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Giving and receiving feedback - role play exercise
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an additional, rich tool that has been shown, over many 
iterations, to help develop important soft skills (Ritter, Small, 
Mortimer & Doll, 2018). 

Learning Outcomes

After this intervention, students should be able to:
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Introduction

Drawing inspiration from one element of a management 
development programme at a large, international airline 
the author had helped co-design, this role play exercise was 
utilised in its current form as part of an experiential, two-
week long MBA professional development skills induction 
programme. It was designed to help accelerate the formation 
of strong ties amongst a group of international, post-
experience business school Master’s students. However, 
it was later also successfully deployed as an ice breaker/
team building exercise for the School of Management’s 
group of Undergraduate Student Ambassadors, who were 
employed part-time during applicant visit and open days to 
represent the department. It might also be deployed as part 
of a personal tutoring or career development programme, 
or even within a vocationally oriented management and 
leadership module. 

The session is designed to encourage extensive student 
participation, and much of the 60 to 90 minutes required 
to successfully run this intervention should see students 
working in pairs or discussing their reflections in small groups. 
This exercise requires no prior preparation from students, 
and the concise role play scenarios are simultaneously both 
succinct and sufficiently rich, the material can be quickly 
absorbed and embodied in a relatively short period of time. 

In an increasingly competitive environment where 
students often identify feedback as the lowest rated 
satisfaction measure (see: Ferguson, 2011; Canning, 2018), 
this instructional guide provides university tutors with 

Confidently make an active, oral contribution 
during class

•

Appreciate the altruistic nature of feedback, the 
importance of using specific examples and to be 
confident in asking for feedback more often 

Reflect on their own (role play) behaviour with 
a peer
Operationalise the fundamentals of giving and 
receiving effective feedback

Through immersive experiential learning and 
reflection, understand the importance of gaining 
trust and facilitating active listening 

•

•

•

•

Lesson plan

[2 mins]: Overview of session 

[5 mins]: To plenary: 
“What do we think about feedback?” [wait for 
students to break the ice here, do not rush onto 
the subsequent questions] 
“Do you like receiving feedback?” 
“What about giving feedback – is it easy or hard?” 
“How do you feel when you’ve had disappointing 
feedback?” 
“Can you tell me about a time when you acted on 
difficult feedback and it really made a difference ?” 

Give the group feedback on their performance, role 
modelling the feedback sandwich model – sugar coated 
buns, developmental meat – with specific examples from the 
plenary discussion. 
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[5-10 mins]: Introduction to giving and receiving feedback, 
three key points; (1) act of kindness, (2) continuous 
improvement, (3) impression given of not asking for feedback. 
Discuss the concept of fight or flight – in particular response 
to unsolicited negative feedback. Emphasise importance of 
source credibility and the need to regularly solicit feedback. 
Introduce the Johari Window (South, 2007) and highlight 
the blind spot danger area. Explain the anatomy of the 
feedback sandwich. [Add a bit of fun by badly drawing a 
burger on a white board, with sesame seed embellishment 
dots.] Emphasise that University should be a safe place for 
learning – by making mistakes. Reprise key points. 

[7-10 mins]: Encourage students to form pairs (odd one out 
can form a three, or the instructor can role play).

“On the instructor’s signal, you will be invited to 
‘perform’ the first role play, role play ONE. Each brief 
has two roles for you, one where you are the line 
manager, the other you are the subordinate.” 
“There are five minutes reading time to prepare first.” 

Distribute/allocate role plays – 

“Together each pair should have one brief A and one 
brief B (two roles on separate A4 sheets). Read only 
the brief assigned to you.” 

“Role play ONE has Sal as the line manager to Sam 
(top of the page). Confirm in your pair that you know 
who is Sal and who is Sam.” 

“Take 5 minutes to read and prepare for role play 
ONE only at this stage.”

 [Encourage discussion with other students in the same role 
if there is ample time

“Sal should make notes before commencing.” 

[5-7 mins]: Launch the role playing.
“Preparation time is over.” 
“Please now imagine that you are in a comfortable 
and reasonably intimate space, where no one can 
overhear you.” 
“You have about 5 to 7 minutes to perform the role 
play ONE.” 
“Once you have finished, silently reflect on the 
conversation you have just had.”

[5 mins]: Encourage reflection
“In your pairs, please reflect on your conversation. 
How did you feel at key points?”

[5-10 mins]: Plenary discussion: 
“What did you learn?” 
“What was difficult?” 
“What did you enjoy?” 
“How realistic did this situation feel?”

[5 mins]: Reverse roles in role play two.
“Please now prepare for role play TWO.” 
“Please identify who is playing Wei/Hui the shift 
leader and who has the role of bar worker Jo/e” 

[Names chosen are deliberately diverse and inclusive, 
including the use of the non-binary ‘they’ personal pronoun. 
Wei is female with a rising intonation, whilst male Hui has 
a falling intonation – non-native Chinese speakers may 
not hear the tonal difference. The instructor may choose 
to change the names to better reflect the student groups’ 
diversity.]

[5-7 mins]: Launch role play two.
“Preparation time is now over.” 
“Please now imagine that you are in a comfortable 
and reasonably intimate space, where no one can 
overhear you.” 
“You have about 5 to 7 minutes to perform the role 
play TWO.” 
“Once you have finished, silently reflect on the 
conversation you have just had.”

[5 mins]: Encourage reflection.
“In your pairs, please reflect on your conversation. 
How did you feel at key points?”

[5-15 mins]: Plenary discussion: 
“What did you learn ?” 
“What was difficult ?” 
“What did you enjoy ?” 
“How realistic did this situation feel ?” 
“How was the second role play compared with the 
first ?” 
 “Why was it different ?”

[3 mins]: Emphasise the learning outcomes for the 
intervention. Give the group feedback on their performance 
role modelling the feedback sandwich model – sugar coated 
buns, meat – with specific examples from the discussion. 

Teaching Reflections

Although the burger bun or sandwich feedback model 
(Docheff, 1990) is widely used in industry (e.g. Glover, 2000), 
it does not always receive a positive reception in academia 
(see illustrative examples: Henley & DiGennaro Reed, 2015; 
Von Bergen, Bressler & Campbell, 2014; Boud & Molloy, 
2012). The simplistic mechanic can become a cliché, and 
there is some danger that managers and/or subordinates 
may not take the feedback exercise seriously. 

If the line manager is merely seen to be running the feedback 
process for the sake of it and not really committed to offer 
genuine developmental support to their subordinates (e.g. 
by rushing the process, coming across as disinterested, 
moving the meeting to accommodate other priorities, 
being badly prepared or disorganised, not having evidence 
of specific situations to hand, not asking for and listening 
to feedback themselves) then the process is likely to lack 
integrity and effectiveness. 
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It is important that the feedback encounter does not feel 
like a cookie cutter exercise, and with experience over time 
managers and supervisors will develop their own style for 
running these conversations that will likely be tuned into the 
subordinate’s preferences and experience. 

Additional Teaching Resources

Harley, S. (2014, June 19). Giving feedback. [Video file]. 
Retrieved from https://youtu.be/28N2p3smEsw

Harley, S. (2013, October 22). How to tell someone they smell. 
[Video file]. Retrieved from https://youtu.be/NpLLxcHCBP0

Mayer, J. (2013, April 19). Run, hide, or say thank you: When 
faced with feedback, what do you do? [Video file]. Retrieved 
from https://youtu.be/b0bS4xJiEU8

South, B. (2007). Combining mandala and the Johari Window: 
An exercise in self-awareness. Teaching and Learning in 
Nursing, 2(1), 8-11.
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Appendix 2: Burger Bun Feedback briefing/
presentation notes
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