Assessment

Managing the participants

Assessment centre
roles:the role-player
and the facilitator

Your most time-consuming role is managing the
participants through the assessment centre
programme. Each participant is likely to have their
own schedule that says where they should be and
what they are doing at a particular time.

Let’s look at this juggling act

Barry Johnson and Mandy Geal

Key learning points
The key elements and skills:
● of the role-player’s role, with
hints and tips;
● of the facilitator’s role.

Introduction
This is the first of two modules
dealing with the key assessment
centre roles: the facilitator, the
role-player and the assessor. The
activities, skills and information
described are, of course, not
confined to assessment centres,
but have wider applications.
This module deals with the skills
needed for the facilitator’s role
and role-playing skills for the
role-players. Role-playing is a skill
required by any professional
trainer and will also be used in
learning events where
simulations are used. See
Simulation – making learning
real (Issue 8) and Assessment and
development centres (Issue 10).
Let’s start by looking at you as
the role-player.

Purpose
In assessment centres, the
purpose of role-playing is to give
the participant the opportunity
to display their skills and for the
assessor to evaluate those skills.
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Background
You are in a role all the time. At
home you may be in the role of
mum or dad, husband or wife,
cook, host, nurse or whatever,
and you shift between these
roles as demanded by the
situation. At work you may be in
the role of supervisor, coach,
chairperson, expert, and so on. In
other words, you are always
adjusting your skills to fit the
role you are in. The greater your
skills, the greater your
opportunity to excel in a range
of roles. The greater flexibility
you have in adapting your skills
to the role, the more successful
you will be. Role-playing is
natural.

Responsibility
Your responsibility to the
participant is to create
opportunities for them to
display the required behaviours,
if they possesses them. You are
required to do this consistently
with all the participants.
Your responsibility to the assessor
is to enable them to have reliable
observations.

Training
For any professional assessment
centre, you will be trained. Roleplayer training is focused on the

content of the role-play and the
way it should be played. The
training is very practical and
includes practice.
The briefing will have a number
of elements, such as the exercise
purpose, scenario, role
description, role behaviours, role
emotions, expected participant
behaviours and the role
responses. The role briefing is not
a script, it is a set of guidelines
for you. To assist you in helping
the assessor, you will have access
to the participant’s brief.

Stay in role
Never, under any circumstances,
move out of role while in
the assessment sphere.
Occasionally, participants will
suddenly change their behaviour
and make a statement to the
effect that ‘I can’t do this.’ This
is an indicator that they have
been role-playing rather than
handling the situation. Just stay
in role and handle the situation
as the role-person.
Another, more regular,
occurrence is for the person to
become so embroiled in the
‘reality’ that they lose track of
time and engage emotions as
they would if the situation were
‘real’. Again, stay in role and
manage the situation.

You will have a sub-set of the people preparing for an
exercise. You will brief them on what they have to do
and start them on their preparation. They have
instructions about what they have to achieve, where
and with whom (the role-player). During preparation
some will seek further information from you that you
do not have. Some will seek clarification about the
information they have been given. This means that
you have to be fully conversant with the information
that they have and, at the same time, have the skill to
convert that knowledge into terms that the individual
participant will understand. Some will seek guidance
on how to tackle the situation they are going into,
and you will diplomatically have to avoid giving
assistance. Furthermore, you will have to be
supportive and keep up morale .
As this sub-set goes off to their exercises, another
group is returning from an exercise. They may need to
fill in participant report forms prior to embarking on
the briefing and preparation for the next exercise.
One of these people may be concerned, or even
upset, at their performance in the exercise. You will
need to apply your counselling skills to ensure they
are positive about the next exercise.
You may, at the same time, be invigilating a
paper-based or computer-based task such as an
in-tray exercise.

Handling problems
You are the person in the ‘hot seat’ when things go
wrong. An example may be that an assessor becomes
unwell. This will require rapid rescheduling of the
programme, and juggling the assessors and role-
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players to meet the new situation. In these situations
facilitators really earn their keep.
Knowing what to do, how to do it, how to
communicate it, how to make it happen without
breaking sweat – these are the hallmarks of the
consummate facilitator.
They require not only problem-solving and planning
skills at high speed, but also a profound knowledge
of the assessors and role-players – knowing who is
capable of what.

Facilitating the wash-up
The information gathered by the assessors has to be
shared during a results ‘wash-up’ discussion. That
sharing has to be facilitated, and you are the person
to do it.
Normally, you will deal with each participant in turn
and each competency or criterion across the exercises.
You will ensure the evidence is solidly based on
observed behaviour. You will summarise the findings
and establish an agreed rating for each competency
or criterion.
Moving on criterion by criterion, the overall
assessment of the person is established.
In an assessment centre for development, you
will establish the development needs, and in a
selection centre the decision for or against the
position or promotion.

Conclusion
Facilitating is a tough, demanding, much
undervalued and highly skilled role.

“

You are the person in

the ‘hot seat’ when things
go wrong

”
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Assessment centre roles: the role-player and the facilitator

Key skills
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●

Aggressive
Assertive
Non-assertive

Proactive
mode

Expressing
emotions

●

●

Fig. 1: Key skills of the role-player

You are likely to be in two modes of
operation: responsive or proactive
(see Figure 1). You may be asked to
portray various emotions, such as
anger, excitement, worry and
enthusiasm.
●

●

●

In responsive mode, you will be
paying careful attention to the
participant – the sensory-based
words used, body language,
interactive skill patterns, and so
on, and you will use these to gain
rapport or to create the mismatch
that you require for the role
and the assessor’s observations.
You may be aggressively
responsive, assertively responsive
or non-assertively responsive.
This, together with your
knowledge of the simulation
content, will enable you to
behave appropriately.

●

Note: Though assessment centres
are not teaching events, participants will learn from what
happens. People learn what to do
from success and what not to do
from mistakes. Also, learning tends
to be enhanced (or blocked) when
the person is in an emotionally
aroused state. The consequence is
that participants will learn much
from your responses.

When proactive, you will act
in the required assertive mode,
or aggressive mode, within the
bounds of the simulation
requirements.
When expressing emotions, you
may need to forego your own
self-image and adopt the
behaviours associated with the
emotion – including tone of voice,
body position and movement,
facial expression, eye contact and
movement, and so on.
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It is important that you maintain
consistency of behaviour. If you
are meant to be an irascible senior
manager or a submissive worker,
you must maintain that persona.
You must be flexible. If the
participant does something that
requires an angry response, you
need the flexibility to move to
that behaviour set. Equally, if you
are an angry, complaining
customer and the participant
handles you well, then it is
necessary that you respond appropriately.

●

You must be in control of yourself.
When displaying an emotion,
there is always the danger of
moving fully into that state. As a
mature adult, you are in control of
your emotions, and this control
can be called upon.

Avoid triggering anything that
you should not know about in the
role. However, use this additional
information to construct your
replies and initiatives.
Draw on your experience and
improvise. If the participant
behaves in a way that has not
been anticipated, respond
appropriately.
The crucial thing to bear in mind,
is that the participant’s approach
is valid for the participant. Your
responsibility is to enable the
participant to display the required
behaviours for the assessor to
observe, so stay within the brief as
far as is practicable, and create
opportunities for the participant
to display the required
behaviours.

Remember, simulating the person in
the exercise is crucial:
●

You must stick to the spirit of the
briefing. If you factually respond
in a particular way to one
participant, or give a participant a
particular piece of information,
you must respond in the same way
to other participants in a similar
situation.

Conclusion
Remember, you are not acting.
You are probably not a trained actor;
consequently, you are always you.
Relax and enjoy. Role-playing is
great fun.

Top tips for role-players
●

Maintain consistency of
behaviour.

●

Be flexible and respond
appropriately to the participant.

●

Stay in control of your emotions.

●

Be consistent in your responses
to participants.

●

●

Don’t trigger something that
you don’t know about in the
role.
Draw on your experience.

The facilitator
The role of the facilitator, in an
assessment centre is normally
grossly undervalued.

Participants’
needs

Sharing the
results

Programme
timetable

As a facilitator, you have two
prime roles:
1. The first is to manage the
operation of the assessment
centre.
2. The second is to facilitate the
‘wash-up’. In a selection centre
this is to manage the sharing of
information by the assessors to
reach a select/reject decision on
each candidate. In a
development centre it is to
manage the synthesis of
information to provide the basis
of a development report.

Facilitator
Venue
management
Assessors’ needs
Role-players’ needs
Fig. 2: Role of the facilitator

The facilitator in action
Let’s consider the unfolding of an
assessment centre and the
activities that you, as a facilitator,
will undertake.
The participants to be assessed
have arrived. The apprehension is
palpable; you can feel it. You can
almost hear running through their
heads the thought, ‘Oh my word,
they (the ubiquitous ‘they’) are
going to assess me’. Looking
around the room, you see some
people are silent, turned inwards,
while some chatter brightly to
their neighbours as a displacement
activity. Some try to look cool and
confident and clearly are not, and
some are calm and confident and
perhaps looking forward to the
challenge – or are interested in
finding out what the assessment
will discover.
This is the typical mix of people
attending an assessment centre.
These are the people you will
guide. You are the person some
will lean on for support, and the
one some will identify as the
person to blame for their own

“

Facilitating
is a tough,

demanding, much
undervalued and
highly skilled
role

”

concerns and shortcomings. The
assessors are focused on their
energy-sapping, demanding role.
They will expect the centre to run
smoothly, and they expect you to
make that happen.
Some of the simulations involve
other role-players. They, like the
assessors, expect you to manage
the programme.

So, you are managing the
participants, some of whom are
stressed and some confused. You
are managing the programme, so
the right people are in the right
place at the right time. You are
catering for the needs of the
assessors and the role-players,
who always seem to believe you
are the only one who understands
what is going on. You are
managing the interface with the
venue, and you are managing
anything that goes wrong, from
sick participants to the venue
catching fire. Doing this requires
immense organisional skills,
calmness under pressure, problemsolving skills, attention to detail
and strong interpersonal skills.

Tracking the programme
Time is crucial in an assessment
centre. One participant exercise
slips and the whole programme
slips. This means that you have to
have your eye on the clock to
make sure all sets of exercises
start at the same time and finish
at the same time. This requires
enormous amounts of energy as
you move round the facility and
occasionally chivvy people to be in
the right place, stopping them
doing what they are doing
without upsetting them.
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