatory phase:  

Before attending the course Cases in Marketing Strategy the students have completed a 7,5 
credit course in Marketing Strategy. From attending the Marketing Strategy course the 
students have had the opportunity to become accustomed with the conceptual discussion and 
framework within the strategic management field. The students have also got to know the 
teachers, as the same set of teachers tends to manage both these courses.  
During the general introduction of the course the students are introduced to the role play set-
up in terms of it being non-mandatory, group constellations, and extra points system which is 
awarded for participation in the role play sessions. Role play participation is voluntary and 
students can choose to participate in one role play, but decline participation in the others. 
Approximately 60 percent of the students enrolled in the course also partake in the role plays.  
Concerning the group constellations, the students are working in role play teams of five to 
seven students, which, to the extent it is possible, differ from the group constellations of the 
preceding case paper groups. This is done in order to encourage new solutions to the case and 
to give the students a chance to hear other opinions.  
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The cases assigned become progressively more open. Starting with a case were both concepts 
and empirical information are given. Followed be a case where it is encouraged to find more 
empirical information and for the final case the students are given the official strategy 
document of Linnaeus University and get to decide on the most pertinent problem themselves 
and then encouraged to research a solution. The increasing complexity of the cases directly 
affect the complexity of the role play since the students have less common preunderstanding 
since they have had more of an opportunity to find diverse solutions. 

At the beginning of the role play session the roles are assigned through the draw of lots. The 
roles being assigned are decided by the teachers on the basis on relevance for the case. 
Common roles are CEO/Rector, CFO, Head of Marketing/Head of communications, Head of 
R&D, Head of HR and Strategy consultant. The newly formed groups are then asked to 
discuss the case and find a solution which they can all agree on, from the perspective of their 
character. The idea with the different roles is to show that different roles/departments have 
different needs and different understandings of what a suitable solution might be.   
Process phase:  

The role play setting is a general classroom setting and no props are provided. There are two 
active role play teams at a time: one representing the top decision makers of the assigned case 
organization (the randomly assigned roles), and the other representing various stakeholder 
groups including board of directors. Each role play round is allowed 20 minutes divided into 
10 minutes presentation of the case solution, and 10 minutes discussion with the stakeholder 
groups.  

During the role play process, the involved teachers take the role of observers. However, 
occasionally the teachers intervene with questions or comments meant to fuel the discussion 
and stimulate alternative solutions and appropriate usage of strategy concepts.  
Post process phase:  

The post process of the role play includes communication of performance and discussing how 
strategy concepts came into play. The idea of the possibility of many different solutions, 
especially from different perspectives in the company is lifted and discussed.   

4. Discussion and reflections 
The tri-sequel role play incorporated into the course Cases in Marketing Strategy can be 
described as improvised, interactive and more real than fictive, see Figure 1.  

 
Figure 1: Typology of role play in the undergraduate course Cases of Marketing Strategy.  
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A prerequisite for the feasibility of incorporating role play into this strategy course is that the 
students already have taken the basic course Marketing Strategy. Thus, appropriate 
preparatory course work should be perceived as a prerequisite for successful integration of 
role play into courses in strategy, at least on the undergraduate level. 
Even though the students have the opportunity to gain extra points towards their grade we 
have not achieved a hundred percent participation and more worryingly some students attend 
the first role play session and then stop coming. While the decline in number of participating 
students might be perceived as a failure, it can also be perceived as an opportunity for 
improvement of the course. Considering that the number of students that initially volunteered 
to participate is rather high, the main challenge seems to be to maintain, or better yet, further 
stimulate the initial spark of curiosity and engagement. This could be done in various ways, 
one such way could be to clearly accentuate the progression of problem solving and learning 
more between the role play sessions. For example, the first round of role play might contain a 
certain level of scripted nature, while such script is kept to a minimum in the second role play 
and removed fully in the third allowing the last role play to be fully impromptu. This would 
imply to slide to the left on the X-axis in Figure 1, and thus allow for gradual activation of 
emotions and deep learning among the participating students. Another idea for how to retain 
the students’ engagement level throughout the course is to vary the role assignment procedure 
starting with a random assignment, followed by roles preassigned by the teacher team, to 
finally let the students chose their own roles.  
Another way to further stimulate the students’ engagement over the three role play rounds 
might be to formally evaluate and follow up each role play setting in, for example focus group 
settings. This could allow for making needed changes to the set-up mid process. Also, by 
having more or less formalized discussions between the teacher team and the role playing 
students following directly after each role play, should allow for better monitoring and 
measuring of the connection between effectiveness of the role play and students’ learning. In 
addition, while communication of the extra points to some extent becomes the point of 
departure for the next round of role play, a focus group seminar, could strengthen such 
approach and therefore likely stimulate stronger role play participation in the next role play 
round. Also, already in the introduction and instructions of the course, there should be an 
explication of the role play evaluation criteria and how they translate into extra points. 
Overall, the evaluation of the role play can be perceived as a weak spot for this course.  
Due to the increased complexity of the cases and the following difficulty of finding common 
ground in the role play group discussion more preparation time might be needed for especially 
the third role play session. Since the students have been free to deal with any issue guided by 
the strategy document of Linnaeus University the papers become very varied and very 
different type of input. I might take some time for the students to transfer their individual 
knowledge and understanding between each other. 
Because of the interactive nature of the role play garden variety group dynamic problems also 
occur, for instance where a group discussion is dominated by a strong voice. To date the role 
play groups have been left to find their new common solutions for themselves, however it 
might be a good idea to visit with the groups to see if they need help with their 
communication during the discussion of the new solutions. 

There are many areas which can be improved; however we have over the years seen an 
increased understanding for the complexities of strategy work and how it is affected by many 
different people and opinions in the students who join us for the three role play sessions. 
While we are more than willing to revise and improve our methods, we believe the role play 
makes a difference in the students active understanding of strategy. 
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