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In the US improv is part of management training
But in the UK it is under-exploited
This is why we are VERY excited!
So how, why and when can improv be used?

Improv techniques have a valuable role in business
This book is the collected thoughts and ideas
from the world‘s top business improvisers

2

Contributions from

John Cremer Ian Gotts
Michelle James Lindy Cozens
Kaely Moore Julia E. Knight Harry Puckering
Asher Rickayzen Phil Jesson Gregg Fraley
Joe Samuel Matt Matheson Hugh MacLeod
Peter Mason Paul Sloane Rebecca MacMillan
Alexis Gallagher Lisa Lipkin Gregg Fraley
Steve Roe Heather Urquhart

Compiled by Ian Gotts & John Cremer

3

ANYONE CAN DO IMPROV
...
...
...
...
...
...

It is impossible to get it WRONG
You do not need to be clever, quick or funny
Your fellow actors are there for your support
You do not need to be an actor
There are a set of tried and tested guidelines
It is not a competition

What unfolds will be magical, unplanned and
there will be moments of pure comedy.
The more you relax, the more you will
surprise yourself.

Dispelling common improv misconceptions

Business Improv – oxymoron?
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We know improv is relevant to business. We run workshops with companies and get
staggering results. But we want to make sure that those initial faltering steps onto
the stage of the unknown become a headlong rush. In company after company. All
across the UK.
We all spend 27% of our working lives at work. So why shouldn‘t it be fun?
Or if not fun at least entertaining.
Life is too short to waste
Put an end to...
•
Enduring boring presentations

•
•

•

Feeling uncomfortable walking into
meetings with unclear objectives
The stress of working with hidden
emotions and agendas
Overlooked for the promotion
you deserve

And replace it with...
•
Happy performing teams
•

Enlightened personal development
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British Film Institute, London – September 2010
Learning, collaboration and networking at Inspiring Performance 2010, which had a
series of presentations and workshops devoted to business performance
improvement. Leaders from world class organisations shared their experience of what
drives sustainable and successful results implementing Nimbus Control – the award
winning process management software.
Delegates included senior executives, change program directors and business
transformation executives, process and performance management specialists, and
those responsible for operational risk control and compliance.
Not the sort of group who would appreciate Improv. But The Maydays brought the
house down. And they showed how the principles of improv are relevant to business.

www.nimbuspartners.com

www.themaydays.co.uk

Presence
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by John Cremer

As an experienced performer and trainer I condense the underlying value of
practicing improvisation to one word – presence. In order to improvise well
one acquires and develops a specific set of skills. This set of skills greatly
enhances personal effectiveness through an ever deepening level of
presence in the here and now.
When people first encounter improvisation either through watching a
performance or being trained in the basic skills there is an electric
excitement in the room. The mystery unfolds moment to moment and one‘s
attention is fully engaged. New possibilities open up and different levels of
creativity become available, some of these are brand new, others may have
been buried since childhood. Confidence levels raise and there is often a
burning desire to learn more. This is because we come into contact with
some more alive and immediate parts of our inner self than we normally
experience in day to day life.
For the duration of an improvisation session the auto pilot is switched off, we
feel invigorated, focussed and courageous. This level and flavour of
engagement has been sorely absent from workplaces for decades.
Progressive companies are recognising that they always get mediocre results
from employees who show up physically at work without actually ―being
there‖ mentally and emotionally. One of the lasting benefits of bringing
improvisation skills into the workplace is that they evoke the part of us that
wants to ―be here‖.
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By improvising, laughing, engaging and collaborating together a team begins
to excel. It only takes a few moments to revisit a basic improvisation
exercise or roll out a new one and the enthusiasm is back in the room.
Repeated practice of improvisation skills will quickly reveal the team
members who are active saboteurs or energy drains.
In any organisation it is the people are the greatest resource and 5 fully
engaged people deliver far greater value than 10 semi engaged people (they
also cost less in wages and take fewer sick leaves!) Increased presence in
team members adds value exponentially as improvisation has at its core the
practice of collaboration. When a team is made up of members who are
adding positive energy, are really listening and contributing enthusiastically
the results quickly follow.
When improvisation is practiced and delivered well it speaks to fundamental
needs that humans have had hard wired in them for tens of millennia, these
include:
 Knowing they are appreciated and valued
 Being heard
 Making an effective contribution
 Feeling supported and encouraged
 Working together for a common aim
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By involving the head, heart and body and bringing attention into the
present moment we celebrate being alive and creative; we begin to undo the
deadening and isolating effects of unbalanced education systems and
soulless working environments.
It takes courage and commitment from business leaders to transform their
culture - they face discomfort, embarrassment and they risk making
mistakes. Luckily they can rely on outstanding support from bold improvisers
who face those fears every moment of every training or performance and
somehow, almost every time, manage tap into the magic of the moment.

When not speaking or performing he can often be
spotted on Brighton beach, rod in hand stalking the
mighty bass or sea trout - he usually catches
mackerel.

Founder of The Maydays
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Apply this attitude to life and REALLY live...

―It‘s not a pet, it‘s my lunch!‖

Commit 110% and that is when the magic and the humour emerges.

By

―Here‘s my frog.‖ ―What a slimy pet‖

Always go with what you‘ve been offered.

IAN GOTTS

LISTEN, SAY YES, COMMIT

Improv is a Powerful Creativity
Training Method
by Paul Sloane
I often use improv theatre techniques in my workshops on creativity and
innovation. They are little plays in which people have to spontaneously
handle unexpected situations in front of an audience. Usually delegates
approach these challenges with some caution but after a little training and
practice they find them entertaining and liberating. The methods can be
amusing icebreakers. But they also serve a deeper and more rewarding
purpose - they challenge our assumptions about the unexpected.
Throughout life we learn to treat the unexpected with care. This might be
based on something deep within our primitive ancestry. In ancient times
something that was unknown or unusual might have been dangerous so the
safest option was to view it with caution. Our natural instinct is to repel the
outsider, to reject unorthodoxy and to repulse unexpected ideas. Improv
challenges all of this. It teaches us to welcome the unknown and to turn it to
our advantage. In an improv theatre exercise we learn not to reject or
question a crazy notion that is thrown at us but to take it on board, go with
the idea, build on it and pass it on.
For example say you are in a two-man improv interview. The other person
may start with a random statement such as, 'I see your pet gorilla is causing
trouble again.' You could close down the conversation by replying,' No it
isn't.' Or, 'I don't have a gorilla.‘ However you quickly learn that is better to
take the idea and build on it by saying something like,' I know, he drinks too
much cider.' Or, 'I warned him not to join the Millwall supporters club.'
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These kinds of responses give your partner something new and useful to
build on. The conversation can then go into all kinds of bizarre and amusing
directions.

Some people misunderstand improv. They have seen some programmes on
TV where clever comedians use improv to deliver terrific witticisms. It seems
that improv is all about being funny. But it is not. Improv is about being
spontaneous. It is about being imaginative. It is about taking the unexpected
and then doing something unexpected with it. Very often this leads to
humour and hilarious situations. But they are by-products. The key thing is
being open to crazy ideas and building on them. And funnily enough this is
exactly what is needed if we are going to make our enterprises more
creative and more agile.
Stodgy, conventional organisations have an atmosphere that instinctively
rejects anything counter-cultural. Radical ideas are robustly opposed. People
fall into what de Bono calls the intelligence trap; the smarter you are the
easier it is to find fault with new ideas. Improv helps expose and rebut this
approach.
Truly innovative organisations develop a culture where anybody can
challenge anything. New ideas are welcomed. Crazy ideas are not rejected they are used as starting points for 'What if?' discussions that lead to radical
new concepts. If you want to change the culture in your business to support
rather than reject creativity then improv is a good place to start.

Paul Sloane
Author of The Leader's Guide to Lateral Thinking Skills
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Have you heard the one about...

By Peter Mason

Does the secret to success in the corporate world lie on the stages of theatres and comedy
clubs, rather than at the boardroom table? An increasing number of people in business
education circles seem to think so. The likes of UCLA’s Anderson School of
Management, Duke University’s Fuqua School of Business, MIT’s Sloan School of
Management and Columbia Business School have offered business students teachings on
improvisation and its application to the world of business.
Each has chosen their own way of exploring improvisation. Columbia, among other
offerings, takes students in their senior executives programme to a Harlem jazz club where
seasoned musicians talk about how they work together, keep an open mind and choose
their playing partners while improvising on stage.
Academics say that elements of stage improvisation – know your audience, acknowledge
[don’t ignore] negative feedback, think on your feet, be likeable and leave your audience
wanting more – also have resonance in the corporate boardroom. Maziar Raz, a former
corporate consultant, is focusing his PhD studies on the links between improvisational
theatre and the business world, at the University of Western Ontario’s Ivey School of
Business. “It’s about stepping outside the routines that have been bolted into our
personalities,” he says.
The potential benefits of improvisation outside the theatre have led academics to look at
both theatre and jazz improvisation for models that help corporate organisations break free
from traditional, structured thinking.
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And to some extent the global downturn has opened the world of business education to ideas
and approaches that had been lingering on the sidelines when the reliable methods seemed to
be working. “It really is a systemic response on our part to realise that what we had been
doing 10 years ago, while maybe providing great technical training, was just not enough to
prepare leaders and strategists for the problems they were solving,” comments Paul Ingram, a
professor of business at Columbia and faculty director of the Columbia Senior Executive
Program. In describing the benefits of improvisation, Prof Ingram likes to quote a jazz
musician who says his job is “having a thinking body and a dancing mind”.
Mary Crossan, director of the Leading Cross-Enterprise Research Centre at Ivey says some
companies resist trying to build links between improvisation and business and see theatre
sessions as useful team-building exercises, but not necessarily the facilitator of structural
corporate change. “When organisations get into this they find it interesting, intriguing and
fun. But to really engage ... it takes some fundamental revisiting of what you do and how you
do it,” she says.
Prof Crossan works with the Second City comedy club in course offerings at Ivey. One of the
challenges she finds is convincing companies that improvisation is not about being funny or
entertaining. Rather, it is learning the tools needed on stage and applying them to the
boardroom.
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Academics see their ideas taken up when businesses feel they are out of options, as many did
during the worst of the recession. They must now convince companies that improvisational
thinking can benefit a successful company just as much, if not more, than a struggling
organisation.
There is still the notion that improvisation is about flying by the seat of your pants rather
than a set of skills that need to be fine-tuned for you to function at the peak of your
intelligence,” says Bob Kulhan, chief executive of Business Improvisations, who, with Craig
Fox, professor of policy at UCLA Anderson, established improvisation offerings at Fuqua.
But, Mr Kulhan adds, “in the past year and a half the global meltdown has increased the
need to find strong alternatives for education.” He has taught improvisation to managers
from Proctor & Gamble, Pepsi andCapital One, as well as software companies and the
military.
The introduction of improvisation skills into corporate circles expanded in the 1990s. Now
its proponents are studying its application in other fields, such as conflict resolution in legal
circles, to see how to gain traction in the business world. “Improvisation is new in that it
hasn’t realised its full potential,” Mr Raz says.
Supporters of improvisation say there is no question whether it belongs in the mainstream,
but rather how best to get it there. “It’s things that cut to the core of who you are and what
you’re about,” Prof Crossen says.
Copyright The Financial Times Limited 2010.

Creative Facilitation Masterclass
by Steve Roe

Workshop Audience
The workshop was held at ITV in collaboration with Ignite (www.Ignite.tv)
and Hoopla (www.HooplaImpro.com). There were 12 participants from ITV
including TV producers, development producers, marketing executives and
sales directors.
Objectives of the Improvisation Workshop

The objective was to demonstrate the difference between constructive and
critical behaviour in creative meetings and apply these to the TV development
process.
This was achieved via a process of warm ups, improvisation exercises
introducing the difference between blocking and accepting offers, and a
creative brainstorm role-play session.
Warm Up Exercises
Walking around the room saying hello – sounds simple but this helped to
break the underlying status and hierarchy in the room.
Word at a time storyteller – participants tell a word a story a word at a time.
This encourages listening and collaboration to make up a story together.
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Offers and Acceptance Exercises
Picnic Basket with Negative Blocking – Partners take it in turns to ‗offer‘
something to take on an imaginary picnic while the other partner ‗blocks‘
this ideas. This is paradoxical teaching, learning the ‗wrong‘ way first so
participants can experience the full range of creative behaviour.
Picnic Basket with Unenthused Acceptance – Partners take it in turns to
‗offer‘ something to take on an imaginary picnic while the other partner
‗accepts‘ the idea but in an unenthused manner without adding details.

Picnic Basket with Enthusiastic Acceptance – The picnic basket ‗offer‘ is
enthusiastically accepted by the partner who then adds some more details
to the offer. The offer is then handed back and forth with each detail being
accepted and added too before being placed in the basket. This is very
helpful behaviour for the early stages of a creative meeting.
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Role Play – Creative Meetings : use the behaviours of ‗offering‘,
‗accepting‘ and ‗adding‘ in role-plays of creative meetings.
Negative Blocking Creative Meeting – Using paradoxical teaching again we
first got the teams to have negative creative meeting. A volunteer left the
room and was given a real successful TV idea to go in and pitch to the rest
of the group as if it hadn‘t been made before. In this round the group
were to negatively block every single idea. The actual dialogue for one:
Ideas: I‘ve got this great idea, it‘s called Big Brother!
Blocker A: I hate it.
Blocker B: Big what?
Blocker C: Big Brother or something. It sounds a bit George Orwell to me.
Blocker D: George Orwell, bit dark for an entertainment show isn‘t it?
Ideas: It‘s just a name. You take about 15 people and put them in a house
together. And film them, for the whole summer.
Blocker A: What do they do?
Ideas: Whatever they want, they just live.
Blocker B: Who‘s the scriptwriter?
Ideas: There isn‘t one, it‘s just them living.
Blocker A: What? Don‘t be ridiculous, who wants to watch some people
doing nothing all summer?
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The people coming in to pitch the idea all said they had been in very
similar meetings to this in real life! The pitcher also felt like it was very
difficult not to take it personally. The body language became very
defensive all round the room and the atmosphere was tense, even though
everyone knew it was just an exercise. The people blocking the ideas also
appeared to raise in status, which suggested having status in creative
meetings is not too helpful.
Positive Accepting Creative Meeting – This time the person pitching the
idea comes in with a deliberately ‗bad‘ or incomplete TV show idea, most
of the time these ideas were based on objects I could see outside the
room. But this time the rest of the group accepted the ideas and built on
them in a supportive manner. Actual dialogue included:
Ideas: I want to film a couch every night for seven nights.
Acceptor A: Great idea! I love it.
Acceptor B: We‘ll call it ‗The Couch‘.
Acceptor C: And The Couch will reflect back what the viewers experience
at home.
Acceptor A: And we can have different celebrities sat on the couch.
Ideas: We get to see them in a homely environment, catch them offguard.
Acceptor A: See the human behind the public personality.
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In this round there was a visible wave off relief on the line ―Great idea‖
and lots of giggling. The body language became relaxed and friendly and
the previously defensive panel actually got up to move round the table
and work together.
Conclusions
Accepting and building on ideas is great for the early stages of TV
development meetings, the judging/choosing/criticizing stage can always
follow a stage later.
Sometimes people block ideas to establish their own status rather than as
a useful addition to the creative meeting. It‘s quite a high status thing to
do, block someone‘s idea, so it‘s essential that everyone is safe and
focussed on the idea instead of competing for status within the group.
Externalising the idea and expressing it on paper or as an object helped
people to take it less personally if it was blocked.
Hoopla have now been signed up to work with Ignite at ITV on an ongoing
basis.

Steve Roe
www.HooplaImpro.com
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Just a Thought – on the back of a business card

From Improv to Improve
By Phil Jesson

I will always remember the day when a certain Mr. John Cremer came to
town. The place was Hitchin, in Hertfordshire, and the occasion was the
monthly gathering of the local Academy for Chief Executives group – the UK‘s
leading peer-group learning organisation where ―leaders learn with leaders.‖
We were told that we would be ―taken to the edge‖ but that there would be
no humiliation or discomfort. To everyone‘s surprise, we liked our brief
encounter with our ―other selves‖ and had the time of our lives. Amidst the
laughter and adrenaline we discovered new skills and new insights - including
how to interview an expert in teaching kangaroos to play cricket!
Let me explain why I think improvisation has an important role in helping
businesses improve in the difficult and challenging times of today:
Executives do a lot of planning...............arguably far too much planning.
At an early stage in their corporate lives they are trained to understand that
―nobody plans to fail but many fail to plan.‖ They soon recognise that
planning is a key to promotion and hone their skills in that direction. But
sometimes it is easy to focus on business goals and ―destinations‖ rather than
enjoying the journey/route. In my view, improvisation within the workplace
helps people enjoy and admire the view along the way. This does not mean
that they lose focus. Far from it. In fact there is a night vision technique
within the military where soldiers improve their sight of a distant object by
looking slightly left or right off the target. Similarly, by taking peoples‘ minds
off the business target they then see it more clearly than before.
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Think of your favourite leader, living or dead ............ Why do you
remember them? Is it because of their skills or their qualities? It is the latter,
of course. Nobody ever talks about Winston Churchill‘s time management
skills or Mother Teresa‘s ability to run a good annual appraisal. We remember
them for their qualities and this is where improvisation comes in. Within an
hour or so, people have discovered bravery, grace, mental agility, creativity,
passion, risk-taking, empathy, compassion etc......all of which helps them to
become better people, at home and at work.
Improvisation is about the unknown............as is business today. ―The
future isn‘t what it used to be!‖ and all executives and teams need the ability
to respond rapidly to a constantly changing environment. In a way,
improvisation sessions are fantastic ―change management sessions‖ in
disguise.
Improvisation builds personal confidence ............ so when a colleague
from the shop floor chooses to raise an issue at a team briefing like ―How do
you expect us to be motivated at the same time as laying some of us off?‖
there is a good chance that the executive handling this very public challenge
will stand firm and deliver a competent and confident answer.
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Many people do not consider themselves to be funny.........
Surprisingly, during our exposure to improvisation sessions we all discovered
a new wit and wisdom deep within ourselves......and were genuinely
surprised to find it there! It makes you wonder ―What else is in there?‖ and
―What other hidden talents have I got?‖ As the good book says ―The three
hardest things in life are steel, diamonds and to know thyself!‖
I now find myself recommending speakers to the Academy‘s regionally based
chairmen across the country. I often give them a list of ―100% guaranteed to
deliver‖ speakers and their topics. New chairmen are often surprised by the
inclusion of improvisation but existing chairmen soon offer reassurance and
explain that there is plenty of evidence within their groups to suggest that
IMPROV produces sustainable, profitable and meaningful IMPROVEMENTS
within their members’ businesses!

Phil Jesson, Commercial Director
The Academy for Chief Executives

Drain

or

Radiator?
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Oprah Winfrey, was asked what she wished she'd learned earlier in life said "I wish I'd
known how to distinguish radiators from drains".

Radiators are people who give out warmth, kindness, love, honesty, positivity, energy,
enthusiasm and all the good things which people need and respond to. Drains are
people who are negative, downbeat, suck the energy out of others and don't like
themselves.
So life's too short to work with drains ............... unless of course you're Dynarod.
So how does this work in practice? Sir Clive Woodward, coach of world cup winning
England Rugby team in 2003 inherited a set of players. For a number of matches he
was selecting on their match playing abilities - on their rugby skills. But a training camp
with the Royal Marines made him change his mind about team selection. The Marine's
words were ringing in his ears "It's not about skills. It's about attitude and the effect on
the team. One wrong team player can sap all the energy from the group."
The ultimate test is going into battle, ie the Royal Marines. You're in the helicopter with
8 of your team going into a firefight. Looking around those 8 individuals you need to be
very clear that they are the right people - energisers, not energy sappers.
So with sport the results are very visible. There is no place to hide. Win or lose.
So does this work in businesses? It is totally true but decisions that could and
should have been made about staffing are fudged and avoided. There appears to be less
at stake in business compared with sport.
So what are you.... And if you are a drain can you change? Here are 3 steps
1. Recognise if you are drain (or have drain-like moments)
2. Catch yourself once a day about to say something drain-like, turn it around and look
for the bright side
3. Do this every day for 21 days and you will be staggered by the results

How to say

YES
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Individuals hate change. It is uncomfortable. It is stressful.
Therefore the ideas of introducing something new, different
and potentially disruptive is normally greeted with a ―No‖.
Particularly in large corporate organisations where mistakes
are punished and remembered. Creativity and risk-taking are
not rewarded.
People work to avoid pain and enhance pleasure. Which is
why ―No‖ is the safest route. Close down ideas and maintain
the status quo.
So how do you unlock the creativity in your workforce?
Simple . Embrace ―Yes‖. Lead from the front.
Run brainstorming sessions to generate ideas where people
can say ―Yes‖ in a safe environment.
Openly demonstrate forgiveness for brave, risk-taking
mistakes.

yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes

In work today there‘s less money, less certainty and enormous time pressure,
so managers and their staff have to create solutions from what is available.
Improvisation techniques can help this by using a few simple rules to
generate spontaneous behaviour. It‘s like ‗super-brainstorming‘ and it can
happen outside of the board room or training room. It can happen pretty
much anywhere in the workplace. Look elsewhere in this book for the rules…
What can businesses learn from improvisers? Here are some concepts which
are worth exploring.

By Harry Puckering

Improvisation in business : just do it
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•

Jazz improvisation

•

Rehearsed Spontaneity

•

Anxious Confidence

•

Collective Individualism

•

Planned Serendipity

If your organisation is mature
enough to consider trialling
improvisation training, it could well
reap considerable benefits.

Improvisation in business : just do it
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Jazz improvisation. This has been used as a metaphor for organisational life. But
jazz is hard to play and sometimes almost as hard to listen to. The skill set and
tools for improvisation are available to almost everybody, so the jazz-derived
theories can be tested using stuff anybody can do.
Rehearsed Spontaneity. Improvisers work spontaneously, but backing that up is
prior rehearsal. We spend time practising the process to understand what works
and how elements can be put together to create a coherent performance. So,
practise having to ‗think on your feet‘.
Anxious Confidence. You need to be motivated by the task, but not be so anxious
or over-confident that performance is impaired. Practicing reaching and remaining
in this state can help you to be flexible and productive under pressure.
Collective Individualism. Improvisers take turns at being the leader then drop
back into the group. To the outsider, this appears to happen without any obvious
direction. This moving in and out of leading and following is a key skill.
Planned Serendipity. Freedom and control have to be balanced. Improvisers who
seem both rehearsed and spontaneous, both anxious and confident, both
collective/collaborative and individual, seem to produce the best improvisation as if
by accident. If we are asked ‗where did that come from?‘ we‘ll often say that we
don‘t know. The pairing of ―tight and loose‖ is vital to long-term learning in
organisations.

Harry Puckering
Management and Personal Development Trainer

Improv for Teams –
Not Just a Laugh By Julia Knight
I took a course in comedy improvisation out of curiosity – it seemed like a
fun thing to do. But after a while, I realised how relevant the skills I was
developing were to my work. As a Work & Organisational Psychologist I
spend a lot of time working with businesses to develop more effective teams.
It seemed to me that the skills of improvisation had a lot to offer - I had
noticed that the group of people who I improvised with had become an
incredibly cohesive working unit – and this was just from being together 2
hours per week!
Somehow, we were able to communicate better, to
understand each other‘s needs, to trust each other and to function has a
great team. And, of course we had a lot of fun together.
This seemed great. Perhaps some exposure to improvisation could have a
similar or even greater impact with existing work-based teams? Of course,
being the scientist that I am, I went away and did some research. I wanted
to know if anyone had put together any theories or models, or perhaps some
research on using improvisation skills training as an intervention. It turns
out that there is a small, but growing academic literature on improvisation
and there is evidence that improvisation skills and techniques can contribute
to many different areas of business management, such as crafting strategy,
cultivating leadership as well as developing individual and team skills.
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Getting existing teams to improvise together is a way of boosting innovation
within the team, as it encourages the team to think in new ways and also to
take on roles that they would not usually in their work-setting (e.g. a
manager playing a low status character in a scene). Moreover, groups of
people who improvise together learn to trust each other. In any game or
scene, each individual is dependent their scene partner to support them and
vice-versa. They also need the rest of the group to end the scene or game
at the right time so they can leave the stage. This is important because
falling levels of trust in the workplace have been linked to reduced work
performance, job satisfaction and organisational commitment2.
I am not suggesting that improvisation skills training is a panacea, but there
appears to be a good case for employing improv-based interventions at the
team level if you want to increase levels of trust and innovation within those
teams. Employed across an organisation that promotes an experimental
culture, supporting individuals and teams to learn to improvise (as part of a
wider development programme) is likely to have a positive impact on
employee satisfaction and commitment and ultimately organisational
success. Oh, and did I mention, it‘s also a lot of fun!

Julia Knight
Work & Organisational Psychologist

Crisis Management
By Heather Urquhart

I have been giving musical and comedic improvised performances for eight
years and the question I am constantly asked by people is:
―How can you do that, in front of all those people? It must be so scary!‖
I want to let you into a secret: Although I have officially been performing
improv for 8 years, I have in fact been improvising for all of my life, and so
have you. In business, and in life, there is no way of being prepared for
every eventuality that may happen, knowing how you will react in any given
situation or the outcome of every conversation that you have with a
colleague before you have even had the conversation!
The importance of improvisation in a business
setting is for every one of us to embrace the
spontaneous part of our brains and apply it more - to
improvise more.
I am not suggesting that from this moment that you
never again research a project, plan a presentation
or find out what the job is before you go for an
interview!
However
experienced
and
skilled
improvisers are good at what they do because they
have had the ultimate training in planning for
situations that you cannot plan for.
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Improv teaches us that mistakes are gifts. When things go wrong, we can
improvise, drop our agenda and make things work in the moment - rolling
with the punches as the saying goes.
In short, how can the principles of Improv help us in a crisis management
situation?
• Accepting a problem and saying Yes to the
unexpected circumstance
• Listening to what you are left to work with and
reacting to those circumstances in the moment
• When a snap decision must be made, committing
to that decision and following it through to the
conclusion.

Most importantly, improv teaches us to be accepting
in the moments when we do not know what is
coming next and to step into the void with
confidence.

Heather Urquhart

A glimpse into another world
By Asher Rickayzen

It was during a typical executive retreat when I first experienced
improvisational comedy as a participant rather than a spectator. We, the
senior leadership team, were together to work on our relationships and our
effectiveness as a team.
It was at the end of the day, following a number of tough conversations
with each other and we were tired. At that point we were introduced to
John, who told us that he led an improvisational comedy troupe and we
were going to spend an hour learning how to improvise together. I imagine
that my colleagues were experiencing similar levels of apprehension and
disbelief as myself but, as successful executives are trained to do, we hid
our feelings well. No one wanted to be the first to excuse themselves with
an urgent e-mail or phone call, besides we were too tired to argue.
Through a series of exercises and the application of three simple rules, we
reached a point where we really were improvising together. Creating whole
scenes, dealing with plots thrown out to us without warning, selling crazy
product ideas to imaginary TV audiences and many other things besides.
I don‘t think the term ‗improvising together‘ does justice to what we
experienced.
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There was energy, laughter, fun and a connectedness that we would not
have dreamed of achieving; we were creating magic together, which
provided a stark contrast to the previous 11 hours, which had been slow,
cautious and enervating in comparison. Entwined with the fun, there were
moments of profound learning and insight, both about ourselves, and about
the way we behaved as a team. Our unspoken rules and patterns surfaced
in a way which allowed us to be curious about them rather than
persecutory; to play with them rather than punish ourselves about them.
After an hour of improvisation, I was left giddy with the excitement of the
possibilities and hungry for more.
The experience raised several questions for me. What would it be like to
take improvisation back into the office? To feel capable of dealing with
whatever was thrown at me without having to use a prepared script? To
enjoy the level of energy and relationship which I had experienced during
that happy hour? To build on the suggestions of others rather than respond
in my more usual way of proposing an alternative, pointing out what was
wrong or concentrating so hard on formulating my reply that I failed to
listen closely enough to be able to appreciate what was said in the first
place? I had been given a glimpse of an alternative way of behaving which
has had profound implications on the way I work. Once that door was
opened and the feast had been tasted, it was impossible to close it again!
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Little did I realise how addictive improvisation can become. That evening
was more than 3 years ago, but the impact is something which is still felt
by me today. Through that experience, of being on the borderline between
competence and incompetence, of learning that it was ‗impossible to do it
wrong‘, of seeing what profound listening and acceptance can do to
transform a situation – I was committed to explore improvisation as a force
for change. Now, in my new incarnation as a Consultant in Organisational
Development, it is something which I continue to learn from and enjoy
both on my own part and with my clients.
The joy of improvisation is the unpredictably. Not knowing in advance
whether there will be moments of profound insight or moments of joyous
humour, or, as is usually the case, a bit of both. However, there is one thing
which I have experienced every time, that the mysterious force of
creativity is present in all of us, albeit sometimes buried deep, but once
released it is a powerful and compelling source of energy and renewal.

Asher Rickayzen
Relume
(c) Relume

The Fertile Unknown
By Michelle James

I am in an improvisational theater performing group. We improvise full-length
plays with nothing planned in advance. No structure. No outline. No character
or plot development. Nothing, except for two locations we get from the
audience at the beginning of the play. For example play could be titled, "The
Space Station and the Bathroom‖. Two of us then run on stage and start
interacting.

When the play goes well, the audience says, "That HAD to be scripted. At
least some part of it had to be scripted. It looked too easy." It was easy.
When the performance does not go so well, the audience says, "That looked
hard." It was hard.
I became fascinated by what makes it work. What creates peak level
creativity in our group? What allows a complex, coherent, sense-making
structure to emerge from nothing but a simple location? What is the "magic
formula" that allows a fully formed, organized play - with believable
characters and plot - to emerge before the audience‘s (and our own) eyes?
And what gets in the way? Why does it work seamlessly sometimes and not
so well other times?
I became a serious student of improv theory - reading the seminal books in
the field and observing the patterns in my group and other groups.
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I soon recognized the connections between adhering to the principles of
improvisational theater in a performance and being able to adapt, create and
improvise effectively in the work place – and in any social system. The same
principles that allow a performing group to improvise a 90-minute play out of
nothing but a location are the same principles that allow groups, teams, and
organizations to solve problems in new ways and reach peak levels of
creativity and innovative thinking.
We don‘t go on stage with a pre-formed notion of our characters, plot,
conflict, challenge or situation. We just let them emerge based on our
interactions, actions and reactions. The "magic formula" is the adherence to
the basic improv principles. When we adhere to the principles of
improvisation, something emerges that is more intelligent and creative - and
intelligently organized - than any one of us could have planned. A play
unfolds that is so original and unpredictable, that you have a sense of being
entirely in flow - getting to fully experience the adventure as you create it.
The principles that allow this to happen are simple, yet profound. They seem
easy, but in practice, they are almost the exactly opposite of the ways in
which we navigate our everyday work lives. They take re-learning. I say that
because we were born natural improvisers and then got "educated" and
"civilized" out of the playful aspects of our own improvisational complexity.
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The following are my 7 basic improv principles:
1. Yes and. Fully accepting the reality that is presenting, and the adding a
new piece of information - that is what allows it to be adaptive, move forward
and stay generative. Each performer (agent) interacts with what is offered
and offers a unique contribution.
2. Make everyone else look good. That means you do not have to be
defending or justifying yourself or your position - others who will do that for
you and you do that for others. Without the burden of defensiveness or
competition, everyone is free to create. Complex characters can form that
enable unpredictable complex actions and directions to emerge.
3. Be changed by what is said and what happens. At each moment, new
information is an invitation for you to have a new reaction, or for your
character to experience a new aspect of them. Change inspires new ideas,
and that naturally unfolds what's next.
4. Co-create a shared "agenda." The recognition that even the best-laid
plans are abandoned in the moment, and to serve the reality of what is right
there in front of you. You are co-creating the agenda in real-time. In order to
keep the play going, you respond to the moment and an "agenda" coemerges that is more inclusive than anything that could have been planned.
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5. Mistakes are invitations. In improv, mistakes are embraced and they
invite the performers into a new level of creativity. In improv, justifying
creates order out of chaos. Mistakes break patterns and allow new ones to
emerge.
6. Keep the energy going. No matter what is given, or what happens, you
accept it and keep the energy gong. Unlike in everyday life, where people
stop to analyze, criticize or negate, in improv you keep moving. A mistake
happens - let it go move on. The unexpected emerges - use it to move on.
Someone forgot something important - justify it and move on. You‘re lost or
confused –make something up and trust the process. Just keep moving. The
system is not static – it is alive and dynamic.
7. Serve the good of the whole. Always carry the question, "How can I
best serve this situation?" and then you have a better sense of when to run in
and when to stay back, when to take focus and when to give it, how to best
support your fellow performers and how to best support the scene.
With positive intention, active engagement, presence and yes-anding, you
can't do anything but be co-generative!
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So, what make it "look hard" when it is not working so well? Simple: any
violation of the principles. If one of us tries to orchestrate, or worse impose,
our own agenda or plot on the piece. If one of us tries to be the "star" and
take too much focus. If even one of us is not present to what is unfolding,
moment-by-moment. If one of us worries about the plot, and starts to figure
out how to "save" it. If we expect that someone should respond in a certain
way. In short, anything that gets us out of the moment and what is emerging
- and into our controlling heads.
The rules are simple. One of the paradoxes of improv is that you practice
being spontaneous until it comes naturally. By staying present to each
moment, getting out of thinking and planning and into being, you have
options and choices in each moment that you otherwise would miss.
The truth is, in each performance we have some magic moments and some
more awful ones. Some that work and others that fall flat. But by adhering to
the improv principles we significantly increase the magic and decrease the
effort. A creative - and surprisingly logical - play can then emerge through
that fresh and alive energy. We, and the audience, then get to experience the
real-time excitement of riding the flow of a creative emergence.

Michelle James

CEO of The Center for Creative Emergence
Founder Quantum Leap Business Theater

Improv makes it to the big screen

Script between the characters
when Woody arrives at a new
child‘s house and is thrown
into a tea-party
Woody (cowboy):
I don't know where I am
Trixie (triceratops):
We're either in a cafe in Paris
or a coffee shop in New
Jersey. I am pretty sure I
came back from the doctor
with life-changing news
Buttercup (cow):
We do a lot of improv here.
Just stay loose, have fun.
You'll be fine.
PS Great film. If you don’t
have kids, borrow some so
you can go see it.
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While studying music at University I was fortunate enough to play the violin in a
string quartet. Being students, there were many convoluted and bizarre
relationships among the four people playing, and we would often bring
unresolved arguments, unrequited love and seething jealousy with us to
rehearsals. After the cursory and often bitter verbal exchanges we would place
our bows on strings and begin. At this point, our verbal communication channel
was muted, talking was reserved purely for practical purposes. At the end of
rehearsal however, the air was often cleansed of the heavy emotional content that
had suffused it so thoroughly beforehand. Arguments dissolved, passions muted
and conversation would often return to more mundane practicalities of the day.

By JOE SAMUEL

The language of music
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I was also studying psychology at the time and distinctly remember coming fresh
from a lecture about non verbal communication into one of our rehearsals. As the
first violin, it was my job to “lead” the quartet. This means that the tempo,
dynamics, phrasing and synchronising were my responsibility. A bow high in the
air descending towards my strings would allow the other members to time their
simultaneous entries so we all came in together as one. Leaning forwards would
bring down the volume, sitting back and broadening my shoulders could result in
a triumphant crescendo. Eye contact could encourage a tune to rise above the
others, a slight frown could send a tune scuttling back to a supporting role.
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In amongst all the artistic decisions being made were entire conversations. A
slightly pleading expression could say sorry; a faint smile, I forgive you.
Arguments could also be started. One I remember clearly was during the
Shostakovich string quintet. I had the job of stating a new, jaunty theme on the
violin before passing it to the viola.
I gained eye contact with her just before finishing the tune, a slight nod and she
was off. She stamped on the tune, growling it out, giving it a complexion I had
been utterly unaware of until that time. The exchanges became more and more
violent, and at the end of the rehearsal, she packed up and stormed out.
With so much of what we say coming from what is not spoken, it is vital that we
gain awareness of our body language, positioning and voice to communicate
effectively. Improvisation is a perfect vehicle for this, giving us a safe
environment to experience different scenarios, and providing the essential
lubricant of laughter to keep it real.

JOE SAMUEL

We can learn a lot from comedy
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Watch how guy from audience MAKES it work (also VERY funny). The body
language was so convincing I had to keep reminding myself that he wasn't actually
talking and had no idea what was coming next.

Click for the video link

Award-Winning Improvised Comedy
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We are Brighton's masterful, maverick, award-winning improvised comedy company.
We offer brilliant, acclaimed performances and life-changing tuition in improvised
comedy - the creation of scenes and songs in the moment with the power to make
people laugh.

We currently have two mainstage shows - Guest Who? and Tonight's Top Story.
We perform Tonight's Top Story monthly at the Komedia in Brighton. Every
performance of Tonight's Top Story is inspired by newspaper articles cut out by the
audience just minutes before curtain time. This is improv without tricks, gimmicks or
games, just a live, comedic exploration, through scenes and songs, of the secret heart
of your city. It is the world only hinted at by your local paper, but finally revealed by
the comedic x-ray vision of The Maydays.

www.themaydays.co.uk

Improv(e) your career prospects
Listen, say yes, commit. Listen, say yes, commit. Listen, say yes, commit.
The perfect interview waiting room mantra? I had been studying and practising
improv for less than six months when the big job interview came up. It was one
of those skin-of-your-teeth applications that I had gone for to get the feedback
on what I needed on my CV to get shortlisted, but somehow despite hundreds
of applicants and my on-paper lack of experience, and the sideways move from
another sector the call came through that I had made it to interview stage.
Right. Ok. Deep breath. At improv practice the night before I raised the issue of
my impending inspection and we ended up improvising a couple of mock
interviews that made me laugh so much I couldn't breathe.

"Rebecca, I'm Tom, nice-to-meet-you, could you come this way to the interview
room please?" Listen, say yes, commit.
So I did. I listened to what they were like as people, and what results they
wanted but also what sort of person would fit the role and fit the team; I said
yes to those things, but also when they picked at my internships in the sector
and lack of experience, and offered back to them how I thought I might fill
those gaps and the resources I had to get up to spec; I committed to what this
could become and what we could do together.
Yes, I got the job, but more important than that I wasn't in awe of it anymore, it
just felt right.

By Rebecca MacMillan
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Brainstorming is a well known way to break up old ways of thinking, get
your team into a creative mode, and come up with some new and useful
ideas.
However, most people can't just jump into it cold, without any kind of
structure. If you've ever been in a brainstorming session where everyone
just waits for someone else to speak, you've seen what starting without a
framework can be like. That's why there are brainstorming games.
Guidelines for brainstorming

How to kill a brainstorm

Set a time limit for the brainstorming.
All ideas are good ideas
Do not judge an idea when presented
Do not talk during silent brainstorming
Record all ideas
Assign a monitor to keep the brainstorm focused

Let the boss speak first
Give everybody a turn
Ask the experts only
Go off-site
No silly stuff
Write down everything

Start with the question ―What if...‖
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In a business world that's more uncertain than ever it pays to be able to think on your
feet. That's why some business schools are using improvisation classes to teach skills
such as creativity and leadership. While many people might think of improvisation as
unscripted comedy, it can apply to any form of spontaneous theater -- and practitioners
say that using "improv" to teach business skills is no joke.
Robert Kulhan is an adjunct assistant professor at Duke University's Fuqua School of
Business, in North Carolina, and CEO of Business Improvisations. He has been
improvising on stage for years and now teaches improvisation to business students and
executives. "Improvisation isn't about comedy, it's about reacting -- being focused and
present in the moment at a very high level," Kulhan told CNN. As well as teaching
people to react and adapt, he said improvisation can teach creativity, innovation,
communication, teamwork and leadership.

Lakshmi Balachandra teaches Improvisational Leadership at MIT
Sloan School of Management and is a guest lecturer for advanced
negotiation students at Harvard Business School.
She was an improv comic before working in venture capital and
finance. She went to study an MBA at MIT Sloan and said it was
there she realized how much she was using her improvisation
training in her business career. "Improv teaches you how to think
on your feet and how to react and adapt very quickly to
unexpected events and things you may not have planned for,"
Balachandra told CNN. "It applies to leadership and it applies to
negotiation, where you never have control over what happens,"
she said. "Negotiation is a dynamic process -- you have to be able
to think on your feet and adapt.”
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Kulhan and Balachandra both said that the key to improvisation is the "Yes, and"
principle, and it's an idea they believe is particularly relevant to business.
In performance improvisation it means listening to what someone else says,
accepting what they say, and then building on that. In business terms it means
accepting any idea that's brought to the table and then taking that idea further.
Kulhan said this kind of "suspension of judgment" is essential for brainstorming and
creative thinking, but unconditional acceptance doesn't always come easily to highflying execs. He said it's not that critical thinking isn't important -- just that it can
sometimes get in the way.
"There's a misconception in business that you have to be 100 percent correct 100
percent of the time, whereas the truth is you have to be 100 percent correct about
10 percent of the time -- the rest of the time you have to just make decisions," said
Kulhan.
"We get bogged down in analysis paralysis, or just the pressure of being right, and
we feel like we have to be correct all the time. But if you just make a decision you'll
have room to adapt and react and get it to work within the parameters you need."
Kulhan said principles of improvisation can help anyone hone their business skills,
and if you can't get to an improvisation class you can still apply the fundamentals of
improv to your own life.
"One way is to self audit -- see what you're doing in real time and how you affect
other people in real time," he told CNN.
"You can take that 'Yes, and' phrase and test it out at home or in meetings, and try
exercising suspension of judgment -- try out the principles in real life."

49

Lakshmi Balachandra's five rules of improv
1. "Yes, and." Accept a situation and then deal with it.

2. Avoid asking questions. In business that means being conscious of
how continually asking questions makes other people do all the
work.
3. Listening. In conversation people are often planning ahead rather
than really listening, and at work it's easy to be distracted by
computers or blackberries. Focused listening is a crucial skill.
4. Add information. You have to contribute if you want things to go
where you want them to.
5. Eye contact. In the workplace it's important to pay attention to body
language. Even on the phone you can pick up clues as to how the
other person feels.

The Coach House :
Lindy Cozens

Improvs role in Executive Coaching

50

51

As a leader are you the Producer, on stage, on the
piano or on the lights?
Most leaders feel that they must be on stage –
LEADING.
But the most important part is maybe The Producer. On
the sidelines suggesting ideas, coaching, encouraging.
Watching the audience and fine tuning the
performance.
When should the music come in? It should help build
the scene, not jar or detract. And the music should fit
the mood of the scene and allow the actors to shine.

lights
music
action

Or maybe you are on the lights. Don‘t think that it is
the least important job given to the weakest actor. In
improv this a critical role. The scene ends when the
lights dim. Timing is critical. Too soon and you missed
the climax. Too late and it falls flat.
In business terms in a meeting are all these roles being
played; Producer, actor, lights and music?
Who is who, and why?
By Ian Gotts

Adapting Improv Games to
Problem Solving
By Gregg Fraley

52

Classic improvisation games can be adapted to help solve serious business
problems. You can use adapted games in all phases of problem solving -- to
explore challenges, generate ideas, and get into action. Adapted improv games
have people thinking differently, and they generate stimulus, which can be
converted into useful ideas.
In my early days as a facilitator, I was a glorified note taker and flip chart jockey,
because my tool set was limited. However, I knew the basics of structured creative
problem solving, so my sessions, while quite mind-sapping and physically
exhausting for participants, usually met their goals.
As I acquired more tools, techniques, and experience, I was better able to steer
groups. Also, I became much better at managing the energy in the room.
Maintaining a fresh atmosphere is difficult across a full day of intense thinking.
To re-energize groups I began to use improvisation games in my
sessions based on my training with Improv Olympics and Second
City in Chicago. At first, I only used improvisation games as
energizers, that is, fun bits between sessions where we did
classic brainstorming or intensive writing exercises.
This worked, but I noticed it was typically only a brief bursts, as
opposed to a sustainable energy flow. I began thinking about how to
use improv games and exercises as a more integral part of all aspects of
corporate problem solving – while maintaining that elusive group energy.

53

Nearly any business challenge fits into one of three phases:

 Challenge Exploration – figuring out objectives, what‘s going on, and ways to
frame problems
 Idea Generation – coming up with ideas to answer or solve the problem
 Action Planning – refining and amp-ing up ideas, creating exciting plans
An assessment gives a sense of where a client is; Are they in exploration mode?
Do they need ideas? Or, are they into implementation?
I use facilitation tools that are appropriate for each phase. There are standard
(non-improv) tools, and, they do the job. Many of them are quite boring however!
What I‘ve done to make this difficult thinking work more fun, and filled with
energy, is adapt classic improvisation games for use in exploration, ideation, or
implementation. Here are some examples:
In Challenge Exploration I set a scene where people talk about the challenge at
hand. It‘s an adaptation of classic free form scene work. The first ―twist‖ on the
challenge is to having them talking about it ―as if‖ they were say Abe Lincoln and
Mother Teresa. I might locate them in a hot tub in Aspen. The players are
coached, real time, to discuss the business challenge ―in character‖. After things
get going I then have walk-on‘s come into the scene and ask ―dumb‖ questions, or
take actions, that take the original players/problem explorers in new direction.
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If things are too ―normal‖ I send someone in with an off-the-wall, or unrelated
question. The players are forced to somehow accommodate the unrelated. I
continue to do a lot of active coaching in order to get more things going in the
scene. Meanwhile, I have the audience part of the group making observation
notes. When the scene is over, we do a structured debrief around the scene. We
chart divergent set of objectives, facts, feelings, and discuss problem frames. We
then narrow these lists down through dialogue and voting. This type of scene
work invokes spontaneous
thinking and provides organic forced
connections that have
people thinking differently about a
challenge.
In Idea Generation
I usually start with traditional
brainstorming. When
ideas start coming slowly, I
invoke a game. One
I really like is an adaptation of
―Emotional Symphony.‖
Six to eight players are each
assigned a contrasting emotion. Then they line up like a glee club chorus. In
normal improv they would simply express that emotion with a non-word sound. I
change this and allow them to speak about the challenge we‘re generating ideas
for in short bursts. It doesn‘t have to be brilliant talking! As conductor I allow
one emotion to speak, then switch off to another. I raise the intensity; get two
people going, three, then the whole group. The audience is making notes and
generating ideas based on the emotional symphony. When the scene ends, we do
Post-it Note brainstorming and the players jump in with their ideas. This is a
highly useful and fun game for breaking logjams in ideation.
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In Action Planning, I use a game I call ―The Plan-anoid‖.
It‘s a twist on the improv game ―The Paranoid.‖ The
Paranoid simply has a person responding to everything said
in the most paranoid way possible, and, the paranoia starts
slowly then escalates through the scene. In the adapted
game, we focus the paranoia on the plan we are
developing. One person sits in a chair in front of the group.
It‘s best to choose an extrovert! Another person talks to
the player sitting about the plan. The paranoid player
responds to each statement or question with the worst
possible in-real-life-totally-unrealistic thoughts.
And, it
just keeps getting worse. No matter how reasonable the
statement, the response is the worst-case most over the
top scenario. As in the previous games, the audience is
taking notes. They‘re thinking of ideas on how to improve
the actual plan.
This game works amazingly well to unearth real world
problems and unforeseen circumstances with a proposed
implementation plan. After the game, a structured debrief
takes place and the plan is re-written to incorporate the
best new ideas. Plans become more air tight.
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Those were just three examples of many adapted games. Nearly any improv game
can be used as ―stimuli‖. You simply have to structure the game content (the ―who,
what, where‖) to be somewhat relevant to the task at hand. It doesn‘t have to be a
direct link, sometimes to get new thinking it‘s helpful to have the mind do a ―force
fit‖. Players create the stimuli, the Audience makes observations and take notes,
based on what‘s going on. These observations are sometimes random thoughts,
sometimes questions, and sometimes ideas that directly address what we‘re trying
to accomplish.
What improvisation games do a great job of is getting people out of the typical way
of thinking about something. They provide an avenue for more spontaneous or
tangential thinking. This ―new‖ thinking is then harnessed by the whole group as
launch pads, or starting points. I‘ve found that Improv games are a gift that keeps
on giving when it comes to maintaining group energy and getting the new thinking
you need to innovate.

You might think this requires experienced improvisers, but in reality, it does not.
Experience helps, but with a bit of training. anybody can improvise – for this
purpose. Our intent with adapted improv games in business is not to be funny. Our
intent is to learn from the game, generate from the game. Even very poorly done
improv can be a rich learning experience, and an energizing one. Give it a try.
The worst thing that will happen is you‘ll break up a monotonous session – so, you
can‘t fail can you?

Gregg Fraley

Author of Jack's Notebook

Presenting with

IMPACT
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The lights dim. You stand nervously looking out onto a sea of faces. Sweaty palms.
Pulse racing. Now you understand why 42% of people are more afraid of presenting
in public than dying.
You have some important facts to get across to this audience. You are a serious,
well respected expert in your field. You have planned well and rehearsed exactly
what you are going to say. But you also have your slides to guide you through the
flow.
It starts well. You start to relax. Suddenly the projector fails and you are left
without slides. Your mind races. Do you ad-lib whilst the projector is fixed? Maybe
you should take questions. This is your worst nightmare come true.

Some improv practice will help you feel more comfortable to ―roll with it‖. It will
also give you confidence to present using stories rather than relying on slides.

Ian Gotts
Professional speaker and coach, and
technology CEO / entrepreneur.
Visit the High Impact Presentations
website where you can listen to the
―10 tips for great presentations‖

www.highip.com

What does it do for me and my job? 58
By Matt Matheson

Creating scenarios based on limited, but specific information. Generating ideas or
solutions quickly. Listening closely to other people. Accepting what you‘re given.
Making sure you don‘t deny people their voice or views. These are all aspects of
improvised comedy, something that I‘ve recently found out that I have a real and
genuine passion for.
How did this come about? In Spring 2009 I decided to enrol on The Maydays
beginners improvised comedy course 'just to give it a try for a giggle‗. It‗s not
standup – it‗s improvising and creating scenes on the spot, with a limited input from
the audience (if any). I‗ve got so sucked into this wonderful art that I am now 6
courses down (including an improvised singing course!) and am now a founding
member of an Improv troupe (Existential Pants) who meet weekly and perform
regularly.
It's provided me with an amazing forum to unleash my creative side and has also
provided me with a set of invaluable skills that are not only good on stage, but also
in business.―
Drawing on my own experiences, there‘s four things I‘d like to share with you about
how my improvised comedy transfers to the workplace in my life.
Confidence. Creativity. Listening & Trust. Teamwork & interpersonal skills.
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Confidence.
My confidence has increased massively. I can think of a key example of how this
shows. Some time back I was called at short notice to attend what was meant to
be an informal meeting with two client contacts in a government department.
Upon arrival, I was alerted that the format had changed, and we had 10 people
present, from different areas of the government and department of health and
that I was expected to lead the meeting from the perspective of the site build.
Two years ago, I would have struggled and had a fair bout of nerves trying to
present ‗on demand‘ to this group of people, however I felt confident, took a
deep breath and the meeting was a great success with a wonderful project being
spawned afterwards. I put this down to the many situations posed to me in
improv where I have had to ‗jump in the deep end‘ either on stage or with
people I do not know and had to be confident in my surroundings to be able to
perform to the best of my ability.
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Creativity.
Improv has inspired and rejuvenated the creative aspect of my mind and has it
bubbling like it hasn‘t for a long time. I‘m much more confident in putting
forward ideas for pitch materials, attending brainstorms and getting actively
involved. I find I‘m thinking differently about how I might present and run
workshop style sessions. It‘s generally made me think more creatively and
made me want to get involved in the more creative activities that happen
around me in and around work.

Listening & Trust.
Improv forces you to listen very carefully and trust what you are given. You‘re
given a set of specific words, themes, locations or circumstances (much like a
problem a client may have) and you are forced to respond in a way that
acknowledges and builds on the inputs you‘ve been given, not reject them. If
someone needs a sock, there‘s no point giving them a shoe. I know in myself
and in my day to day work that I am consciously trying to listen to people more,
respond more appropriately, and trust what I‘m told, as opposed to responding
in an ad hoc or generic manner.

61

Teamwork and interpersonal skills.
Improv definitely grows your interpersonal skills and builds your ability to
function as part of a team. In improv, we refer to this as the ‗group mind‘ –
which is the idea that if you are closely aligned with the people around you, you
will inherently and sub-consciously strive to achieve the same goal. I‘m sure I
don‘t need to explain how massively beneficial this is in the day to day workings
in a busy agency!
So there it is – my four key takings from Improvised Comedy and how it can
benefit you in your working life and your personal life.

Matt Matheson / Consultant & Project Manager
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A subtle mystery disguised as a

gimmick

Is improv magic? Forget that improv is improvised.
That's sort of a gimmick, so who cares about that?
Being improvised is actually the least interesting
thing about improv.
Here's something interesting: the product of improvisation.
Great improv generates ideas, interactions, connections, a thousand little
flash-bulbs of discovery that light up a room -- moments that no one could
easily sit at a desk and write. That is always special and, sometimes, magical.
Here's what's more mysterious: the fact that improv is even possible. Why
should it be? But not only is it possible, it can even be taught. Courage,
personal intuition, fluid creativity and cooperation -- these are not things we
really know how to teach in classrooms, but improv teaches them. So perhaps
the study of improv is not magic, but in the same way that learning how to
read, or how to do arithmetic, is not magic. It's merely a kind of training, but
one that subtly transforms the mind, giving people powers that would seem
incredible if we did not see them with our own eyes or take them for granted.
They say that people only use 10% of their brains, a statement which is (let's
face it!) pretty vague. But improv is proof that we people do have enormous
potential just waiting to be unlocked, and that it's just matter of learning how.

By Alexis Gallagher
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2010 Conference on World Affairs: Final panels discuss everything from politics to improv
Living by the rules of improvisation, By Kaely Moore

Many audience members were on their feet, trying to peer over the heads of the
people in front of them for a better view of the spontaneous performance spectacles
in The Art of Improv.
The panelists here drummed, beat-boxed and acted their way through a discussion
about living by the rules of improvisation and taking the leap into a world where—
although you might not always have a scripted response—you can at least feel
comfortable reaching for an answer.
Former Saturday Night Live actor Julia Sweeney said that, from the first day she
tried improv, she knew it was going to change her life. ―It was really a
transformative experience,‖ Sweeney said.

Sweeney also said that many of the rules involved in improv, such as adding
information and having an emotional response, can be incorporated into daily life.
Gordon Adams, a professor of international relations at American University in
Washington D.C., said he agrees that improv rules can be useful in establishing a
general trust in your own intuition. By listening, being aware and keeping a certain
kind of rhythm, you can trust that something will always come to you when you
need it to, Adams said.
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Hip hop artist Shodekeh chose to beat-box his point instead of speaking it, and
used audience members to contribute to his impromptu performance.

In response to a question from one audience member about getting up the courage
to perform on stage, Shodekeh said that this audience involvement is what helps
him to be more comfortable. He also said that a part of the ability to go in front of
people the way he does is to not fear that you won‘t succeed. ―Not being afraid to
fail is absolutely key,‖ Shodekeh said.
Mia Wilhelm, a 22-year-old senior majoring in anthropology and economics, said
she enjoyed this panel for the increased audience interaction and the fun
atmosphere. ―I thought it was an interesting reaction with the audience,‖ Wilhelm
said. ―The dynamic between the panelists was interesting as well.‖

http://cuindependent.com/2010/04/10/2010-conference-on-world-affairs-comes-to-a-close/
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What are you worth?
When you are young and inexperienced you are paid for your time.
You do what you are told. You do the hours. You serve your
apprenticeship.
As you gain in knowledge you are then paid for the value you add.
Suddenly you start to take control of you business life.
A rare few are able to be paid for who you are.
You can be the authentic you.
It is refreshing, uplifting and rewarding.
This is when the boundaries between work become life blurred.
You are being paid for doing what you love and are good at

YOU

Non-verbal communication
By Joe Samuel

I am convinced that the three years of playing in that string quartet improved
my ability to communicate effectively without speaking. I now use those skills
as musical director of improvisation company, The Maydays. As the sketches
develop, I need to make the decision when to start playing, what to play, and
what emotion to bring out. Once a song has started, it is my job to give it
structure and to signify any significant changes in mood or style without giving
any visual signals. As the end of the song nears, I am looking for someone to
take charge of the ending of the song. If no clear leader emerges I will make it
as clear as I can when I think the song should stop.
From the singer‘s perspective, things look rather different. Essentially the
performers are making a case, putting forward a point of view, but doing this
as a team, without preparation and without verbally communicating with each
other. The success of the song is measured directly by the reaction of the
audience, whether it be one person or a room full. The fact that there is music
which has a definite speed, rhythm and harmony means that there is little
room for hesitation. Full commitment is required not just for the individual,
but so the rest of the team understands their role.
There are many parallels to the business world here. There are often times
when a case needs to be put forward by a team to an audience, whether it be a
board of directors, or a room full of employees. Often the narrative will turn in
unexpected directions and there is no time for discussing strategy,
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the team must move as one and communicate with conviction and without
hesitation. The success of the team is measured directly by the response of
the audience and the acceptance of the proposition being put forward
Let‘s look at some specific skills required for this strategy to be effective.

Leadership
As I mentioned before, if no clear leader emerges then I will make the
decisions myself, being behind the keyboard.
Performance becomes
significantly easier however if an individual steps forward, often physically and
takes control. In business a leader will be predetermined by their profile within
the company, however there are times when the leader needs to have
knowledge in a specific area such as I.T. or H.R. In these situations, the right
person needs to take control or the message can easily become unconvincing.
Leadership can be transferred so that the best person is in control at any one
time, or it can be maintained by an individual, so that they are always in
control of the team. An effective interviewer will take charge of the entire
conversation and make it clear when the interviewee should start talking, and
more importantly, when to stop. This can be done by positioning the body,
gaining effective eye contact, or even audibly taking a breath. If control is
given away to the interviewee, the results can be disastrous.
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Commitment
Once a leader has emerged, they must then carry the role with 100%
commitment. Many songs have begun with a ridiculous line such as ―Aliens
have stolen my dog‖. If this song is sung with a feeling of apology or
embarrassment then the humour is not as effectively delivered. If however,
the performer steps up to the front of the stage and sings the line with a full
voice, wide gestures and complete commitment, the humour is intensified
massively.
The same is true when trying to persuade someone of your point of view. If
the listener detects a hint of insecurity, they will most likely remain
unconvinced. After all, if you do not have faith in your own convictions, why
should anybody else? It is far funnier if the performer really thinks aliens have
stolen their dog, than if they are just putting that forward as a funny idea.
Non-verbal communication
Give the same speech to two different people and they will deliver two different
messages. It is possible to read a speech with the same words in the same
order, but communicate an entirely different meaning. Our body language,
intonation while speaking, expressions and eye contact will all tell their own
story, and it is often far more powerful that the story the words are telling.
How many times has a text message you sent been completely misinterpreted,
and then you spend the next four messages just trying to communicate that
you were joking, or you thought they were joking?
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Effective speakers often have very well rehearsed movements that they use to
deliver their messages. One only has to look at world leaders to see that their
use of their hands, eyes and body is very carefully controlled. When part of a
team, you must not only use these skills to communicate with your audience,
but also with the other members of your team.
Improvisation
Speeches are only as good as the person speaking. Most of the time, having
the words written out for us is a hindrance. Losing eye contact with the
audience, losing our place on the page and stumbling over words are very
common problems, even for the most experienced speakers. Being able to
construct a speech or conversation on the spot is a far more powerful way of
communicating. The best public speaker will have bullet points, or general
headings to structure their speech, but will not rely upon a script. When a
conversation or discussion takes an unexpected turn, the improviser will be
right there, ready to respond, ready to turn the surprise back on the other
person.
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All of these skills can be practised. Traditionally this has taken the form of
painful role-play situations at training days. It does not have to be like this!
Joining an improvisation workshop gives a safe, supportive environment where
these skills can be honed within a group of like-minded people.
The role of comedy is to give the performer a clear objective, and also makes
the whole process a lot more enjoyable. From my point of view, the role of
music within improvised comedy is to break down inhibitions and really nurture
commitment. It is a very personal experience to sing in front of a group of
people, but in the right environment it is also very empowering. There is no
need to have a good voice or musical experience, singing is a natural extension
of talking, and we can all do that. You will be amazed how quickly fear can
turn into self-belief, and often into addiction!

A Storytellers Tricks and Tips
By Lisa Lipkin (Professional Story Teller)

Being a professional storyteller in the New York City public schools
throughout the 1990‘s taught me everything I needed to know about
improvisation, mainly because you couldn‘t get through one 45-minute
performance without at least three separate interruptions.
Fire drills, robberies, fist and gun fights, janitors marching their ladders
across the stage mid performance, rats running across the floor, these were
regular occurrences in those days.
One of my more bizarre memories was the time a performance was
suddenly interrupted by the principal‘s booming voice over the loudspeaker,
saying, ―The word for today is Octagon.‖
Or the time the headmaster stopped me, mid-song, in front of 500 kids, to
ask me for my car keys because the garbage dumpster was being blocked
by my parked car. Needless to say, I had to think on my feet.

When I started Story Strategies twenty years
later, helping organizations find and tell better
stories, the lessons I learned in the battlefields
of New York City about improvisation proved
invaluable in my work with businesses. Here are
a few of my favorite tips and tricks.
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Pay attention to delivery.

The earliest pre-literate storytellers didn't have use of the written word to aid
memory. Instead, they employed formulae, ancient delivery techniques like
repetition, silences, rhythm and tempo, audience participation, and perhaps
most importantly, improvisation.
These ancient storytellers delivered dialogues, not monologues. They kept
their eyes and ears on the audience members, immediately sensing their
reactions and adapting accordingly. They knew they had only one shot to
impart knowledge and they would continually change their delivery method
until they were convinced their message was absorbed.

Today's businesses must work the same way. Communication, whether it is
oral or written, demands improvisation. Be mindful of the recipient‘s reaction.
Change your mode of delivery until the message you are trying to convey
sticks. If the ancient storytellers knew how to adapt their story to meet the
needs of their audiences, so should you.
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You’re the wizard. Don’t forget it.
During my 25-year tenure as a professional storyteller, I was continually
amazed by how willing audience members were to travel with me in a new
direction once the original one was thwarted. The key was my confidence and
calm. Once I began to think of myself as the wizard with a metaphoric wand,
I was able to take my audiences wherever I wanted. I could deal with any
unexpected issue. The same holds true within a business setting.
I remember watching with awe as a CEO of a chemical company abruptly left
the stage during a talk to 2,000 people in Los Angeles so he could blow his
nose, due to a cold. When he returned to the podium a few minutes later he
casually resumed his talk without explanation. We didn‘t mind the unusual
pause because he didn‘t. His carried his wand with him on and off the stage
and we followed.

Lisa Lipkin
Founder, storystrategies.net

Don't tell a story you're not going through anymore.
One of the hardest things for businesses to acknowledge is that the story
they've been telling themselves, and therefore the public, doesn't work any
more. It requires honesty. Ask yourself the hard question, "Am I forcing myself
to tell the same story that worked for me and my company a few years ago? "
Does it still hold true?"
In 1996, I wrote and toured a one-woman show called `What Mother Never Told
Me, an autobiographical performance about my experiences growing up as the
child of a Holocaust survivor. At the time, it was a deeply meaningful way for me
to examine the effect my mother's war trauma had had on me. But the show
did so well--and I needed the money so badly--I continued to perform it long
after I should have. By the time I stopped, five years later, my heart wasn't into
it. And my audiences knew it.
Don't make the same mistake. You will lose credibility, both to your target
audience and your employees, but worse, to your self. Don't be afraid to
rework your story, edit out the parts that no longer hold true for you, add plot
lines and characters that are now a part of your new story.

Lisa Lipkin, Professional Storyteller
Founder of storystrategies.net
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A funny thing happened @work

How many times do the skills of improv come to work?
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

interview where interviewee is a school friend (lover / bully / teachers pet)
double booked meeting room
unexpected redundancy announcement
won huge project, but it is oversees somewhere nasty for 18 months
IT dept have found out the business team have developed their own system
team member promoted to team leader
performance appraisal for underperforming staff member
the day after the company Xmas party
negotiation the contract renewal with client
team discovering and planning a major product recall
2 people manning an exhibition stand with odd person asking questions
confronting person caught leaking secrets to competition
boss tells subordinate that they need to get rid of half of team
subordinate tells boss leaving to go to competition
networking drinks event where bump into ex wife
first day at a client as consultant where clearly you are not qualified
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Reach out and touch someone
Asher Rickayzen, Relume, asher@relume.co.uk
Alexis Gallagher, alexis@alexisgallagher.com
Gregg Fraley, gregg@greggfraley.com
Harry Puckering, www.harrypuckering.co.uk
Heather Urquhart, HeatherUrquhart@yahoo.co.uk
High Impact Presentations, www.highip.com
Ian Gotts, Nimbus, ian.gotts@nimbuspartners.com
Joe Samuel, pianojoe@hotmail.com
John Cremer, creative@johncremer.co.uk
Julia E. Knight, www.juliaeknight.co.uk
Lindy Cozens, The Coach House, lindy@coachhousedevelopment.com
Lisa Lipkin, www.storystrategies.net
Matt Matheson, Nixon McInnes, info@nixonmcinnes.co.uk
Michelle James, Creative Emergence, info@creativeemergence.com
Paul Sloane, www.destination-innovation.com
Pixar, Toy Story 3, http://disney.go.com/toystory/
Phil Jesson, Chief Executive, www.chiefexecutive.com
Rebecca MacMillan, writetorebecca@yahoo.co.uk
Smarter Ideas, www.smarter-ideas.com
Steve Roe, www.HooplaImpro.com
The Maydays, www.themaydays.co.uk

Something is happening
here, pass it on

Please share it, blog it, tweet it or
whatever you do to spread the word.
But please don‘t sell it or modify any
of the contributions
www.smarter-ideas.com
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