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Live Drama: Developing the Language of Diversity Management 
An In Practice™ Article by Helen Kelly 

 

  

It’s one thing to be inclusive by nature; it’s quite 

another to be confident and competent talking with 

your staff directly and appropriately about difficult 

diversity issues.   

For example, say a colleague tells an inappropriate 

joke, or a consultant reports that she’s been the 

victim of stereotyping. Addressing these issues 

requires language and confidence people rarely 

develop at business school or in traditional 

management training.  

So what to do when you must become adept 

leading diversity? Some managers opt for 

interactive drama. Here’s how I saw it work with 

Steps Drama actors and managers at a City of 

London company …   

 

Did I say something wrong?  

Enter stage right, two actors who sit opposite one 

another at a desk: Mary, recently back to work after 

maternity leave, and Stephen, her boss. They are in a 

meeting Mary requested. Mary tells Stephen people 

on the team are teasing her. Her screensaver is her 

baby; she says people make fun of her about that, and 

someone teases her about calling the nanny every 

time she goes to the restroom.  

  

“Well, that’s easy,” Stephen says, smiling. “Change the 

screensaver.” He sits back looking content but Mary is 

scowling.  

Perplexed, Stephen turns to the audience. “Do you see that? 

She’s angry. Did I say something wrong? Isn’t that what she 

should do?”  
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Audience members shake heads; he leaves the stage to face the audience. “I 

didn’t say the right thing? What should I say?” A few audience members contribute 

ideas. Stephen returns to the desk. He says what the audience suggested. It’s 

better but still needs work, and he returns to the audience a few times to refine the 

response.  

Still in a fix 

Stephen achieves an appropriate response but it turns out he’s still in a fix. We 

learn that Mary’s situation is ever more complex and probably underhanded. She 

asks for flex time and a four-day work week. Stephen loses his temper, realising 

that the screensaver issue may have been manipulative.  

He discusses this with the audience and asks for guidance. They refine his 

proposed response until most of the audience nod that he’s ready.   

It evolves that neither Stephen nor Mary 

knows the company’s precedents or the law 

in this regard, but Mary pushes him to agree, 

using emotive language to insist that she 

deserves this arrangement and also that the 

law is on her side.  

Steps Drama Actors  

Stephen Alvey and Karen Bryson  

So Stephen has two issues: one, addressing Mary’s methods; and, two, gaining 

her agreement to find out what the law is. 

Stephen returns increasingly to the audience for advice and guidance, response 

and evaluation and further suggestions. By the third act, nearly everyone in the 

audience is actively engaged. 

Perfectly staged training … 

Of course, this is more than role play; it is first and 

foremost a perfectly staged training programme.  

The situations were true to life, increasingly 

complex and gradually more subtle.  And while it 

seemed that the actors took up suggestions 

randomly, actually they progressed step-wise 

toward the best response, moving the audience 

steadily to an ever higher conceptual level and a 

greater facility with both language and 

conversation.    
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Fit for purpose 

This type of training is beautifully fit for purpose. Line management obligations are 

pressing and potentially stressful, while responses must be at once even-handed 

and mature, within the law, and developmental. Here is a too-rare chance to see 

perspectives different from your own. Here is a model of appropriate language in 

the context of compelling conversations; and, the chance to develop ideas and 

thinking into understanding.  

The more I practice … 

Of course, it was a starting point, and - as is true when one is learning any new 

language – managers will want to practice in context of day to day life. Still, I can’t 

imagine a more effectual way out of the gate.  

 

 

Many companies offer live drama for management training and development. 

My thanks here to Robbie Swales, a founding director of Steps Drama 

www.stepsdrama.com, whose company supplied the superbly talented actors 

and Sasha Scott, MD of London-based consultancy Inclusive Diversity 

www.inclusivediversity.com, whose client graciously allowed me to sit in.  
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