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Advance Praise for Getting to “Yes And”

“You don’t have to spend years on stage to be good at the art of improvisa-
tion. In his new book, Getting to “Yes And,” improv veteran Bob Kulhan shows
you how improvisation techniques can positively impact almost any business
situation. Read this intriguing book and get ready to take communication at

work to a whole new level.”

—XKen Blanchard, coauthor of The New One Minute Manager®
and Collaboration Begins with You

“Prescriptive, educational, and funny, this book is filled with disarmingly casy
improv techniques to up our game at work. Getting to “Yes And’ has earned its
place on the bookshelves, desks, and nightstands of savvy business readers.
It’s Dale Carnegie Training for the 21st Century.”

—Jack Canfield, CEO, The Canfield Training Group, and bestselling
author of The Success Principles™

“For years, the business world has echoed ‘yes and,” but we were light on
details—until now. In a fun romp from Chicago’s Second City to Duke
University’s Fuqua School of Business and beyond, this book threads
together improv and business essentials such as negotiation, sales, goal
setting, and conflict resolution. Read it, follow it, and you’ll get better results,
maybe even a few laughs along the way.”

—Dave Logan, USC Marshall School of Business
and bestselling coauthor, Tribal Leadership

“Improvisation is the key to collaboration and innovation, and Bob Kulhan is
an improv star! This book shows you how to use improvisation for business
success. It’s filled with specific, practical, actionable advice, and it’s lots of
fun to read.”

—Keith Sawyer, author of Group Genius and {ig Zag

“Kulhan is an experienced improviser with a deep understanding of the art
form. And, he is a talented teacher with years of experience translating
the essence of improv into valuable business lessons. His no nonsense (yet
entertaining) style is perfect for anyone in either business or improv who
wants to bring the two worlds together.”

—Daniel Klein, Stanford Graduate School of Business,
Department of Theater, and d.school

“Kulhan came early to the realization that we are constantly innovating in
business and in life, and that there is a method to doing it better. He brings
very sharp tools to promote collective success, through motivating, making



decisions, energizing, building ideas, and managing status differences.
Although a key insight in the book is that improvisation isn’t synonymous
with comedy, nobody will mind that Bob presents these important ideas in a
lively and fun way.”

—Paul Ingram, Columbia Business School

“Getting to “Yes And’ 1s a transformative book. With focus, care, professionalism,
and good humor, Kulhan delivers a how-to guide for implementing impro-
visation in business. At the Center, we will definitely be incorporating his
techniques into our future programs.”

—Rick Barrera, COO, The Center for Heart Led Leadership,
and author of Overpromise and Overdeliver

“I don’t know anyone who likes this more or commits harder than Bob. Bob is
an improviser’s improviser. Buy this book!”

—TJ Jagodowski, improviser and author of Improvisation at the Speed of Life

“When it comes to the application of improv tenets in the business world,
there 1s no one better than Bob Kulhan. Any university, business, and (now)
reader is fortunate to have him as their lead facilitator. If I ran the business
world, I would insist this book be a part of every curriculum, in every
company.”

—Susan Messing, instructor and performer, 10, The Annoyance, and The
Second City, and Adjunct Professor, DePaul University, The University
of Chicago, The School at Steppenwolf, and The World

“I have known Bob Kulhan for a damn 20 years. He’s a great improviser, a
great teacher, and an o.k. guy. His commitment to improvisation is spring
loaded and fuel injected. He’s super positive (too positive) and rather smart!
Read this book because why not?”

—Mick Napier, founder, The Annoyance Theatre,
and author of Behind the Scenes and Improvise

“Bob Kulhan’s skills as an improvisational teacher and player offer an
insightful and energetic point of view to any group. I have thoroughly
enjoyed playing with this dummy for almost twenty years now. And, I look
forward to many more.”

—Jack McBrayer, actor, 50 Rock, The Muddle, Wreck It Ralph
“Bob is a thoughtful and caring teacher of improvisation. He’s a tireless

champion of the art form and he’d stop me from singing his praises if that
didn’t directly contradict improv’s first rule: acceptance. Deal with it, Bob.”

—]Jordan Klepper, correspondent on 7he Daily Show with Trevor Noah
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Introduction

MORE THAN ONE WAY
TO HIT A PINATA

IN A CONSTANTLY SHIFTING BUSINESS ENVIRONMENT in which every player
seeks a competitive edge, there is little to be gained from platitudi-
nous morale boosting. Yet over the last ten years a flourishing cottage
industry has arisen, providing companies with exactly that. Almost
every brand-name sketch comedy group has developed some kind of
corporate outreach program, in which teams of comedians lead busi-
nesspeople through improvisational games and exercises, ostensibly to
hone business skills. Quite often these games are exactly what a col-
lege student would participate in during an introductory level improv
class.

Corporate America pays handsomely for the chance to play these
games. In 2013 U.S. firms spent over $70 billion on corporate training
and approximately $15 billion on leadership development, with much
of that money spent on “intangibles training”—programs focused on
such unquantifiable skills as leadership and creativity.! Companies
often pay at least $5,000 a week to send a VP-level employee to a top
business school, and it has become common for comedy-oriented im-
prov groups to run these programs or be a significant part of them.

For a young drama student improv games may provide a wonder-
ful first step into the world of improvisational comedy. For business-
people such games may provide a bit of fun, a pleasant day out of the
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office, or a chance for the VP of sales to finally learn the names of
those I'T folks (it’s Pat and Deanna, by the way). So, does the simple
act of bringing traditional improv games to a corporate setting pro-
vide businesspeople with anything of substance? Anything practical?
Anything that might be useful in the real business world? In a word,
Nope.

And yet a true understanding of the art of improvisation can offer
businesspeople the most impactful, culture-changing, success-enabling
tool imaginable. There’s much, much more to improvisation than
games and giggles, and for the past 16 years my company, Business
Improv, has specialized in teaching improv techniques to corporate
executives with the express intent of developing skills that allow these
serious people to accomplish serious business in the most effective way.

Though the techniques of improv can be used to entertain, in the
following pages I will show you how these techniques can be used just
as easily to run a meeting, handle negotiations, spark a brainstorming
session, and positively influence those around you. The tenets of im-
provisation can help you help yourself, your team, your department,
and your entire company to succeed beyond what you think you’re
capable of. Yes, a great improviser can be a very funny person. And
great improvisers don’t just play games.

Consequently the work that goes into becoming a great improviser
is a little more involved than simply binging on episodes of Whose Line
Is It, Anyway? To make the best use of this art, we have to draw on the
range of communications-related sciences: behavioral decision theory,
cognitive psychology, social psychology, and behavioral economics.
Together these foundations point us toward a smarter way of reacting,
a more effective way of adapting, and a deeper way of engaging—the
things true improvisation provides.

It is a driving passion of mine to get people to understand that
improv skills can be effectively translated into the business world with
powerful results. I thirst to make this connection for people. For those
who might react to the idea of “business improv’” with apprehension
and skepticism, I have a confession: I empathize with you. Yes, im-
prov techniques are often taught without a detailed exploration of
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substance. If your negative assessment of the value of improv was
crystalized when you invested good money to spend a day playing Zip,
Zap, Zop—a basic improv game with no practical business value—1I
feel your pain. There is no Zip, Zap, Zop in this book. “Return on
investment” means something to me. And that is what you will get if
you suspend your disbelief and follow me through these pages. I enjoy
the challenge of winning over the skeptics, and the first step in notch-
ing up those wins is to emphatically and decidedly debunk the two
biggest myths around improvisation.

Myth One: Improvisation Is Comedy

Improvisation is in fact not comedy. Nor is it simply an approach to
acting. Those are two specific types of improvisation, unique to the
context in which the improvisation is taking place. There are many
more contexts for improvisation, though. Improvisation is a key el-
ement of busy emergency rooms; it takes place on NBA basketball
courts; it’s a part of the skill set for every policeman cruising the
streets—all contexts in which comedy is certainly not intended to be
part of the picture. The context dictates the style of improvisation
required. The improvisation an emergency room doctor uses in per-
forming a lifesaving operation is unique to that situation, and the kind
of improvisation a starting point guard employs in facing an unex-
pected defensive strategy only makes sense on the basketball court.

A fantastic example of high-level improvisation took place in 2011
when a team of highly trained U.S. Navy SEALs undertook Opera-
tion Neptune Spear—the deadly raid on Osama bin Laden’s com-
pound in Pakistan. This mission had been meticulously planned; the
SEAL:s trained for it over months and several contingency plans were
developed and put into place. Still, when one of the navy’s Black
Hawk helicopters crashed within the compound, a very specific kind
of improvisation was required if the mission was to succeed under
shifting circumstances.” In this case improvisation had everything to
do with adapting to changes within a strategy to achieve real, tangible

outcomes.
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I certainly concede that the most common understanding of im-
provisation is as a form of comedy. Curb Your Enthusiasm, the aforemen-
tioned Whose Line Is It Anyway? and the films by Christopher Guest all
showcase amazing comedic work that is based on improv. On a per-
sonal level I've been incredibly fortunate to spend an enormous part
of my professional life on the great Chicago stages of The Second
City, the Annoyance Theatre, and 1O (where I was coached by Tina
Fey and Amy Pochler and performed alongside such notable folks as
Jack McBrayer, Ike Barinholtz, Thomas Middleditch, Jordan Klepper,
Jason Sudeikis, and Seth Meyers along with many other famous and
less famous, equally brilliant comedic improvisers). In that context we
were performing with the focused purpose of delivering comedy. The
payoff we were after was audience laughter and a great show.

Laughter is not the payoft a surgeon, a jazz musician, or a SEAL
team is after, though, and it’s certainly not the payoft a businessperson
is looking for either. If you’re in front of the board of directors after
a dip in fourth-quarter sales and you get thrown a hardball question,
the challenge is not to quickly come up with a way you can use your
necktie as a comedic prop to make the board laugh (lest that necktie
become a noose with which you strangle your career). Instead you
must react and adapt to the circumstances and communicate in an
engaging and inspiring way.

The takeaway here: improvisation as it applies to the business
world is a specific type that works in the business context. The heart
of this book is to explicitly demonstrate how the art of improvisation
can be used as a serious means of getting serious results.

Myth Two: Improvisation Is
Making Stuff Up as a Last Resort

What we’ve got here is both a misconception and a matter of seman-
tics. If you grab five random items out of your refrigerator, throw
them in a pot of water, and bring it up to boil, technically you might

bl

say you were “cooking,” a word that could describe the simple ap-

plication of heat to foodstuffs. But we all know that the simple act of
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cooking can be raised to an elite art form, one that depends on skill,
training, technique, thoughtfulness, and imagination. A hot pot of
gross mush and an elite chef’s tasting menu may both be cooked, but
there’s quite a tastable difference in the quality of the cooking there.

Similarly we sometimes call it improvising when someone is driven
to make things up on the spot after discovering that plans A, B, and
C have all fallen apart. This kind of improvisation is a sort of survival
skill and coping mechanism, and can certainly be relied on when all
hell breaks loose and the scramble-sweat is flowing. However, this is
a terribly limiting definition—improvisation as an emergency mea-
sure or last-ditch effort. This conception of improvisation does not
factor in technique, training, practice, and thoughtfulness and seems
to imply that the need for improvisation is only dictated by the level of
chaos one finds oneself in.

In fact improvisation at its most effective is a deliberate strategy
that draws on intelligence in concert with instinct. Improvisation isn’t
simply panicky reaction; it’s a way in which people can actively ex-
plore possibilities, synthesize available information, and innovate in
response to a challenge in real time. Improvisation thrives where plan-
ning meets execution, and the art of improvisation is really about
making fast decisions and adapting when faced with unanticipated
situations. The quality of those decisions—of the improvisation—is in
direct proportion to an improviser’s abilities and the degree to which
those abilities have been developed through training and preparation.
Improvisers don’t really make stuff up in the moment; they have been
trained to draw on everything around them and on everything they’ve
learned right up until the moment they have to improvise.

Preparation and awareness are hugely important parts of impro-
visation. Those Navy SEALs carried out their mission effectively even
when their planning did not specifically cover the circumstances they
encountered. The SEALSs trained extensively for the raid on the bin
Laden compound, created scale models of it, and drew up several
contingency plans to cover what-if scenarios such as a Black Hawk
helicopter going down—a previously experienced contingency that
unfortunately had very real mortal consequences in Mogadishu,
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Somalia.” When the raid finally took place, the SEALSs discovered that
the intelligence they’d based their plans on was not entirely accurate.
There were a number of unknown variables (how many people they
would encounter, the types of people, the weapons, the doors and
hallways, etc.).* So they had to improvise—not by making things up
but by drawing on every bit of skill, training, and knowledge their
preparation had equipped them with.

I recently spoke with Navy SEAL captain Jamie Sands, who at the
time was working at the Joint Special Operations Command at Ft.
Bragg, and was preparing to take command of SEAL Group 2. Our
conversation focused on how planning, preparation, and training af-
fect the way people react and adapt when a plan cannot be executed
flawlessly. Not so surprisingly the improvisational thinking required of
SEAL:s is not a matter of “making things up” but instead one of draw-
ing on a previously developed skill set.

“Iraining to a very high standard is an imperative,” said Captain
Sands. “It provides the foundation for everything else and creates
muscle memory. The fact is, repetition matters, as it affects all aspects
of performance: mental, physical, situational preparation, communi-
cation. Shooting, for example, is a perishable skill. You need repeti-
tions to be at the highest level of proficiency. Training prevents brain
freeze.”

Whether you’re on the battlefield or in the boardroom, practice
and repetition of the specific skill set required for the task at hand
puts you in a position to succeed when that task must be carried out
in times of uncertainty or even chaos. Regarding the specific skills
required for throwing oneself out of a plane, Sands had this to say:
“When you first start free-falling, your awareness of space is very
small and you can only focus on what’s right in front of you—gauges,
timing, ripcord. Around your tenth or twentieth jump, you begin to
feel comfortable. However, it is only after your fiftieth jump that you’re
seeing the whole sky and even thinking about what your next moves
are once you land.”

The point here is that no matter what you do—cooking, account-

ing, playing sports, jumping out of airplanes, or embracing business
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improv—ryour skill level is achieved and maintained through practice.
Especially in times of crisis, you want to be able to rely on well-devel-
oped muscle memory, not on making stuff up.

In theatrical improvisation one of the common phrases is “per-
forming at the top of your intelligence,” a concept that is about 180
degrees away from simply working off the top of your head. If you
think about some of the other great improvisers I mentioned earlier—
the soldier, the athlete, the chef—they don’t respond to unpredictable
events by doing just anything, willy-nilly. They work at the top of their
intelligence, drawing on all their skills, training, and experience to
make fast choices about the actions they will take. When musicians
improvise, they “make up” the music in the sense that they are play-
ing notes of their extemporaneous choosing. However, the success
(and listenability) of that improvisation depends on the players’ musi-
cal knowledge and skills and their ability to communicate with fellow
musicians and an audience. If you don’t actually know how to play a
trumpet, improvising on one isn’t going to help you sound any better.

Even when improvisation 1s actually about comedy, it’s not just
about making stuff up. Somewhere around 1996, very early in my
improv career, I was serving as the host of the 10’s evening shows and
I described to first-timers in the audience that the improvisers onstage
would be “making things up off the top of our heads.” Offstage I was
promptly and vehemently reamed by improv legend Noah Gregoro-
poulos, who impressed upon me how insulting that phrase was in re-
lation to the level of work done by improvisers. Lesson learned. This
resonates strongly with me to this day. Performing at the top of your
intelligence is a lot different from flying by the seat of your pants.

The myth that improv is a means of last resort dismisses the knowl-
edge and training, coordination, focus, and intellect needed to per-
form in the moment. If you are drawing upon everything you know
and working at the highest level your abilities allow, you are improvis-
ing at the top of your intelligence—a stunning feat when seen.

With that debunking out of the way, you've got a better sense of what

improvisation isn’t. So what the heck is it then?
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Improvisation, when stripped down to its basic building blocks, is
about reacting, adapting, and communicating. You see what’s happening
around you. You quickly consider how to respond. You communicate
to others. And then you do what needs to be done to succeed. Repeat
as necessary.

The first step in any improvisation is indeed reaction. This is not
reacting blindly or out of panic, however. With effective improvisa-
tion, reaction involves being focused and present, being in the mo-
ment, and being completely open to the idea of responding honestly
to whatever it is that requires a response. There’s a parallel force exist-
ing alongside reaction, and that’s adaptation—the skill of being ever
aware of the shifting parameters one is working within while keeping
in mind the specific objective that needs to be achieved. Reacting and
adapting are channeled together to create the true resultant force of
improvisation: communication. Communication in this context refers
to productive engagement in any form—between individuals, within
or between groups, as part of a process, or the final stage of decision
making.

Why would this definition of improvisation make sense in a busi-
ness setting? Because improvisation is a method of dealing with sit-
uations in which we need to send and receive messages accurately,
effectively, efficiently, and quickly.” Of course as a businessperson and
an improv veteran I'd say it’s always important to set proper expecta-
tions, so one of the things that has bothered me incessantly over the
last decade is the overpromising that takes place in corporate train-
ing sessions—promising often done by smiling (though great) improv
coaches who honestly want to spread the message that if you simply
relax, adopt a positive attitude, and trust your instincts, your business
will thrive, your job title will turn to gold, and you’ll receive the keys to
glorious executive washrooms that can only be discussed in whispers.

I love these people. I am friends with hundreds of improvisers who
teach this way. They are awesome performers, coaches, and teachers,
and without question their approach to business improvisation is inef-
fective, because it does not dive more than an inch below the surface
of a sea that is thousands of feet deep.
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Improvisation is not a panacea or a silver bullet. It is an art and a
discipline—a set of techniques that have to be used at the right time
and in the right place. Improv can improve the way ideas are gener-
ated. It can open a free flow of communication. It can boost the sense
of organization within a workplace. It can help you manage the unex-
pected. And it is not the ultimate or only way to run a business. Poten-
tial improvisers, whether actors, athletes, or business leaders, all have
to decide when and how improv techniques will be valuable. There’s
more than one way to hit a pifiata and improv is only one possible
stick to swing—though I've found it to be a very effective stick when it
comes to opening that sucker up and getting the sweet stuff inside.

Improvisation is not so much a creation of something out of noth-
ing as much as it is the creation of something out of everything—
everything one has been taught, everything one has experienced,
everything one knows. Improvisers observe all and try to take advan-
tage of everything around them: every word, every movement, every
sound; every facial expression, body gesture, moment, data point. Im-
provisers will pull from all information at their disposal and will not
dismiss anything that might possibly be useful. A great improviser can
look at the tiny details and the big picture simultaneously. Improvis-
ers observe everything for its worth and assess every situation as ac-
curately and honestly as humanly possible. Great improvisers aim for
the best possible overall solution in the moment, as opposed to “This
is the best I could do given a set of circumstances.” And seasoned im-
provisers acknowledge that the unknown will happen no matter how
well they attempt to plan things out. Murphy’s Law states, “Anything
that can go wrong will go wrong.” For improvisers these aren’t words
of caution but a rallying cry: when you are performing at the top of
your intelligence, you not only expect the unexpected; you embrace it.

In the following chapters, then, let me guide you toward becom-
ing a great improviser in your career. Here’s the path we’ll take: from
personal development to interpersonal application, to team appli-
cation, to creating culture. We’ll begin with a practical overview of
how improvisation can be used as a tool to break through the bar-
riers to creativity and collaboration that are common in workplace
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environments. Then we’ll get into the nuts and bolts of improvising by
way of improvisation’s core principle: “Yes, and . .. ” We’ll look at the
ways improv can be used for personal growth and empowerment—
a method of strengthening your personal brand. We’ll also explore
improv’s role in manipulating energy and attitude. Moving beyond
personal growth, we will chart a path to implementing these tech-
niques outwardly in dyadic and small group conversations. Then we
will examine how improvisation can impact team dynamics by look-
ing at its practical applications in fostering better group ideation and
the breakdown of silos—a persistent workplace problem. We’ll then
take these foundational blocks to show how improv techniques can
improve leadership skills and how improvisation can be used as a cata-
lyst for positive change in a corporate culture. In the final pages of this
book we’ll focus on transferability and sustainability—how to utilize
improvisation in your workplace immediately.

I do not teach with talks or seminars alone. Instead I favor inten-
sives based on experiential learning. In that spirit I've packed this
book with step-by-step instructions for some of my most effective and
practicable exercises. I hope you’ll give them a try.

It is my explicit intention in these pages to get you to think differ-
ently about yourself, your work, your company, and of course your use
of improvisation. No matter what your particular business is, the goal
here 1s success. I promise I won’t ask you to take a trust fall or partici-
pate in a group hug. All I ask is that you commit to helping yourself.
Done? Alright then, let’s go!



Chapter 1

THINKING OUTSIDE OF THINKING
OUTSIDE OF THE BOX

WHAT EXACTLY DOES IMPROVISATION have to do with business? Think
about the major trends in the business world. Emerging technology
continues to increase the speed of business. Moreover technology it-
self continues to change at an accelerated pace (Moore’s Law purports
a doubling of processing speeds every two years)." Business now relies
on instantaneous, 24-hour communication as well as remote access to
vital information, and any business that has trouble communicating
that way is considered to be at a severe disadvantage.

The global community—corporate, consumer, and geographic—is
upon us, and adopting new methodologies for effective communica-
tion and collaboration must take place between and across cultures.?
Even within individual workplaces the potential for diversity in per-
spectives—the probability that those around us see things differently
than we see things—is greater than ever before and must now be fac-
tored in to how business gets done. Put it this way: reacting, adapting,
and communicating are not a matter of choice for businesspeople;
they’re a matter of basic survival. This has always been so, but in to-
day’s environment the stakes are higher.

The skills of focused thinking and rapid decision making that im-
provisation strengthens can easily be put to use in many of the day-to-
day challenges in your competitive landscape: dealing with personnel
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demands, overcoming analysis paralysis, developing creative solutions,
increasing general efficiency, handling conflict, managing crisis, en-
couraging adaptive problem solving, and fostering intrinsic motivation
in others. The same skills that make for exceptional comedic impro-
visation—intense listening, focus, energy, engagement, teamwork, au-
thenticity, adaptability—are skills that any businessperson can use to
make positive changes in the workplace.”

Beyond the scope of our rapidly changing workplace lies the sim-
ple truth that we are still human—creatures of immense gifts, and
limitations—and we will always have to interact with each other on a
basic, personal level. This need for human connection is very power-
ful and is the stem for the socially conscious Millennial. Improvisation
is a powerful tool for fostering interpersonal communication, making
connections and building strong relationships.

Corporate culture has become an ever more important focus in
the business community. A slew of common buzzwords and phrases
get thrown around whenever companies discuss the kind of corpo-
rate culture they’re after: creativity, risk taking, innovation, flexibility,
strong and supportive teamwork, empathetic connection, authentic
leadership, and of course thinking outside the box. Everyone seems
to agree these end goals are positive. However, using a tired phrase
like “thinking outside the box” to pay lip service to the idea that cre-
ativity should be encouraged is not going to get the job done. If you
want change and fresh ideas, then don’t think about that same old box
at all. The challenge for us businesspeople is not in coming up with
catchier ways to describe our end goals. The challenge is in whether
we actually know how to get to these end goals within today’s corpo-
rate climate.

Do you know concrete steps to create a culture in which people
are not afraid to fail and are not afraid to openly share ideas? Do you
know how to instill trust and mutual support in your team? Do you
know how to inspire an attitude of openness and acceptance in oth-
ers? Do you know how to connect and engage with people quickly to

build strong relationships? If you want to say yes, then improvisation
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can give you the tools to make it so. In the following pages we’ll lay a
foundation for the entire book by demonstrating how improv is used
in business, describing the skill set necessary for improvising well, de-
fining the barriers to successful improvisation, and examining the core

concepts of divergent and convergent thinking

Training Smart

To understand the way that improv will work for you, let’s take a look
outside the business world for a moment. In the world of professional
athletics, competition has never been fiercer; long-standing records of
achievement are constantly being broken. Athletes have responded to
increased competition—and increased rewards for their success—by
training harder, smarter, and ever more scientifically. The way athletes
compete has changed and the great competitors accept the fact that
there’s now a premium on well-muscled bodies that operate at peak
physical fitness. There are not a lot of pro athletes who look like Babe
Ruth anymore.

Businesspeople, like athletes, must respond to the competition and
challenges in their fields by training harder and smarter. Improvisa-
tion techniques work on the brain the same way physical exercises
work on muscle groups. The brain that’s been tuned and toned by
improvisation may be capable of much quicker decision making; how-
ever, the speed of decisions is a side effect of the process. The primary,
desired result of improvisation is not that decisions get made quickly;
the objective is to increase the probability that a great decision gets
made. At its heart improvisation is about better decision making, and
in your case better decisions make for better business.*

Let me contextualize this with a brief quiz: take five minutes to
jot down your own barriers to creativity, collaboration, improvisa-
tion, and change. In other words what keeps you from being creative?
What blocks collaboration from taking place? What impedes success-
ful improvisation? What stops you from embracing change? If it helps

to separate these four items and just focus on one of them, that’s fine
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too! You will find that the barriers to creativity are likely the same as
the blocks to collaboration, which are identical to that which keeps
people from improving successfully and driving change.’
So, what are the barriers? For most, the answers commonly start
with
* Fear (of losing control, of uncertainty, of being wrong, of
looking like a fool, of the repercussions of being wrong or right,
of not being aligned with the boss)

* Organizational structure (bureaucracy, rules, rituals, space, silos,

hierarchy)

 Status (the boss speaks first, so you follow what the boss says;
one or two vocal people dominate the meeting with their

version of the right answers)
e Time
* Money
* Insufficient motivation (“It’s not my job”)

* Personal biases (previous success, complacency, status quo bias,
“If it’s not broke, why break it?”)°

As you will learn, the tenets of improvisation can be used to re-
move these barriers. Individually, improvisation is going to allow you
to defend against all distractions and bring a laser-like focus to the
task you want accomplished. Within a group, improvisation opens up
communication and ensures that there is a meritocracy of ideas. The
businessperson who embraces improvisation is taking a qualitative,
proactive step to keep his or her brain—and thus business skills—in
top shape.

Improvisation, again, is a tool and as with all tools you have to
know what it does and how and when to use it. The hammer is a great
tool, though it does nothing for you just hanging on the pegboard over
the workbench. If you want it to help you get the job done, you've got
to grab it, hang on to it, and put some effort into swinging it at its tar-
get. Improvisation is that kind of tool—if you want it to work, you’ve
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got to commit to it. On stages where improvisers are trying to en-
tertain, the moment one of them starts thinking about the audience,
or about how they’re going to get the next laugh, or about anything
outside the process of improvising, the improviser disengages and the
show suffers. Everybody onstage has to commit fully and consistently
to the same goal at the same time. The business applications of impro-
visation are going to require that kind of commitment as well.

Wait! Why Should I Listen to You?

Hold on though. Before I begin to tell you specifically how improvisa-
tion can serve business needs, let me answer a question that may have
occurred to you a few pages back: “Who the heck is this Kulhan guy
and why should I listen to what he has to say about improv or business
or business improv?”

To put it quite plainly, I am a businessman and a professional im-
prov comedian, and I absolutely love the art form of improvisation
with all my heart. I learned about comedic improvisation the first
week of college at Illinois State University when I read a “Local Girl
Does Good” newspaper write-up about Megan Moore Burns per-
forming with The Second City in Chicago. Reading about what The
Second City actually did—improvisational comedy—was a revelation.
I promptly tracked down Megan (which in 1990 took a fair amount of
sleuthing). Megan’s advice to me was to begin learning the art of im-
prov at the Players Workshop of The Second City. The next summer
I moved roughly four hours north from my hometown of Effingham,
Illinois, to Chicago to take classes at the Players Workshop. For two
punishingly hot, humid months I slept on an ever-deflating air mat-
tress on my cousin John’s living room floor and ate past-expiration
pies and cupcakes I'd bought for 35 cents from the Hostess Thrift
Shop across the street. I walked about a mile to and from improv class.
That summer I studied solely under Martin de Maat, the man who
would eventually become my mentor and who is credited for cocreat-
ing The Second City Training Center with Sheldon Patinkin (also
a brilliant and kind man who I’d have the good fortune of working
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under at Columbia College roughly ten years later). I could not have
been happier.

I became so impassioned and committed to this art form that
when an opportunity arose for me to accept my very first term of
employment with The Second City I jumped at the job—as a walking
trash can. Technically the job was to be a “mascot” for The Second
City, a costumed character who would walk around the grounds of
the famously rambunctious Taste of Chicago festival handing out fly-
ers that announced the theater’s new show. And it just so happens
that the show The Second City was doing that summer was called
“Winner Takes Oil,” playing on the Persian Gulf War. The mascot
was to be a cross between an oil barrel and the old Depression-era
cartoon caricature of a guy who had lost everything, I was directed to
wear nothing but shorts and shoes, and hoist a giant plastic keg over
myself, which would be held up by two lengths of tug-of-war rope over
my bare shoulders. If I kept that barrel on and spent a day handing
out Second City flyers, I'd make $5.50 an hour. This sounded like an
unbelievably sweet deal at the time.

It was a fairly clever costume and I wore it in service of a really
great show—the cast that summer included such incredible talents as
Steve Carrell, Michael McCarthy, and Jill Talley with more than oc-
casional doses of Stephen Colbert. I'll be the first to say that Chicago
is an amazing city that really knows how to get exceptionally festive at
the Taste of Chicago. What I had not counted on was that to a crowd
of several hundred thousand Chicagoans who had spent the day
downing 16-ounce plastic cups of Old Style beer in the summer heat,
a young, scrawny man-boy in a giant plastic barrel looked exactly like
a walking trash receptacle. I spent a good deal of time fighting off the
crumpled beer cups and half-eaten bratwursts that were slam-dunked
in my costume.

If my budding love for improvisation had wavered, I might have
just left that barrel next to a real trash can and shrugged the whole
thing off as a stupid summer job that wasn’t worth the mustard stains

and rope burn. However, I stayed committed, and through a bit of
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reacting, adapting, and communicating I worked my way to a payoff
that literally changed my life: I got my employment deal sweetened to
include a pass to the show on nights it wasn’t sold out. So all summer,
once my barrel work was done, I watched that Second City show over
and over and over, studying every little nuance of the performance
and performers and falling more and more in love with the art of im-
provisation and sketch comedy. I returned to Illinois State University
for my sophomore year and then transferred up to the University of
Illinois at Chicago (UIC) for my junior and senior years of college, so
that I could continue to take classes at the Players Workshop.

Well before I graduated from UIC I also began indulging my
budding entrepreneurial spirit. I served as a one-man marketing de-
partment for Michael Jackson Software, Inc. (no, not that Michael
Jackson)—one of the first companies to put multimedia elements into
computer-based training systems. Through that job I got my first taste
of mixing improv and business through guerrilla marketing: posing as
a delivery person, I got MJSI media packages onto the desk of every
prominent business reporter in Chicago. Positive press coverage of the
company ensued as did a Bank of America Small Business Award for
Creative Marketing.

In the early 1990s, before American eyes had ever seen Whose Line
Is It Anyway? the term “professional improviser” was an oxymoron.
It did not matter—I was thoroughly hooked. I went on to coach and
perform improv at 1O (Improv Olympic) and the Annoyance The-
atre. At 10, I got to study with another improv guru, Del Close, and
cofounded the improv troupe Baby Wants Candy (“America’s seminal
completely improvised musical group”), which toured internationally
and won the 2005 Ensemble of the Year award at the esteemed Chi-
cago Improv festival.” Baby Wants Candy offered me a chance to ful-
fill my double passion for entertainment and business; while our focus
onstage was improvisation, offstage the troupe had to be run just like
any other small business.

I ' was also frequently part of other improv groups that were called
in to do corporate training. After many of those workshops I began to
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hear the same sort of comment: ““That was a lot of fun, but I can’t use
any of it. In fact, now I have to go back to the office and work harder
to catch up on the work I missed while we did this.”

It was after one of those corporate gigs that I had my Eureka!
moment: Why not create a program that would be enjoyable for busi-
nesspeople and would also give them something they could use in
the real world? In the fall of 1999 a serendipitous encounter with a
professor of management at the prestigious Duke University Fuqua
School of Business led to the discovery that one of the deans at Duke
Fuqua was soliciting ideas for a one-week intensive MBA course with
an experiential learning component. I jumped at the chance to de-
velop a course that showed the true potential of improv in business,
and collaborated with academic experts to create the world’s first im-
provisation program in a top-tier business school. In December 1999
“Business Improvisation” (the course) was born.

Since that time Business Improv (the company) has created pro-
grams for top business schools in America and has served a large ros-
ter of blue-chip clients such as PepsiCo, Capital One, Bristol-Myers
Squibb, Ford Motor Company, the U.S. Naval Academy, the United
Nations, Hilton Hotels Worldwide, and Starwood Hotels and Resorts
Worldwide. I've got a team of a dozen trainers, working with over
3,500 C-level executives and another 2,000 businessmen and business-
women annually. And though I never fancied myself the academic
sort, I have served as an adjunct professor of business administration
at the Duke University Fuqua School of Business since 2002. I have
also held guest professor spots at the Columbia Business School at
Columbia University, and I teach regularly as part of the executive
education programs at the UCLA Anderson School of Management.
I stay busy in classrooms and conference rooms; however, whenever I
get the chance I'm back up on an improv stage, performing in New
York City at the PIT, the UCB Theaters, and the Brooklyn branch of
the Annoyance Theatre. Baby Wants Candy also lives on!

So those are my bona fides. I'm a professional improviser (now a
better-understood vocation), a person who has worked in businesses
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and is now at the helm of one, and a “pracademic” who works with
brilliant business professors to bring the art I love to the business class-
room. Looking back over the last 17 years, I can say that I'm proud
as hell that the “crazy” notion of teaching businesspeople to do better
business by way of improv techniques has led to an extremely high
percentage of success stories.

True Story

In order to give you a feel for how exactly those successes can hap-
pen—how business and improvisation can interact in the most posi-
tive way—let me present you with a case history. A couple of years
ago I created an intensive three-day seminar called “Story of a Life-
time” conducted at the UCLA Anderson School of Management and
sponsored by UCLA Anderson’s Executive Education Department.
The course details had been clearly laid out in session descriptions
and everyone in the room had made the explicit choice to be there.
In fact this particular program had been created to reward VP-level
financial advisors employed by one of the world’s top financial man-
agement firms. It was a thank-you from the company to its elite earn-
ers. Other rewards had been available; all the enrollees in my program
could have opted for spa vacations, trips to Hawaii or Europe, or open
enrollment programs at prestigious universities such as Harvard,
Wharton, and MIT. They had ended up with no view of a Hawaiian
sunset and no chance at a hot stone chakra massage. Instead, they
were under florescent lights in a room with me.

The focus of the “Story of a Lifetime” program was to craft stories
and to develop the skills to pitch those stories, all to emphasize the
importance of storytelling as a form of communication.? It seemed to
be a perfect program for a Hollywood setting, a town basically built
on the art of storytelling. While pitching stories is particularly relevant
to the entertainment industry, it’s also central to one’s success in or-
ganizations. Certainly that’s the case in regard to the ability to align

individuals around a vision; to influence teams for results; to explain
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key decisions in real time; and to put impactful meaning behind other-
wise raw data—abilities that any high-performing corporate executive
should want to master.

The core exercise of the program was a storytelling and pitching
challenge, in which teams of the participants developed movie ideas
and then pitched their best concept to a panel of judges made up
of creative types with some real Hollywood credits (a screenwriter, a
producer of the TV show Drunk History, a former Saturday Night Live
cast member). The program was designed not so that these top-level
financial planners could have the thrill of pretending to be Oscar con-
tenders; rather, so that they could develop skills immediately transfer-
able to their work: engagement, commitment, influence, persuasion,
adaptability, passion, and most of all, of course, storytelling;

Every client coming to a financial planner is in essence telling a
story—a life’s story. A planner has to hear that story, understand its un-
derlying meaning, recognize the client’s needs, and be able to answer
with a story of his or her own that addresses those needs and connects
with the client. The planner’s story has to explain how the financial
planner is working in the client’s best interests. You can’t shape a story
like that unless you get used to thinking creatively, and you can’t tell a
story like that unless you've got some specific communication skills in
great shape. Adaptability plus communication equals improvisation.
The goal of the program was for these execs to head back to the office
and use their newly learned improvisation techniques while analyzing
a client’s portfolio, putting together a quarterly report, facing a board
meeting, connecting with an investor, or in any number of other real-
world business challenges.

Here is what we did.

The first step in the challenge was to break the class of 25 into
smaller teams. Each team was tasked with coming up with a master
list of movie ideas they might want to develop further. I stressed to the
teams that at this stage in the process, they were to be focused on gen-
erating a quantity of ideas without judgment of their quality, so some

improv-related rules would be in effect:
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1. Allideas are to be encouraged, and no ideas should be
quashed—at all.

2. There are no creative boundaries, and no idea can be judged
unusable on the basis of any aesthetic, technical, or budgetary
concerns. Dream big!

If an idea can be expressed and understood, it’s on the list.

4. Everyone must participate.

The rules were met with considerable eye rolling and some exas-
perated grunting. But the teams did get working. After only 30 minutes
it was apparent that some groups had taken the task seriously and had
created a list of 25 or so movie ideas. Others—the grunters—barely
had half a dozen. What had at first been presented as a brainstorming
challenge now went a little deeper, as I began to familiarize the teams
with the concepts of diwergent and convergent thinking.”

In divergent thinking, ideas radiate from a single point of origin.
The ideas are free to head in any direction and are not to be ham-
pered by self-judgment or by a fear of judgment from other partici-
pants. Divergent thinking in a corporate setting might be the ideal
opening strategy for an exceptional brainstorming session, or it might
be the way in which creative solutions to a conflict begin to take shape.
However, divergent thinking is only half of the process. To be ef-
fective, divergent thinking must be followed by focused, convergent
thinking, in which members of a group or team now apply critical
judgment to determine the most workable ideas and bring that wide
range of initial thoughts back to a single, productive conclusion. In a
corporate setting convergent thinking would close the brainstorming
session or lead toward an innovative resolution.

In the next phases of the challenge, then, the teams were asked
to take their divergent lists and apply convergent thinking in order
to narrow the lists down to their top three story ideas. Then the pro-
cess was repeated using the same mix of divergent and convergent
thinking to turn the three basic ideas into three fully fleshed-out, who-
what-why-when-where-how storylines. The more skeptical members
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DIVERGE
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1
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Divergent and ConvergentThinking

of the group thought this process sounded ridiculous. “Why not just
vote right away on a best idea and then get to work coming up with
a pitch?” The answer was that the exercise was not about time saving
and efficiency; it was about how to pull a great idea out of a team
through a process of creativity and collaboration. The process of
fleshing out the three ideas might lead to the realization that elements
of the “weaker” storyline actually work better than what was origi-
nally deemed the “best” idea. Then, in piecing together the best ele-
ments of disparate ideas, the groups might find they’ve arrived at an
even better “best” idea than they would have gotten to otherwise. I
implored the groups to follow the process, though I didn’t yet empha-
size the point that in doing so, they’d be putting improvisation tech-
niques to use.

A few aha! moments began to happen. The teams most open to
the process were discovering that what they thought was their best
idea didn’t hold up when stretched out into a movie-length narrative.
Some teams were finding that parts of their three good ideas fit to-
gether to make an entirely new premise. Others were finding unex-
plored depth and breadth in the story and character development.
The techniques of divergent and convergent thinking weren’t quite so
abstract now; they were getting results.
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The teams applied convergent thinking once more to pick a single,
best movie idea. Then it was back to the divergent cycle for them to
tully develop that idea. Each team’s best idea had to be completely
thought through and shaped into a real, deliverable movie pitch. It
had to have a concise logline—a one-sentence summary of the story
capturing the basic concept and unique hook of the movie idea.
Teams also had to consider a narrative arc, a sense of character de-
velopment, and a way to convey the impact the movie would have on
its audience. After some prep time each group was only going to have
five minutes to pitch their movie to our expert panel. They had to be
succinct, on point, and impactful.'’

I was thrilled when the team that had been most resistant to the
process conceded that they would not be showcasing the idea they had
quickly and stubbornly trumpeted as their best—a “Tommy Boy”-
goes-to-Washington story based on the wild exploits of former To-
ronto mayor Rob Ford (Ford had recently been in the news, and the
tales of his public drunkenness, his admissions to smoking crack, and
his general boorishness were on everybody’s mind—four of the eight
teams started with Mayor Ford movies on their lists). The team of
skeptics would now be pitching a movie about a U.S. GI working as
one of the unheralded “tunnel rats” during the Vietham War, who
gets trapped behind enemy lines. In working through the repeated
divergent/convergent process (about which they had such strong
doubts), this team had discovered that this highly emotional war story
was actually much stronger than the raucous Rob Ford comedy.

The war story was up against some tough competition. Among the
other teams’ pitches were

A high school football drama about a star player who dies after
suffering multiple concussions, and whose mother then takes up
the cause of making football safer (Erin Brockovich meets The Blind
Side)

* Another foothall film, in which the NFL is run by corrupt

prison wardens and football stadiums have become gladiatorial
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coliseums in which the games are battles to the death among the
prisoner-athletes (Mad Max meets The Longest Yard)

* A film that follows a serial killer working the speed-dating scene
(Valentine’s Day meets Silence of the Lambs)

* Afilm about a team of robots that plans a bank heist (Robocop
meets Ocean’s Eleven)

» A feature documentary that centers on the “nature vs. nurture”
debate and examines how an inherently good person can go
bad in the wrong environment while an intrinsically bad person
can become virtuous in a positive environment (Freaky Friday

meets Freakonomics)

* A film about a wine connoisseur who finds love on a dairy farm
(Sideways meets Whole Foods)

* A film about a female spy who kicks ass and saves the world (the
Bourne films meet The Hunger Games)

The teams pitched their big ideas, then the judges conferred to pick
the four strongest ideas on the basis of clarity, content, the passion of
the presentation, and the effectiveness of the storytelling. They went
with the two football ideas, the nature vs. nurture documentary, and the
skeptics’ tunnel rat. The lower groups were folded into the top groups,
creating four final groups with new personal dynamics as well as new
assets. Each top group was given thoughts and direction about their
movie pitches from our judges and then the new, larger team began
the divergent/convergent process once more to implement the changes
and perfectly hone their pitches. The stakes were high: members of the
winning team were going to receive a UCLA hat and coffee mug.

At the start of this particular program the energy in the room had
been decidedly negative. By the time the four teams of elite finan-
cial planners were putting together their final 15-minute pitches for
the judges’ panel, there had been an observable shift. Nobody seemed
interested in questioning or undermining the process—they were all
fully committed to go for the win. Every voice felt supported, every

idea was properly aired and considered, and every group member had
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a clear understanding of the group goal and each individual’s respon-
sibility. The final pitches were a blast, every group putting so much
passion into their presentations that you would have thought there
was a real $100 million studio check at stake. The skeptics’ team was
the most animated, actually crawling around on the floor to bring the
tunnel rat story to life, and almost tearing up in the climactic moments
when the GI finally makes it back to the States with a newly adopted
Vietnamese son.

The judges had a tough decision to make, and the win went to the
“NFL as deadly penal colony” movie. The skeptics placed second—a
finish they seemed very happy to achieve.

On the last morning of the program there was a final debriefing
session with the participants. I asked the group, “What if the challenge
now was to come up with a quarterly report, or draft a best practices
memo for your department?” Everyone in the room—skeptics in-
cluded—had a similar reaction: they realized that whatever work they
might be faced with, if approached with the same energy, focus, and
sense of purpose they had been using on their movie pitches, it would
get done better, faster, smarter, more productively, and more enjoyably.
Moreover what seems like a basic task—best practices for a new em-
ployee engagement, let’s say—can in fact be a much more invigorating
and insightful exercise in divergent and convergent thinking if struc-
tured as such. That’s what I call thinking outside of thinking outside of
the box.

I am continually amazed at how powerful a change agent impro-
visation can be when serious people commit and get serious about
the process. From boardrooms to classrooms to breakout rooms—mno
fancy environs are necessary to set a foundation of growth in place.
With that in mind let’s settle in (wherever you are) and move on from
the big picture to the building blocks. We’ll start with the principle
that is at the heart of all improvisation: “Yes, and . . . ”



Chapter 2

JUST SAY “YES,AND..."

IF A PERSON KNOWS just one thing about the techniques of improv, it’s
probably two words: “Yes, and . . . ” This phrase describes the cor-
nerstone philosophy of theatrical improvisation around the world.
No matter the country or continent, no matter whether what’s being
taught is short-form games, long-form theater, or classroom exercises,
if people are improvising they’re using the concept of “Yes, and” (or
i, out et, ja und, ye gwa in Spanish, Irench, German, and Korean).

In this chapter we’ll take a look at what the “Yes, and . . . ” phi-
losophy entails and how it can be applied practically and effectively to
business. We’ll also look at a couple of key outgrowths of “Yes, and”:
the importance of separating individual perspective from individual
agenda, and the ways in which improvisational communication can
boost the emotional intelligence of a workplace.

In the realm of comedic improvisation the phrase might actually
be spoken aloud in the course of a scene. More importantly, though,
each word in the phrase—whether actually spoken or silently im-
plied—represents a key part of the team dynamic and mind-set that
must be established between performers. “Yes” represents the uncon-
ditional acceptance of an idea that has been presented and established
by another performer or a group of performers. “And” means that

you take that expressed idea and build directly on it. What this means
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onstage is that if one performer says, “Wow;, it’s hot in this kitchen,”
the second performer does not say, “No, it isn’t—I'm freezing,” or
“We’re not in the kitchen. We’re in a cruise ship bathroom.” Both of
these statements deny, negate, and otherwise undermine the offer the
first performer brought to the table. A “Yes, and . . . ” response might
instead be, “Yes, it is hot. And the fact that I set the house on fire prob-
ably isn’t helping any.”

Onstage it’s crucial that everyone embrace “Yes, and . . . 7 In fully
improvised musicals for example performers are in a situation where
an entire show is inspired by a single suggestion from the audience,
and the comedy is going to grow from the series of split-second deci-
sions the performers make about how to create a scene and how to
move it forward, in real time. In order for the process of improvisation
to work, there has to be mutual trust and understanding that everyone
onstage has the same agenda in mind: to work together at peak intelli-
gence as a team and create a process or product that entertains an au-
dience. A violation of “Yes, and” means the scene crumbles, because a
performer’s pursuit of a personal agenda (“Look at me—funny, funny
me!”’) negates what’s been built and doesn’t give the other performers
in the scene anything to build on. The pure musical equivalent of a
“Yes, and” violation would be something like a drummer in a jazz
ensemble suddenly taking a wild, extended hard-rock drum solo in the
middle of “My Funny Valentine” simply because he wanted to seize
the chance to show off his chops in front of a paying crowd.

I like to refer to “Yes, and . . .

provisation—the one element of the improvisational fabric that is al-

bbl

as the “scarlet thread” of 1m-

ways present and ties all other improv techniques together. As simple
sounding as the phrase “Yes, and” may be, its practical applications
can be varied and nuanced. On a comedy stage a troupe of eight
improvisers is usually made up of eight individuals with very different
comedic styles, educations, and backgrounds. The fact that they all
work together by way of “Yes, and” does not mean they give up their
distinctive approaches or all react and engage with each other in the
same exact way. “Yes, and . . . ” really becomes more a philosophy
than a prime directive, encouraging each performer to work toward
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a common goal while maintaining an individual intellectual and co-
medic perspective. In fact the common agenda is achieved on the
strength of each individual perspective that supports it. Consequently
there is a clear recognition that individual perspective is different from
individual agenda.

Watching improvisers onstage, an audience doesn’t have to be
aware that any particular philosophy is being embraced by the per-
formers—the audience simply reacts to what’s funny, interesting, or
impactful. “Yes, and . . . ” should be similarly invisible in a business
setting; what 1s supposed to shine through is actual communication,
not the usage of a communication technique. The real engine of “Yes,
and” is simply respect. Whether onstage or in a boardroom, those who
use a “Yes, and” approach are demonstrating respect for colleagues,
respect for the idea that a group’s common goal takes precedence over
any personal agenda, and respect for the process of communication
and idea sharing. The yes of “Yes, and” is not supposed to be empty
agreement. It’s not enough simply to say the word for the sake of
saying it. On its own, “Yes” is an affirmation and acts as a conversa-
tion-stopper when no new information is brought into the mix. The
authentic “Yes” in conjunction with the word “and” is a show of re-
spect because it implies focus and concentration. A “Yes” that comes
out of your mouth when your head has been speeding through an un-
related to-do list while a colleague is talking—that yes is meaningless.
The point is to be present and in the moment. Your “Yes,” spoken or

not, must carry the power of thoughtfulness and understanding;

Adaptation

When it comes to the specialized realm of improvisation in business,
an unavoidable and even understandable negative connotation at-
taches to the notion of being “forced” to build directly on somebody
else’s idea. “Yes, and-ing” someone else works perfectly well on an
improv stage; however, it occasionally causes mental hiccups in the
business mind. Sometimes the connotation of “building on somebody

else’s idea” is misunderstood to mean abandoning one’s own critical
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thinking to unconditionally support and further what somebody else
is saying or doing. But postponing judgment and surrendering one’s
unique voice are two very different things. Here again we run into the
difference between individual perspective and individual agenda: in-
dividual agendas are a barrier to open communication and collabora-
tion, while an individual perspective is the unique lens through which
each person sees a situation. Both on the stage and in the workplace
individual perspectives are to be celebrated and individual agendas
are to be realigned to serve the larger process.

Of course the stage and the office are very different spaces and the
team dynamic of the theater is not the same as that of the workplace.
For the “Yes, and . . . ” philosophy to have real value in the business
world at large, the definition of “Yes, and” must be tweaked a bit.
Not a problem, as the “Yes, and” philosophy is inherently flexible and
adaptable. Let’s deconstruct what “Yes, and” really means in business.

Recall that improvisation is all about reacting and adapting and
communicating. As such the “Yes” in “Yes, and” still represents un-
conditional acceptance without judging or prejudging the idea or the
person talking. “And,” however, rather than representing only the act
of building on someone else’s idea, now represents the building of
a bridge to your own authentic perspective—to your unique voice
and your honest reaction to whatever is being presented. Once again,
“Yes” 1s (implied) thoughtfulness in regard to what someone else is
saying; “and” is the connector that allows for the expression of your
own thoughts, which may or may not build directly on the idea you’re
responding to. That little adjustment makes a big difference. It effec-
tively extends the reach of “Yes, and” from a tool to facilitate a com-
mon, specific goal (great brainstorming, creativity, collaboration) to a
more broadly applicable philosophy and an easy-to-access communi-
cations technique.

It’s particularly important in the business setting to remember that
unconditional acceptance is not the same as unequivocal agreement.
(There 1s a huge difference between saying “Yes, and” and being a
“yes-man”!) In business “Yes” is unconditional acceptance as a show
of respect, focus, and thoughtfulness. “Yes” indicates that you have
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listened fully to what someone has just said, that you’ve made the ef-
fort to understand it, and that you are willing to consider it—at least
at face value. “And” then allows you to step across the verbal bridge
from someone else’s thought to your own response. It is the bridge to
the particular way in which you understand what’s been said—or how
you don’t understand. Ciritically, “and” respectfully opens the door
to the introduction of your own perspective rather than your own
agenda. Yet while “and” may provide the bridge to how you agree
with someone, it may just as easily provide the bridge to how you dis-
agree with someone.

As a means of business communication “Yes, and . . . ” can actu-
ally have great value as a conflict management tool, wherein you can
strongly disagree with somebody and still communicate openly and
respectfully. It is incredibly difficult to remain in an emotion-based dis-
agreement with someone when your counterpart is “Yes, and-ing” ev-
erything you are saying. In a debate “Yes, and” slows the brain down
and requires each individual to listen and understand; however, it does
not limit responses. In a business setting if someone says, “We should
meet Tuesday to go over the quarterly reports,” the accept-and-bridge
“Yes, and . . . ” response might be, “Yes, and my morning is packed.
Let’s meet over lunch, on Tuesday.” Perhaps, though, you know from
experience that one meeting is never enough for those quarterly
points. Your instinct might be to turn negative and say, “INo, that’s not
going to work.” The more business-oriented accept-and-bridge “Yes,
and . .. ” response would be, “Yes, and if we have trouble getting it all
done Tuesday we’ll chisel out some time Wednesday to pick up where
we left off.”

Why would it be worth the time and effort to make this seemingly
small change in tone and language? Well, unless you’ve managed to
find gainful employment as a cave-dwelling hermit in the Appalachian
Mountains, you're in the relationship business and the people business
no matter what your actual business is. At some point in your business
day you need to communicate with others—clients (internal, exter-

nal), prospective clients, partners, sales reps, employees, the I'T guys,
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even the UPS guy—and better communication techniques mean bet-
ter business (and better service). “Yes, and . . . ” is a powerful means
to strengthen relationships and help people communicate better with
each other. Making “Yes, and” an element of corporate culture is a
means of emphasizing and celebrating individual perspective. It al-
lows voices to be heard and in doing so it creates a culture that cel-
ebrates diverse opinions and ideas. When more ideas are heard, the
probability of hearing more great ideas increases.

Wait. What about all the lousy ideas one might hear?

The glib response would be that bad ideas are the price you pay
for building great relationships in which people are not afraid to come
to you with any idea. However, in a properly run “Yes, and . . . ” envi-
ronment lousy ideas can be openly identified as non-starters. In such
an environment there is plenty of room for dissent and disagreement;
it will just be respectful dissent and disagreement. Again the power
behind “Yes, and” is respect: if employees feel their ideas are worth
respect, they will feel they’ve got a stake in the way the business is run,
and if they feel they’ve got a stake in how the business is run, then
they’ve got a stake in that business’s success.

Here’s a point of bombshell importance: learning to make use of
business improvisation is not the same as attending etiquette class.

“Yes, and . . . ” is not about valuing workplace courtesy over cor-
porate success. The aim is not to create a corporate culture in which
everyone gets along wonderfully while the business itself fails. The
idea is not to create something illusory, a happy atmosphere of Kum-
baya moments and hand-holding sing-alongs around the copy ma-
chine. The point—always—is to make a business run better.

In fact a “Yes, and” discussion can sound like a fairly heated argu-
ment. A great example of that can be found in any high school or
college debate club. In the debate model you've got teams that are in
direct opposition to each other—the whole point of the endeavor is
to “defeat” the other side. Yet the win is not possible without sharp,
focused, in-the-moment listening. Debaters on one side make points

and their opponents have to listen intently because it’s their job to use
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those words against the speakers who just made them. A point can’t
be negated or rebutted without first being accepted and fully under-
stood (“Yes”). A debater has to be present, in the moment, and fully
focused on what’s being said because the rival’s words become the
weapons to attack the opposing points and reinforce one’s own points.
(Political debates, wherein candidates ignore questions and proper
rebuttals in favor of redundantly regurgitating prepracticed talking
points, are perfect demonstrations of not performing in the moment.)
The spirit of “Yes, and . . . ” isn’t mindless cooperation; it is mindful
communication. “Yes, and” is a means of being focused and pres-
ent at the highest possible level, and being aware of what’s said and
done around you in order to react to it most effectively. “Yes, and” is a
means to mindfulness.'

The point again of fostering respect and open communication in
the workplace isn’t so that the business functions like one endless em-
ployee appreciation day. The point is to build relationships that create
intrinsic motivation in others, that is, the desire to do a great job be-
cause you want to do a great job—mnot because it gets you that much
closer to a bonus or a bigger office.? A business leader has to patiently
and thoughtfully contemplate how to create relationships in which
other people will desire to work for him or her. “Yes, and” isn’t about
avoiding hurt feelings at work because the leader wants to be seen as
a nice boss. It’s a means of influence, creating a culture of intrinsic
motivation in which people work through the weekend or put in extra
time because that’s what they want to do for you. “Yes, and” becomes
a mutually beneficial proposition when people want to do great work
for the sake of doing great work and want to do it for people who

value their input and allow them to have some ownership of the work.

Postponement
Suspending judgment and surrendering one’s own critical thinking to
further the ideas of another person or a group is the key to what hap-
pens on the comedic improv stage. You do not attempt to forcefully
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assert leadership in the middle of a scene and you’re always in a posi-
tion to follow someone else’s initiations. Forcing leadership or domi-
nance creates something onstage that is jarring, unprofessional, and
usually awkwardly unfunny. “Suspension of judgment” is an impor-
tant concept in almost all improv. When it comes to making “Yes, and
... 7 'work in a business setting, though, I reframe the concept of “sus-
pending judgment” to “postponing judgment.” In business a suspen-
sion seems to have a negative connotation (“My son was suspended
from school for toilet-papering the gym”), whereas a postponement
implies that the inevitable will eventually come.

Importantly the postponement of judgment is not the abandon-
ment of judgment. Postponing judgment holds back our critical
thinking skills for a time and allows for the freest flow of ideas and
communication. This is crucial because in the business world “judg-
ment” is often actually prejudgment—ideas are dismissed before they
are fully presented or even fully understood. Great ideas will never be
available if a culture has been created in which people have resigned
themselves to having their ideas dismissed.

When used properly, postponing judgment is not simply a way of
letting employees feel they’re being heard; it’s a period that allows for
those great ideas and forward-thinking solutions to be freely communi-
cated. To be clear, there are of course moments in any business when
a postponement of judgment is not possible; there are times when de-
cisions need to be made by somebody in charge. However, when open
communication is the goal, it really is necessary for all of us to take off
our critical thinking caps for a predetermined amount of time. Lord
knows, there is plenty of time and opportunity for judgment in the
workweek. If we can learn how to postpone judgment, we can make

sure that the best ideas get heard and the best decisions get made.

Adjusting EQ
A lot of companies have begun to put stock in the concept of emo-
tional intelligence (EQ).* That manner of thinking is relatively new in
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the business world and is probably not something that robber barons
of eras past worried much about. Over the last decade though EQ.
has become a hot topic because the dynamic of the workplace has
continued to change. Employees increasingly put a great deal of value
in finding a workplace where they feel their talents are recognized and
appreciated, and where they feel a sense of belonging.* This has be-
come especially true for Millennials in the workforce, who often rank
personal satisfaction and individual sense of purpose even higher than
paycheck when it comes to the appeal of a workplace.’

If we’re looking at how workers “feel” about work, we are in the
realm of examining emotions, and emotional intelligence is simply
the ability to recognize those emotions and make thoughtful decisions
based on them. The robber baron may have been able to harrumph
away any consideration of employees’ emotional states, but these days
it makes excellent business sense that if the mind-set of the employee
1s changing then the role of the employer must change.

According to Daniel Goleman, one of the pioneers in this field
and author of “What Makes a Leader: Why Emotional Intelligence
Matters,” there are five components of emotional intelligence at work:
self-awareness, self-regulation, internal motiation, empathy, and social skills.®
With improvisation in mind, I would expand on those components
this way:

Self-awareness. This 1s the ability to recognize what you are do-

ing (emotion, actions, and language) in real time so that you can

make the intelligent decision to continue that behavior or change

it to affect the people in the way you desire to influence them.

Take time to postpone judgment to assess your situation, circum-

stances, and actions as accurately as possible. As important as it

is to be self-confident, it may be equally important to be humble.

When success arises, credit the people around you who deserve

it, and when struggle or failure pokes its head up, be sure to

understand what role you played in this situation and where per-

haps you—as a leader—missed areas for greater success. Look to

define areas for improvement. Once you have an understanding
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of your behavior and the role you played in any given situation,
create a road map to your growth by objectively evaluating your
strengths and weaknesses. Then define simple action steps that
you can practice in casual, no-stakes situations so that you can

employ your learnings in specific, higher-stakes situations.

Self-regulation. As we’ve already stressed, postponement of judg-
ment does not mean abandonment of judgment. With a bit of
forethought, take deliberate time to use the knowledge you've
gained from your work on self-awareness to make subtle tweaks
or large changes in yourself, with thoughtful goals of affecting
others. Unless your style of leadership is that of a ruthless tyrant,
focus on “Yes, and” for adaptability, finding comfort in loosening
the reins and becoming open to the unique perspectives of those

around you.

Internal motivation. If we are motivated by the head, the wallet,

the heart, and the gut, intrinsic motivation comes from the last
two—it is the drive that makes your soul sing. While Chapter 4
will show you techniques for manipulating energy to feed intrinsic
motivation, you can extend the literal use of the two-word phrase
“Yes, and” to create a “Yes, and’ philosophy. This philosophy,
which taps into our intrinsic motivation, accepts what is given to
us in any given situation at face value (the good, the bad, or the
ugly) and looks to create paths to success every time (anywhere,
with anyone). The “Yes, and” philosophy is a commitment to op-
erating at the top of our intelligence, at all levels, from EQ) to IQ).

Empathy. The ability to feel the emotions of others is a powerful
leadership trait, engendering trust and building supportive rela-
tionships quickly. Use “Yes, and” to slow your brain down to en-
gage and connect fully. “Yes, and” in relation to empathy creates
an outward focus, a concentration that is directed to the person
or people with whom you are engaged. This level of awareness
allows you to react, adapt, and communicate on a personal and
impactful level:
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* “Yes” = I hear what you are saying. You have my undivided
attention. I am fully committed to listening to you and
understanding you to the best of my ability.

* “And” = This is how I can relate to you. This is how I can
support you. This is how I can be of service to you. This is
how I am grateful to you for sharing this with me.

Social skills. The equation to create good social skills contains a
constantly shifting set of variables. As you have read, improvisa-
tion 1s an inherently communicative art form; as such it directly
lends itself to developing social skills. Cling to “Yes, and” as a
technique for finding common ground, for active listening, and

for quickly building rapport on both a personal and a team level.

In an era of social media and information sharing, a company’s cul-
ture is almost as transparent as the lens of a microscope. Recruit-
ment and retention of great, talented employees is increasing, and the
perceived EQ) level of a company has a huge impact on current and
prospective personnel. Just like a person trying a new restaurant on
the basis of online reviews, potential hot recruits are more prone to
believe in an organization by what the company’s employees have said
online than by what a recruiter promoted to them. The meat of this
meal: talent enticement is impacted substantially through employee
engagement.” One of the truest and most powerful statements in all
of human resources is that employees don’t quit companies; they quit
people. Given the current interest in EQ), “Yes, and” should be seen
as an effective power booster for upping the emotional intelligence of
the workplace, because—no surprise—the skill set that improvisation
inherently strengthens is the same skill set used to reach emotional
intelligence: awareness, focus and concentration in the moment,
empathetic listening and communication, unconditional support,
postponement of judgment, collaboration, celebration of diverse per-
spectives, adaptability.

If we are all in the people business and we understand that the
extreme majority of people like to feel valued, then “Yes, and . . . ” is



Just Say “Yes,and ... " 37

a priceless EQ) addition to the corporate culture because it requires a
culture in which you make it clear that you value the person talking to
you enough to isolate your thoughts and give that individual your un-
divided, focused attention and then respond openly and honestly with-
out an agenda. A “Yes, and” culture is a system in which—because
everyone is attentive to what each person in the team is saying—the
decision-making process can improve, and perhaps even accelerate (if
you know your words really count, you won’t waste them).

“Yes, and . . . ” is adaptable enough to be the underlying founda-
tion for a corporate culture, and it can also be used as a specific tool
during any particular interaction. Even so, that does not mean the
philosophy will govern every decision. Remember, “Yes, and” is not
a panacea or magic elixir to cure all business woes. Sometimes “No”
is the right answer. Enlightened leaders must make that decision for
themselves, often in real time. “Yes, and” must be applied thoughtfully

and strategically, again in real time.

Big Picture

What does a “Yes, and . . . ” corporate culture look like? Twitter,
IDEOQO, and many other tech and design companies openly embrace
a “Yes, and . . . ” philosophy.? As CEO of Business Improv—a com-
pany that’s in the business of promoting a redefined understanding of
improvisation—I’ve found it important to have a workplace where the
members of my staff can frame their thoughts to look for opportuni-
ties and possibilities for success, regardless of their titular status. I want
everyone who works for me to feel encouraged to take on challenges
that others might be daunted by. Instead of focusing on the nega-
tive—what can’t be done—employees should feel free to do something
original, fearless, and awe inspiring. (Save the “What went wrong?
Who was wrong?” for the after-action review, and then be sure to ask
the additional questions, What did we learn? What could we have
done differently? How do we keep this from happening again in the
future?) The challenge at hand might be in the development of our
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curriculum; it might be in our travel schedule; it might be in the way
we lead a complex program. Whatever the challenge, all employees
regardless of company hierarchy or length of time in my organization
know they are in a workplace where all perspectives are supported,
respected, and valued. Everyone understands communication is an
imperative, and decisions are made on the basis of a meritocracy of
ideas rather than the status of the person saying them.

Someone involved in a more number-crunching type of business—
a banker, actuary, or accountant—may recognize quickly that “Yes,
and” cannot be a part of every business decision. True. The num-
bers themselves are going to dictate some of those decisions. However,
even in the bank or the accounting firm you can have a “Yes, and”
conversation with somebody else in the office. You can still put a pre-
mium on communicating effectively. And you can still be open and
present when hearing what somebody else has to say before you judge
what he or she is saying. Giving everyone respect doesn’t mean that
all that is said gets acted on. A financial planner shouldn’t rush into
an unwise investment simply because a divergent “Yes, and” conversa-
tion explored the idea. Leaders still need to lead thoughtfully and hard
decisions have to be made. In any type of collaborative environment,
though—any place where there is a need for communication—*“Yes,
and” can improve the quality of that communication.

How does it work? Let’s step into the realm of cognitive psychol-
ogy for a moment. By forcing one to listen and react in the moment,
“Yes, and” helps develop mindfulness and makes one aware not only
of one’s own behavior but also how that behavior influences others.?
Very often Business Improv gets brought into companies to help instill
a culture of more open communication, a culture of acceptance, a
“Yes, and . . . ” culture. What we most often find we are dealing with
is a “Yes, but . . . 7 culture. Perhaps it doesn’t seem like that little shift
in a three-letter conjunction could add up to much. The psychologi-
cal ramifications run deep, though.'” “Yes, but” is often thought of
as a nicer way of saying “No.” This is 100 percent, completely and
unequivocally incorrect. “Yes, but” is not a politer way of saying no.
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In fact it is a condescending way of saying no. People engaged in “Yes,
but” communication are denying, negating, restricting, or otherwise
redirecting—or at least it feels that way to the person on the receiv-
ing end of that interaction, especially when it is delivered consistently
over time. Further, “Yes, but” creates a point/counterpoint mentality
wherein people tend to spend time figuring out what they’re going
to say next to defend their perspective rather than listening to what’s
being said to them. That kind of inferred negation and denial leads
to a workplace in which people either feel stuck in the mud because
they’re not heard, or harbor resentments because what they say gets
shot down. Morale and motivation (intrinsic motivation) suffer. More-
over when a workplace gets bogged down in “Yes, but” eventually per-
sonal agenda (often in the form of self-preservation) is placed above
common goals. Effective communication is quashed and a company
has a hard time moving forward.

To turn those cultures of negation into cultures of acceptance, step
in and begin modeling the benefits of respect and support over de-
nial, negation, and argument. Again, instilling a culture of acceptance
does not mean that every idea brought to the conference table is acted
upon unconditionally. It means that the people at the table are now
unconditionally open to sharing ideas and opinions and the possibility
of new solutions (divergent thinking) and will consider them before
judging them (convergent thinking) or ignoring them altogether (no
thinking at all). Each person in the workplace must accept responsibil-
ity for listening to others and postpone judgment until feeling certain
about what has been brought to the table.

New Frames

At the nuts and bolts level, “Yes, and . . . ” is made up of three pieces:
language, thought process, and desired outcome. When we talk about
corporate culture—behaviors, beliefs, values, and language—we are
talking about the way people think and communicate within their
workplace. In “Yes, and” we are very aware of the looping nature
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in which thought and language interact. The way we think impacts
the language we use, and the way we use language often impacts the
way we think.!" If we want to change the way we think, we must be
aware that our choices of language frame the way we think and, over
time, train the brain to react a certain way. In that sense “Yes, and”
is a framing device—a choice of framing language that can have a
tremendous effect on other people, especially when delivered by the
same individual over time. Such framing may not be something that
people on the receiving end are even consciously aware of; they just
get it in their gut and their heart. If you’re provoking a negative gut
reaction in a colleague, chances are that at some point that negativ-
ity will show up in the work or the workplace. If you’re speaking to
someone’s heart, that’s when a fiery, intrinsic motivation catches hold.

In short, the small shift from “but” to “and” can tremendously
impact the way the message is perceived. “But” eliminates everything
preceding it and shuts things down. “And” is an extender and moves
things forward. “But” is exclusive; “and” is inclusive.

One small point of resistance I have occasionally heard is that the
“Yes” in “Yes, but . . . ” might be more important than the “but”; that
is, if I'm agreeing with somebody, how can saying “but” be a bad
thing? The answer is that whether intended or not, “but” eliminates
everything said before it. So even when “Yes, but” does not mean
to negate what’s been said, it feels that way to the person hearing it
because “but” is an emotional trigger for most people and sets off a
negative reaction.'?

This 1s where “Yes, but” gets dangerous and corrosive in the work-
place: the moment you refuse to accept that the language you use is
in fact a choice. When you’re meaning to say “Yes, and” to engender
a supportive relationship and build positively on an idea, and you’re
actually using “Yes, but,” you’re using words that train people to react
negatively. People walk away from a “Yes, but” encounter feeling like
they’ve been shut down and dismissed because their idea didn’t have
value. They’ve been denied the opportunity to be heard. On the re-
ceiving end, “Yes, but” makes people feel like they’ve stepped into a
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competitive boxing match to be hit, rather than stepping onto a coop-
erative field to join the rest of the team. Those negative feelings are
eventually going to limit what an employee contributes or attempts to
contribute to the success of a project or a business. How many times
can you feel like you've been shot down by one person just for speak-
ing up before it becomes easier not to bring any ideas to the person
who makes you feel lousy? For most, the better option starts looking
to be the path of least resistance: keep your head down and do the
minimum required to be considered a “good” employee.

For example, if a leader is actively trying to inspire people and
keep energy pumped up and then responds to her team’s motivation

'3’

with a passionate “Yes, but . . . !” that passion meant to inspire instead
feels like a verbal slap-down: the “Yes” becomes dismissive because
the “but” is a negation. The energy meant to motivate becomes an
emphatic demotivator. Similarly if a team member enthusiastically
presents an idea with pop and excitement and the leader responds to
that idea with a quiet, passionless “Yes, but . . . ” it sucks the energy
right out of the process, and out of the person presenting the idea. In
either situation the framing language is a choice that affects outcome:
if the response feels dismissive or impersonal, the person receiving the
response feels disengaged, demotivated, and devalued. With a “Yes,
and” style of response the person receiving it feels empowered, en-
couraged, and valued. As such you can use framing language to shape

the emotions of others, and to up your own EQ).

What Gets Heard

The old adage “It’s not what you say; it’s how you say it” has evolved
to “It’s not just what you say and how you say it; it’s also what the
listener walks away understanding.” The key here—and one of the
most powerful components of “Yes, and”—is to be aware not just of
what you mean to communicate and /ow you mean to communicate
it, but also of the effect that specific communication has on other peo-
ple. In the next chapters we will more fully explore the concept of
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mindfulness and of “self-audit”—the ability to recognize what you are
doing in real time so that you can make the choice to continue that
behavior or change it to get the desired effect on the people you are
influencing. For now understand that over time, through our style of
interpersonal communication, we train each other on what to expect
and how to react to us. We hear something a certain way, and we react
a certain way. While no one wants to be thought of as a drooling dog,
Dr. Pavlov did have a point."”” (Now pardon me, I just heard a bell and
I have to get something to eat.)

The underlying message of any communication is processed and
reacted to even before a spoken reaction is prompted. This is a matter
of brain science,' and it’s also quite evident in our day-to-day lives. At
my desk I have a picture of my young son up on the wall, and next to
it is a Post-it note that reads “Stay focused.” I also have a decorative
magnet that displays a favorite phrase of my improv mentor Martin
de Maat: “You are pure potential.” Some days I'm aware of actually
reading these words. Many days they are simply part of the visual
backdrop of my workspace—things that dance in my peripheral vi-
sion. However, whether I consciously or unconsciously process such
words, they have an impact on me and the people who step into my
office. When I see these kinds of messages on a regular basis, they af-
fect the way I think and the way I treat other people. Words do indeed
train the brain."

If as a leader you are acutely aware of the effect you have on other
people and the way your communication style impacts them, and you
can see in measurable ways that your impact is positive—fantastic.
If however you are simply assuming that you’re communicating ef-
fectively and having a positive impact just because it feels that way
on your side of the desk, I'd ask you to put your communication style
under review. Too many people in the business world do not consider
whether their style of communication and their language choice have
a positive or negative impact. It doesn’t even occur to some that im-
pact matters. The impatient, Kumbaya-resistant executive might re-
coil from considering “Yes, and” on the grounds that it’s not his job to
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care about how other people feel. However, I'd argue that if you want
those people to do a better job and you want the business to run bet-
ter, the language of the workplace is well worth examining. Instead of
spending millions on EQ) development seminars, why not explore the
noncostly alternative of examining how you are personally affecting
people, and try embracing “Yes, and . . . ” Take this “Yes” test if you
don’t think language matters:

Have a 3—5-minute conversation with a colleague (or a stranger
at a pub), starting every sentence with “Yes, but . . . ” Focus inter-
nally by objectively looking at the language you use after “but,”
and focus externally at how the person across from you reacts

throughout the course of the entire conversation.
What did you notice?

Now have a 3—-5-minute conversation with someone, starting
every sentence with “Yes, and . . . ” Keep focused internally on
your language after “and” and externally on how the person
across from you reacts throughout the entire conversation.

What did you notice?

What was the difference between the “Yes, but” conversation ver-
sus the “Yes, and” conversation?

A final guiding “Yes, and . . . ” principle is this gift from my good
friend and improv legend Susan Messing: “Words are gold.” If you
have a supply of gold, you probably don’t want to hand it out ran-
domly to anyone. You bestow your gold to specific people for specific
reasons, and you definitely want them to appreciate the fact that they
are receiving gold. Similarly if someone gives you gold, you aren’t
likely to come up with reasons you can’t use gold and then simply toss
the gift into a desk drawer alongside the paper clips, random batteries,
and six-year-old receipts. You cherish the fact that you have received
gold. If everyone involved in a business were to adopt a mind-set that
puts a premium on communication—on treating everyone’s right to
speak as something precious, like gold—then there would be a lot less
wasted words in the workplace. Less waste is always better business.
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Massage the Message

Words are only part of how and what we communicate, of course.
Attitude, energy, and mind-set all come through to others and have
an impact. And as we’ve mentioned, our words and our behavior feed
off each other. If you make a conscious effort to change the way you
think about something, your speech will reflect it. If you put an effort
into speaking a certain way, eventually your thoughts will reflect that.
Aside from actually saying the words “Yes, and,” thinking in the “Yes,
and . . . ” philosophy will change the intonation of your speech: your
tone, your cadence, your inflections. And speaking that way reinforces
the mind-set. When we have a positive mind-set we speak a certain
way with a lighter cadence, a more energetic rhythm, and a more
positive word choice. If we have a negative mind-set our cadence
again reflects it. The words themselves sound negative and weighted,
like they’re slogging through the mud on the way to a shift in the salt
mines. Being aware of the impact you have on others means being
aware of what your brain and your mouth are doing.

We have said that in “Yes, and” communication the “Yes” repre-
sents unconditional acceptance of an offer, not thoughtless acceptance
of an action. It means accepting what is happening in the moment. In
practical terms this means that you should not mentally jump ahead
to judge something that’s being expressed in that moment. Deal with
this offer in the present and allow actions and reactions to spring di-
rectly from that. That kind of attentive mind-set communicates a re-
spect that translates into positive energy. In turn, that positive energy
has an impact on how business gets done.

We all know people who can walk into a situation that seems dire
and their very presence makes the situation seem lighter, the prob-
lems-at-hand solvable. With that kind of presence in the room hard
work becomes exciting and every challenge becomes a means to an
achievable goal. Positive energy increases the possibilities for success.
On the other hand, I'm sure we also know people who can walk into
a light, positive, happy environment and immediately suck the energy
out of it. That kind of person makes what might have been exciting
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challenges now seem like dead-end problems. String enough of these
positive or negative moments with positive or negative people to-
gether, and you’ve got your positive or negative corporate culture. Any
business increases its chances for success when it is full of great people
passionately performing at the top of their intelligence and bringing
the best they can, authentically and honestly, to any situation. In that
positive environment employees feel they are enthusiastically on the
same team and working toward a mutual objective. “Yes, and” is a
tool that can help you make a positive environment.

If “positive energy” sounds like we’ve gotten touchy-feely, think
about the concepts of “inspiration” and “motivation” and tack them
to any number of real-world encounters. When you deal with some-
body who’s great at what they do—a teacher, doctor, flight attendant,
waiter—and they communicate that competence in words, attitude,
and energy, they influence you in a positive direction and your load is
lifted. You feel that whatever problem being approached can be dealt
with effectively. This person inspires you and the interaction is enjoy-
able, creating an intrinsic motivation in you to work with that person
again. If you’re treated rudely by waitstafl' and negatively influenced,
you’ll probably not be spending money at that restaurant again, no
matter how tasty the roasted chicken is. In business all that positive or
negative energy ends up having a real dollar value.

Can You Listen to Me Now?

While “Yes, and . . . ” can effect huge changes in corporate culture
and in interpersonal dynamics, one doesn’t have to focus solely on
huge changes to get started down the “Yes, and” path. As Mahatma
Gandhi said, “Be the change that you wish to see in the world.” So
let’s start with small things you can do for yourself to help you in your
personal development.

If you start using some of the “Yes, and” language of acceptance
and support, it will trickle back to the way you think. It’s not such a
daunting change when it begins with small, practical steps like making
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the attempt to swap out one three-letter word, “but,” for another,
“and.” No brains have to be rewired in order to do this properly.
However, it does take desire and action, focus and concentration; the
truth is, when those first small steps are attempted on a regular basis
and you begin to create good speaking habits, the rewiring of your
brain begins automatically.

A small part of an incredibly effective exercise I execute in most
sessions focuses on participants simply closing their eyes and listen-
ing. The listening lasts for only 30-45 seconds. When I ask people
what they heard during that short span, there are always some obvious
responses—the hiss of a radiator, people talking next door, the floor
creaking, the clock ticking. When I press a little harder for what else
they heard, somebody invariably says, “I heard my own thoughts.”
When I ask who else heard their own thoughts, on average 85 percent
of hands in the room go up. The point of the exercise is to demon-
strate how so many of us actually have trouble focusing on what our
ears are registering. Even when asked to simply listen for less than a
minute, the vast majority of people can’t do it and end up getting
caught in their heads, thinking about something other than what their
ears are picking up: Why are we doing this? I have to remember to call home.
Did I send out that follow-up e-mail? What will I get at the lunch buffet? Whose
pants am I wearing? Our mind needs to be challenged and we uncon-
sciously allow it to drift away from the task at hand—in this case the
task of listening. This simple exercise underscores how we communi-
cate in real life as we busily attempt to multitask our way through real
deadlines and time crunches and ambient chaos. So how does one
learn to listen better amid real-world business stress?

To fully embrace “Yes, and” and make fast, effective decisions in
the real-world environment, we have to do something counterintui-
tive: slow our brain down. Slowing down our thoughts doesn’t mean
we’re looking to diminish the quality of our thoughts. I would argue
instead that by slowing down the brain and focusing on the nuances of
our communications, we're actually increasing the quality of thought.
Let’s hit this pinata from another angle. The human brain can process
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somewhere between 350 and 550 words a minute, while most people
usually only speak around 120 words a minute.'® This means that in
virtually every exchange of communication each participating brain
has room for 230-375 extra words’ worth of thought to float around.
Like a captainless ship, that gives our minds plenty of chance to drift
and wander, whether we’re the one speaking or listening. We easily slip
into the basic communication pitfall of drifting away from the person
speaking, often thinking about what we’re going to say next rather
than being focused on what we’re communicating or what’s being
said to us. Rather than wandering off, our focus should be to slow the
brain down, put extra emphasis on the words spoken (as if they were
gold), engage our partner, and be fully present in the moment.

Throw down the gauntlet and challenge your brain to stay in the
moment, in real time. It’s all about refocusing the brain to engage in
a heightened state of concentration. This is precisely what “Yes, and”
accomplishes. At its simplest level “Yes, and” requires you to really
listen and understand, in the moment, before you react. The broader
concept is that “Yes, and” asks both speaker and listener to be account-
able for what is being communicated and what is being received—that
is, to be accountable for all parties involved in the communication.

In my programs I move on from our intensive listening exercise to
some exercises in interpersonal collaboration. We begin with a dem-
onstration of what’s really happening when we say we’re listening but
are instead allowing those approximately 200 extra words per minute
to ricochet wildly in our brains. Participants pair off and attempt to
have a “conversation” in which each person must talk over the per-
son who’s trying to talk to him or her. We only need 30 seconds or
so of this to get the point across. Nobody is clear on what was said
because speakers were either talking mindlessly while focusing on
drowning out the other person, or they were only hearing themselves
speak regardless of what was being said to them. So in a conversation
in which no actual listening is occurring, there is no reacting, adapt-
ing, or engaging taking place—only noise. Even on a comedy improv
stage, if two performers are talking over each other it feels rude and



48 Getting to “Yes And”

confusing to the audience. There’s a slim chance that the performers
are in mutual agreement to find comedy in the pointless noise of talk-
ing over each other, though most of the time that’s not what’s happen-
ing. Instead when two improv performers are talking over each other
it means each is trying too hard to pull a high-status move, get a laugh,
or upstage the other performer. They are more focused on a personal
agenda than on sharing and accepting personal perspective.

The seminar exercise continues on to the most practical of small
“Yes, and” steps: a pair of people have a conversation in which every
sentence must begin with the actual words “Yes, and.” Whether or
not I've prefaced the exercise with the underlying philosophy of these
words, people quickly discover that in order to make such a conver-
sation work, they have to listen intensively and make connections to
their partner’s comments before building a cognitive bridge to their
own perspective. The emphasis is on one voice at a time, giving and
taking the right to speak in a mutually agreed process. This 1s the gist
of “active listening.”!”

With an eye on transferring this exercise to the real world, in the
next round we show how our “Yes, and” conversations can connect in
a slightly different way to relationship building and influence. In this
round each speaker has the right to speak one sentence at a time, and
each partner’s response must include specific, significant words used
by the last speaker. The idea is to maintain a natural flow of conversa-
tion in which each speaker recognizes which of their own words are
being used by the other person. (This should be a natural, authentic
conversation, of course; simply repeating something common like the
word “the” would defeat the purpose.) The goal is that speakers focus
their mental energy enough to repeat what’s been said to them, and
listeners are focused enough to hear what’s being repeated back.

When I ask group members how it felt to have a conversation in
which they heard their own key words being used by the person they
were talking to, the responses are often revelatory: “I felt like I was
being listened to.” “I felt like the other person cared about what I was
saying.” “I felt like we were on the same page.” “I felt like we were
building a connection.” “I felt validated.”
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I ask the participants whether it would be worth employing this
simple technique if it could have the same effect on people they speak
with in their workplace, and the answer of course is yes. They answer
yes not because any of these businesspeople feel the urge to grab a
ukulele and get a version of “We Are the World” started. It is yes be-
cause they’ve just gotten a clean taste of how effective communication
can create a positive emotional effect in someone else. They got a taste
of how to quickly create a strong connection with another person.
They got a taste of “Yes, and ...”

In a final round of the exercise we highlight how language in-
fluences real-world workplace relationships. In that real world, con-
versations don’t happen just for the sake of showing off speakers’
communication skills. They happen because points of view need to
be expressed, explored, and perhaps even debated. With that in mind
participants continue to have these “Yes, and” conversations in which
every sentence must start with “Yes, and” for about a minute. They
then continue their conversation, this time with the direction of start-
ing every sentence with “Yes, but . . . ” Participants quickly discover
that it’s much harder to maintain a flow of acceptance and support
in a conversation when starting every sentence with “Yes, but”; and
when they don’t remain mindful about the process, the “Yes, but” pas-
sion quickly turns things into an argument, a one-upmanship grapple
for high status, an impassioned defense of one’s own opinion by un-
dermining one’s partner’s opinion, or even a point/counterpoint de-
bate in which the conversation simply moves back and forth like a
game of table tennis.

In other words a “Yes, but” conversation is hard work. Conversely
a “Yes, and” conversation is smooth, free flowing, inclusive, and ecas-
ily productive, and the feeling of collaboration is underscored by the
depth and breadth of the conversation. In a nutshell, a “Yes, and”
conversation is easy and enjoyable. By extension a “Yes, and” culture
accommodates passion without shutting other people down. It may
take a little effort to establish this culture, and the payofl'is tremendous.
Let’s see if’ energy in relation to language matters by revisiting our
“Yes” test:
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Have a 3—5-minute, very excited, very energetic, very passionate
conversation with a colleague (or a stranger at a pub), starting
every sentence with “Yes, but . . . ” Your goal now is to influence
the other person with your level of energy and excitement in this
passionate “Yes, but” conversation. Take note of how your part-
ner reacts to you and the language they use toward you.

What did you notice?

Now have a 3—5-minute, very excited, very energetic, very pas-
slonate conversation, starting every sentence with “Yes, and . . . ”
Your goal is still to influence the other person with your level of
energy and excitement in this passionate “Yes, and” conversation.
Audit what happens in this conversation, how your partner reacts

to you and the language they use toward you.

What did you notice?

sati

What was the difference between the passionate “Yes, but” conver-
on versus the passionate “Yes, and” conversation?

The beauty of the “Yes, and” approach is that practicing it doesn’t

actually require a break from the workday, an empty conference

roo

m, or the pairing up of staff. Anyone at almost any time can decide

to work the techniques of the exercises through his or her side of an

interaction. The persons you communicate with will likely not know

tha

t an exercise is being followed, but they will feel the effect. No ex-

planation of the exercise will be necessary—the resulting experience,

positive or negative, will speak for itself. Try it!

Try talking over someone and see what happens.

Try taking specific words used by the person whom you are
conversing with and incorporating them in your follow-up

sentences. See what kind of response you get.

Have a conversation in which you only ask questions.

Interrogate your partner and see how that person reacts to you.

b

Have a conversation starting every sentence with “Yes, but . . .~

and see how the person across from you reacts.
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* Similarly have a conversation starting every sentence with “Yes,
and . .. ” and see how the person across from you reacts.

“Yes, and” techniques can be employed with a boss, a colleague, a
spouse, a child—even a flight attendant who looks like he’s having a
hard day. In fact on several long international flights, motion sickness
bags full of mini booze bottles have been surreptitiously handed to me
by stressed-out attendants who greatly appreciated a smile, positive at-
titude, and a little attentive listening. Just a few moments of awareness
and “Yes, and” word choice on my part were enough for these atten-
dants to feel they were being heard and understood. If you still doubt
that the positivity and clear communication of “Yes, and” gets noticed
and has an impact, those tiny bottles of Bombay Sapphire don’t lie.

Now that we’ve learned the importance of “Yes, and . . . 7 as a
foundation of personal development, let’s take a look at how it can be

used to develop one’s own voice and presence in the workplace.



Chapter 3

I'M WITH THE BRAND

OVER THE LAST 15 YEARS, discussions of “personal branding” have be-
come ubiquitous in the business world, to the extent that the concept
has now been stretched to encompass everything from self-improve-
ment strategies to social media profiles. However, unless I've seriously
misjudged the target audience for this book, you are not a tube of
toothpaste, a cola, or a box of cereal. So when I speak of branding,
you should not be thinking of yourself strictly as a commodity—a
widget for sale whose chances for success in the marketplace can sim-
ply be manipulated through a new and improved formula or a flashy
redesign of packaging. Ior our purposes “branding” really stems from
one key attribute: awareness. Your brand is fashioned directly from a
clear, honest awareness of your inner strengths (and weaknesses) as
well as a focused awareness of your outward presence—the effect and
impact you have on those around you in the workplace.

You are a uniquely talented, driven individual with an authentic
voice and with thoughts and opinions that have been cultivated from
your background, your family and relationships, your education (for-
mal or informal), and your personal experiences. This combination of
variables has created the person you are today, and the sum of these

variables is your personal brand. Your brand is represented in the
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workplace in the way you consistently react, adapt, and communicate.
In this chapter we will look at how to develop your brand through the
practices of mindfulness and self-auditing, and how to maintain your
brand and “promote” it in the workplace.

I’ve described the “and” of “Yes, and . . . ” as the bridge to your
authentic perspective. Your brand is to a great extent the delivery sys-
tem for your perspective. Your brand pulls together the unique way
you have of looking at problems and opportunities, and the particular
skill sets you have available to you in addressing those problems and
opportunities. Your brand is drawn from your knowledge of what you
bring with you to any team or any challenge, and it is equally defined
by how you put that knowledge into action—how you conduct your-
self in various situations, with ease or difficulty, energetically or lethar-
gically, stress free or DEFCON 1.

Effective branding is not the result of a more expensive haircut
and a better outfit. It really does have to connect with your authentic
self. Of course “authenticity” is another one of those currently fash-
ionable buzzwords—one of those slippery leadership training terms
that can be defined a number of ways. What I mean by authentic-
ity is pretty straightforward: your brand is authentic if it connects
honestly and directly with who you actually are, at your core. You
may act differently—and think differently—when you’re hanging out
around a tub of beer with college friends at a barbecue as opposed to
when you’re working with colleagues over a cup of coffee around the
conference table. That doesn’t necessarily mean though that in one
of those situations you’re expressing the “real” you and in the other
you're living a lie. Given the situation, you may put forward a differ-
ent version of your brand and each version can still have authenticity
because it is an honest expression of who you are in that situation.
There is an unchanging, authentic you that can be branded in dif-
ferent ways depending on your circumstances, your “audience,” and
your goals. To pull a metaphor from the wardrobe department, a
person can be capable of wearing many hats without putting on any
masks.
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To get a little more theatrical, the comedic improv groups I've
been part of have always had their own authentic perspective. Take
Baby Wants Candy for example. BWG completely improvises hour-
long musicals with a full band (the “Yes Band!”). Since 1997 this is the
only form of improv we have performed and the only form audiences
want to see us perform. This is the Baby Wants Candy brand. How-
ever, the specific way Baby presents that sensibility in performance de-
pends entirely on context and circumstance. A completely improvised
musical we perform for a church group differs immensely from the
improv musical we’d perform in a frat house. At a bare minimum we’d
refrain from using profanity or entering into adult humor in front of
the family-oriented churchgoers, whereas those comedy blue bombs
are not only appropriate with the drunk fraternity kids, they are ex-
pected! In a nutshell churches expect a G-rated show and fraternities
expect an R to NC-17 rating. However different the show might be,
the goal—an amazing, completely improvised musical that results in
audience laughter—doesn’t change. The performance though has to
be adapted—rebranded—to the particular time and place in which
it’s being presented to meet the expectations of that specific audience.

Sorting out your authentic self, best-possible business brand, and ap-
propriate adaptations of your brand requires a high level of candor and
self-awareness. One of the most effective ways to achieve that level of
awareness is by turning the philosophy of “Yes, and” inward, through a
process of self-discovery. So far I've spoken of improv as an outwardly
directed technique that applies to how you react, adapt, and communi-
cate in small-group, interpersonal contexts. The technique can just as
casily, and equally rewardingly, be applied inward to one’s own think-
ing. In short, one of the greatest obstacles to clear communication may
not come from others undermining our authentic perspective; it may
come from ourselves undermining our authentic perspective. Sad and
true, we are often our own worst nay-saying “Yes-butters.” So one of
the keys to successfully developing your personal brand is in getting
comfortable with “Yes, and-ing” yourself.
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If the idea of “Yes, and-ing” yourself sounds complicated or con-
fusing, it doesn’t have to be. The process can begin with a few simple,
practical steps:

1. Take pride in yourself! If you don’t, no one else will.

2. List five things you’d like to change about yourself at work.
3. Prioritize your list.
4

. Baby steps! Take on each action item one at a time. Focus on
conquering the first one before moving on to the next one.

5. Be diligent! Hold yourself accountable to make the change
happen.

6. Ask a peer to hold you accountable as well.

7. Spend five minutes before you get to work to refocus on your
goals.

8. Take five minutes in the evening to evaluate your progress.

9. Celebrate your successes with the person who is holding you
accountable.

Day of Postponement

We like to assume that we are always putting our best self forward at
work, that we naturally do a good job of brand development and pro-
motion. Actually, though, in the business setting we are very good at
being our own worst enemies. This is because in so many workplaces
it’s considered the smarter move to play defense. So we edit ourselves
extensively, shooting down, fine-tuning, or otherwise judging our own
ideas before they have a chance to become fully expressed. (Think
back to the blocks to creativity, collaboration, and change that you
defined in Chapter 1.) Mentally we focus on why things aren’t going to
work as opposed to looking for ways in which they can work. We are
also very good at limiting our thinking and our exposure to perceived
threats. This self-limiting has an impact not just on creative processes



56 Getting to “Yes And”

but on more straightforward thinking as well. Whether we’re de-
veloping a marketing campaign or writing a proposal, too often the
governing principle in our work-related tasks is CGYA (covering your
aft-quarters). The problem is, if all you’re focusing on is CYA then
all you’re doing is CYA. And there is so much more to life than just
aft-covering

At the beginning of all my programs I stress three principles em-
phatically—all based on postponement of judgment. First, I ask that
participants postpone judgment of the exercises I am going to ask
them to do, and trust that the value of those exercises will become
clear as the program moves forward. Second, I ask participants to
postpone judgment of each other; we’re in this together and everyone
present should feel comfortable enough to say what’s on their mind.
The third request is the toughest: I ask that participants postpone
judgment of themselves. Each participant must make the effort to
allow him- or herself to speak up honestly in the moment.

It is this third request—postponement of self-judgment—that will
help us get out of our own heads and stop the self-censoring process as
it relates to the creation of material, and it is each individual’s job to
take this challenge head-on. Stop worrying about what others might
think, and stop trying to be perfect the first time, every time. In per-
sonal creation (a project, proposal, or pitch) “Yes, and” yourself to
remove the barriers to creativity within yourself. Allow your first draft
to be messy and take this time just to release all of your thoughts onto
your paper. Your second and third drafts will be for fine-tuning, edit-
ing, and otherwise making sense of the first, rough draft of thoughts.

How do you know when you’re in your own way? Well, we can
begin by going back to the neuroscience introduced in Chapter 2
that tells us our brains can process 350-550 words a minute while
most of us only speak around 120 words a minute. That extra pro-
cessing power can allow the mind to wander during interpersonal
communication, and it’s just as able to wander away from our own
central thoughts. In essence we’re quite capable of not listening to

ourselves and can almost instantaneously spend our brain power on
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unnecessarily shooting ourselves down, creating counterarguments,
deflections, and distractions every time we try to think something
through or simply create material. Just as the human pitfall of “think-
ing what to say next” can interfere with interpersonal communication,
a related pitfall of “thinking that what we are thinking is not right
or won’t work” can pull us away from the mindfulness necessary for

being in the moment.

Think Slow to Move Fast

There is an old improv phrase which may be good to remember in
times of stress, risk, and uncertainty: “Think slow to move fast.” This
may seem counterintuitive; however, by thinking quickly you may ac-
tually be missing the solutions right in front of you and getting farther
away from something that would be a perfect outcome to the chal-
lenge you’re taking on. When you slow down and focus on being pres-
ent in the moment, you may discover “offers” and opportunities right
in front of you—gifts that might be unnoticed or ignored when you’re
moving (or thinking) too quickly. Slowing the brain down can actually
get you to your destination faster. As a result others will see your brand
as a voice of clarity in times of stress, risk, and uncertainty.

Anyone who works in the higher levels of the modern business
world would no doubt recognize that speed and complexity are hall-
marks of that world. Speed and complexity don’t help us to become
better thinkers though. Speed alone simply turns everything into a
race in which we are eager to push forward and get somewhere first,
whether that “somewhere” is a new product or a perfect pitch for a
Hollywood blockbuster. Speed gets confused with progress: “If I'm
moving quickly, I must be getting somewhere.” Nope, not necessarily.
In fact poor decisions can come from uncontrolled or rushed decision
making,

As for the matter of complexity there’s a tendency to believe that
if you’re doing a lot of things and juggling a bunch of responsibilities,
then things are being accomplished. The problem is that while most
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people think they are good at multitasking, the literature consistently
demonstrates that we’re pretty terrible at it."! Instead of doing one job
effectively for an hour, we get in the habit of doing ten jobs ineffec-
tively for 20 hours. We feel like a lot has been done because we’ve
been so busy, when in fact time has been wasted and results are not
optimal. Singular focus on what needs to be done at one particular
time ends up being much more effective and efficient.

In turning “Yes, and” inward then, we aim to slow down our brain
in order to recognize and understand what is happening in real time
and to simplify, to find the root of the matter. To get that job done,
one of the most powerful concepts in business improv is the self-audit.
And any good self-audit begins with mindfulness.

Mind the Gap

“Mindfulness” is a popular term in American business these days.
However, I've found that there is a gap in defining this key business
word. So just to make sure we are all on the same page, the definition

we are going by is this:

Mindfulness is a state of active, open attention on the present. When
you’re mindful, you observe your thoughts and feelings from a dis-
tance, without judging them good or bad. Instead of letting your life
pass you by, mindfulness means living in the moment and awakening

to experience.’

The improvisational self-audit is the ability to recognize what you
are doing in real time. This means mindfulness plus awareness of lan-
guage and action. With a self-audit you can make an intelligent deci-
sion to continue your behavior or change it to get the desired effect on
the people you are hoping to influence. This involves making subtle
changes in real time based on how you perceive your message is being
received and interpreted. A self-audit is mindfulness on steroids.

If you’re thinking through a problem on your own, the self-audit
helps you consider whether you are properly focused and whether you
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are truly making progress rather than just letting yourself appear busy.
If you’re addressing a coworker or a team, the self-audit gives you
a chance to consider whether you are having the impact you want
to have and what adjustment might be necessary. In interpersonal
and group settings the self-audit is the moment in which you decide
whether you are doing a good job of representing your brand by af-
fecting your audience the way you desire.

The purpose of the self-audit is to strengthen the “muscles” needed
to be aware of yourself, to be aware of how you are fitting into a situa-
tion, and to be aware of a team and how you are impacting that team.
It’s about being mindful of how you lead and how you follow—how
you affect people on a one-to-one basis and on a group basis. In that
sense other people will always be the barometer in gauging the accu-
racy of your self-audit and how well you are projecting your brand.

In practice the first step in a self-audit—the first step to better
branding adjustments in real time—is commitment. This implies com-
mitment to being present in the moment, to putting yourself under a
high-powered microscope for a brief time. If you are really aiming for
authenticity, then honesty has to go hand in hand with this commit-
ment. If a self-audit is going to work, it must be an honest attempt to
see yourself in real time, and it must be an honest assessment of what
you see.

After mental awareness the next step is physical awareness. At a

basic physical level a self-audit asks these questions:
Is my posture erect or slumped?
Do I'look wide awake or about to pass out?
Am I making eye contact?
What is my facial expression? (Am I smiling?)
What’s my tone of voice like?
At what level is my personal energy?

Am I engaged by the person or people with whom I'm

communicating?
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It is said that of the messages we receive we understand 55 per-
cent of a message from body language, 38 percent from tone of voice,
and 7 percent from the actual content of words.” What nonverbal
messages are you embodying yourself and communicating to others?
Every little element of our physical presence is an expression of some-
thing: our head gestures, body gestures, degree of eye contact, eye
rolling, or eyebrow raising. Our breathing can be deep and relaxed or
shallow and quick. Are you sighing or exhaling in a way that signifies
exhaustion or frustration? Maybe the frustration is warranted. Maybe
you are not just frustrated; you are also extremely tired. Neither of
these states of mind has to be denied. The point of the self-audit is to
be aware of what you’re doing, not necessarily to judge it. When you
are aware of your actions, you can see how they affect others. This is
where the power lies. To be aware of how your physical state impacts
both your thinking and the messages received by those around you
puts you in the position to make subtle changes along the way.

At a higher level of self-auditing there are additional questions to

consider:
What is my word choice like?
What is my intonation (how am I delivering my message)?
Am I being clear and concise or overexplaining?

And the most important question of all: Am I affecting the audi-
ence the way I want to affect them?

And if not: What subtle adjustments can I make in real time to
adapt and get the results I desire?

The purpose of the self-audit is to understand what you are doing and
to recognize whether what you’re doing is increasing or decreasing
the probability that you are affecting people around you the way you
want. In short, it’s a moment of mindfulness centered on whether or
not you are properly managing your brand.* The self-awareness one
achieves through a self-audit doesn’t necessarily lead to a list of dos

and don’ts. Improv is about performing at the top of your intelligence



I'm with the Brand 61

in the moment, and whether onstage or in a business setting that mo-
ment must always be assessed and adjusted to.

Generally if you have your arms crossed and are not participating
in a meeting, that gives the signal that you’re closed off or in disagree-
ment—judging. And if you’re looking out the window rather than at
the person you are speaking to, that’s generally a signal that you are
distracted by something. If you are texting while in the middle of a
conversation, that gives the signal that whatever is being discussed or
whomever you are talking with is not important enough to give your
undivided attention to. However, these physical clues don’t always
mean the same thing. Perhaps the folded arms are a sign of relaxation
that means you are open to the person you are speaking with. Maybe
that window stare connotes reflection rather than distraction. Maybe
the texting during a conversation is relevant to the conversation itself.
Again, check your audience in real time; this is part of the self-audit.
If your goal is to build rapport and connect with another person, then
in your moment of self-audit it will be pretty clear whether that en-
gagement is being accomplished. As soon as you become aware that
all of your nonverbal communication is part of your brand and has
an effect on people, it’s easy to see whether that effect is positive or

whether it needs to be adjusted. Try it:

Have a brief interaction with one person in which you are self-
auditing your behavior, language, and nonverbal communication
with an outward eye on how the person is reacting to you. Take a
deliberate moment to honestly assess how you are acting, reacting,
and communicating, verbally and nonverbally, in real time, with
the person across from you. Make subtle changes and observe
how these actions affect the person.

When the Going Gets Tough
It’s often quite a revelation to my program participants that just a bit
of heightened self-awareness can lead to a great improvement in com-
munication skills. However, there are unavoidable moments in the
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workplace when things are not working out so well and, for any num-
ber of reasons, communication is not smooth and clear. It’s easy to
promote your personal brand and perform necessary self-audits when
everything is going right—you’re well rested, deadlines have been
met, and the people you are talking to are smiling back at you. It’s a
much harder task to maintain your brand (and your composure) when
someone is delivering a difficult message to you or perhaps even at-
tacking your abilities or your integrity.

Let’s look at the concepts of personal brand and self-auditing
within real-world stresses and pressures. Think about being in a tough
interview or in a meeting where superiors are giving you critical feed-
back. Those kinds of situations happen every day in business and your
brand has to be able to maintain its integrity even when the workday
gets tough.

If you are curious how the mettle of your integrity holds under at-
tack, please feel free to test it out in “Can You Take It,” an extension
of the exercise above:

Find one or two trusted colleagues or friends. Begin a short pre-
sentation to them and have the other person(s) interrupt you

with challenging questions (distractions), give you hard feedback
(pushback), and pick apart everything you say (criticism). Self-
audit how you handle these challenges in real time, and then
debrief with your team. Get their honest feedback and coaching
notes on how well you did under stress. And as always, take notes
and be thoughtful about your experience to further deepen your
“after-action review” and transfer your learnings to your decision-

making abilities in real-life situations.

I've run this exercise hundreds of times, and as a side note it’s in-
teresting to me that very few people see much of a challenge in being
the person who is criticizing and doing the picking apart. We all seem
to feel that we’re pretty good at dishing out difficult messages. In truth
most people are really bad at this, because they are not self-auditing
and gauging the impact they are having. To be blunt it is simply not
enough to get a tough message out of your mouth. If you are an
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EQ-minded leader—someone who chooses to lead with caring and
empathy for others—it is always important to understand the impact
you’re having on the person receiving the message and equally im-
portant that the difficult words are understood properly. In this case,
however, “Can You Take It?” is more about being on the receiving
end and learning how to hear and process something negative (tough
questions, criticism, active pushback) without immediately assuming it
is a personal attack. There is no real trick to the exercise—the value
is just in running the simulation and getting the opportunity to really
feel what it’s like to summon self-auditing skills under a very stressful
situation.

When you feel your brand is under attack, here are the skills you
need to draw on:

L. Don’t let it get personal. Be consistent with the brand you want to
project. Know your hot-button issues and words. Stand up for
the points you need to defend without being defensive. Develop
your own ways to maintain brand integrity in stressful situations
without counter-provoking.

2. Love thy brand. Be confident in your brand and who you are as
an individual. Your brand has to be sturdy enough to withstand
attacks. If it has been developed carefully and with authenticity,
it deserves to be protected.

3. Be open to being incorrect. You should be open to the fact that there
might be some truth in a harsh critique. Remember, if you are
going to take strategic risks, mistakes and wrong answers will
invariably be made. Your job is not to be right 100 percent of
the time (a baseball hitter who succeeds three out of ten times is
a superstar); your job is to find the right answers and implement
the right solutions and lead teams to success. Base your judg-
ments on professional rather than personal criteria and be open
to learning,

4. Stay physical. Maintain eye contact. Maintain posture. Control
body gestures—don’t allow yourself to get to fidgety. Breathe.
Breathe. Breathe and smile.
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5. Reep the heat down. Don’t react too quickly or too emotionally
to anything. Control the cadence of your reaction time and
speech. Empathize: try to look at what someone is saying from
their perspective. Stay focused on engagement.

6. Avoid the riptides. Don’t surrender what you can control—your
tone, your presence, the cadence of your thoughts, your non-
verbal communication. If you do get caught up responding too
quickly in the moment, reestablish the pace. Ask for some time
to process and remove yourself from the strong current. Get a
breath of fresh air and recompose yourself before reengaging in
the conversation.

7. Be present. Don’t shut down as soon as you hear something nega-
tive. Don’t get caught in your own head, thinking of counter-
arguments while the person addressing you is still speaking. Stay
in the moment and process carefully all that is being said. Think
slow. Breathe.

Audit vs. Edit: Blurred Lines

The process of self-auditing is a process of taking stock of yourself
to make adjustments in accordance with your goals. Way too easily,
though, the adjustment that gets made can lead to one of the main
obstacles we’re trying to avoid: self-editing. Going back to a point
made earlier in this chapter, we are all very good at “Yes, but-ing”
ourselves. Defensive posturing and fear of failure make it easy for us
to embrace self-judgment and self-censorship. We seem to take com-
fort in the notion that if our self-censor is harsh enough and hardly
lets any of our ideas slip past our lips, then we won’t ever say anything
stupid. True enough. And it’s also highly likely that we won'’t ever say
anything brilliant either, because to get to brilliance we have to be
willing to take some risks.

Auditing is a means of becoming aware of yourself. Editing is a
way of judging yourself—picking and choosing, eliminating, censor-

ing. In self-auditing you are aware of the impact your communication
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is having on others, and your cue for adjustment comes from outside
of you. When you self-edit you are framing and reframing your own
thoughts before they even have a chance to reach an audience outside
of you. Instead of adjusting to a response, are you adjusting to the
fear of what a response may be? If you’re in any situation where you
need to honestly and directly express yourself (an idea-sharing session
for example), it’s crucial that you refrain from self-editing.

Ultimately, though, the line between auditing and editing should
blur. Every day we are in situations in which our editing functions are
engaged, not out of fear but out of knowledge. As such my admoni-
tions against self-editing only go so far. For example, no, it’s not okay to
wear a supertight, sleeveless, sweat-stained shirt, cut-off jeans, and no
shoes to a board meeting just because you feel that’s the unedited, au-
thentic you. Edit yourself, damn it, and put the dress clothes back on.
The projection of your brand should be a combination of informed
auditing and editing. Auditing helps you to be aware of what you wish
to communicate, while editing guides how you communicate with a
particular audience at a particular time. The best way to protect and
promote your brand may in fact be to apply self-auditing to your self-
editing. Ask yourself, Am I making a decision to limit my contribution
strictly out of fear, or am I using every bit of knowledge I have to tailor
my brand to my audience? The self-audit is always useful. The self-edit
has to be regulated, and when needed it can be just as useful.

Tight Brands

The advice to express yourself as freely as possible while shaping your
message for an audience can seem a bit contradictory. However, that
contradiction can be accepted, celebrated, and used as an improv tool
all its own. In a theatrical improv scene an audience may have a sense
that anything can happen because they know the performers are not
working from a script. In truth offers and opportunities for how an
improvised scene will transpire are taken as that scene is developed
in real time. Rules of time and place are established and respected,
as are dynamics between characters, relationships, and situations. If
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anybody onstage said just anything that came to his or her head, it
wouldn’t make much sense and probably wouldn’t be very funny. The
best improvisers instantly accept constantly shifting dynamics, per-
form within the context of the situation, and build a world of rich
realities within those limits.

Zeljko Djukic, a great Chicago theater director I've had the won-
derful opportunity to work with on four separate TUTA Theatre
productions, once told me to “learn how to operate within a straw.”
What he meant was that in learning how to operate within what looks
like a tight, suffocating, confining space, you find that you start to get
comfortable enough that the space isn’t so confining anymore. If you
can make that shift in your perspective, the tight space opens up and
becomes an enormous world. This directly relates to our philosophy
of mental framing: if you focus on where you cannot use the tenets of
improvisation, you will succeed because that is where you are choos-
ing to focus your mental energy. And if you choose to focus on where
you can use them, with whom you can use them, why you should use
them, and how you should use them to achieve real-world results, you
will succeed here as well because, again, that is where you are choos-
ing to focus your mental energy. So instead of fighting against things
you cannot control, you acknowledge and accept the confines and
structures and parameters you are working within, and you discover
that you’ve got all the space you need.

This isn’t as ethereal as it might sound. Think about learning
something that at first seems complicated and overwhelming—a
second language, chess, Irench cooking, riding a bike, improv. The
challenge at hand becomes easier once you are comfortable with the
required techniques (limits), understand them, and practice them.
The possibility for success increases as you accept and learn to thrive
in the parameters you are working within.

Mistakes Get Made

In theatrical improv there’s an old saying, “There is no such thing as a
mistake.” The idea is that whatever happens on the stage, we go with
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it and make it work. Anything that might otherwise be viewed as a
mistake becomes an opportunity to successfully put our improv skills
to use. If you’re aware that a mistake was just made onstage, you put
yourself in a position to capitalize on that mistake. However, capital-
izing rarely involves simply calling out the mistake—that just makes
you look like a jerk for focusing on a partner’s shortcomings. For the
most part the best course of action is to honestly address the mistake.
For example if in an improv scene somebody walks through a part of
the stage where earlier in the scene an “invisible” table was established
by a fellow performer, shouting “Hey, you just walked through a table
there!” at a fellow cast member isn’t going to further the scene. (It
will likely alienate your fellow cast member though.) If; however, you
make a show of continuing the dialogue with the fellow performer,
unceremoniously picking the table up and putting stuff back on it as if
it were a natural occurrence, the laugh is there. The audience knows
what’s going on—you’re not ignoring something they witnessed and
you’re not undermining a member of your group. You've found an
opportunity to connect with both your colleagues and your audience.
Consequently some of the biggest laughs at an improv show come out
of what the performers do with their mistakes.

In real life and especially in business life the saying, “T'here is no
such thing as a mistake,” doesn’t hold up so well. There really are
mistakes, and real mistakes can have real consequences that are usu-
ally not going to be alleviated by turning them into laughs. There
are plenty of ways in which communication mistakes can be made
in the workplace—proverbial toes get stepped on; intentions get mis-
understood; messages get mangled. However, just as onstage, honest
acknowledgment will go a long way toward dealing with a mistake
before it becomes any bigger.

Once you develop the workplace habit of maintaining an effec-
tive personal brand through self-auditing, a side benefit of slowing the
brain down and being in the moment is that you increase the speed
of recognition and more quickly become aware of any mistakes you
make in real time. That is to say, if you create the work habit of gaug-

ing how your communication is being received, you will know right
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away if you ever unintentionally confuse or even insult somebody. You
sense this in real time, so you are instantly able to back up, restate, or
apologize if and when necessary. You can even check in, clarify, or
qualify what you mean if you sense it has been misunderstood. If in
real time you are consistently aware of the impact you are having on
others, then you can do whatever’s necessary to acknowledge a com-
munication problem so that everyone can move on in a way that is
respectful to each other.

This type of mindfulness greatly reduces the probability of mis-
understandings and increases the likelihood that you will be able to
adjust to any difficult moment. If you know the impact you’re having
and immediately acknowledge any miscommunication, then a misun-
derstanding doesn’t have the chance to fester into some weird subtext
that becomes a bigger problem in and of itself. Self-auditing doesn’t
guarantee that every communication will end pleasantly; however, it
does guarantee a heightened level of awareness of exactly what just
got said, what happened, and what your role in it was. That clarity
and understanding helps you put your brand across even more power-
fully. So relax a bit and strategically give yourself’ time and room to
make a few mistakes. Your brand will survive and perhaps even thrive

when you adapt.

Go Team

Let’s expand on the idea of personal branding and start laying foun-
dational blocks to team development (coming soon in Chapter 5).
Your brand is defined by the consistency of your actions. Moreover we
lead by example, not by empty declarations. This means that through
the consistency of our actions the people we lead will ultimately mir-
ror our behavior. So model the behavior you want to see in others.
TFocus daily on connecting, engaging, postponing judgment, and lis-
tening to others around you as you react, adapt, and communicate
throughout your workdays and within meetings. If you are consistent
in your brand, the people around you will understand what to expect
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and many will follow your behavior and language. Once one or two
people around you follow suit, you are well on your way to creating
“team branding.”

Moreover be thoughtful and deliberate about leading and design-
ing environments in which workers feel valued and appreciated. Take
time before an upcoming meeting to make sure you are in the right
mental and physical space to create and uphold an environment that
1s respectful and productive and energetic.

By keeping it simple and laying a foundation of individual brand
development based in personal growth, you put yourself in the posi-
tion to represent your brand the way you want to in a collaborative
setting. In a team for example there’s nothing to be gained from hold-
ing in a thought out of pure fear, worrying whether the thought is
correct, acceptable, or even appropriate. Create a space and block
of time to “Yes, and” yourself in a team setting and become stron-
ger by being more vulnerable in idea sharing. For many people—es-
pecially analytical, left-brain thinkers—this is an incredibly difficult
task: to postpone judgment of themselves and let their brand, their
authentic perspective, shine in the group. Part of what makes that
postponement of judgment so difficult is that many critical thinkers
have probably never considered the fact that obstacles to creativity,
collaboration, and communication can be self-made. Try applying the
steps to personal brand development to how you comport yourself in
a team:

1. Be thoughtful and self-audit. Before you enter a meeting, take one
or two minutes to honestly and objectively think about how you
have handled challenges that you’ve faced in a collaborative
team environment in the past. Focus on getting out of your
own way, getting out of your head, getting caught in analysis
paralysis, and getting held up by self-judgment and editing in an
attempt to produce perfection in your first attempt at a project.

2. Be deliberate. Lay some ground rules for yourself. “For the first
half of the meeting I am going to focus on letting my presence
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be known by vocally ‘Yes, and-ing’ the ideas of others. For the
second half of the meeting I am going to focus on bringing
(only) one or two of my own ideas forward. I will be vocal and
participate in both the divergent and convergent parts of this

meeting.”

3. Be forgiving. Give yourself permission to fail, struggle, and other-
wise make mistakes in a controlled environment, for a predeter-

mined time, in a team setting.

4. Be understanding when reflecting. After a meeting or a collaborative
session take five minutes to accurately and objectively assess
your performance. “Yes, and” yourself and note where you con-
tinued to struggle, where you need improvement, and where you

succeeded.

Keep this simple. You do not have to go into a meeting and do every
step all in one sitting. Most businesspeople have many meetings over
the course of a month. Start small: “In this one meeting I will do my
best to do this one thing.” Stay focused on long-term development
over short success. Remember, your brand derives from the consis-
tency in your behavior. Honestly chart your progress (mentally or oth-
erwise) as you continue to expand your comfort zone one meeting at

a time.

Brand Management

If you’ve applied due diligence to self-auditing and self-editing and
have come to the conclusion that you are always operating at the top
of your intelligence and always having precisely the impact you desire
on the people you communicate with—then may the sweet Mother
Earth bless you with all her glorious bounty. You've got a hell of a
brand going.

Then again, why do the most successful brands in the world con-
tinue to advertise? Everybody knows what Coca-Cola is and what Mc-
Donald’s is: why should they bother wasting any money on marketing
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campaigns at this point? It’s because a brand is not a one-and-done
proposition. Recall that brands are established through consistency
over time, yet brands have to be adapted as the audiences they are
being promoted to begin to change. Coca-Cola adds different spices
to its beverage on the basis of regional audience, and McDonald’s
adds (and subtracts) items to its menu on the regional tastes of the
consumer wherever the franchise outlet is located in the world.”

Once you've identified the attributes of your personal brand, man-
aging that brand must be an ongoing process. You make a commit-
ment to your brand, a commitment to yourself. If you’re going to have
influence on any group or process, you have to “walk the talk” and
lead by example. That means being consistent in your brand and how
you represent it, and being consistent in the behavior that creates your
brand. And if we’re after consistency, then commitment is an impera-
tive. You won’t successfully promote your brand unless you have some
passion in that promotion, and you can’t be passionate about some-
thing you aren’t truly committed to. Think about a salesman trying
to hype something he doesn’t believe in—we can all see through the
phoniness in an instant.

If self-auditing is about self-awareness and mindfulness and influ-
ence, commitment can be measured by how you put practices into
place to keep you on the right path—what actions you take to hold
yourself accountable and protect your brand. Those actions don’t
have to be complicated. Any of the following would work:

Set goals for yourself. Sounds commonsensical enough. Keep in mind
though that the very act of clearly articulating short- or long-term
goals 1s a tremendous way to keep yourself committed and make

yourself accountable.

Werite it dowon. Write down goals, reminders, and encouragements as
an accountability measure. Good old cognitive psychology tells us
that there’s a different level of accountability that takes place when
we write something down with pen and paper as opposed to when
we just think about something or even type it on a computer.®
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Check yourself. 'Take time to be mindful. Some would call it medi-
tating; athletes call it visualizing; others still might call it “getting
in the zone.” All are equally valid. Take time in the morning to
be mindful about how you want the day to unfold. Think through
your strategies and goals for each challenge you’re going to face.
Take time at the end of the day to honestly review how that day
unfolded. Where were your successes and what did you do to
make them happen? Where did you fail or struggle and why did
that take place? Where were there potential opportunities for
additional success? What can you replicate and what can you do
differently?

Branding may well be a hot topic in business circles. Still, the im-
pact of a well-developed brand is powerful, effective, and undeniable.
I demonstrate this point in my programs with a very simple storytell-

ing exercise. Here’s the assignment:

Find a friend (no, that isn’t the exercise) and (here it is) take two
minutes to tell the story of the best meal you ever ate. My fram-
ing there is very deliberate: I'm not asking people to describe the
best-tasting things they’ve ever eaten; I'm asking them to give a
detailed story, which can include all aspects of the best meal (not
just the menu).

And what happens when these stories are shared is remarkable. What
makes the stories great has hardly anything to do with the food. A
course-by-course description of a four-star meal in Paris may not
sound half as interesting as the story of eating the first fish you ever
caught, or sharing a bratwurst at Wrigley Field with crazy Uncle Josh.
What really makes the difference is not the menu or the setting but the
passion and commitment of the storyteller. Language choices, pacing,
gestures, emotion, intonation—all of that can make a group feel vis-
ceral pleasure, even if what’s being described is a bologna sandwich
with your child.

The point is that it’s the storyteller—the brand—that has greater
influence on us than the specific details of the story. And the lesson
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is, if you want to have impact and influence and want to make sure
you communicate effectively with your audience, pay attention to your
brand and commit to putting that brand forward with passion.

If you consider that everything you do in the workplace is an ex-
tension of your brand, then your brand is something worth develop-
ing, maintaining, adapting, and promoting as the situation requires.
Once you understand your brand, work to protect it both outwardly
and inwardly. Make sure that you are consistent in your behavior and
that you are focused on what you hope to project with your brand. Be
honest as you audit your brand in real time and evaluate your per-
formance in hindsight. If you can make the small, simple changes
necessary to embrace that level of self-awareness, you will always be
working toward getting the best out of a given situation, a given envi-
ronment, the people around you, and yourself.

From divergent versus convergent thinking, to the multipurposed
use of “Yes, and . . .,” to the concept of individual brand integrity,
we have explored improvisation as a means for personal growth and
interpersonal development. In Chapter 4 we will explore improv tech-
niques that show you how to put some energy in your brand.



Chapter 4

ENERGY INDEPENDENCE

WE HAVE TAKEN A LOOK at how improvisation can be a powerful agent for
change. We've examined the “Yes, and . .. ” philosophy at the heart
of improvisation and have seen how improvisation can be a tool to
develop the self-awareness necessary for your personal brand. For im-
provisation to accomplish anything, however, it requires an output of
energy—in the same way that a fire requires fuel. In this chapter we
focus on the variety of ways energy can be summoned, maintained,
and properly manipulated in an improvisational workplace.

I'’ll give you the big takeaway right up front: Your personal energy
and your attitude are both the results of personal choice.

The type of energy that you bring to the workplace—or to any-
thing else you do in life—reflects a choice that you have made. And
since your personal energy is inextricably linked to your attitude, at-
titude becomes a choice as well.! The choices you make about en-
ergy and attitude have a tremendous impact on both the quality of
your work and the effect you have on those around you. Too often we
treat energy and attitude as completely beyond our control, like the
weather. Yet we do constantly react and adapt to the weather—we
check it daily and then put on a sweater, open an umbrella, or reach

for a cold drink—that is, we do what is in our power to control our
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experience of the day. Most people, however, do not put the same
amount of thought into their energy and attitude that they do in re-
gard to the weather report. In truth, when it comes to personal, group,
or workplace energy and attitude, we should be willing and able to
make those same kinds of reactions and adaptations. Indeed with im-
prov techniques we can work to control the “weather” conditions of
our own experience in the workplace.

The success of my work with the groups I coach depends on dy-
namics. I am well aware that while exhibiting too little energy is an
unmotivating downer, exhibiting too much of it can feel chaotically
disingenuous; further, a singularly sustained energy at any one level—
high or low—will turn everything I say into flatlined, white noise.
Somewhat in the same way that a symphonic conductor mediates be-
tween what an orchestral score asks for and what an orchestra deliv-
ers, I adjust my own energy in improv programs so that it remains
appropriate for my goals and for the group I'm addressing. I am al-
ways looking for the sweet zone of effective communication, and I will
make whatever energy choice is necessary to get there and stay there.
In that way personal energy becomes a matter of thoughtfulness.

With that in mind I make conscious choices about how to approach
each and every class I lead as well. If it is a smaller group, I’ll pull
them in closer together to create a more intimate, fireside-chat setting
(the proximity of people to each other can create energy or dissipate
it). If it 1s a larger group and I have less control over where people
sit, I will adjust my personal energy to get my audience engaged. If
the group is more gregarious, outgoing, or right-brain dominant, (cre-
atives, marketing folks, event planners), I come out of the gates with
big playful energy; if they are more analytical, solution oriented, or
left-brain dominant (scientists, engineers, numbers people), my initial
energy is conservative and relaxed. I often begin a program in a still or
“academic” demeanor, paced and patient (lest I begin too animatedly
and scare people away). This allows me time to connect with every-
one on a relaxed, personal level. Once everyone is comfortable in the

room and at least tentatively committed to the experience, I make a
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choice to begin ramping up the energy. I build to a crescendo in the
classroom and may hit a kind of manic Muppet peak when I know
that’s what it will take to get people pumped up. Even so I'm always
hypersensitive to when I might need to pull the energy down again
in response to a question or comment from a workshop participant.
Then if necessary I'll pull it down even further or push it back up de-
pending on what the audience is telling me it needs. In essence I audit
the audience in real time. I react to them as they react to me, and in
doing so I am able to play with the dynamics of the room, much like
that conductor manipulating the tempo and volume of the orchestra.

I’'ve learned that awareness and manipulation of energy make me a
much more effective communicator in that my energy and attitude im-
pact the message I endeavor to communicate. I could conceivably get
through a program by putting up all the usual PowerPoint slides and
presenting every bit of program content in the character of a bored
and boring professor. If I'm droning on, yawning, just going through
the motions, and otherwise acting like I'm in desperate need of a nap,
anything useful in the content would be nullified. My low energy would
actually challenge the perceived usefulness of my content and quickly
make the people in the program feel that they’d signed up for a colos-
sal waste of time. Similarly, if I never left that manic “Muppet Show”
state and screamed every line of my presentation, the out-of-kilter en-
ergy would alienate the audience and again render the content vir-
tually meaningless. I make a distinct and committed choice to bring
a more calm, down-to-earth energy when appropriate—to keep the
tone of the class focused on a more serious point or to show respect
and thoughtfulness in a conversation. I bring Muppet energy into the
room when the time is right for that approach—when I am attempting
to get a group excited about the experiential learning we are engaged
in (that peak level tends to make an impression because most people
aren’t used to witnessing it in any work environment). Neither the high
or low level of energy is the “natural me” though. Both are the result
of my conscious decision to use energy as a technique to add dynamics
to my presentation and keep the attention of the audience.
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And so I say, energy is a choice.

Why worry at all about something as ephemeral as energy and at-
titude? Aren’t we all just trying to stumble our way to I'riday quitting
time? The answer is no. The “just make it to Friday” attitude doesn’t
cut it in today’s corporate climate, and if you have any concern with
working effectively—with making your time and effort truly count—
then the concept of energy and attitude manipulation is crucial. A
hefty stack of academic studies have proven what some of us might
consider obvious: if you approach your work negatively you’re going
to perform more negatively, and if you approach your work positively
you’re going to perform more positively.? Positive thinking certainly
doesn’t guarantee that the final outcome will be precisely the outcome
you desire. Yet approaching a challenge with positive energy and atti-
tude definitely does influence outcome and certainly gives you the best
possible chance for achieving the best possible outcome.

The lesson here is not “Act happy and everything will turn out
OK.” Instead, if you take control of your own energy and attitude,
you will get your job done more effectively; you will influence the
people around you more intentionally and positively; and you will
greatly increase your chances for the success you are working so hard
to achieve.

Get Personal

Most people don’t pay attention to the personal energy they put into
whatever it is they’re doing; when they do it’s usually to rationalize
their own low energy. If you're feeling absolutely exhausted and un-
focused at work, why spend even more energy enumerating all the
reasons you are tired? This is a misplaced negative focus on the past.
Focus instead on the present and the future. The truth is, you are
probably not as tired as you imagine yourself to be. Think for a mo-
ment: if someone stepped in front of you right now and slapped you
across the face, smashed your smartphone, or shattered a picture of
your smiling family, would your energy perk up a notch or two? If the
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answer 1s yes, then your low energy—though physically expressed—is
probably more mental than biological. If you feel like you are so tired
at work that it’s truly impossible for you to focus—even after a slap in
the face—then either go home to bed or check yourself into a hos-
pital; perhaps a shot of vitamin B is in order. Assuming that you do
not suffer from a physical ailment, you can learn to manipulate your
personal energy with just a bit of energy focus.

The very act of self-auditing and honestly assessing where your
energy is at a given moment is a first, powerful step toward personal
energy awareness. If you don’t have a clear sense of the energy you
are embodying, there’s a very easy way to check: take a look in a mir-
ror and objectively view how your own reflection strikes you. Take
a second to truly see yourself. Make eye contact and connect with
the person looking back at you. Breathe deep, and be present in that
moment to truly see yourself. The “you” looking back will indicate
exactly where your energy is. Take a second to assess this energy level,
without changing it, and recognize that this is the face and the energy
that others see as well.

If you like what you see—go get ’em, Tiger! If not, it’s time for

some energy manipulation.

Get Physical

If you become aware that your energy at work needs adjustment, the
next thing to consider is this: no matter how caught up in our heads
we get at work, we never stop being physical beings.

In the same way that positive attitude can lead to positive perfor-
mance, physical energy can flow into mental energy.” In a world of
cubicles and Aeron chairs we sometimes forget how important it is
to pay attention to our physical state. It’s also important to remem-
ber a truism of physics that “gravity works.” It works really well, as
a matter of fact, and the longer you let it push you down in your
chair, the more likely your energy will be pulled out of you as well. If
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you are making the choice to get your personal energy up, one of the
easiest ways to initiate the change is to start with something physical.
That doesn’t necessarily mean the physical act of pouring yourself
another cup of coffee and hoping that the caffeine jolt kick-starts the
flesh and bones. Get up. Move around. Get the blood flowing. Take
deep breaths. Lean. Bend. Stretch out muscle groups. You don’t have
to find a place to do a full P90X workout. A simple stretch or a reach
to the ceiling unleashes endorphins that almost instantly make you
feel better, smarter, and more successful. It’s remarkable how just a
little tweak to your body’s physical energy will pay off with a refocused
mental state.

Use physical energy manipulation strategically. Summon a bit of
extra energy to help you prepare for a particular task on your plate:
a meeting, a project, a presentation, a conference call. Extra energy
may also be summoned as a refocusing boost in the middle of a chal-
lenging and complex (or a completely mundane) project. If you need
to refocus, stand up and move around.

One of the most common deflections I hear 1s, “This heightened
energy works great here in the program, but it would not be appro-
priate in my company.” I challenge that: I think most businesses are
much more concerned with achieving exceptional results than with
trying to keep you from having extra energy at work.* I've never been
in any meeting with any level executive—and I have spent countless
hours working firsthand with senior leaders—in which anyone was
upset when someone got up and walked around to stimulate thought.
Frankly it’s hard to imagine execs getting upset over behavior that has
a positive impact in the workplace. Physicality often leads to a much
better meeting: the choice to bring physical energy into a room makes
it crystal clear that you have every intention of approaching your work
with 100 percent of your body, with passion and focus. It would be a
very strange situation in which that intention was not appreciated.

If you feel it is truly verboten to get up and move around at work,
there are still ways to notch up your physical energy level. Forget
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about walking around the room and consider some little things you
can still do to manipulate your physical energy. Not only will these not
be frowned on; they won’t even be noticed:

1. Sit on the edge of your seat. Lean forward.
2. Sit straight up without leaning on anything.

3. Get pumped up: take deeper breaths and focus on getting moti-
vated. Visualize what you need to do to nail the task at hand.

4. Bounce your knees on your toes.

5. Make ten fists by squeezing your hands as tightly as you can and
then releasing your grip slowly and methodically.

6. Tocus on “Yes, and-ing” others to force yourself to be in the mo-

ment and involved as an active, vocal participant in the meeting.

Basically do whatever you need to do to stay physically in the mo-
ment, which in turn will keep you mentally in the moment. Physical
activity can have the added benefit of actually increasing physical en-
ergy—you may feel you’re too exhausted to make it to the gym, yet
if you force yourself to work out, that expenditure of physical energy
usually has you ending up feeling energized and happy rather than
exhausted and depressed. When the body is energized, the mind is
ready to get focused. In our most intense Business Improv programs,
participants and I are up on our feet for 33-35 hours of experiential
learning over a five-day workshop. At the end of the week everybody
is physically depleted. Our minds, however, are fully alert and active
and despite the physical exhaustion, everyone in the room feels more
energized on Iriday than they did on Monday. That is a positive result
of energy awareness, positive attitude, and energy manipulation—the
decision to be focused and mentally on point even though the body is
fatigued.

Navy SEALs will tell you this in no uncertain terms: the human
brain is so powerful it can will the body to withstand extreme acts of
exhaustion and pain.” In my conversation with Navy SEAL captain
Jamie Sands, referenced in this book’s introduction, we discussed how
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he stays alert when his body is drained after a long mission. According
to Sands: “When I have first watch—acting as security detail to keep
a lookout, to keep my team safe when they are resting—and there is a
higher need for clarity, I review the day and run through the mission’s
next steps. I do this to create a sense of anxiety—a fear of falling
asleep and letting down my team.” This is Captain Sands making the
conscious decision to manipulate his energy (in the form of anxiety) to
stay alert and not let mental, physical, or emotional fatigue dictate his
presence in the moment.

Most businesspeople do not have to endure the type of physical
challenges the SEALSs go through; we should at least be able to tweak a
small part of our brain to get our physical and mental energy bumped
up one notch. This often turns into one of the other most useful take-
aways I can offer people in my programs: a focused, activated brain
will overpower a physically tired body.

Get Fueled

One other physical, decidedly biological concern regarding individual
energy manipulation: we need to keep our bodies fueled. Food is our
tuel, of course, and it amazes me how many otherwise very intelligent
people don’t integrate good eating habits into the workday. Food quite
literally becomes energy. So make sure you take care of yourself on
that level. An eating regimen isn’t typically within the realm of im-
provisation, and I'm not here to preach the relative benefits of carbs
or proteins or a particular diet. What I will profess is the continued
need for awareness. You must bring your body to work with you; so
it’s got to be taken care of. Your body knows when you’ve been giv-
ing it enough healthy, nutritious fuel to do what you ask of it, versus
food that feels heavy, is harder to digest, and drags you down. Gener-
ally lighter, more easily digested foods are going to convert to energy
faster and easier than heavy foods (the grilled chicken Caesar salad
won'’t slow you down like the four-cheese lasagna does).® The particu-

lar menu is up to you—your energy is a choice and so is your entree.
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Just be mindful that like the energy you give to a conversation there’s
a sweet spot for caloric intake to shoot for. You're going to have a
hard time finding the appropriate mental focus if your belly is either
grumbling with hunger or so overindulged that you find it necessary to
tumble into siesta mode. If you want to work hard, eat well.

One extra digestive tip on avoiding post-lunch lethargy: be aware
of and avoid the most common thing people do after lunch—sit down
(gravity works). After your midday meal move around a bit. A lack of
movement will make the body take more time to start the digestion
process.” It doesn’t have to be a lot of big movement or heavy lifting,
I am not talking about a full spin class. Keep it simple. Walk around
the block or around the workplace for a bit. Deliberately pace a bit in
your office or during your first post-lunch phone call. Bounce at your
desk for 30 to 60 seconds. Find a simple way to get your heart pump-
ing and your blood moving. Movement will get your stomach into the
digestion mode faster, thereby increasing the speed at which the calo-
ries you just consumed turn into positive energy, positive attitude, and
mental focus.

OK. Let’s get out of the cafeteria and head for a conference room.

Team Spirit
Perhaps you feel by now that you have a decent sense of how to assess
and adjust your own individual energy and attitude. Few of us work
entirely on our own, however. So awareness and adjustment of group
energy cannot be ignored. When it comes to achieving and maintain-
ing effective energy levels within a group dynamic, it’s all a matter of
accountability.

The power of group accountability is showcased in one of my fa-
vorite program warm-up exercises. A small group stands in a circle
and I ask for a round of New Year’s Eve-style celebration applause,
just to get a gauge of the group’s energy. Invariably a few people clap,
hoot, and cheer with great abandon, while a number of people es-
sentially just rub their hands together silently a few times and look
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around awkwardly. I ask the group to rate the energy on a scale of 1
(low energy) to 10 (high energy). The collective energy of the group
usually clocks in at about a 6 out of 10. I tell the group where they
stand and that we need to get as close to 10 as possible. Now I instruct
the group that the next time I ask for applause, they should all keep
their eyes on each other and see who is not buying in to this exercise
with the same level of commitment as they are. I remind them not to
judge each other; this is about awareness, not about right or wrong.
In essence we are asking for everyone to lead by example and simply
hold their own equal share of the weight—mno more, no less. If some
are not carrying out their share of the group task, others need to step
in, not to condemn, just to make sure the job is done correctly. We go
in for a second round of applause, again with the goal of a New Year’s
Eve celebration energy level, and once it is done we again rate the
applause.

On a scale of 1 to 10 we normally rate ourselves at 11 for round
two. In truth, by requiring everyone to simply keep their eyes on each
other, we achieve accountability through awareness. We have used
conformity pressure as a tool to get everyone on board.?

Accountability can be as simple as every member of a group com-
mitting to engaging with every other member of the group. When you
have your eyes on each other and are aware of the actions of each
and every member of a group, it is a lot easier to keep each other ac-
countable as active participants because everyone is aware they are
being watched. Everyone knows whether or not they are participating
at the same level as every other member of the group. Without that
energy accountability, meetings can collapse into stultifying dynamics.
The boss speaks, and everyone just listens to the boss. Or a couple of
people with the most energy (and loudest voices) dominate the en-
tire conversation and shut out the more introverted people—inten-
tionally or not. People with the lowest energy communicate that they
are checking out by leaning back, crossing their arms, typing on their
computers or tablets, and declining to participate in any meaningful
way. When everybody is asked to be aware of their own energy level
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as well as everyone else’s, and when everyone feels they are responsible
for steering the energy of the room, then conformity pressure helps
create intrinsic motivation which increases the likelihood of maintain-
ing an energy sweet spot and getting 100 percent participation from
every member of the group.’

We would all like to think that if we are motivated and talented we
can make a difference in what’s happening in the workplace. Certainly
we can. However, a sad reality is that most humans abandon the tal-
ents or perspectives that make them stand out in order to assimilate
into a team or group or culture.!” Conformity pressure can be a nega-
tive force when what is being conformed to is dictated by those who
huff and roll their eyes in judgment, those who bully and steamroll
their way through meetings, or those who opt for texting and Face-
book updates over active participation. It is difficult to resist adapting
to conformity pressure (negative or positive), and that’s why making
the choice to establish positive pressure is so important. If buying in
to an activity or feeling ownership of the outcome of a meeting is the
norm being conformed to, then those who are not buying in—who are
not matching the energy of the group—are the ones who feel the pres-
sure. If they want to succeed (keep their jobs), they must adjust their
energy to that of the group. That’s the point of the warm-up exercise.
As soon as the members of the group have been made aware of their
energy and have committed to holding each other accountable, and
we hit 11 on the scale of 1-10, then I ask them to commit to holding
cach other to at least a 9.5 for the rest of the meeting. Through group

accountability we’ve found and maintained the energy sweet spot.

High/Low
Generally the challenge within a group is to find a way to manipu-
late low energy to a higher level. I recognize that energy is something
relative—we are all fitted with slightly different power meters. I'm not
suggesting that everyone needs to go to “11” or achieve manic Mup-
pet madness. If your natural energy level is set at 3, I want you to
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understand you have the ability to notch it up to 4, by choice, and
then we can get to a 5 or a 6 slowly, over time. And if you’re natu-
rally at 7 or 8 on the energy meter, we can likely get you to 10. It is
important to respect those differences by starting with an honest un-
derstanding of where you are naturally; then you can notch that up to
where you are operating at your most effective level both individually
and collectively.

A different problem lies at the other end of the spectrum: manipu-
lating high energy down to a manageable, productive level. As men-
tioned, just as there are people who have inherently low energy and
who are more introverted and analytical by nature, there are also peo-
ple who have naturally higher energy, being more extroverted and gre-
garious. An easy technique to keep the higher-energy, talkative people
from steamrolling the lower-energy, silent folks is to simply refocus their
energy. Remember, through our accountability practice we already
have each member of the group focusing on every other member of
the group. Now let’s tweak the focus from basic awareness to support,
so that every member of the group is focusing on 100 percent engage-
ment and 100 percent (equal) participation from 100 percent of the
group. This wherewithal of team spirit and individual selflessness will
help considerably. However, some fellow high-energy Muppets might
need additional guidance. Have a chat with them before a meeting and
give them the specific focus of helping the meeting itself or even the
focus of carefully empowering one or two (more quiet) members of the
group—that is, fostering their talent so that each voice is heard equally.
This gives your higher-energy folks the feeling of a bit of high status
and ownership for the success of the meeting and other people in the
meeting.

What if you’ve got a whole conference room full of Muppets? If
the energy of the team becomes too amped up, and all team members
are operating at that level without regard to others around them, the
energy itself becomes a stressor and a distraction. If a group has the
feeling of being outrageously overcaffeinated it stands the chance of

losing good ideas, because it is incredibly hard to focus when every
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idea has got 400-horsepower excitement behind it. The trick is to find
what athletes (and improvisers) refer to as “the zone.” This is the en-
ergy level and mental state that has individuals working at the top of
their intelligence and has a group functioning on all cylinders at peak
effectiveness. When group members or team leaders become aware
that a group’s energy is revving too high, the energy can easily be ad-
dressed by simply calling it out and refocusing it on the specific task
at hand. Remember, high energy should not be without control—you
don’t want a raging riptide. Rather it is a way for you to create focused
momentum to a final outcome, like boating with the current of a river.
Another way to seize control of manic energy and refocus a group is
through a strict communication policy of “one voice at a time.” In
improv we call this give-and-take, and here are two easy methods to

enforce it:

1. “Conch shell.” In the classic book Lord of the Flies the conch sym-
bolizes social order and deference. When a group of young
boys, who are stranded without adult supervision on an island,
holds meetings, the only person who can speak is the one hold-
ing the conch shell. If you don’t have a conch in the office,
improvise—have fun—any item will do!"!

2. Delegation. One person speaks and that individual delegates
who will speak next. The speaker who follows will delegate the
right to speak to the next person, who will delegate to the next
person, and so on. To help avoid alliances or teaming within
a team, you can add the rule that speakers cannot point to the

same person two times in a row.

The simple key for finding the sweet spot of group energy is for
all team members to be aware of their own energy, aware of the en-
ergy of the other individuals in the team, and aware of the energy
of the team as a whole. High-energy folks have to come down and
low-energy folks have to come up to set the mutually agreed-on en-
ergy of the group. Wherever a group’s energy happens to start out, if
you are in a position to be a group leader it’s likely you have a desire
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to be motivational and inspirational (if for no other reason than that
an intrinsically motivated and inspired team is going to produce bet-
ter results for you). Understand then that “motivation” and “inspi-
ration” should not be seen as ephemera: they are explicit goals that
can be reached through enlightened, properly executed energy and
attitude manipulation to support the content of your message. When
you manage your own energy and attitude—Ilight your own internal
fire, so to speak—vyou influence others to do the same.!”

Environmental State

A workplace can be an environment that motivates people to do the
best work possible. It can just as easily be an environment in which
people are demotivated and do the minimum required before they
can shoot out the door. The quality of the work environment depends
on the energy and attitude of the people in that environment." And
even if we’re looking at the workplace as a whole, energy and attitude
are still choices.

Attitude in the workplace does not have to be angst ridden in order
to be productive. Though stress is a serious motivator, it may not be
the best motivator 100 percent of the time, and the dynamics of a
workplace do not always have to be somber for great work to be done.
I try to bring this point home in my programs with some of the group
exercises designed specifically to help group members find and main-
tain an enjoyable energy sweet spot in the workplace at large:

* A simple physical warm-up is “Eights,” a process in which each
limb is shaken one at a time, first counting up to eight and then
from eight counting back all the way down to one, picking up
speed as numbers decrease. That simple physical activity not
only brings the energy up but tends to bring a smile to faces as
well, and those smiles—smiles of connection with the group—
always pay off when the group uses this newfound bump in
energy and moves on to the task at hand.
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To dial in the appropriate mental focus, a quick exercise I use
1s “One-Word Story”: a story is told in which each member of
the group supplies only one word of the story at a time. This
classic short-form improv exercise can seem a little daunting at
first, and quite often the first few sentences that get constructed
are very simple, if they make any sense at all. As the group
buys in, though, sentences get more coherent, word choices get
more daring, and more interesting stories can be constructed.
This exercise requires intense listening, full-group focus and
participation, a positive attitude and willingness to make
anything work, and the ability to postpone judgment and make
sense of ambiguous data. It often produces some very funny
results. The laughter doesn’t make the group less likely to take
their work seriously, however—it makes them more focused and

excited to take on whatever I task them with.

Another, less classic and more intense exercise has two people
face each other, count to three together, and then try to say

the same word at the same time. Though the two participants
always start out with a pair of random, completely unrelated
words, they continue counting to three and saying words at the
same time until, eventually, they realize what the other person

is thinking and finally end up landing on the same word at the
same time. This is a difficult challenge, though it’s amazing how
quickly people get into the zone and start taking cues from each
other to try to say the same word simultaneously. They are fully
engaged—listening and thinking, and also speaking—to have a
specific impact. I don’t think I’ve ever run this warm-up where
there weren’t a ton of laughs and excitement as participants
were approaching the “shared” word. The point is that what
comes out of the exercise and into the proceeding work is not
just the laughter; it is also the engagement and the focus and the
group mind (group mind is different from groupthink, a concept
we’ll break down further in Chapter 9).



Energy Independence 89

I’ve seen some of these warm-up techniques put into practice by
some very non—touchy-feely managers (military commanders, Na-
tional Cancer Institute scientists, elite financial planners, rocket scien-
tists, radiologists, to name a few), and the feedback is always the same.
Loosening up a workplace with a bit of laughter does not squander
workplace energy or send work ethics spiraling downward. Instead
that levity helps us to relax and reengage in the moment. I would not
advocate for nonsense in the workplace, but a bit of laughter is a valid
outcome of workplace contentment and an encouragement to be fully
present for the work at hand. An invitation to have fun at work is an
invitation to maintain the most effective energy and attitude of the
workplace.' That’s an invitation most of us enthusiastically accept.

Energy Exchange

Individual, group, and workplace energies are very similar forces. In
all three cases the key to successfully manipulating energy and attitude
is to understand that awareness of your own energy is only a fraction
of the equation—you must also be mindfully aware of the effect that
your energy has upon another individual, other members of a team,
or your workplace environment. Energy and attitude, like laughter,
are contagious. I think we’ve all seen the energy contagion in action:
some people can walk into a room and suck the energy right out of
it, while others can lift the energy up and spread motivation. This is
in great part due to what behavioral psychologists have labeled the
“chameleon effect”—the fact that we tend to subconsciously mimic
or mirror each other’s behavior by reading a variety of physical and
emotional cues, which can range from blatant to extremely subtle.!
The premise is that if you’re in a meeting and lean forward with el-
bows on the table, eventually others will begin to lean forward with
elbows on the table without even thinking about it. Similarly a smile
is often answered with a smile—if a person smiling at you is focused
and in the moment it actually takes a strong physical effort not to
smile back. In my experience the chameleon effect can be extended
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to energy and attitude. If you walk into a meeting super excited about
something, there’s a pretty good chance that through the simple bio-
physics of the chameleon effect, other people will begin to subcon-
sciously mirror your energy level. I don’t claim this to be any kind
of revolutionary breakthrough. Social psychologists J. A. Bargh, M.
Chen, and L. Burrows published articles about this back in 1996. It
simply serves as a reminder that we should always make the cognizant
decision to be aware of our actions, knowing full well that our energy,
attitude, and actions are going to have a direct effect on other people.

As we know, most people follow behavior over words, so another
casy way to wrangle the wild horses is for the leader of the group to
model the behavior he or she wants. A small bump of energy and at-
titude creates intrinsic motivation in yourself that yields tremendous
results in the way you affect others, and in doing so, you lead by ex-
ample. Others then mirror you and follow your lead. Taking time to
become aware of the energy and attitude of a team and making the
cognizant choice to move team members in the direction you want
them to move does not waste time or cost a dime. It simply leads to
adjustments that allow for better work and better business.

Remember too that our energy levels not only send physical and
behavioral cues; they also reshape any verbal message we are attempt-
ing to communicate. Energy changes the tone and cadence of our
communication, which in turn subconsciously affects our actual word
choice. This changes both the message and the perception of that
message. In a nutshell, our energy changes the whole package being
delivered in a communication.'®

It’s not hard to get a handle on how this works. Think about receiv-
ing a simple message from a coworker, perhaps a green light on some
part of a project. If that coworker is slumped back in a chair with
arms folded and looks away from you while he mutters, “Yeah, you
should go ahead and do that,” you hear the message one way. If he is
on the edge of his chair, looking you straight in the eye, and excitedly
says, “Yes, you should go ahead and do that!” you hear the message
another way. The basic content in both situations is essentially the
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same: it’s a “Yes.” The message received, however, is very different.
One supports and motivates, and one clearly does not. It’s the energy
and attitude put into the message that makes the difference.

Long-Distance Buzz

In an era of distance communication, distance learning, and telepres-
ence, some of the most vital workplace connections we make do not
happen in face-to-face settings; they happen virtually. However, the
fact that your interpersonal communication may be taking place via
phone or screen does not alter the importance of energy and attitude
awareness—if anything it makes that awareness even more important.
Your energy and attitude have just as much impact over long-distance
means as they do when you are speaking with someone face-to-face.!”

A very simple and powerful example of just how much our energy
and attitude impact our vocal communication can be seen online in
any number of video clips that show voice actors at work. Voice ac-
tors are the artists hired to perform roles that primarily require the
use of their voice. They are behind every line spoken by a character
in an animated project, such as The Simpsons, Family Guy, any Japanese
anime program, and the animated films of Disney and Pixar. What
you find when you watch them work is that even though they’re in
a booth with a microphone and their vocal performance is the only
thing being captured, they still act with their body and their face. If
they are speaking a line that projects happiness, they smile. If they
are speaking a line that communicates excitement, they gesture with
their hands. Conversely, if they are conveying sadness or boredom,
their faces have a more melancholy expression and their hands have
much less movement. They physically project everything they want
to communicate, because they know that even though their hand ges-
tures and facial expressions will not be seen, their physical energy is
communicated through the microphone and has an impact on the
vocal communication that is captured. They are absolutely aware

that energy and attitude are a choice, especially when the means of
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communication might seem limited. In other words, energy and atti-
tude, in combination with physicality, affect the “package” of commu-
nication that gets delivered, even when the package is limited to what
others can hear in your speech alone.

For example, when a speaker alters his or her physical energy and
attitude with a simple facial expression, it has a direct effect on vocal
rhythm, speed, intonation, cadence, and subconscious word choice.
This not only changes how a speaker delivers a message; most im-
portantly it changes how the listener perceives the message.'® In other
words it changes what the listener walks away understanding from the
message. We spend a lot of time thinking that we are in control of
our message because we are wording things the way we want to word
them. We assume that we know how our words are going to be heard
and understood. We forget that our choices in terms of energy and
attitude greatly affect the way our message is interpreted.

You don’t think that energy and attitude matter in, say, phone con-
versations? Test it for yourself:

* Get on the phone and have a work-related conversation in
which you’re up on your feet, moving around, and using your
hands in an animated way. Then have a conversation where
you’re slumped in your seat or leaning back with your arms
crossed. Ask the person on the receiving end of the call if he or
she can hear the difference.

* Have another pair of phone conversations in which you’re
smiling versus frowning or holding a look of anger. Ask the

person listening if he or she can hear the difference.

» Tell a story to a friend or significant other, in which you ask
them to sit and listen to you with their eyes closed. Tell your
story for three minutes with a frown on your face (or even no
facial expression at all) and your arms folded. Then continue
your story for three more minutes with a smile on your face and
your hands moving wildly. Ask your friend if he or she heard a

difference and if so, what was heard.
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The differences that energy and attitude can make in delivering
verbal-only messages are certainly clear every time we make a call to
a customer service number. You know from the moment a random
representative answers the phone whether this is going to be a good
experience or a tough slog. It’s all in the voice. I instruct all my Busi-
ness Improv client relationship reps that there will be no phone calls
made sitting down; they need to be up and moving around when talk-
ing to clients. The reps’ work spaces are also plastered with Post-it
notes reminding them to “Smile”—a direct order from the boss to
keep the energy and attitude up. What’s interesting to me is that these
kinds of instructions are rarely seen as an imposition. My reps quickly
figure out that the positive energy they bring helps them to be more
successful at their jobs, so standing and smiling become less and less
of a conscious choice and more of an automatic adjustment in the
workplace.

Branded Energy

Energy is also a powerful tool for conveying one’s personal branding
message. One of my favorite ongoing Business Improv programs is
the five-day intensive at Duke for MBA students. This winter program
usually coincides with the students’ interviewing for positions and in-
ternships. What I've observed again and again over the years is that
before taking the program, many MBA students head into their inter-
views feeling nothing but nervous. They approach the interviews as
if’ they were weather events—that is, something they know they have
to endure, over which they have no control. They feel they have no
choice but to cede all authority to the process they are stepping into.
They are operating with an overwhelming fear of not getting every-
thing exactly right to get the internship, even though they may not be
quite sure what “everything” is. This state of mind in effect quashes
the personal energy they might otherwise bring to the interviews. All
their energy is going into a fearful reaction to a hypothetical about
what they feel they need to do, as opposed to what they can do.
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Students who make the choice to refocus their energy during the
interview experience find they are able to set aside fear as the major
motivator and instead react nimbly and honestly to the real situa-
tion they encounter. By simply reminding themselves that they have a
choice of what energy to bring into the room with them and how they
focus their energy, they step into the interview properly focused, and
adaptable, and what they find is that by bringing the right energy and
attitude, they connect with the interviewer.

The ability to make that kind of connection is a very big deal,
because “connection” is one of those crucial intangibles that have be-
come a big differentiator in the business world. If an employer is look-
ing at two resumes from equally qualified candidates—solid schools,
solid grades, solid experience—more often than not the person who
gets hired isn’t the one who just looks like a good fit on paper; it is the
candidate who actually is a good overall fit for the team. In fact for
some employers the attitude and fit may be even more important than
the resume.

Think of it like this: if you were assembling a team and had the
choice to pick a slightly less talented person with a great attitude, a
willingness to learn, and a desire to be part of a great team, versus
a person with great talent, huge ego, and stubborn arrogance, who
would you choose? Many would choose the person with slightly less
talent and a better attitude. Why? Because the person with the better
attitude is teachable and will be a good fit on the team."

Or we might consider the age-old question of the business traveler:
On a long layover whom do I want to be stuck in an airport lounge
with? The answer quite simply is someone you like being with; that is,
someone with the right energy and attitude—someone you can con-
nect with. Energy awareness and manipulation are all about making

that connection with your coworkers, your team, and your workplace.

Riding the Waves

The maintenance of peak personal energy can be thought of in terms
of physics and momentum: it is easier to keep a ball rolling than it is
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to stop it and start it again. However, what keeps our personal mo-
mentum up is more often a matter of motivation than physical force.
A child may need to be coerced out of a warm bed early in the morn-
ing to get ready for school. That same child will spring eagerly from
the same cozy bed early on a holiday morning when presents and cel-
ebrations await. The kid, the bed, and the clock are, in science-speak,
constants, while the intrinsic and extrinsic motivations are completely
different, which affect the observable shift in energy and attitude of
the little tyke. In the workplace we are constantly subjected to a simi-
larly shifting spectrum of intrinsic and extrinsic motivations, which
cannot help but impact our energy and attitude. The purpose of be-
coming aware of your energy and learning how to manipulate it is
not to sustain a certain energy level just for the sake of sustaining it.
The goal is to be strategic with this knowledge in order to react most
effectively to shifting circumstances and motivations.

Thinking strategically means that energy manipulation should not
be an end in itself—it has to be used thoughtfully as a means to get to
a desired end. If you open the throttle of a boat tied tightly to a dock,
you are generating a tremendous amount of energy, and you aren’t
going anywhere. You have to untie the boat, put it in the correct gear,
point the boat in the correct direction, and move with purpose. And
most importantly you don’t automatically go full throttle and rocket
off as fast as you can—ryou have to know when to accelerate, the ef-
fects of your acceleration, how long you should accelerate, what you
want to do with the trip, how much fuel you have in the tank, and
(perhaps as importantly) when and how to slow down.

To stay in the water for a moment, there are some people whose
energy is like a current—a steady force that can move them at a steady
pace for as long as necessary. For many more of us, energy comes in
waves. If you are one of the wave people, there are always going to be
peaks and dips in your workplace energy and even times when your
energy flattens out, like water finding its own level. Effective energy
manipulation by necessity entails an awareness of your peaks and dips.
Energy awareness should lead to energy manipulation, which in turn
should lead to energy control. If you can’t sustain a certain energy
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level throughout an entire day, or even throughout a long meeting,
look to create little bumps and waves of energy when you need them.

When it comes to idea sharing, collaboration, or creativity (on a
team or even a personal level), momentum is hugely important. You
want a smooth flow of productive energy, not a lot of stops and starts.
To underscore this point, let’s rely on one of the great minds of the
17th century, Sir Isaac Newton. Physicist, mathematician, and phi-
losopher, Newton created three Laws of Motion, and the first—some-
times referred to as the Law of Inertia—is the one that will help us
here. It states that “a body at rest will remain at rest unless an out-
side force acts on it, and a body in motion at a constant velocity will
remain in motion in a straight line unless acted upon by an outside
force.”?

Channel a bit of Sir Isaac and be that outside force. A little pop of
energy—a warm-up, a smile, a laugh—can increase the energy in oth-
ers, which will affect the kinetic energy of the group, which you can
then use to create momentum, a momentum you can ride, like a wave,
to increase engagement, collaboration, and productivity.?'

Maintenance

When elite athletes get into a “game state” before a competition, they
put themselves into a mental place that allows them to focus with laser-
like intensity on whatever needs to be accomplished. This also allows
them to summon the appropriate level of energy they will unleash
and maintain to achieve success. They know that it’s unwise to get so
excited in the locker room that they lose focus or burn up all their en-
ergy before the game begins. Any seasoned improviser knows what it
is like to have a really energizing warm-up, but warming up too early
and expending too much energy before the start of the show burns
out the energy of the performers before they even have a chance to
light up the stage. The result: a performance that is low energy and
unfocused.

Starting strong is only one variable in the energy equation. Sea-
soned athletes know they have to play hard from the start of the
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competition to the end. They must have some juice in the tank for
the fourth quarter, third period, ninth inning, or the last round. They
know how to mentally draw on energy and how to control it. They
know it is unwise to try to sustain energy at the most manic levels;
rather, they have to sustain at a level that will allow them to perform
throughout a game at the highest possible caliber. A baseball pitcher
who 1s working on a no-hitter (a game in which no opposing batter gets
on base because of a hit) is a perfect example of game-state thinking:
No-hitters are rarely accomplished by pitchers who simply attempt to
hurl 100 mph fastballs with every pitch. Instead, the pitcher is using
strategy, pacing, and a controlled expression of energy. And his men-
tal focus is sustained even while he is sitting on the bench as his team
is batting. The pitcher does not allow himself to get distracted by any-
thing. His focus is on the game and he is in the zone. His teammates
respect this and leave him alone to stay focused. Everyone on the team
1s aware of the mental state of those playing the game.

It can be considerably harder to achieve a game-state approach to
energy throughout an entire workday in the workplace (for one thing
we usually don’t have a stadium of 50,000 people cheering our every
phone call). We greatly improve our chances for success, however, sim-
ply by reminding ourselves that this is the focused mental state we are
after.

Before your next meeting take just two minutes to check where
your energy is, and then make the decision to do something about it
with either a bump up or a bump down. Create a wave of energy if
you need it—something you can pump up, build momentum with,
and then ride out. Get yourself into the state of mind that this meet-
ing means something and that you are going to contribute to its mean-
ing. (Otherwise, why are you attending the meeting? Seriously.) Make
the choice to take charge of your own energy, and then see if you have
a better experience for yourself and what kind of impact you have on
those around you.

Even if your moment of focus results in the conclusion, “I'm not
focused,” you are way ahead of the game in that you have accurately
diagnosed your mental state. You are aware that a personal adjustment
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needs to be made. If all the members of a group are checking the col-
lective energy, it’s important for each individual to be willing to show
a little vulnerability. Admit that you are a little unfocused and ask your
team members to have your back. Create group accountability and
empower the team to admit when the energy of the group has to be
adjusted. Meetings become especially deadly when no one (tactfully)
admits that the productivity of the meeting has stalled. Acknowledge
obstacles so that they can be eliminated; otherwise energy seriously
sags, passion plummets, morale decreases, and ultimately it becomes
incredibly difficult to be productive. Each member of the group must
be responsible for the entire group if it is to succeed at its highest level.
To that end be careful not to confuse “looking busy” with sustaining
energy: having everyone simply attempt to look like they are doing
something is as unproductive as having everybody slumped in their
chairs ready to go night-night. Be focused, be aligned, and hit your
targets.

Make the Choice

In facing down real-world workplace situations, be forewarned that
energy maintenance and manipulation aren’t always as easy as a
quick self-audit and a couple of deep breaths. Energy and attitude
can slump for any number of legitimate reasons, and there are times
when it seems almost impossible to get your energy where you want
it. You have a newborn who sleeps in a crib in your room and awakes
every two hours for feedings. You were out late the night before and
are feeling it today. You are disengaged because you are overwhelmed
by the sheer volume of work you have to do. You are down because
a project isn’t going well. You may actually be ill, and it’s not impos-
sible that you could be so physically exhausted that your body might
have trouble responding to requests for mental energy. You may feel
your low-energy, negative frame of mind is a rational response to the
circumstances you find yourself in—and you may in fact be evaluating

those circumstances with absolute accuracy.
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However, if you allow your reasons for not performing at your top
level to dictate your emotional and psychological response to your
peers, your team, and your work environment, you are unnecessarily
ceding the power to manipulate your energy and attitude. It can be
extremely difficult to make adjustments in your energy at times, but
it’s important to remember that it is possible to try. Even in difficult
circumstances you are the one in charge of your attitude and energy.
You have control over them, and you can always decide what to react
to and how to react to it.

Understand too that energy can be fabricated—mnot fabricated as
in “faked” as much as in mindfully constructed. Adjusting your energy
up doesn’t mean you force yourself into a good mood. Sometimes you
can’t authentically be in a good mood: the pipes have burst at home;
you left the house angry with your spouse; your phone was eaten by
your neighbor’s angry alpaca. There are a thousand valid stresses and
distractions, but they are only excuses to let crappy non-work-related
events dictate the way you behave in specific, work-related circum-
stances. You can make a concerted effort to refocus, check your atti-
tude, and get in the right mental state to work, especially if the outside
stresses won’t help you get a positive outcome at work. Emotional dips
happen to everyone, but there is a very thin line between an excuse
and an abandonment of choice. Always make the choice to get your
job done the way you want to get it done. Ior individuals or groups
the point is not to force a fake level of energy; it is to recognize the
current energy level and decide whether that level is going to get the
job done or whether it needs to be adjusted. Some people do func-
tion better at a low simmer, and some are at their best in roiling boil.
Whatever the case, respect energy and understand that you can do
something about it.

Prime Choice

Let’s look at this from a different angle: creativity. Think for a mo-

ment about your workday and about your peak time to be creative.
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Where does it fall in the day? Are you creatively at your best at seven
o’clock in the morning, before the coffee has kicked in? No no, you
say. That’s too early for you; you haven’t quite gotten into your groove
yet. Well, how about a little later, right before lunch: is that the best
time to be creative? No no, you say. At that point you’re too distracted
by the things you need to get done before lunch, and by the thought
of lunch itself. OK then, how about right after lunch? No. Lunch leth-
argy has kicked in. You need some time to get back in the groove. So
how about toward the end of the day, right before you head for home?
Absolutely not, you say. By that point your mind is probably already
one hemisphere out the door. To review then, if you scan an average
day looking for the peak times to be creative in the workplace—ecarly
morning, late morning, early afternoon, late afternoon—the conclu-
sion might be that in fact there is no good time.

The truth is, there is also no bad time. My advice is to turn the dy-
namic around. The day itself is not going to consistently offer up the
perfect time to be creative, or productive, or effective. You have to cre-
ate that time for yourself by making a choice about your own energy
and attitude. You can make the choice to have a productive meeting,
whether it’s just before lunch or just after. You can make the choice
that the 5:30 p.m. phone call is going to be the most effective of the
day. Again, you may not always get the outcome you’re after, but you
will put yourself in a position, by choice, from which that outcome is
achievable. You can choose to be as creative, productive, communica-
tive, and motivated as you wish to be at any given time.

From the outside perspective of a fan, we have no way of know-
ing whether LeBron James plays his best games on the days when he
has no outside worries. We can’t know, because he usually performs at
an incredibly high caliber. Chances are, though, that there is always
something other than basketball that he could be worried about at
game time. In fact we know that he has had some phenomenal games
when he was sick or injured or was going through events in his per-
sonal life that could have easily given him reason to be unfocused. Yet

he prepared mentally, before the game, and stayed in the zone.
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You can make the same choice. Don’t stare at the computer screen
with your mind on the annoyance of estimated taxes right up until the
moment you need to join a conference call. Step away from the things
not relevant to the job, and when needed look at your notes to get
back on point. Check your energy. Check your attitude. Get yourself
focused. Stand up and shake your limbs. Give yourself a goal—tell
yourself you are going to say one thing that has a positive impact on
the next meeting you attend. We’re not all going to end up being the
LeBrons of our chosen fields, but we can all learn from him and other
elite performers and make the choice to apply the right level of energy
and the right attitude to our work when we need to—which just might
be every day we show up.

Now hold your energy at a steady 8 out of 10 and we’ll move
ahead to take a more in-depth look at the dynamics of teams.



Chapter 5

TEAMING UP

HENRY FORD WAS CERTAINLY NO SLOUCH when it came to running a busi-
ness, and he famously assessed the importance of teamwork this way:
“Coming together is a beginning. Keeping together is progress. Work-
ing together is success.”"

Those words still count as wise and I think even Mr. Ford might
be surprised at how difficult it can be to get through that three-step
process in today’s business environment. The chief complicating fac-
tors, which we touched upon in previous chapters, are speed and
unpredictability. To a great extent teams in today’s workplace cannot
be thought of as static, established units that always have the luxury of
a lengthy developmental timeline. These days teams can be brought
together and taken apart in an instant, and the circumstances and
challenges facing such teams can shift on a project-by-project basis.

A further complication lies in the misguided notion that simply
throwing a team at a problem will take care of it—that is, the act of
assigning a task to a group ensures that the task will get done faster and
better. This idea was shot down pretty well 40 years ago by pioneer-
ing software engineer Frederick P. Brooks, whose Brooks’s Law states
that “adding manpower to a late software project makes it later.”” The
point here is that teams don’t get the job done well; good teams get the
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job done well. And what makes a team good? Respectful communica-
tion and collaboration and great chemistry. Enter improvisation.

In this chapter we’ll take a look at how improvisational thinking
can facilitate the trust, support, and commitment necessary for great
teamwork; how it can level status within a team; and how improvi-
sational leadership can effectively guide a team. Concepts that have
been discussed in earlier chapters—ways to apply improv personally,
in one-on-one conversations, and in small-group situations—will be
taken to the next level as we explore the causes and pitfalls of poor
team dynamics and examine how the use of improv techniques can
build successful, adaptable teams in the workplace.

First allow me to jump back up onstage for a moment. Theatrical
improvisation is by nature a team effort, and we improvisers take pride
in our teams. Tremendous pride. So much so that there is an active
phrase that improvisers use and truly live by: “Go out of your way to
make somebody else’s idea succeed.” As members of an improv team
we each make a dedicated effort to support every other member of the
team and drive their ideas toward success, even if that means we sac-
rifice our own ideas. In a smoothly running group this rarely feels like
sacrifice because there is a shared purpose. Look at it like this: if team
member Marion is focused on making the ideas of teammates Sean and
Cesar succeed, and Sean is focused on making the ideas of Marion and
Cesar succeed, and Cesar is focused on making the ideas of Marion
and Sean succeed, then nobody is working to drive their own agenda.
What happens is that the team becomes more important than any sin-
gle member in it. The process becomes more important than any one
person and the product (the outcome) becomes more important than
any one person. When every member of a group understands this and
buys in to it, the collective consciousness of the team outweighs that of
any individual, all while allowing and even inviting every individual to
fully express his or her unique perspective. (Remember, there is a huge
difference between individual perspective and individual agenda.) The
magic 1s that by putting every other person’s ideas ahead of your own,

the team, the process, and the product are each significantly elevated.
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This directly links to an old adage of improv guru Del Close: “The
worst idea with great support will go much further than the best idea
with no support.”

Teams in a business setting may employ a variety of processes and
may be assembled to create a wide range of “products.” However, the
core concepts of every successful business unit are exactly the same
as the concepts embraced by an elite improv ensemble: trust and sup-
port. Trust is an unwavering confidence that things will unfold the
way intended, and support is a desire to help achieve the desired out-
comes. Trust and support are inherent in great improv teams because
they are the law of the land and are ingrained in us from our first
Intro to Improv class: that every member of a team will uncondition-
ally trust and support every other member is explained, understood,
and protected—with passion and vehemence. Every team member is
a centurion charged with guarding these particular “gates” to team
success, and those who attempt to breach these gates in pursuit of
their own agenda will either be battle-axed from the team or doom
the team to dysfunction if not failure.

For a team to succeed in the business setting, trust and support
have to be fostered and protected with just as much passion and vehe-
mence. Teamwork is where all the principles of “Yes, and . .. ” come
to the fore. In a successful team each member has to listen to and react
appropriately to other people. In any successful team, no one mem-
ber always runs 100 percent of the game. Members have to support
the decisions other people are making, with the knowledge that other
people are going to support their own ideas. When members are only
interested in driving their own agenda and achieving individual suc-
cess, they are attempting to assert themselves by force rather than by
the higher motivations of trust and support. When a team is built on
trust and support, members actively elevate and even celebrate each
other’s ideas, and the chances of team success skyrocket.” If someone
has no interest in offering that kind of support to team members, it’s
going to be crystal clear very quickly to the others. The team should
not stand for it.
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This isn’t an argument that every team should function as a perfect
democracy in which every idea from every member is considered to
be great. Successful teams can indeed be meritocracies in which the
greatest of ideas rise to the top. The crucial point here is that the im-
prov model increases the chances of that great idea being discovered
and driven to successful outcomes, because everyone is being heard.
The by-product is that individual and group buy-in is increased. Fol-
lowing the improv model, any great idea is supported as a team idea.

To be a member of such a supportive team, one has to have de-
veloped the ability to focus and concentrate on something other than
one’s self; and to be practiced in a heightened state of observation and
the postponement of judgment. Above all one has to be adaptable—a
team in which support is given out in all directions and received from
all directions requires constant adaptation.

While it’s important to support what everyone else is doing in a
team, it’s also important to understand that if one’s only role in a team
were to offer support to others, one would have limited value on the
team. Each member must make initiations and declarations and take
responsibility for making connections and catalyzing forward motion.
To that end supporting people is not necessarily doing the work for
them. Support can take shape in a number of different ways, includ-
ing morale boosting, motivational encouragement, granting of free-
dom and responsibility (without micromanaging), granting of time
(to struggle, discover, learn, and invent), and yes, even giving physical
assistance. Teamwork is what makes a team work and what helps an
overall project succeed at a higher level.*

One bit of pushback I hear consistently on this topic centers on the
matter of choice. It’s a valid concern. Any elite, professional-level the-
atrical improv team is composed of members who have chosen to be a
part of that team. A great improv team has the agency to include whom
it wants to include and expel whom it wants to expel. It’s certainly a
little easier to foster trust and support when every member of a team
has explicitly chosen to be a part of that team. Obviously that kind
of choice is not always present when business teams are put together.
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Quite often people are in situations in which they’ve been assigned to
a team, and those teams may not have the freedom to adjust member-
ship. The Darwinian evolution of a team can’t always take place.

This would seem to be a major obstacle to fostering the kind of
trust and support I'm talking about. However, I’d call to your at-
tention any number of teams that function beautifully even though
members haven’t come together by choice. Navy personnel who wish
to serve on a submarine can volunteer for that duty, but they do not
choose their mission or their fellow crewmates.” Every member of a
sub crew can assume that every other member possesses a certain level
of competence, and every member understands that their very life
depends on every crew member doing his or her job. With rare excep-
tions players on pro sports teams don’t pick who their teammates are,
but all those players understand that victories are only attainable if
the team agenda is put ahead of personal agendas. The truth is, the
overwhelming majority of brand-new improv teams are assembled by
the leaders in the theater, and beginning improvisers do not have a
choice on which team they are placed. They are forced to play on
the team they have been assigned to. The team fails or eventually be-
comes elite on the strength of every member buying in to the same
philosophy, having the same goals, and following the same rules.

The point is that you don’t have to pick and choose your team for
that team to be successful. Whether members have actively chosen to
be on the team or not, success is made possible when every member
understands the purpose of the team, buys in to and follows a set
of guiding principles, and commits to a common goal for the team.
Nobody is asked to surrender their own critical perspective—in fact
it’s mandatory that you bring your voice to the team. Yet that unique

perspective must serve the group rather than the individual.®

Get Committed
All right, let’s say you’ve been assigned to work with a team. The team
members seem committed to making the team work. There’s no star-

tlingly obvious reason why this team can’t accomplish whatever it’s
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been tasked with. And yet as we all know, as teams begin their work,
it’s very easy for the team dynamics to slide sideways or southward.
Let’s take a look at some of the things that go wrong within team dy-
namics, and at what improv-based solutions to those problems might
be. About a half dozen years ago my colleague and great friend Kate
Dufly introduced me to two great questions, which we now ask in

every Business Improv program.

Question 1. Have you ever been in a meeting that is supposed to be
100 percent collaborative—everyone is supposed to be involved—
and you got through that meeting without once participating or
speaking up?

Normally just about everybody raises a hand—that is to say, 100 per-
cent of the people admit they have not participated at least once when
100 percent participation was required.

Question 2. Have you ever led a meeting that was supposed to be
100 percent collaborative and participatory and in this meeting
you knew of at least one person who did not participate?

Again, just about everybody raises a hand. The conclusion: what a
waste.

If team members aren’t committing to a team or a process, such as
a meeting, and leaders are not holding those nonparticipants account-
able, then what a squandered opportunity. What a waste of time, of
energy, of morale and trust (the last ones are a deficit that is particu-
larly hard to recover from). And for those keeping an eye on the bot-
tom line, what a waste of money! (You are paying someone to be in
that meeting who might have mentally checked out.) Look at it this
way: if you consistently do not participate in any meaningful way in
meetings, you serve the same purpose as a penguin on a pirate ship.

If a team is supposed to be collaborative and every member is
supposed to participate, then every member should consider that to
be a personal responsibility. Every team member has to have a stake
in the team’s success. Active participation—ownership of the fact that
you are a part of this team—has to be a baseline requirement. Simply
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showing up in the room where the team meeting takes place is not
enough. The leader of a team has to be explicit about the rules of
engagement—for this period of time you will be held accountable for
these duties and responsibilities and this is how you will be held re-
sponsible—and then protect the team by making sure those rules are
enforced. Team morale is a delicate thing to establish, and like an
eggshell, once it is broken it’s incredibly difficult to put back together.
A team that starts out with members who are not committed is un-
dermining morale from the start, almost guaranteeing that it will be
wasting its time rather than gunning for success.’

As a member of a collaborative team, if you do not want to par-
ticipate you should leave. If you don’t have the energy or attitude to
commit to a team and contribute to it, then get up and go do some-
thing you actually want to do. I'd much rather endure the momentary
sting of seeing someone leave than have to put up with the dead-
weight burden of someone who does not want to be part of the team
and whose negative attitude undermines the process for weeks on end.
This is an approach that I embrace. It extends from my improv teams,
to my classrooms, to my business dealings, and it is an approach I
often encourage others in leadership positions to adopt. In laying out
the rules of team engagement, I make it clear to any potentially anti-
team player: I want you to stay and I respect your choice to stay and
participate, and if you cannot follow these rules, I also respect your
decision to leave and not participate in the team. However, you must
understand (and here’s the kicker!) that if you choose not to be a part
of this team and this process, you are also choosing to give up the
right to judge whatever the team does, as well as the right to judge
the final outcome of the team’s work. You are not allowed to remove
yourself from the process and then claim ownership in any capacity
once the process is completed. If the team succeeds you’re not a part
of it, and if the team sinks you’re not on board. If this team seems
like a wrong turn to you, then go do something else that will make you
happy and proud.

Life 1s short—you should create a practice of happiness. Life is

also a long journey, so you should do things that can contribute to
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your happiness. In my experience one of the greatest problems with
teams in a business setting is that the team members are not commit-
ted to the team. This signals a lack of leadership, a lack of account-
ability, and a team headed straight for the dumper.

Start with yourself. Check your attitude to make sure you are ac-
tive and engaged in meetings. Understand that it is not your birth-
right to sit around and be a wet blanket 100 percent of the time. No
one values the curmudgeon who thinks it is his or her job to say no
to everything—the business equivalent of the old man yelling at the
kids attempting to retrieve a ball off his lawn. Understand that if you
consider it your primary job to be the one who always says no, you are
sending the message that you consider yourself more intelligent and
more important than everyone else in the room. You send the message
that only you have the right answer, no matter what the question. If
that’s true, congratulations—you are the smartest person in the world
and you do not need a team to collaborate with you. Otherwise, a
persistent “No” attitude has no function on an effective team.?

Get Connected

As discussed in the first chapter, some of the barriers to collaboration
within a team are virtually the same as the barriers to creativity: fear
of being wrong, fear of being judged, fear of making a fool of your-
self. If these fears are not acknowledged, the result could be a team
in which people feel afraid to speak up, fearful that what they might
say won’t be valued. If team members are afraid to attempt to have
an impact on the team, talent gets suffocated and unique, risky, great
ideas never get expressed. This is where the establishment of trust and
support is so critical. Too many times people assume that once a team
1s pulled together the team is ready to go. But a great team is never
automatic—it has to be created, curated, and cared for. It takes active
effort to establish trust and support.’

By active effort, I'm not talking about “trust falls” or a ropes course
or even going out for pizza together (though that can be fabulous). I'm

talking about team members communicating with each other. On a
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very basic physical level this means talking openly, honestly, and mak-
ing eye contact. Each team member needs to make it clear to the oth-
ers that they are valued and respected on the team.

What teammates personally communicate to each other matters
as well. People need to get a little deeper than a Twitter bio (160 total
characters) to know who their teammates are. When I bring a designed
program to a company that is seeking help with dysfunctional teams,
one of the things I encourage right off the bat is for team members
to take a wider view of the people they are working with. Nobody is
simply a job title or a Twitter bio. We encourage people to talk to each
other about things that would not be found on their resume. (This is
an exercise that my great friend Scot Robinson has shared with me
and that you can do easily over a team lunch: “For the next 30-60
minutes, no shop talk. Just talk about anything other than work.”) As
always the point is not to get team members to hold hands—the point
1s to get them to connect in a more personal way so that trust can be
established. There are going to be times when a team has to coalesce
for the clear purpose of getting something done right now. However,
if team members have bonded in a more personal way, then tighter,
better teamwork under pressure becomes easier to achieve.

Team bonding can be a tricky process. It requires trust, and trust
implies vulnerability. Many people are not used to making themselves
vulnerable in a work setting. When every member of a team allows for
a controlled level of vulnerability, however, it’s amazing how quickly a

team can come together as a unified force."

Status Shuffle

Another perceived impediment to effective teamwork is the way sta-
tus is recognized within a corporate climate. Even when a team is
composed of members who want to be there, are committed to the
process, and are willing to communicate openly with each other, a
team’s progress can be hobbled by the simple fact that team members
are at different levels within a company hierarchy. Once a team gets
working, that initial willingness to communicate can go right out the
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window if nobody feels comfortable disagreeing with the VP at the
end of the table or nobody considers that the new junior salesperson
might have something worthwhile to say.

I'like to think of our positions within a company as a combina-
tion of rank and status. Your job title is your rank and responsibilities
within an organization. Your status is given to you by other people,
or taken away by other people (either to your face or behind your
back). In most cases someone with a high rank is going to be granted
a great deal of status by coworkers—that’s the nature of a corporate
ladder. Status isn’t just granted in regard to rank however; it depends
on competence, communication, work ethic, leadership, personal re-
lationships, and any number of other workplace variables. When a
team 1is assembled of members who hold different ranks as well as dif-
fering status levels, it’s very easy for it to collapse under the weight of
all the ensuing deference to hierarchy.!' If a team is to succeed, rank
and status must be leveled—at least for specific, strategic periods.

You don’t think status matters? Test it for yourself with this exercise:

* Get a normal deck of 52 playing cards. Divide the deck in
half so that you are working with only two suits: one red suit

(either hearts or diamonds), and one black suit (spades or clubs).

Shuffle these cards.
* Assemble a team of six to ten people.

* Everybody in the group selects one card from the deck, keeping
it secret from the group. At this point no one knows what their
card means. Put the card face down, to the side. It will not be
used in Round 1.

Round 1. Have the team huddle to come up with as many ideas
as they can for a holiday party. The ideas should be detailed and
cover all bases including specific foods (appetizers, main courses,
desserts), drinks, entertainment, decorations, prizes, locations,
and so on. This is a numbers game: the group must come up
with as many ideas as possible, and you are to give them only
45-60 seconds total. Stop the ideation exercise after that time.
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Round 2. All team members take their card and place it in front
of them face up so that the other members can see it. Now
explain to the group that the rank of one’s card represents one’s
status in the group: ace 1s the lowest status; king is the highest
(the suit does not matter). Again, the rank of the card is that
person’s status in this meeting. Once each member knows the
status of the other members, the group continues the conversa-
tion, this time each member playing the status that is on his or
her card. As members interact with each other, remind them to
be aware of the status of the person they are talking to. Give
them three to five minutes for this conversation. Note: Do not
remind them that their task is to come up with ideas for the
holiday party! Allow them to take natural ownership for the
progress of this meeting.

Very often people fall immediately into the trap of using the three
to five minutes to emphasize their rank, drive their own agenda, and
undercut every idea that isn’t theirs. The group almost completely
loses sight of the point of their time together, which is to come up
with ideas. They become singularly focused on their own agendas and
where they are on the ladder.

Round 3. Now the color of one’s card matters. If one’s card is a red
suit, the player aligns and agrees with other red-card holders only;
if a black suit, he or she aligns and agrees with other black-card
holders only. Encourage the group to interact with one another
and to actively form teams within the team. Have them fight for
their team’s ideas and put down the other team’s ideas; in other
words, lower the other team’s status in the group while actively
raising their own team’s status. Give them three to five minutes
for this portion of the round. Again, do nof remind them that their
task 1s to come up with ideas for the holiday party! Allow them to

take natural ownership for the progress of this meeting.

By the time those final three to five minutes are up, a number of peo-
ple are usually shouting at each other and group ideation has devolved
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into attacks and accusations. No matter what anyone has to say, no
matter what ideas are being presented, everyone is fully consumed
with proving their rank, working from their own motivations, and
driving their own agenda.

Which round generated the most ideas? The answer is always
clear: Round 1. Even though the group had only 45-60 seconds to
work with, they got the job done. More ideas were generated in that
round than in the second or third rounds of three to five minutes, and
usually more than in both of those final rounds combined. The most
notable thing about this exercise is how fast people slip from divergent
thinking into convergent thinking without realizing that they had the
power of choice. They had a choice to use their rank as motivation
to inform both individual and collective perspectives, and they had
a choice to use it to drive their individual agendas. The team with a
focused goal—a team in which every member was an equally valued
participant—got the job done splendidly. The minute that individual
agenda became more important than the mission, and teaming within
the team took place, the mission failed.

When I run this exercise in my programs and ask participants
which round felt more like the meetings everybody is used to going
to, just about everybody votes for Round 2 or 3. Those rounds exem-
plify what happens so often in real-world business situations: goals get
knocked sideways by a room full of rank, status, emotions, personal
agendas, and personal alliances.

These can be difficult traps to avoid, though again, not every team
in a business is going to be—or needs to be—a perfectly egalitarian
democracy. There are certainly situations in which the status and
company hierarchy is appropriate within the team. However, we’re
looking at what goes wrong within teams, and if your team is struggling
with communication, teamwork, trust, morale, creativity, risk taking,
or adaptability, there’s a fair chance that its troubles are related to how
status 1s being played out within the group. If a person is speaking
as a job title rather than as a team member, the team is going to be
negatively impacted.'? Few things squash open communication faster

than a higher-up speaking from on high. There may be times when
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people need to marry themselves to a specific agenda that is based
on their rank and job title; yet if that agenda doesn’t fit with a team’s
agenda, the team suffers as do the individuals within it. Alignment is
imperative.

All of the outside measures of status that we bring with us to a
team are much better set aside when a team begins to work together.
Exhibiting your own status is not synonymous with achieving a team
goal, and if you’re mostly concerned with the betterment of your own
position rather than that of the team, you are working against the
team (and quite possibly lowering your position outside the team).!?
If cliques—teams within the team—form around perceived status
of members and begin to undermine each other, that works against
the team’s success. If you are concerned with giving credit to an idea
because you happen to like the person who comes up with it, or dis-
crediting an idea because it comes from someone else, there’s little
chance the best ideas will get the support required from the team (re-
call Del Close’s improv adage: ““The worst idea with great support will
go much further than the best idea with no support”).

In the fall of 2014 in a Duke Fuqua Exec Ed program, I had the
experience of running a “status leveling” exercise similar to the one I
described above with a group that included a U.S. Navy captain who
had been one of my biggest improv skeptics. Time after time as we ran
through exercises, he didn’t feel he was getting any usable takeaways
(“I can’t imagine going back to my superiors and suggesting any of
this. We don’t have time for this”.) In the status exercise his group had
fantastic success coming up with ideas in the first, 45-second round;
then it promptly imploded, generating zero ideas in ten minutes from
rounds two and three combined. The impact of this destructive meet-
ing and the idea of setting rank aside—for a brief period, even within
a hierarchy such as the military that functions on rank—hit the cap-
tain like a torpedo. Status leveling was now something he could make
time for, and from that point forward the captain became the biggest
improv advocate in the class, creating strong links to real-world appli-
cability and discovering places to use a variety of improvisational tools

and techniques, even within the ranked hierarchy of the military.
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That captain’s “conversion” always puts me in mind of the team
dynamics of an exceptionally high-functioning military team who
know how to level status very effectively: the Blue Angels. The Blue
Angels squadron is the United States Navy’s premier flight demon-
stration team, performing all across America. These flying aces are
famous for their precision formations and coordinated, split-second
mancuvering—a thrilling sight to anyone who’s ever watched them in
action. What may be less known is how the team conducts postflight
team debriefings, in which they beautifully demonstrate status level-
ing. At the beginning of debriefings the members of the Angels liter-
ally remove their rank, pulling off their varying stripes and insignias
and setting them aside: rank is not useful in getting the most honest
assessment of what went wrong and right with a flight, so—for the
meeting—it is suspended. The only moment in which rank matters
comes at the start of the debriefing, when the team captain speaks first
and lets the other pilots know what he did wrong and how he could
improve. With that example set, everyone else in the room is com-
pelled to speak just as freely about what they can do to improve their
performance. Every Angel ends his contribution to the debriefing by
saying “Glad to be here”—a simple credo that powerfully puts the
team and the operation above the individual.'*

Lead the Leader

For a team to work well, we need awareness, accountability, engage-
ment, commitment, full participation, and a leveling of status. Simply
knowing all this, however, is rarely enough to make an impact on how
a team functions. For such concepts to be put into practice, someone
has to oversee the process. Thus, the possibility of excellent teamwork
increases as a result of excellent leadership.

To emphasize leadership right after we’ve just asked everyone to
surrender their status may seem somewhat paradoxical, but then what
is life without the beauty of paradoxes? In real-world business settings
the role of “team leader” is often made explicit to the team. The pres-
ence of a “ranked” leader does not necessarily undo the positive team
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dynamics we’ve been speaking of; however, care and thoughtfulness
must be taken. A leader’s style of leadership must instill and protect
positive team dynamics."” Leaders have to know when to lead from on
high, when to lead from within, and when not to lead at all-—to let the
group self-regulate.

For people in positions of leadership within a team, status is some-
thing to be very mindful of. Some “persons of rank” are understand-
ably proud of their job titles and cherish the status they have been
endowed with by others. The pitfall is that as soon as that title be-
gins to dictate the style and quality of collaboration in team efforts,
the chances for the team’s success may be greatly compromised. As a
leader consider how you do or do not foster creativity, risk taking, and
talent. Are you suppressing ideas with your style of leadership, or do
you make the decision to create environments in which status is lev-
eled and communication is open?

A leader, even the strongest of leaders, has to realize that it can be
counterproductive to dictate the tone and pace of every meeting. If
you as leader want the people on your team to be engaged and com-
mitted to the work of the team, it will be counterproductive to micro-
manage and steer things directly to the outcome you want. I recently
worked with a V-level exec who was tasked with running the South
American branch of a high-powered financial firm. He was wonder-
ing why he couldn’t get more out of the people he worked with, and
the problem turned out to be exactly this: he assumed that the only
way to be a strong leader was to constantly remind his teams that he
was the strongest man in the room. If a group he was leading started
off on a tangent, he would pull back too hard and too quickly. He did
not demonstrate the trust to let the group have the freedom to move
anywhere other than where he wanted to go. He kept a tight hold of
the reins and felt that any time the discussion drifted, the team was off’
track and not focused.

What this particular VP came to see was that if he wanted optimal
work out of his groups, he had to allow them to become their own

entity with their own voice. The individuals that made up the groups
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had to feel they had value and that their voice was a part of the group,
while also understanding that the group itself had a greater vision and
a greater voice that everyone was there to serve. Without instilling
and protecting this concept, the VP found himself not leading true
teams—instead he was simply giving orders to a bunch of people who
had less status than he had and who were not connected to each other.

The improvisational solution in this case was to introduce the
concept of distribution of leadership. I've seen again and again that
leaders get the most out of their teams when they position themselves
not as a leader of underlings but as a leader of leaders. This is ac-
complished through very practical means. For example, a leader can
assign two other people the duty to run a particular meeting. Or the
nominal leader insists that leadership be rotated each meeting so that
a different team member leads a meeting every week. Specific leaders
can be assigned by topic or project. Seats can be moved around and
rooms changed by type of meeting so that the physical workplace set-
ting doesn’t develop into a reflection of hierarchy (“That guy’s always
at the head of the table”). To that end be deliberate about where you
sit, so that you are not at the head of the table. When meetings are al-
lowed to include different voices, different energy, and different input,
they become more dynamic, increasing the level of interest, engage-
ment, and collaborative buy-in. When every member is given respon-
sibility to lead some part of the team and is accountable to the overall
team, then everybody has a stake in the team. Team duties become a
matter of respect and responsibility rather than mere assignment. The
team dynamics will improve almost instantly.'®

For any nervous leaders wary of surrendering the reins to the
group, this doesn’t need to be a zero-sum game. Team leadership is
not a simple choice between maintaining complete control or letting
things run wild. Distribution of leadership means the team’s leader
must know when and how to lead as well. The leader has to be aware
of what he or she wants out of the team and has to figure out how
best to get there. At times a leader must keep the train on the tracks
and make sure all scheduled stops are hit. The power to command
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that train doesn’t ever have to be surrendered. However, a leader must
be open to the idea that strategic risk taking—letting the group drive
the train—may result in the discovery of an excellent shortcut, a more
efficient route, or a new track altogether. Leaders have to allow them-
selves opportunities to discover that there may be other ways to get
where you want to go other than the one path you have charted.

Aleader should always step into a team meeting with a firm agenda.
That same leader has to possess a great sense of observation and aware-
ness as well. If you want a team to flourish—to do the work you’re
asking of it at the highest level—you have to approach the team with
mindfulness. If the group needs a moment to digress, or dive into de-
tails, or even goof off (connect with each other), an enlightened leader
should recognize the benefits of allowing the team to have that free-
dom."” That doesn’t mean the leader has completely surrendered any-
thing. This is a “multi-tool” style of leadership, adaptable to the voice
of the team and getting the best out of individuals within it.

If pressed to PowerPoint what we’ve covered so far, I'd suggest the
following four ways to build great team dynamics:

1. Establish buy-in by getting 100 percent participation from every
member of your team in the development process. The buy-in
will turn into “build-in” as each member contributes more
equally to the success of the team, the process, and the product
(“build-in” is a term I've heard the great professor Iris Firstenberg

use many times in UCLA Anderson Exec Ed programs).'®

2. Level status by distributing leadership. Groom others to lead a
meeting or two, or three, or every other meeting.

3. Loosen the reins. Come to meetings prepared with your agenda
and then be flexible to allow the group to take control. Keep
your agenda on your map as your final destination, and be open

to others finding alternate routes to get there.

4. Talk to your team. Be vulnerable. Find out what can be done to
do better or at least be open to learn from whatever they have to
say about the team.
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This was a very hard lesson for me to learn in the early days of my
business—ironically enough a business predicated on the power of
improv. When I was first getting Business Improv started and finding
my voice as a leader, I was very concerned with improv’s reputation as
being a “soft,” pleasant, yet otherwise ineffective way to create busi-
ness teams. I was passionate about proving that improv had a place of
value in business-centered decision making. With that in mind I was
going to run my business like a business—not like an improv group
that also happened to do corporate gigs. If I had a half hour’s worth
of agenda to cover, I scheduled a half-hour meeting. I thought I was
valuing everyone’s time by punching items out from the first minute to
the last. This felt great to me—the budding young CEO of my own
venture. Meetings were right on time and I always got to say every-
thing I needed to say. My agenda was presented fully and explicitly.
However, the results became counterproductive. My team felt I was a
drill sergeant, just barreling through talking points. They continually
felt like they didn’t have any say in the outcome because they were not
part of the process. Consequently they didn’t feel motivated to follow
an agenda that had been imposed on them.

Fortunately I was working with elite improvisers with whom I had
performed hundreds of shows for many years. They were (and still
are) experts at using the tenets of improvisation to communicate, and
one day a few of them pulled me aside and honestly communicated
the team’s frustration to me. Very quickly I realized that the individu-
als in my teams needed time to be who they are as people, and not
simply collections of people assembled to listen to a particular boss. In
large part the solution was very practical. I simply built 10—15 minutes
of extra time into meetings so that the people in my teams could con-
nect, joke around, and talk in a more personal way. Those extra min-
utes were at the top of each meeting and could be spent “off track”
on whatever the group deemed worthy. To some clock-watchers those
10—15 minutes could be viewed as wasted time. Internally though,
that brief period of time became an incredible asset: not only did the

meetings accomplish everything they were supposed to accomplish;
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the individuals in the meeting were much more vocal about how to
actualize the agenda. People left those meetings with a strong sense of
being part of a team. They were intrinsically incentivized to be part
of the success of the program because they cared about each other
and felt their voices were heard. Further I became a member of the
team and not just a boss. I still had the ability to pull the reins—there
were times when things needed to get done quickly and I couldn’t
allow the group to take over and wander at will. Now though when I
pull the reins the team falls in line without complaint and follows my
directions to the letter. They do this because I consistently show care
and respect to each individual in my team, and I only bark orders
when there is an actual need for such urgency.

This successful adaptation was not the result of a grand vision.
Rather it took place because I also employed the tenets of improvisa-
tion. I empathetically listened to the individuals in my team. I con-
sidered what they had to say to be important, was humble enough to
realize there was room for improvements, and adapted their thoughts
to what I needed to do so that meetings—and my business—could run
as effectively as possible. That small investment of time continues to
be a tremendous investment in human capital and their trust and sup-

port continue to pay off, hugely.

Team Practice

Introducing a style of teamwork and team leadership is one thing.
Making it work on a day-to-day basis is another. From a leadership
point of view simply giving people permission to contribute to a team
rarely creates the positive dynamics we’ve outlined above. People don’t
respond to just hearing the new rule—they respond to seeing it put
into practice. People have to be convinced that as part of a collab-
orative team there is no right answer that will win them status. They
have to understand that their value is in their voice—the act of simply
participating—and that they need to make contributions to the team
without fear. People really have to feel that status has been set aside
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before they will loosen up and let things flow. So it becomes an ad-
ditional responsibility of a team leader to make sure that people are
both involved and protected. This not only requires leading by exam-
ple; it also requires that a leader become the great protector of every
person in the team. Personal attacks, petty jockeying for position, and
outright bullying are deadly poison to team morale. The leader has to
make sure that while a team’s communications are open and honest,
they are always based on mutual trust and support.'

Time is really the X-factor here: we’re talking about diligence and
consistency. A memo announcing a new approach to teamwork is
fine, yet it’s only by having that new approach work over time that
people will train themselves to become better team players. As with
any element of corporate life people must have the opportunity to
put best practices into action over and over again so that they can
become “business as usual” workplace habits. From the simplest el-
ements of good teamwork—eye contact, active listening, focus and
concentration, postponing judgment—to the bigger issues of “Yes,
and” communication and collective ownership of ideas, all of these
work together over time to allow a team to function at its highest level.
If the foundational architecture of a team is solid and well thought
out, it’s actually very easy for trust and support to happen naturally.
If poor team architecture is either erected or ignored, it’s going to be
very difficult to suddenly get a team to function well when the next
crisis hits.

Therein lies the beauty of the cost-benefit equation for teamwork.
Perhaps worrying about such soft-sounding things as “trust” and “sup-
port” appears to be an indulgence when things are easy and the quar-
terly reports look rosy. At some point, though, when the excrement
hits the oscillator and everybody is under pressure, you’re going to
need a team that can execute perfectly, and at that point having spent
a bit of time curating your teams will turn into the wisest of invest-
ments. In times of risk, uncertainty, and crisis, people fall back on
their overpracticed behaviors.? If you want people to rise to the oc-

casion in times of crisis—and we all know that in the business world
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there will be occasions—then you have to prepare them for that. Give
a team a chance to get used to doing its best when things aren’t too
hard, and that team will know exactly how to do its best when the
challenges get tougher.

So, How Is the Weather?

A final point, which ties in with something that came up in the last
chapter: it’s all right for teams to have some fun. In 2000 when my
company was just starting and improv was not as prevalent either
in the public consciousness or in the business mind, the very idea of
“business improv” seemed like something goofy without any hope of
tangible outcomes. Why? I think primarily because improv was as-
sociated with comedy, laughter, and—gasp—fun. Now, with EQ) and
behavioral psychology becoming ever-hotter topics of corporate con-
versation, “fun” is not entirely taboo anymore. This is further illus-
trated in the evolution of the dress code of corporate America. Just 20
years ago most business executives showed up to work wearing a busi-
ness suit. Then, as the dot-com companies grew, high-powered lead-
ers like Bill Gates lost the tie and wore a dress shirt, blazer, and dress
slacks to work every day. That then morphed to dress shirts and nice
jeans and dress shoes. Now, in 2016, some billionaire leaders wear
hooded sweatshirts, T-shirts, and shorts to work.?!

The corporate dress-code evolution coincides with the rise of
Gen-Y and Millennials, who demand a different type of corporate
culture than baby boomers did. Many of corporate America’s future
leaders want a relaxed work environment and fun is a mandate! Re-
member, having fun does not mean you are not productive or suc-
cessful. Look at any current listings of “the best places in America
to work.” Twitter, SAS, Google, and Facebook (to name a few) are
all incredibly successful, powerful billion-dollar companies, and they
are also fun companies to work at. People—serious people—can
see a measurable business benefit to workers enjoying a bit of levity,

connecting on a more human level through laughter, and otherwise
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relaxing a bit within the workplace. Not every business day involves
the heaviest of lifts, and not every job has to be approached as if lives
were on the line. Even in jobs where lives are on the line, there has
to be a balance between stress and relaxation. Firefighters have fam-
ily barbecues, and navy fighter pilots play volleyball. That’s all part
of building the team chemistry that becomes crucial when there is a
heavy lift.

The bottom line: being part of a team shouldn’t feel like a burden.
Your team should be a place where you can work just as hard and
smart as you would on your own, with the added benefit that you
are supported by others working just as hard and smart. If your job
involves teamwork and you want to do well at your job, then knowing
how to commit and contribute to a team is simply part of getting your
job done well.

Next, with your exceptional team assembled, let’s put it to work at
one of the most common collaborative team endeavors: a brainstorm-

ing session.



Chapter 6

MUST BE SOMETHING IDEATE

ONE OF THE KEYS TO SUCCESS in any business lies in the ability to gener-
ate a tremendous amount of ideas, because when it comes down to
it, almost every organization is at heart in the idea business. This is
not a revolutionary concept. However, what is often overlooked—or
simply misunderstood—is that the generation of great ideas is a num-
bers game. Businesses are ostensibly always looking for killer ideas that
will boost profits and cut costs; ideas that streamline processes and
maximize investments; and ideas that will have significant impact in
the marketplace. To get to those killers, though, a business may have
to cough up a mess of ideas that are ridiculous, budget-busting, unus-
able, or simply awful.

I would contend that these loser ideas are not merely waste prod-
ucts—they are indicators of an extremely healthy brainstorming and
idea-sharing process. This chapter will take the concepts that have
been discussed in earlier chapters—“Yes, and . . . ,” postponement of
judgment, EQ), divergent and convergent thinking—and make them
practicable through the step-by-step process of leading successful col-
laboration sessions.

A business that runs on the assumption that it will come up with a

great idea exactly when it needs one is severely limiting if not deluding
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itself. That business is most likely achieving “greatness” by simply low-
ering the standard of what counts as great. The fact is, to get to unim-
peachably great ideas—sharp, innovative, outright brilliant ones—you
have to come up with an ugly pile of horrible ones too.! By way of
analogy think about the old process of gold panning. As you might re-
member from elementary school studies of the California Gold Rush,
panning is the art of extracting gold from a river by scooping up sedi-
ment with a large pan. Panning is a sloppy, difficult process, and it can
get results.

Jebediah, a hungry prospector on a quest for gold, might try to
speed things up by avoiding the pan altogether and simply sticking
his finger in the river in the hope that when he withdraws it from the
water it will be sporting a perfectly polished gold ring. But with that
approach ol’ Jeb is probably going to end up with nothing more than
a wet finger. If he takes a slightly more ambitious approach and grabs
a fistful of river bottom, he’s probably going to end up a little wetter,
and not much richer. Instead, if fortune-seeking Jeb knows his busi-
ness, he’ll understand that he is going to have to use the biggest pan
possible and invest some sweat equity, sieving through as much river
muck and goo as he can to boost the probability of success. As Jeb
pulls his pan through the water, he will not expect to come up with a
panful of sparkly gold nuggets every time he sifts what he’s dredged
up. He knows this is a longer process and he’s going to have to work
his way through a heck of a lot of mud, slime, weeds, foul-smelling
detritus, and even fool’s gold to find the small flecks of real treasure.
He also knows that those raw flecks aren’t an end in themselves—all
gold has to be refined to become truly valuable.

So it is with the process of group ideation, which we commonly
refer to as brainstorming. Brainstorming is a process of communica-
tion and adaptive problem solving, and to the improvisational way
of thinking, great brainstorming sessions are only possible when fail-
ure is not just tolerated, it’s welcomed.? Such sessions require every-
one in the room to understand that sorting through clumps of mud
and muck is a necessary part of the process in order to get to the
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prized gold. The fostering of failure is perhaps a bit counterintuitive
in most corporate cultures, and failure itself is of course never the ex-
plicit objective. The point is that if a business truly encourages a “Yes,
and . . . ” approach to open communication and if the culture also
embraces the possibility that great ideas can come from anyone and
anywhere, then failures—dead-end ideas—are actually an indication
of a very vital and vibrant corporate culture.’ Just as in life outside the
workplace, you can learn more from failure, and failure allows you to
learn more from success. Even the most naturally talented musician
does not first pick up a violin and instantly sound like a virtuoso. We
understand that the young fiddler is probably going to sound fairly
crappy for a while. There will be wrong notes and muffed passages—
failures—on the way to musical excellence. A surfer who has never
fallen off his board is either preternaturally gifted or has not actually
put his board in the water. It is falling off the board (or the bike) that
helps build technique and develop ability. A beautiful ride will be bet-
ter appreciated when we are fully aware of the falls it took to get there.
Within the improvisational workplace, failures can almost always be
framed as steps toward success.

We’ve examined why improvisational skills and tools should be
used in a business setting, and we’ve examined how those skills and
tools can be used by an individual, between individuals, and within
a group. Now we’re stepping into the “when,” looking at a very spe-
cific, common, concrete part of the workday—the ideation meeting,
collaborative conversation, idea-sharing chat, and brainstorming ses-
sion—in which improvisational techniques can improve process and
facilitate success. I've stressed that one of the most powerful blocks to
overcome 1s the very basic, primal emotion of fear, and this is perhaps
never truer than in the creative process. In a workplace permeated by
a fear of failure, it’s virtually impossible for anyone to feel comfortable
offering up a new idea, let alone an unusual idea that might in fact
make all the difference in a marketing strategy, a product develop-
ment plan, a customer-focus drive, or a new in-house bookkeeping

system. When the fear of failure is eliminated and the participants in
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a brainstorming session are encouraged to fail early and often, they
have the greatest chance of succeeding at whatever task they’ve been
asked to handle. (Keep in mind, we are talking about strategic failure
protected by a specific time and place, and not about thoughtless, re-
peated failure.)

Before we get deeper into how a successful brainstorming session
should be run, let’s take a look at the dynamics of business meetings
in general. If you were suddenly pinged by a coworker right now and
were told that it was necessary for you to put this book down and head
off to an ad hoc problem-solving meeting of some sort, would you bolt
out of your chair with enthusiasm? If you’re anything like millions of
other inhabitants of the corporate world, your response to such a re-
quest might not be a hoot of unbridled enthusiasm but instead a good
deal of sighing, slumping, eye rolling, and muttering along the lines of
‘“Another &$*!@ meeting?”

Why should this be the case? The answer is simple: most meetings
are run terribly, and for a great deal of businesspeople meetings have
become the bane of their existence rather than a boon to getting the
job done.

Much too often the actual purpose of a meeting is just to say that
the meeting took place, and participants end up in a highly frustrating
and morale-sapping Groundhog’s Day loop of inaction: they end up hav-
ing a meeting that covers the meeting they had last week. Then they
need to schedule yet another meeting to discuss what hasn’t gotten
settled in previous meetings. The downside of poorly run meetings
1sn’t just measured in annoyance and frustration, however. Bad meet-
ings waste time and energy, which means that they waste money. Bad
meetings are bad business.*

If a meeting consists of a group of smart, dedicated people around
a conference table and that group is open and willing to take on what-
ever challenge is at hand, how is it that things go in the dumper?
There are two typical trajectories. First, as we discussed in Chapter 4,
there’s a question of energy and energy maintenance. If the meeting
leader doesn’t accept responsibility for setting a level of energy that
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invites people to stay engaged, that meeting has as much chance of
sparking great ideas as a warm blanket and a sedative. If" attendees
feel they have the ability or even the right to disengage and allow their
own energy to plummet—again, good night, Irene.

This doesn’t mean that the person running a meeting has to crank
up the karaoke machine, put on a goofy hat, and belt out “Born in the
USA.” It’s more about being aware that every room and every group
has an energy, and that energy can—or must—be manipulated (see
Chapter 4 if this doesn’t ring a bell).

The other big problem with meetings is a basic matter of commu-
nication. A huge part of what’s not working in a lousy meeting is that
people don’t feel comfortable contributing. There may be some great
ideas inside the heads in that conference room and they don’t ever get
expressed because people don’t feel they have a stake in pitching in.
There are a number of reasons why people don’t feel they have buy-
in at meetings. Some folks think that by simply showing up they have
fulfilled their workplace obligation. Some meeting leaders may fail to
communicate the focus of a meeting or may pedantically overcommu-
nicate, in either case shutting down the opportunity for real engage-
ment. Then there’s that most common obstacle to communication,
our old friend fear—fear of judgment, fear of rejection, fear of being
wrong, fear of looking like a fool. A climate may exist in which people
feel that if they speak up they’ll be judged harshly, perhaps by people
who are of higher rank or status in the corporate hierarchy. As we dis-
cussed in the previous chapter, a roomful of meeting participants can
be so acutely aware of the status of everybody around the conference
table that everyone plays defense: whatever the most powerful VP in
the room thinks, that must be the right way to go, so let’s all just nod
and get on with it.

Sometimes these fears are not simply the result of “climate.” They
may be based on real experience. If somebody has had a hand figu-
ratively slapped at a meeting for saying something that didn’t fall in
line with a boss’s or a company’s philosophy (“That idea is too far

out there. Let’s stay focused on the problem. Remember our budget
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parameters”), that person is going to remember the sting of that slap
and will be reluctant to speak up again. Further, others who witnessed
this negative reaction to a voiced idea aren’t going to want to speak up
either, because they do not want the same thing to happen to them. A
reluctance to expose oneself to negative consequences isn’t just a mat-
ter of workplace habit; it’s a survival instinct deeply rooted in brain
science.” If our core reactions reduce down to two basic instincts—
fight or flight—this reluctance to speak up is the mental equivalent
of fleeing, or curling up into a ball in the corner of a room. With fear
and status at the front of everyone’s thinking, a meeting can become
so dispiriting that it suffocates any sense of intrinsic motivation. No-
body feels they have any skin in the game, so they see no point in giv-
ing their best effort.

The solution quite simply is to create a culture in that meeting
room in which communication is open and everyone wants to contrib-
ute. Of course that kind of culture can’t be ordered up along with the
office furniture; it’s the result of choices made and efforts expended to
make those choices a reality. The choice to utilize improvisation in the
workplace is primarily a choice to make real, honest communication
a top priority. That choice can help create a culture in which people
want—passionately want—to contribute and to succeed, as opposed
to a culture in which people do not even want to try because they are
taught not to try.°

When it comes specifically to ideation and brainstorming, that
culture is created through a focused application of some of the tech-
niques we've already discussed: “Yes and-ing,” postponing judgment,
choosing a constructive energy and attitude, and designing a well-
managed process of divergent and convergent thinking based on ac-
countability. These techniques can make all the difference in getting
the individual members of a collaborative, brainstorming team to feel
they’re being talked with rather than talked at—something that may
sound small but can actually be the difference between a session that
gets serious results and one of those meetings that merely creates the

serious need for another meeting
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As I've stressed repeatedly and emphatically, effective improvisa-
tion is not some abstract, touchy-feely, let’s-hold-hands-and-skip-
through-a-field-of-poppies philosophy, but is instead a simple, honest,
results-driven approach to communication. This is especially true for
ideation, during which the application of improv techniques should
result not just in a roomful of smiley people but in a roomful of smiley
people who have worked together to generate a usable, profitable, killer
idea. How do you get to that great idea? I humbly submit the following
guide for successful ideation—the Laws of Effective Brainstorming:

Participate (or go do something you want to do).
Embrace “Yes, and . ..”
Postpone judgment (for a specific period of time).

Suspend critiquing and overanalyzing.

AR

Have fun and celebrate ridiculous ideas (remember, it’s about
the number of ideas here).

Sz

Stay energized and focused.

7. Support every person in the group (100% participation,
100% engagement).

8. Give and take the right to speak.
9. Remain positive.

10. Hold each other accountable to follow the rules.

Of course some of the above may be casier said than done, so let’s go
a little deeper into the river to pan for gold.

If there are indeed “laws” of effective brainstorming, then some-
one has to administer those laws. That would be the leader of the
ideation session. Perhaps it goes without saying that successful brain-
storming begins with effective leadership, but I’ll say it anyway:
successful brainstorming begins with effective leadership. The disman-
tling of cognitive blocks to creativity must come from leadership. The
freedom to ideate and openly share ideas begins with understanding
that the dynamics of a room are established from the top down. Why?
Because the leader is in the position to demand that everyone commit
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to the process, and in the position to guide the team to success. The
leader needs to mentally and physically embody the spirit he or she
wishes to see reflected in a team.

It is a wrong-headed assumption that simply calling a meeting and
having everyone in one room together for a certain amount of time
is actually accomplishing anything in and of itself. Additionally it’s a
terrible mistake for a leader and for participants to assume that since
everyone in the room got the memo calling for the meeting, they all
know why they’re here. If you as leader want the meeting to actually
work, lay down the law. A leader needs to state explicitly and simply
what the meeting needs to accomplish, and what is expected of all
participants. A clear time limit needs to be set so that people know
how to pace their energy (great brainstorming can be done in as little
as 10—30 minutes). Technology should be banned—the meeting is
about presence, engagement, and connection.

The “laws” governing an improv-based brainstorming session are
specific and need to be restated at the top of each session. The guide-
lines I favor are simple and clear. Everybody in the room is expected
to participate and come up with ideas. To not participate is not an
option. Team members should not let self-editing prevent them from
expressing ideas. Fail early and fail often. Members who are stuck in
their heads are making a selfish choice to only think of themselves
and will bring limited value to a group. If brainstorming is panning
for gold, then don’t psych yourself out thinking about the cold water.
Don’t try to tiptoe into the river either; go for the cannonball. Get in
the water fast and get those ideas out and splashing around. Once ev-
erybody’s in the water, every idea that is tossed around will not just be
accepted, but be accepted enthusiastically as if it’s the best idea any-
one’s ever heard. Support of every team member by every other team
member is mandatory. You are panning for gold here, so it’s about the
amount you can pull out of the river (the number of ideas) rather than
trying to pull a single pinch of dirt out of moving water. Keep indi-
vidual and group awareness and respect high: have one voice speak at

a time and encourage every member of the group to participate.
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Keep in mind that the collective consciousness of the group is
greater than that of any individual, including the leader. Participants
need to commit to the process, then, and keep their energy level
high—and so should the leader, equally. Everyone should be encour-
aged to make eye contact with other team members to engage the
team. When the majority of people in the meeting buy in and partici-
pate following these rules of collaboration, a level of pressure for posi-
tive conformity will be created so that no one would feel comfortable
being the person who is not committed to the process, and who is not

in the river having fun.

Presence

Presence doesn’t simply mean you fill a seat at the table. For ideation
to work, every participant has to be mentally present and in the mo-
ment. Perhaps that phrase has become a bit clichéd, but it does ad-
dress a real solution to a very common problem. A basic pitfall of
human communication is that we think about what we’re going to say
next as opposed to being focused on what’s being said in the moment
and then reacting honestly. This leads to the strong probability that
we will miss content and subtext being communicated to us because
we’re too busy thinking ahead rather than thinking in the present. A
brainstorming session requires that participants speak and listen in the
moment, free of distraction.

This starts from the top down. In my experience nothing is more
deadly to ideation than a distracted leader. If the person ostensibly
running a brainstorming session doesn’t seem willing to commit to
it, then why in the world would anyone else in the room be willing
to commit themselves? Cognitive psychologists tell us that our bodies
send out messages all the time.” If a leader has arms crossed in a de-
fensive bit of body language, or keeps looking at a watch or a phone,
the message being sent is that the leader would rather be somewhere
else. Why shouldn’t the rest of the team feel the same way? The en-
lightened leader understands that a huge part of the leadership role
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is to actively acknowledge that this session is happening here and now
with this team and with this particular task at hand. The effective
leader must be able to make a conscious effort to focus on nothing
other than what is happening right here, right now. This skill can be
developed in the same way that one might work a muscle group: as a
conscious effort to focus is made more and more often, less effort is
required and one’s focus becomes sharper. A good workplace habit is
created.

For members of a brainstorming team, being in the moment means
being ready to participate fully. At a nuts-and-bolts level this means
banning the external distractions of technology from the rooms—no
smartphones, 1Pads, or laptops. The only databases in the room are a
bunch of human brains. Internal personal distractions should be set
aside as well.

Before a leader or member heads into a session, it’s remarkably
helpful to take one or two minutes to get one’s head in the right space
(game state) and make the conscious decision to be a productive part
of the team. People get flustered and frustrated for all kinds of rea-
sons in the workplace; however, it’s self-defeating to carry a headful
of problems into a meeting that’s not designated for solving those
problems.

Once a brainstorming session is underway, it is important to stay
in the moment. Everyone in the room needs to maintain a productive
level of energy and a positive attitude. Don’t forget that energy and
attitude are choices. It’s okay to feel tired or to be caught in your head
or even be negative sometimes. However, it 1s dangerous to assume
that you are not affecting people negatively. If every team member
makes the choice to affect the session and the people in the session in
a positive way, the stage is set for a great, productive meeting. People
can certainly have natural dips in energy and attitude, and no work-
place can expect everyone to be a high-energy Uncle Smiles all the
time. However, it 1s also unfair to play the part of Aunty Poopy-Panty
every single meeting. The point is to accept that you can make the

choice to affect energy and attitude in any direction you want.
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The Scribe

Once the laws of the land are established and everyone is fully pres-
ent, you're off to a great start. On a practical level though, it is the
team’s job to come up with the ideas, not to record them. Add one or
two people to the mix, whose sole job is to record ideas. We’d all like
to believe that we are expert multitaskers, but it is actually very hard
for people to listen, write, think, and speak constructively all at the
same time.® Moreover, for some, writing can become a kind of defense
mechanism—a way to cash out while looking like you’re doing some-
thing important when in fact you’re not contributing anything to the
team. If everyone is writing, everyone’s head is down and everybody
is connecting with paper rather than with each other. (When eyes are
down, energy goes into the paper. When eyes are on each other, we
give each other energy and feed off of the energy of others.) Reliev-
ing a team of the task of keeping track of what they brainstorm will
have a tremendous impact on the session and is a way to encourage
active (vocal) participation, promote group accountability for engage-
ment, and increase buy-in. This also further eliminates the need for
technology. And scribes can come from anywhere; the leader can pull
someone off another job to serve as scribe for the length of the brain-

storming session.

Prepackaged Mix

When it comes to effective brainstorming, the techniques of impro-
visation are applied at even the most basic level—they begin with the
real-world, real-time physicality of the room and the meeting partici-
pants. Simple adjustments to the physical space and the way partici-
pants inhabit that space can make a huge difference in the quantity
as well as quality of ideas that get generated (memo to the accounting
department: making these adjustments doesn’t cost a single cent).
What’s the first thing most people do at a brainstorming session?
Probably the same thing they do at the start of any other meeting—
they sit down. And when they sit down they usually sit in the same
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seat they always sit in, across the conference table from the same per-
son they always sit across from. The space a brainstorming session
takes place in, and the way that space is inhabited, should reflect that
a premium is being placed on the energy needed in the generation of
fresh ideas. Rigid structure leads to rigid thinking, and lazy routines
lead to lazy ideation. A leader who wants energy, focus, and interac-
tion to be at the highest possible levels should shake things up. Get rid
of the table and the chairs. Fight against gravity by keeping the team
on its feet. If the table can’t be moved, remove the chairs and stand
around it. If it’s too difficult to get the chairs out of the way, at least
insist that people sit in different seats or keep changing seats during
the session. (If technology has been eliminated and no one is writing
anything, then there should be minimal baggage to be carted from
seat to seat.) Physically altering one’s perspective helps to keep minds
alert and the energy in the room elevated.

Next, reduce the temperature in the room to 20° C, or 68° I This
may seem cold, but look at it this way: if you go into an improv theater
one evening expecting to see some comedy and you have an alcoholic
beverage and you sit down in a dark room with white lights focused
on the stage and the theater is warm—what do you think will hap-
pen? If you are like most people at the end of a long day, you will fall
asleep right away. We keep the theater cold, because comedy is a dish
served cold. If you are cold, your skin reacts to the chill in the air; your
body starts compensating (you bounce, rub your arms, etc.); you are
mentally stimulated by the cool air, in contrast to being sedated by air
that’s too warm. Besides that, we are aiming for physical movement in
the rooms, which will naturally increase the temperature of the room.
A cool room is another simple, inexpensive way to inspire activity and
engagement.

If a problem could easily be solved in a traditional, straightfor-
ward fashion, brainstorming wouldn’t be necessary. If the point of the
meeting is to come up with fresh ideas and get team buy-in (or build-
in) for the ideas, the leader and participants must make the strategic

decision to make sure the room is crackling with fresh energy.
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Warm It Up

Before a roomful of minds becomes engaged in the task at hand, get
that roomful of bodies active. Once team members are out of their
chairs, they should be encouraged to move around. A meeting can
begin with some sort of small, fun, unexpected physical activity—a
group stretch, a game of musical chairs, or even a “wave” around the
room. This isn’t deep neuroscience; it’s simple biology: the human
brain works best when it’s pumped full of oxygenated blood, and phys-
ical action gets that blood pumping. This step may encounter a little
more resistance than some of the others at first, but it’s a cost-free way
of fostering team bonding and setting a desired energy level. If the
energy or focus wanes during the session, add another warm-up to
shake things up as necessary. Physical warm-ups also reinforce the very
concept of team: team members who shake together are more likely
to be present, supportive of each other, and committed to the process.’

Protect the Team

To the team leaders or execs calling for a brainstorming session in the
first place, when you find the teams that take to this process and make
it work—protect them. If you’ve got a team that embraces the whole
process, from warm-ups to follow-through, and is dedicated to mak-
ing a difference, treat them as prized, go-to thinkers, an elite Special
Forces Idea Squad. Give them these tools and the training they need;
put them in the best position to succeed; and then protect the environ-
ment you've created for your team to work in. Respect the process
that’s been established. Make sure that team members remain clear
about expectations and the rules of the room, and get the people who
don’t want to be part of that team out of there (before they can make
the forces less special).

This ties directly to that all-purpose tool of improvisation: post-
ponement of judgment. We’ve seen that the postponing of judgment
is crucial to the “Yes, and” approach to personal creativity and inter-

personal communication, and it is especially crucial as a leadership
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tool to facilitate productive ideation. Within the specific dynamics of a
brainstorming session (the divergent thinking side), postponement of
judgment ensures that a team member’s role is simply to contribute
and support, not to critique. This concept is expanded a bit during
brainstorming to include individuals’ judgments of their own ideas.
For ideas to flow as freely as rainwater, people must turn off their in-
ternal censor and allow themselves to be both vulnerable and spon-
taneous. This can be a very difficult dynamic to instill in a roomful
of thinkers who are not used to it, though once the ideation session
is effectively established as a safe zone—a divergent thinking arena in
which everyone is asked to speak openly and in which no particular
position needs to be defended—it’s amazing how productive the com-
munication becomes.

Remember that a postponement of judgment simply means that
judgment must be deferred to the appropriate time. Let’s be honest
here: to drive raw ideas to productive use, the judgment process is in-
sanely important. Moreover team members’ critical decision-making
abilities may be in large part the asset that earned them a spot on the
team in the first place. However, when people revert to employing
their critical-thinking skills too quickly, they miss the chance to recog-
nize opportunities in the unexpected. They also miss the opportunity
to show that the ideas and input of others are valued. Leaders of a
brainstorming team as well as all team members must remain disci-
plined about exercising a postponement of judgment and must insist
that the team stay equally disciplined. Don’t inadvertently throw out
the gold just because it’s covered in mud. Pan gold like ol’ Jebediah
and then later sift out the sand and the muck and the mud.

Brainstorming sessions must be energetic, fun, focused, creative,
inspirational, and ultimately productive. Leaders and team members
should not allow any negativity to impinge on that. Cognitive psy-
chologists have proven that moods are contagious and positive moods
facilitate creativity.'” Keep the attitude positive and the energy high.
Remain supportive and protective of the team. Celebrate the last
great idea thought up, and look forward to the next.
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Stay Divergent

The heart of improvisational brainstorming is a well-managed flow of
divergent thinking. As defined in the Introduction, divergent thinking
allows ideas to radiate from a single point of origin (a problem, a chal-
lenge, a question, a need) and leaves those ideas free to head in any
direction. The goal is to see how far away from the point of origin you
can go and how many ideas can be listed. Such ideation is not to be
hampered by self-judgment in the person thinking up an idea, or by
a fear of judgment from other participants. An embrace of divergent
thinking means that the mud and muck in the water are accepted as
part of the process right along with the flecks of gold. In the divergent
thinking phase failure is encouraged, even celebrated, so that failure
(just like risk taking) becomes irrelevant. Again the point here is not
that a business is better off seeking ideas that fail, but that truly great
ideas emerge when people feel free to fail.

For divergent thinking to succeed, the creative process must be
clearly separated from the urge to edit, analyze, question, and refine.
Ideation is a creative process, and creation is always messy (no matter
how elegant the oil painting, you can be sure there are dirty brushes and
spattered paint in the artist’s studio). The participants in a brainstorm-
ing session must allow for this and accept that there is no one single cor-
rect way to create. (Paint-by-numbers creation will give you a lot of safe,
less-messy, “inside the box™ ideas—that someone else actually created.)
That said, creativity is still a defined process. When a session moves into
divergent thinking, this is the time to be fearless and bold and to actually
celebrate mistakes. There’s no tally of failures and success; it’s all about
participation. There’s no “best answer” but simply an effort to pile up
as many answers as can be thought up. By focusing on the sheer num-
ber of ideas (quantity over quality), success in the divergent thinking
phase increases the probability for success in the convergent thinking
phase. The bad ideas inspire the good ideas, and vise versa. The editing
process (convergent thinking) will come later and will offer plenty of
time to focus the ideas, remove the “bad ideas,” find the “best answer,”

and fine-tune the raw concepts into productive, utilitarian ones.
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Remember that the divergent/creation process is completely dif-
ferent from the convergent/editing process. Maintaining a disciplined
approach to divergent thinking in a roomful of talented people, es-
pecially critical thinkers, can be tricky. Humans have a tendency to
adopt mental framing, and in a corporate setting we are quick to think
about the parameters, the cost, the logistics, the rules and regulations,
and even the people that would prohibit us from doing something dif-
ferently—why we can’t do it. Have you ever been in a brainstorming
session in which an idea that’s presented is almost immediately re-
jected because somebody deems it too costly or not likely to be suc-
cessful (“We tried that before and it did not work™)? All of a sudden
this session switches from one of free-flowing ideas to one in which
there are right answers and wrong answers. The conformity pressure
to commit to the group and the task becomes inverted; now, instead
of each member not wanting to be the one who isn’t participating (not
wanting to be the last one in the river), each member is thinking that
he or she doesn’t want to be the one to speak up and risk looking fool-
ish (to get in the river at all).

When divergent thinking is truly embraced the notion of “risk
taking” actually disappears. When everybody in the meeting enthu-
siastically accepts every idea, then nobody is really taking a risk and
everybody is free to contribute. Oddly when the notion of risk taking
disappears people are emboldened to take tremendous risks. The as-
sessment of all that risk taking is really only a consideration in the next
process, when convergent thinking and judgment is (re)applied. In the
divergent phase the concept of risk doesn’t exist—it’s all about partici-
pation and generating the greatest number of ideas. This is a prime
area for the leader of a brainstorming session to lead by example and
intentionally submit “bad” ideas that would never work. The leader
should be willing to present truly ridiculous ideas early in the process
to demonstrate that it is acceptable to “fail” this way at this time.

There is some common and very dangerous corporate conventional
wisdom concerning idea creation: that editing in real time, while we

are creating, will actually speed up the process and save everyone time.
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Like a reverse epidemic, this obstacle to divergent thinking can spread
from the group to the individual and manifest itself in the form of
self-judgment and self-editing. For some it is a choice to censor their
ideas in real time and try to fine-tune them into great ideas before they
voice them—the assumption being that thinking and talking more “re-
alistically” (negatively) is a sign of seriousness and intelligence. Others
have made a less cognitive decision and have fallen into the subcon-
scious habit of judging their own ideas while they are trying to cre-
ate. Whatever the case, the idea is that we will reduce the overall time
spent on a project by pulling convergent thinking into the divergent
phase. In truth this misconception creates huge blocks to creativity and
collaboration and is counterproductive. You actually end up spending
significantly more time straddling the two processes—judging on the
fly—than you would by clearly separating each process and respecting
the different focus of each. To sum up, people in any business setting
will save significant amounts of time by keeping creativity and judg-

ment as two very separate processes.

Get Convergent

I have passionately argued that the practice of creation is completely
different from the practice of editing, and we should honor and re-
spect both processes as two unique and imperative approaches. I hold
this truth to be self-evident. So, let’s look now at the very important
second half of brainstorming: convergent thinking.

Editing, analyzing, critiquing, and fine-tuning are necessary. With-
out this process there are no books (like this one), no movies, no songs,
no commercials, no advertisements, no proposals, and no focused,
strategic mission. After all, if you do not take time to sift the pan and
toss out the water, the mud, and the fool’s gold, all you have is a pan
full of muck. Failure is part of the process; failure is not the point of
the process. After a prescribed period has elapsed, the wild collection
of ideas accumulated through divergent thinking must be sorted. This
is the time to begin questioning, analyzing, and critiquing (notice I did
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not say “criticizing”), always within the respectful and supportive rules
of “Yes, and” communication.

The divergent phase of a brainstorm can take as little as ten min-
utes and may also last many hours if a particular challenge requires
that kind of focused time investment. Once the great pile of ideas
has been amassed, it’s time to enter the convergent thinking phase.
For me the first step in convergent thinking is prioritization. What is
the top tier of ideas that look incredibly promising and even like low-
hanging fruit; what is the middle tier of ideas that are promising but
problematic; and what is the bottom tier of ideas that are unworkable
and should be dismissed? If this is a solo project, the prioritization
should be thoughtful and relatively quick at this point. However, if
team buy-in and ownership (build-in) are needed, the process may be-
come convoluted and devolve into the realm of disrespect. Here is an
effective way to keep the “Yes, and” mentality even when you are in
the convergent process of judging ideas:

If this is a group decision-making exercise, an incredibly easy way
is to “bucket” the large master list of ideas into the three catego-
ries by voting for them. For this first round of convergent thinking
you and each person get as many (or as few) votes as you want.
However, you only get one vote per idea and you are only voting
for the ideas you like. (There is no reason to focus energy on the
ideas you don’t like.) What you will see is that the best ideas will
receive more votes from the group. The result of this approach

is almost a Darwinesque natural selection of ideas, wherein the
strongest ideas rise to the surface to survive, and the weakest ideas
fall to the wayside relatively quickly. Focus now on the top tier(s)
and prioritize once more, from the best idea down. Pick one of
your top ideas as a project and enter back into the divergent
thinking phase to blow it up. Once that process is done, prioritize
the ideas for the project in another round of convergent thinking.
Depending on the detail needed for your project, you may need
to practice the divergent/convergent approaches several times
through. Thoughtfully bounce back and forth from divergent to
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convergent thinking, fleshing out and developing the project until
ultimately an action plan for the execution of the project begins

to fall into place.

It’s amazing how quickly a consensus on what’s “best” can be
formed in a group that has established a climate of open communica-
tion and positive focus. Maintaining that climate is crucial. It’s impor-
tant here to reinforce the idea that brainstorming is a team event. No
one owns a particular idea. No credit is going to be given to or taken
away from individuals because of a single idea. All the ideas that are
collected during the divergent thinking phase are group ideas, and in
prioritizing those ideas in convergent thinking the group still functions
without regard to the status or rank of the people who contributed
any particular idea. During the prioritization phase the group is sepa-
rating the obvious muck in the pan from the possible flecks of gold.

In convergent thinking judgment is no longer postponed. Mem-
bers of a team now apply critical thinking to sort out the bad ideas,
discuss the okay-maybe doable ideas, question the ideas that need
clarity, determine the most workable ideas, and bring that wide range
of initial thoughts back to a single, productive conclusion. If divergent
thinking is the time for unbridled creation, convergent thinking is the
time for driving to innovation—the development of new ideas to a
productive use. In convergent thinking the biggest, brightest ideas are
finally refined into shiny, singular bars of gold.

Divergent thinking is Jeffersonian: all ideas are created equal. Con-
vergent thinking is Darwinian: only the strongest ideas will survive
and evolve. This is the editing end of the creative process, in which
ideas are whittled down, debated, critiqued, and tweaked with an eye
toward a final product. Perhaps there really is no budget for an oth-
erwise great idea (an elephant parade). Perhaps what sounded like an
intriguing bit of thinking outside the box would actually resultin a PR
nightmare. Perhaps, after being fully explored, what was once thought
of as an inspiring idea simply cannot work at this time. This type of
discussion can and should come up freely now. However, as suggested,
convergent thinking should not suddenly give license to destroy the
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goodwill and spirit of creative collaboration that’s been established.
Reinforce that nobody owns an idea individually; the team owns all
the ideas and will handle all ideas with respect, even when—in this
phase—some ideas are being dismissed. Cling to “Yes, and . . . ” here
as well. It will help protect the team, manage conflict, and keep com-

munication paramount.

Support the Big Idea

A couple of times now I've mentioned Del Close’s wisdom that “the
worst idea with great support will go much further than the best idea
with no support.” I'll point out here that Del was not giving a shout-
out to terrible ideas. Quite the opposite. He protected the art of im-
prov and the quality of performance in his classroom as fiercely as
a lion protects his pride. Rather his words were a strong reminder
that the great idea needs the full support of the team. That support is
created when every member feels their participation is valuable and
valued, and that the ideas they generate are valuable and valued. If
someone comes up with that great idea and gets no support, noth-
ing is going to happen and the whole point of idea sharing has been
defeated. You need a team to support the great idea, with the under-
standing that “greatness” is not always evident right from square one.
By creating a team environment in which there are initially no bad
ideas and everyone has to participate, intrinsic motivation to recog-
nize and support greatness emerges from each individual."!

It is in this environment where we should once again take advan-
tage of the opportunity to embrace diversity. Though race, gender,
religion, ethnicity, and age are all ways to measure diversity, what we
are talking about here is a celebration of diverse perspectives. These
perspectives are informed and influenced by unique circumstances:
education, background, family, habits and rituals, and general life
experiences. In creating a culture of acceptance through divergent
thinking, we have a true opportunity to dive into the nuances that
make each of us unique and to peak inside the heads of each person

in our team.'?
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Repeat as Necessary

Brainstorming can and should be part of the infrastructure of a com-
pany—its “idea factory.” Along those lines I recommend that improvi-
sational, creative, idea-sharing sessions be made a regular part of the
business week, perhaps something that happens every Monday morn-
ing for (only) 15 or 30 minutes. Look for opportunities to practice,
practice, practice. If decisions need to be made about how to present
something to a client, how to reorganize a department, or even how to
plan a company party, collaborate and brainstorm when appropriate
opportunity arises. The more the process is practiced, the stronger the
team gets at it and the easier it is to get to great ideas. The process is
incredibly difficult to develop during a crisis, when it is needed most;
a business’s ideation team should not be instantly stressed out every
time a session is called because they know something has gone terribly
wrong. Keep your elite Special Forces Ideation Team trained and in
shape!

It’s understandable that people who are not used to an improvisa-
tional approach to ideation are at first going to feel constrained by it.
When I'm confronted by status quo bias (“We can’t do that because
it’s not the way we’re used to doing that”), I like to evoke the chal-
lenge of learning to ride a bicycle. The first time any of us got on a
Schwinn minus the training wheels, the challenge of staying upright,
moving forward, and steering around obstacles was completely awk-
ward and daunting. It’s highly likely that a maiden ride ended with a
fall, a skinned knee, or a collision with a tree. However, it’s almost uni-
versally true that this challenge was not anxiety filled at all the 50th or
500th time you mounted the bike. Experience, managed expectation,
and muscle memory made riding a bike a pleasure rather than a chal-
lenge. (For those who grew up without getting on a Schwinn, think
of the act of typing: was your very first time at a computer keyboard
different from your 500th time?)

The “conscious competence” learning model in psychology was
originally developed at Gordon Training International in the 1970s

and is a good way to frame the learning stages to get to muscle
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memory."”® Originally chronicled as “Four Stages for Learning Any
New Skill,” the development paradigm shows the arc of mastering a
new skill (muscle memory) through four psychological conditions in
the course of growing from totally incompetent to completely com-
petent in a skill, like riding a bike, learning new software, or using

improv techniques. In a nutshell:

1. Unconscious incompetence. You do not know what you do not know.

You are blissfully ignorant.

2. Conscious icompetence. You know that you do not know how to do
something; however, you choose not to learn. You are intention-
ally ignorant.

3. Conscious competence. You know how to do something. You are no
longer ignorant; however, it takes concentration and a concerted

effort to accomplish the task.

4. Unconscious competence. You have mastered the task and you can
execute it flawlessly, without thinking about it.

Practice makes collaboration something important. If a business
wants a team to be working at the highest possible level, the process
deserves time and attention. If you make the decision not to practice
this process, you are assuming that whatever you come up with when
you need to brainstorm will automatically be the best idea you can
come up with. In other words you are saying that you can stick your
hand in the mud anywhere along the brainstorming river and pull
out a gold ring. Given a choice, I'd rather work with an expert, find a
precise location on the river, take a large pan, and pull up as much as
I can from the river, and thereby increase the probability of finding
gold. Practicing “Yes, and” and divergent thinking is about increasing
the probability for success when you need it most.

Sometimes you need a little encouragement to take a first step, a
first bike ride, or a first dip into the river. So I would encourage you to
begin practicing improvisational ideation by using this pair of simple

guidelines for two initial brainstorming meetings:
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Meeting 1. Review the concepts above, then assemble your team. Be
honest about what you’re doing (“We are going to try a new way
of coming up with and sharing ideas”). Lay down the laws of the
room as necessary; be clear about your expectations for the meet-
ing and for each and every participant. Assign somebody the role
of scribe, whose job it is to record all ideas, postponing judgment
about what he might think is a “real” idea or just a gootball joke.
Everything gets captured. If the meeting room doesn’t feel condu-
cive to a new way of thinking, move the damn chairs around. Set
the proper energy level; use a warm-up when necessary.

State your real and specific challenge to the group (“We need
to shift to a customer-focused sales strategy”).

Diverge (15—30 min.). How many odd, inventive, wild, im-
probable, even crackpot ideas can your team come up with to
address this challenge under brief time constraints? Everything
is game and must be captured by the scribe even if it does not
directly address the challenge you've presented. Lead by example
by occasionally saying the craziest ideas that would never work
(there’s that elephant parade again). With that in mind maintain
a balance between getting wild and staying on task. Coming up
with ideas that are not directly relevant does not mean going on
a tangent and losing your way for 15 minutes. Loosely guide the
team rather than forcefully confine them. Each idea is stated and
captured, and then you move on to the next idea without explora-
tion, explanation, examination, or even consideration.

Converge (15-30 min.). Prioritize, organizing like ideas into
tiers if necessary. Discuss and deconstruct the ideas at the top of
cach tier, and prioritize those. Talk about the plusses and minuses
of ideas. When a number one idea (or at least a top tier of ideas)

is agreed on, the meeting is over.

Meeting 2. Assemble your team and repeat the brainstorming set-
up initiated in Meeting 1. Keep your team focused on the end
goal by restating your mission to the group (“We need to shift to a
customer-focused sales strategy”).
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Diverge (15-30 min.). Using your previously established num-
ber one idea (or one from your top tier of ideas) as a starting
point, direct team members to freely explore ways this idea might
be strategically executed. Use simple, critical questions (who?
what? where? when? how? why?) as a way to flesh out every im-
portant detail of the idea. Diverge on specific parts of the num-
ber one idea to help figure out possible best action plans for suc-
cess. Think big, fail early, and fail often—and reach for the stars
here! Budgets, timelines, and other constraints can be postponed
to get the greatest number of ideas.

Converge (15-30 min.). Put on the serious thinking caps. Now
all ideas must be judged against real-world constraints (budgets,
timelines, personnel, etc.). Critique, edit, discuss, debate, and fine-
tune, quickly reentering the divergent phase when ideas need to
be fleshed out more fully, until the team has settled on an action

plan for executing the number one idea.

I hope this approach to brainstorming sounds easy, because it is.
However, I've been a human being long enough to understand that
simply asking a group of people to be better, more supportive com-
municators in no way guarantees better, more supportive communica-
tion. In the brainstorming process one of the common obstacles to
creativity occurs in the convergent thinking phase. People will gener-
ally embrace the idea of being divergent—of being free to speak and
supporting everyone else’s freedom to speak. When it comes to getting
convergent though, the same people can get nasty: you’ve been sit-
ting there for 20 minutes working hard to be accepting of wild ideas;
now’s your chance to shoot them down with extreme prejudice. In the
convergent phase you want the strongest idea rather than the strongest
personality to dominate.

Here are some additional tips for fostering successful convergent
thinking while being respectful and protecting each and every mem-
ber of your team. If you are trying to lead a group discussion of each
idea that was raised in the divergent phase, you may be up against
faulty memories and a blurring or forgetting of details. Instead of
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talking through the ideas, write each of them down in simple form—a
one, two, or three-word bullet—and post them on the walls (sketches
are welcome!). Then have the group vote for them anonymously (Post-
it notes, stars, a ballot box, Hello Kitty stickers, etc.). If this project is
large and affects the entire company or a larger group than just the
team brainstorming, send out the big, messy list of ideas (or at least
the top two tiers) to the larger group via e-mail, and ask the masses to
vote for the ideas through a free polling software (such as Survey Mon-
key). This will allow the larger, more objective group to vote anony-
mously, thereby promoting honesty and at the same time increasing
company ownership of the change, direction, decision, or ideas. Here

are the voting rules:

1. Only vote for the ideas you like; there is little need to discuss
anything you do not like. This keeps the focus on the positive

rather than the negative.

2. Mob rules: the group mind makes the decision. You are not try-
ing to create meshing cogs in a groupthink machine. Rather you
want to facilitate the ability of intelligent people to exercise their
individual right to make choices in a group setting (especially
when anonymous). Whatever the results, they will be shared and

mutually supported.

As T've said often enough by now, improvisation is a tool and not
every tool is right for every job. Undoubtedly there are times in every
business when “good enough” truly is good enough. There are times
when it is simply not necessary to reinvent the (bicycle) wheel or brain-
storm through a simple idea; or when there just isn’t time and “No” is
the only right answer (Get those elephants out of here!). As always, it’s
up to every business and every leader to decide when this particular
approach will be useful and effective.

The trick to making use of improvisational ideation is often a
matter of mental framing: think about where this approach to brain-
storming might really work as opposed to all the situations in which it
definitely won’t. You will find that you’ll be able to apply it much more
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often than you thought. If you can’t utilize improvisational brain-
storming for every decision the company needs to make, then don’t.
Use it when it will be of value. Just remember that “good enough”
isn’t much of a business plan. If you’re truly interested in getting to
great ideas, then don’t be afraid of panning through the muck to get
to the gold.

And don’t forget: gold needs to be invested, not simply hoarded.
With that in mind, let’s explore how poor team dynamics can lead to
wealth being siloed rather than shared, and how that siloing can be

avoided in a more open, improvisational corporate culture.



Chapter7

BUSTED

| THINK BY NOW | HAVE MADE IT CLEAR that while the critical first step in
changing a corporate culture is to commit to initiating positive change
(first on an individual basis, then on an interpersonal and small-group
basis, and then on a larger team basis), the even more critical follow-
up step is to put in the effort to sustain those changes. If you have
taken steps to instill “Yes, and . . . ” communication, developed habits
of self-auditing and mindfulness, become aware of how to reach en-
ergy sweet spots, assembled (or begun to assemble) elite teams, and
encouraged open ideation among colleagues, then all of these changes
must be continually developed, practiced, and fiercely protected.

Sometimes, though, that protection can itself become a problem.
If individuals, small groups, teams, or departments within a company
become self-protective to the point of becoming insulated and isolated
from the rest of the company, the company might suffer—no mat-
ter how many best practices have been put into place in the isolated
group. This is familiarly known as siloing, stove-piping, or chimneying,
and it remains one of the problems I am most frequently asked to deal
with in ailing companies. Let’s blow up some silos.

Back in 2003 the American Management Association published
a survey in which 83 percent of the respondents acknowledged that
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there were silos in their companies, and 97 percent of that group said
that siloing had a negative effect on their company.' In the years since
then the trend in business has been for management to become less
hierarchical and more team oriented. One might assume that a lot
of silos have been toppled. In fact the problem is still with us and in
some ways has become even more prevalent. The classic silo problem
might have been envisioned as something that happened in the largest
companies when one department just refused to play well with oth-
ers (“Those slick marketing guys don’t ever tell anyone in sales what
they’re up to”). Turns out that silos can be put up just about any-
where, in any size company, even within the teams and departments
of a company. It’s not just a problem for behemoths with 50,000 em-
ployees—even small businesses at the 50-employee level can run into
siloing trouble.

Just to be clear about terms, picture for a moment a real silo on a
farm. The silo 1s an individual structure and primarily does one thing:
stores corn or other grain. It is vertically oriented and is designed to
do its one task no matter what else is happening on the farm. In that
setting the silo is not a problem: the farmer is perfectly happy with a
silo that is insulated and isolated, as long as it accomplishes its one task
of containment.

In a business setting the separate, single-minded silo is rarely an
asset. If we get a little more metaphorical and think of the workplace
silo as something that contains communication rather than barley-
corn, the containment of that communication usually works against
a company’s overall interests. When groups, teams, or departments
begin to act as their own independent entity and don’t allow commu-
nication to flow inward from or outward to other people, teams, proj-
ects, and departments, a company is going to sufler from competitive
turf wars, sagging morale, and poor relationships (internally within
the company and externally with customers and clients). That suffer-
ing will eventually impact profits.

The solution to silos is, logically enough, silo busting. That’s the

process of letting all the elements of a company know that there will
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be no independent entities allowed to function on their own.? No
matter what team you’re on or what department you’re in, commu-
nication with other people in the company—horizontal communica-
tion—is required. Teams must share with other teams, not only to
learn best practices but also to learn about pitfalls and challenges. To
mix the metaphor (while staying on the farm), when we bust silos we
are proclaiming that no one gets to be the corn that stands alone.

There are rare times when siloing would fit the nature of the work
being done (note that in the AMA survey cited above there were a
whopping 3 percent of respondents who didn’t feel silos were a prob-
lem). Such positive silo scenarios might include things like government
work in which classified information is being handled, military op-
erations in which secrecy is required, or medical research in which a
study must be conducted independently and must stand on its own.
Sometimes a very strict division of labor is required to get a job done,
and if you have strong teams with specific expertise working toward
a specific goal, that division of labor makes sense. The classified gov-
ernment work ostensibly has the nation’s welfare in mind; the military
mission i3 part of an overall strategy; and the medical research aims to
benefit the public at large. A thoughtful, strategic approach to a divi-
sion of labor is not the kind of siloing that produces problems.

However, what we do in the business world rarely rises to the life-
and-death matters dealt with by SEAL Team 6 or doctors working
toward miracle cures. The chances that a given silo is a good thing
are pretty slim, especially over long periods. Even in the realm of top-
secret data and classified information, recent history has shown us that
silos can be counterproductive. Probably the greatest example of gov-
ernmental silo busting over the last couple of decades occurred in the
wake of the September 11 attacks with the establishment of the De-
partment of Homeland Security (DHS) and the Director of National
Intelligence (DNI).

The DHS was established to facilitate communication between
22 separate federal agencies from the Coast Guard to the Secret Ser-
vice, and to make sure that all these agencies, each with their own
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culture and history and communication channels, worked together
toward common goals: keeping America and Americans safe on our
home turf. Similarly the position of DNI was created to oversee the
17 agencies of the U.S. intelligence community (CIA, FBI, DEA, etc.)
and to ensure that information relevant to national security was not
hoarded by any one agency. We can leave it to historians and political
pundits to decide whether the DHS and DNI truly busted silos or just
created one humongous, better-fortified silo in which to store a group
of smaller silos. The point, though, is that both were created because
the perils of noncommunicative teams and departments could not be
ignored.

Siloing naturally exists in organizations that have recently merged
with other companies and have yet to consolidate into one organiza-
tion. Silos also exist in organizations that have different departments
in which there is limited perceived benefit to sharing information. And
silos are inherent in organizations that have multiple branches that op-
erate autonomously from each other with their own sets of problems.
In each example, however, there is a real need to unify the company,
establish trust, and have people talking and sharing best practices with
each other.

Why Go Bust?

The breaking up of silos isn’t just something that needs to be done
when things go wrong. Even within a company that appears to be
functioning well, the presence of silos precludes greater success. When
you break down silos you are opening up intracompany communica-
tion, which means that ideas, opinions, and perspectives get shared
between and across divisions. When that happens everybody has a
chance to hear the ideas that are working best for everyone else. The
actual practical details of changes made by the folks in the marketing
department may not be directly applicable to the accounting folks,
yet learning about those changes might influence conversations in ac-
counting that ultimately lead to an aha discovery saving the company



154 Getting to “Yes And”

tens of thousands of dollars. And maybe this knowledge leads to the
accounting folks instituting changes in their department that stream-
line a process and make life easier for the marketing guys. Maybe just
hearing that the IT folks took care of a problem in their department
will spark other departments to spot and take care of similar prob-
lems. If communication is shut down and siloed, there is little likeli-
hood of this kind of cross-pollination occurring.

Another tremendous benefit from busting up silos is an increase in
the diversity of perspectives based on occupation, background, edu-
cation, relationships, and experience—that is, the differing points of
view that relate to what an employee does for and brings to a com-
pany. As employees each of us represents a unique bundle of back-
ground, training, skills, and responsibilities. It’s good to hear each
other’s voices because those voices have value whether they come
from the next cubicle over or from a department two floors away. In
breaking down silos we are essentially asking individuals, teams, and
departments to “Yes, and” each other and open themselves to the pos-
sibility that somebody else has something valuable to say:.

If T don’t have your background or your job, your education, or
your life experiences, then I must acknowledge that I don’t see things
the same exact way you see them. How can I possibly assume that I
know what you’re going to say and why you’re saying it, or that what
you have to say is incorrect or irrelevant? It is my obligation to stay
open minded, to postpone judgment, to listen carefully, and to think
about what you are saying before making a thoughtful decision on
how to react. (Remember, there is more than one way to hit a pinata,
and you never know which crack of that bad boy is gonna get you to
the good stuff inside!) The point of busting silos is to make it clear
to everyone that we are one company and that this company runs at
its best when all employees are committed to supporting and learn-
ing from each other through clear, open, and honest communication.
With silos gone the greater good of the company, project, team, and
collaborative process can be more readily achieved.
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Breaking down silos encourages sharing, and sharing is caring,

Too cheesy for you? Me too, because it is not necessarily true. It’s
not just the sharing and caring that matter—it’s what gets shared in
an open, siloless company that makes its corporate culture a healthy
one. On the most practical level, facilitating the sharing of informa-
tion should be a top concern because if one group has information
that might be pertinent and helpful for any other group, there’s abso-
lutely no benefit in having that information sequestered. Additionally
if a team within a company has collected evidence of a pitfall, or fig-
ured out ways to troubleshoot a tricky unanticipated challenge, there
is absolutely no reason other teams should not learn from that same
evidence.

It all comes down to the point I've made before about the differ-
ence between individual agenda and individual perspective. Align the
two. Every team, group, department, and division within a company
should be heartily encouraged to have its own perspective. That per-
spective and the skill sets behind it are exactly why any specific team
has been given its own responsibilities and challenges. A company
cannot succeed though if every team develops its own agenda. The
mythical, monstrous Hydra was probably proud of its many heads,
but those heads served the purposes of a common body.

Even if those private agendas happen to fall within company goals,
they are almost certainly going to create problems of unhealthy or un-
necessary competition within a company. Certainly company leaders
want all teams to strive to be their best. However, if teams are measur-
ing their own worth strictly on the basis of team success and disregard
what they’re doing to serve the greater company, communication will
break down. In a workplace where people are ensconced in silos, why
would any department share information if they believe another de-
partment’s success puts their own bonuses at risk? To return to the
more serious example of 9/11, a lot of coverage was devoted to the
difficulty that the NYPD, the fire department, the Port Authority, and
the EMS teams had communicating with each other in the wake of
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the crisis; each department had its own communications system and
not enough thought and planning had gone into the interoperability
of those systems.*

In a business context the overriding agenda of any company is
the company’s success. Success may be defined by annual profits or
by a mission statement. Either way, the company’s goal represents
the “greater good” and is the ultimate trump card. A company is in
trouble if personal, team, and department agendas are at odds with
company goals. Silos foster these private agendas. When silos are bro-
ken down, the ulterior motives inherent in private agendas are broken
down as well. Without silos every employee of a company will likely
feel they have equal buy-in and ownership of a company’s success.

Conversely, when the workplace is free of silos employees may be-
come openly aware of a company’s overall struggles. (Employees often
hear about the struggles anyway; the hamsters powering the rumor
mill rarely rest.) There is no benefit in having employees feel that a
struggling department can just sink on its own independently of every
other department. With silos gone a departmental problem is recog-
nized as a company problem and best practices can aid in creating
success out of a struggle. And when the whole ship is going down, all
hands have a stake in doing what they can to right it and get it back on
course.

I would also contend that silo busting is not just necessary for opti-
mal internal communications within a company. It also opens up and
improves the communication a company has with external agents—
most significantly clients and customers. As business author Daniel
Pink has pointed out, the U.S. economy has transformed from one
of “buyer beware” (caveat emptor) to one of “seller beware” (caveat
venditor).” Customers are smarter than ever before and now have the
ability to access enormous amounts of information about any com-
pany they do business with or any product they consider purchasing,
A brief Google search of a company or a product can lead you down
the rabbit hole of virtual communication and information sharing,

Facebook groups, chat rooms, and even Twitter hashtags are examples
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of arenas in which anyone can quickly find a wealth of informa-
tion, opinions, and guidance that strangers freely share around their
learned experiences. It’s very easy to cross-check customer/client ex-
periences, so easy that customers and clients cannot be thought of as
individual entities—they make up an integrated, well-informed virtual
community. To put it another way, the customer is no longer siloed
from your company, your competition, or even other customers.

More importantly silos within a company have zero value to a cus-
tomer. A client doesn’t care that a standoffish, siloed human resources
department thinks it’s doing a great job if that client’s ultimate experi-
ence with a company is a poor one. That customer may do some silo
breaking of her own and join a social media group to communicate
her dissatisfactory experience. If the silos in your company are getting
in the way of a great experience for the customers and clients your
company is supposed to serve, you had better get moving to knock
those silos down.

Getting Busted

Sometimes silo busting requires structural change in a company. Some-
times the busting can be achieved at a more practical level. One promi-
nent U.S. business school found a very logistical solution to siloing. When
it became evident that the administrative processes of the school had
become unnecessarily inefficient because of a lack of communication
between departments, the answer was not to bring in communication
coaches or to send staff off to executive education programs. The solu-
tion was to simply scramble the layout of offices so that almost no one
had an office that was next to someone in the same department. All of
a sudden somebody in finance found themselves in between people in
international law and integrated marketing. Through the brute force
of physical proximity, people in different departments were forced to
interact with each other—which led them first to feel more curious
about each other, then to communicate more with each other, and

then to the great cross-pollination of ideas and open communication



158 Getting to “Yes And”

that silo busting always seeks to achieve. When people had to see each
other in the halls and spend time around the same coffee station for
their afternoon cup of java, silos started to tumble.

We are just beginning to see some of this type of silo busting in
of all places the automotive sales industry. Some car dealerships have
begun to do away with having salespeople work on commission, so
it no longer benefits a salesperson to be competitively territorial, to
hoard information or hide it from a colleague, or to undermine any-
one else to make their own sale. The act of eliminating commissions
sends the signal to the entire organization that “we are one company
and we are all in this together.” A certain amount of commission can
work as personal incentive, but if people are working on 100 percent
commission they are likely siloed. Any of us who have ever felt un-
comfortable when a car salesperson swoops in the moment we step
onto a car lot knows that this kind of siloing does not serve the cus-
tomer well. Knock down the silos and the customer is in for a much
more pleasant experience. Business Improv worked directly with one
of these companies, Sonic Automotive, who not only did away with
sales commissions but made it mandatory that employees from all de-
partments in all stores—from the salesmen to the mechanics to the
cashiers to the GMs—communicate openly and often, with everyone
sharing the responsibility for a successful customer experience.

Technology can also become an ally in the fight against silos. A
prominent consultancy agency created a common web portal on
which project information could be shared. Teams in various cities—
Boston, Chicago, Los Angeles, etc.—posted slide decks, strategies for
dealing with various challenges, ways to avoid pitfalls and quicksand,
ways to handle conflict, and troubleshooting techniques. As a result
of sharing this material in a virtual community, people from various
departments in a number of cities established relationships with each
other and even picked up the phone and talked to one another.

Here are some ways to bust organizational silos:

* Make communication an imperative and hold people

accountable.
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* Create the architecture—a bridge for consistency in commu-
nication. A weekly meeting is the perfect opportunity to share
pitfalls, struggles, and best practices and to learn from others.
This can also be done in daily, fast, touch-base meetings, and
if you operate remotely from each other a shared web page is a

great way to post and share information.

* Encourage people to actively look for and communicate
opportunities for improvement outside of their direct duties.

* Encourage people to take ownership of an issue, even if it is
not their job. “If there is a problem you can fix, then fix it. You
don’t need permission. Just tell me, after the fact, what it was
and how you fixed it, so we can avoid the same problem again

in the future.”®

* Hold people accountable when communication slips or
opportunities that are ever present are not communicated.

Checking Out

Some structural silos are the almost unavoidable result of the way
work-related hierarchies have been developed and maintained (an
example of this would be those 22 government agencies that stood
alone before being integrated into the Department of Homeland Se-
curity). They can also be “structural” due to geographical challenges.
For example, some organizations—Tlike the various departments of the
UN-—may not have each division located in the same building or even
the same country, and the logistical challenges of working in a differ-
ent location or culture may create silos.

Much more often, though, silos are self-developed and self-im-
posed. They reflect conscious and subconscious choices made by em-
ployees and managers. Breaking down silos is a matter of opening
up communication, which is why the techniques of improvisation are
useful in resolving the problems created by silos. I think the best way
to explain exactly how improvisation can destroy troublesome silos

is to take a look at a case history—a luxury hotel in Dubai.
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The hotel was an iconic landmark and had received praise for its
beautiful design, fantastic service, and excellent food. The property
included a convention center and had great appeal as a high-end, all-
inclusive stop for business travelers. The hotel had achieved excellence
in everything it initially set out to accomplish. What it lacked was an
ability to adapt.

Since the dawn of Dubai’s oil economy in the 1960s, change and
development have happened at a dizzying pace. In the early 2000s,
when Dubai positioned itself as an increasingly important business
destination, there was a rush to develop luxury hotels. The newer ho-
tels recognized that while the existing hotels served businesspeople
well, they offered minimal services to family members who might be
traveling with the businessperson. If a traveler did bring the family
along to the older-model hotels, it was stuck with the less than exciting
choice of hanging out in a hotel lounge or figuring out something to
do in Dubai’s 115%plus Fahrenheit heat. The newer hotels had fabu-
lous family attractions—incredible water parks, ice rinks, and indoor
ski slopes, and even access to what still ranks as the largest mall in the
world, all while providing adequate space to hold business meetings
and conventions. Competition had changed Dubai from a business
destination into a legitimate family destination.” If a business traveler
was going to travel that far around the world and wanted to be with
his or her family, the newer hotels would offer the ability for the trav-
eler to conduct business, the family to have a blast, and everyone to
get back together in the evening. All of a sudden that fancy older hotel
went from a five-star booking to a place that was simply not the best
overall option.

This older hotel had been one of the first into the market and had
run hard to establish itself. And while running hard, hotel manage-
ment had spent more time maintaining its own success rather than
looking over its shoulder. Now they were up against brutal compe-
tition, and the bottom line was that the bottom line was affected—
money that had at first been easier to make was now drying up like
water in the desert.
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With business sputtering and occupancy down, the hotel had to
trim fat. Departments were streamlined and people were let go with-
out much explanation, which led to a morale problem for those who
remained. As the hotel’s future became more and more unknown,
management struggled to understand and address the problems that
its own staff were painfully aware of. Management promised again
and again that change would take place and business would soon be
booming again. When change didn’t happen and more cuts were
made, morale seriously sagged even lower. There was a lot of grum-
bling among employees, who had lost faith that they could make a
difference in the overall success of the hotel. One result of all this dis-
content was that the separate departments of the hotel—25 of them
in this case—unintentionally fortified their silos and stopped talking to
each other.

The hotel business is no stranger to structural siloing. Classically
the departments within a hotel tend not to communicate much with
each other. Though the laundry may dialogue a bit with housekeep-
ing, it has next to zero contact with security or the food and beverage
team; guest services may not talk much with the engineering depart-
ment; and of course no one wants to hear about accounting’s prob-
lems. Every department essentially runs its own business with its own
budget, reporting upward to a general manager. Hotels can easily end
up with a series of vertical hierarchies—silos—in which everyone an-
swers to two or three people above them but does not communicate
laterally to any other division. That system can certainly function well
if top management makes an ongoing effort to hear, address, and
cross-pollinate every division’s concerns. However, most top leaders
(C-level, V-level, and GMs in this case) are incredibly busy and simply
do not have the time to act as a bridge between every department,
every day. They should make the time to be bridge-builders, so that
each department knows that crossing the bridge from one part of the
guests’ experience to the next is not only wanted, it is a necessity.

When a system that doesn’t naturally encourage cross-communica-

tion is in place and morale drops, the divisions between departments
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start to run even deeper and become tougher to bridge. A business
in the process of changing is a business that needs more open and
honest communication among departments, yet if the framework for
that communication hasn’t ever been created, people will respond to
the difficulty of change by reverting to their most overlearned and
overpracticed behaviors (such as shutting down).? While the heads
of departments may continue to talk to each other, most employees
hunker down in their insular silos and wouldn’t think about building
bridges or coming up with solutions for anything that falls outside of
their own immediate responsibilities. Room service may see a way to
solve a food and beverage problem, but that idea never gets commu-
nicated because there is no architecture for communication in place.
Employees even start to limit their communication upward to their
own department heads. A “That is not my job” attitude prevails, and
the overall lack of communication gets shrugged off by way of status
quo bias: “That’s just the way it is.”? All this marks the beginning of
the hospitality-industry equivalent of an alligator death roll.

At the older Dubai hotel I was called in to work with, the man-
agement—to its credit—recognized that all this was happening. The
people in senior leadership positions, rather than having a manage-
ment-tilted bias, were honest about what was going wrong. They knew
they had fallen behind their competition and they were taking steps
to upgrade the hotel and its services. However, while they acknowl-
edged that staff morale had plummeted and that interdepartmental
communication was practically nonexistent, they weren’t sure what to
do to correct that. They had made an accurate self-diagnosis without
an idea of what the prescription should be. I was brought in to begin
treatment.

What I saw right away was a heck of a lot of silos. This was an ele-
ment of the problem that management had not been aware of. I'rom
what I learned of the way the company was run, the morale issue was
largely due to an accountability issue. People had stopped taking the
initiative to fix anything, not just in other departments but even within

their own departments as well. However, employees would talk to
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friends within their own department about the problems, thereby cre-
ating silos within silos. An attitude of “It’s not my problem” had taken
hold to such a degree that company growth was paralyzed. Solutions
to problems were not being pursued because it was assumed that get-
ting permission to make some positive change was not worth the ef-
fort. This attitude had gotten so bad that even little positive changes
that could be made—changes that didn’t require any permission from
higher-ups—were left unexplored.

I saw one glimmer of hope in the fact that even as the business
was struggling, the hotel was still very good about communicating
guest experiences to all the departments. That showed me that cross-
communication was possible; it just had to be opened up and encour-
aged. I realized I was looking at a large staff made up of people who
wanted to do a good job and felt they had no voice and no support.
They had come to feel that being successful at their own individual
jobs was the only thing they could do to contribute to the hotel’s over-
all success.

Checking In

My plan for silo busting at the Dubai hotel began by bringing together
all 25 department heads and getting them to open their minds and be
ready for some change management. That act alone turned out to be
a powerful silo buster in itself. This was not the first time the leader-
ship team had come together. In fact they met quarterly to discuss the
problems of the hotel and how to succeed. The problem lay in the fact
that the meetings would inevitably degenerate into defensive postur-
ing, wherein the leaders would focus so single-mindedly on their own
department needs (individual agendas) that they never shared best
practices and how to help each other succeed for the greater good of
the organization. They knew hotelwide change needed to take place.
They just did not know how to embrace that change; they did not
know how to model this change in their actions and they had no archi-

tecture for successful communication and collaboration. They sensed
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they were 1in silos, and they did not have the tools to bust out of them
without help.

The Business Improv team proceeded to put these department
heads through a one-and-a-half-day program in which there was a
strong emphasis on how to make change happen and how to put ac-
countability practices into place. All the basics of “Yes, and” commu-
nication were laid out in lectures and readings and reinforced through
exercises and discussions. Small-group work was done with exercises
in group decision making, adaptability, leveling status, divergent think-
ing, and developing focus and concentration. Again and again I em-
phasized the concept that a diversity of ideas was to be sought out
and celebrated, and I was happy to see that this concept itself was
cherished. The simple act of telling people that their voices were val-
ued and that they needed to find value in others’ voices had the effect
of changing the energy and attitudes of the leaders. Gloom began to
dissipate and a bit of optimism began to bubble up.

As the program progressed, I pushed the heads to find ways of
communicating more effectively, not just with their staffs but with
cach other. I encouraged them to lead by example and to take on the
real work of silo busting. Again there was great enthusiasm for this. In
divergent thinking phases the participants put a tremendous amount
of effort into coming up with ways they could let other departments
know about pitfalls and obstacles being encountered, while also find-
ing ways to marry successful solutions across departments to demon-
strate how the change initiations were taking hold. The exercises I led
for this program followed an arc, building from self-audit and indi-
vidual accountability, to interpersonal communication, to small-group
communication, to department communication, to intercompany
communication, to creating an improvisational company culture.

Here’s an example of one of the more effective silo-busting exercises:

Assemble a small team of six or so people from one department
that is taking on a real work challenge. Add to the team one or
two people from a completely separate department in the com-

pany, who have absolutely no idea of the challenge or any knowl-
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edge of struggles or successes the team’s department has had in
the past. Using both the “Yes, and” language and overall phi-
losophy, have all members participate in an idea-sharing session
(divergent thinking). In order to do this there must be an agreed
understanding that

1. The outside person(s) entering the team will dive in fearlessly

and participate to the top of their intelligence.

2. The group will work collectively to accept the new member(s)
and incorporate them into the team as quickly and effectively

as possible.

In divergent thinking the group should not deny, negate, or dis-
cuss restrictions or “how that did not work in the past.” Rather
they should accept every idea that the new members suggest.

Now enter into convergent thinking with the shared commitment
to go into the judgment phase with minds open to discovery and
thoughtful understanding. In other words enter into the conver-
gent thinking phase with a divergent thinking attitude. Rather
than purely judging ideas as “good” or “bad,” talk with the new
members about what they were thinking that led to their sugges-
tions. Look to create a greater understanding of their unique per-
spective. For example, what you might find is a best practice that
created a stop-gap measure in an approach that you tried but that
“did not work in the past.” By keeping an open mind to under-
stand the new members’ perspective, you learn that the stop-gap
measure they used to deal with a previous challenge will actually
work to solve a current problem for your team.

Wherever possible I stressed accountability and transferability in
the Dubai hotel—the idea that the open communication we were es-
tablishing in the program wouldn’t amount to much if it didn’t find its
way back to actual workplace practices. In silo busting at the hotel a
part of the transferability depended on getting the heads to recognize
the usefulness of manipulating status. They had to learn how to shat-

ter entrenched hierarchies and siloed communications by lowering
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their own status within each of their departments. (As we discussed in
the last chapter, if’ a boss’s title is getting in the way of open commu-
nication, that boss needs to create an environment in which his or her
own status is lowered, temporarily, so that open communication and a
meritocracy of ideas can emerge.)

The department heads and I worked hard to come up with ways
that the improvisation exercises could be translated into the workday;,
and some of the specific, practical takeaways they developed were in-
spiring. The head of laundry came up with a plan to use “Yes, and”
techniques at the laundry staff meeting on Monday mornings. A se-
curity head decided to have one meeting a week with staff in which
everyone would be free to raise issues and problems without any pres-
sure to work toward a solution at that particular meeting; solutions
would be worked out at a separate meeting. Other heads embraced
plans to work out staff problems through wide-open ideation, mak-
ing full use of divergent/convergent thinking techniques with other
departments.

After a day and a half of very hard work, the department heads
were revitalized, refocused, and primed for success. Silos looked ready
to tumble. I would love to take personal credit for that, but it would
do a disservice to the motivation, drive, and intelligence of the great
leadership team in that hotel. I supplied these folks with tools and
techniques they could use to bring back a natural flow of commu-
nication. Simply getting people together in a room and giving them
improv techniques to postpone judgment and speak freely went a long
way toward busting silos.

I would be remiss if I did not point out that this particular pro-
gram did not happen without my coming up against a fair amount
of resistance and skepticism. The accounting head was a particularly
hard nut to crack. He was good at crossing his arms and rolling his
eyes and did not think that anything I was doing would help his ail-
ing workplace. Throughout the program I looked for opportunities
to do some one-on-one work with him, during which I asked him to

reframe his thinking about his role in the hotel. While it was entirely
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understandable that he should be concerned with the numbers, it was
not his job simply to say “No” to people. He needed to see that his
job was to help everyone else accomplish what they were trying to get
done, even while keeping an eye on the numbers. Sometimes those
numbers might dictate that “No” was the proper response. However,
he occasionally had to consider that “Yes” was a possibility as well. By
the end of the program it clicked for him. He could find ways to hear
and support his colleagues while still protecting his balance sheets.
And he understood that a hotel with a staff that felt it was being heard
and supported would probably have greatly improved balance sheets

in the long run.

Let's Jam

When silos are present in a company that I've been asked to help,
one of the elements that I like to include in a multiday program is
an improv Jam session. These are usually evening events—sometimes
after very long days of a scheduled program—at which attendance is
voluntary and the atmosphere is much looser. It’s at the Jams that we
embrace some of the classic short-form improv games that people are
familiar with through TV shows like Whose Line Is It Anyway? Those
Jams have a great value though, especially as an extension of a silo-
busting program. The Jam is a demonstration of people stepping up
to do something without any idea of what they’re getting into, now in
front of an audience of their peers! What feels like fun—because it
is fun—is actually giving people a real opportunity to learn that they
can operate in the unknown, can embrace the unexpected, and can
benefit from the offers made by peers and collaborators.

While the Jam works as a pleasant decompression point at the end
of a long day, it is also tremendously beneficial in developing all sorts
of crucial intangibles that are necessary for silo busting: camaraderie,
commitment, vulnerability, respect, unconditional support, height-
ened listening, heightened focus and observation, flexibility and fear-

lessness. These are precisely the things that are missing in a siloed
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workplace, and to have them introduced in a no-pressure, enjoyable
context can actually turn this into one of the most memorable take-
aways of the program. This was definitely the case in Dubai. After
only one full day of improv the program participants used the Jam
as a way of solidifying those first crucial, wobbly steps (that we had
worked on all day) toward much better communication and company
unity.

If the lessons of “Yes, and” can get some positive spirit and com-
munal energy behind people, as in the Jams, then morale can change
for the better very quickly. The more people learn about other cowork-
ers, other teams, and other departments, the more they feel a connec-
tion with them.'” The more they feel listened to and understood, the
more they feel that they have value and will want to know about what
is going on in other areas of the workplace. If a few leaders set the
example of open communication, it shows that “this is the way we run
our business” and others will mirror and mimic that behavior. Then
when more people are performing that specific behavior, the more
positive peer pressure (conformity pressure) is put on other leaders to
communicate what they’re doing in their departments. Once enough
people feel they have permission and encouragement to communicate
and once they have the tools to do so, there’s just no point in being in
a silo anymore.

Up, Down, and Sideways

There is one other important aspect of the “how” to consider when
one is busting silos. Whether in physical or metaphorical form, a silo
is a vertical structure. If you’re going to break the metaphorical silo
down, it’s likely the vertical chain of command within that structure
will have to be reevaluated and maybe even repositioned.

Vertical hierarchies are familiar to most of us, often charted out in
pyramid or ladder form. When silos get busted the result is often a flat
hierarchy—a horizontal chain of leadership. Keep in mind that mov-

ing from vertical to horizontal doesn’t take away from the importance
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of leadership. In fact leadership skills are necessary to maintain an
environment in which everyone is welcome to share fearlessly and
openly. And there will be a point when the group will need direction
and guidance (i.e., they will need to be led, which I will explore more
tully in the next chapter).

Leaders have to understand the benefit of leveling status and may
find it necessary to lower their own status—to flatten rank—at least
for periods in order to develop an open atmosphere. That doesn’t
mean that rank or status is arbitrarily given away. Part of the culture
of open communication is that everyone acknowledges that rank ex-
ists and knows that even if it is set aside it can be reasserted when
necessary. If we consider that your rank is your job title within an
organization, and that status is something that can be given or taken
away by other people, then your rank is not actually affected when sta-
tus is manipulated. So if rank is getting in the way of communication,
set it aside. The bonus of allowing a hierarchy to be flattened is that
even when rank comes back into play, open and honest communica-
tion continues because you have led by example and already shown
that not only is this wanted; it is needed. You have created the routines
and rituals of manipulating status to reinforce stellar communication,
and as we’ve discussed, employees will revert to their most overlearned
and practiced behaviors!

In early 2016 I had the extreme pleasure of interviewing Alex Gal-
lafent, a design lead at IDEO’s New York studio. IDEO is one of the
most successful global design firms around—it helps organizations
create new products, services, ventures, and more, from medical de-
vices to entire school systems. I was fortunate to get a firsthand look
at their collaborative workspaces and at what has been called IDEO’s
“culture of helping.”

IDEO New York is an environment built for collaboration: it is
open and playful. In some of the shared spaces guidelines for inter-
personal engagement are posted on the walls (such as the lighthearted
“Rules of the Makespace,” which include a reminder to teach others).

In individual project spaces teams are encouraged to redesign space
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to uniquely fit their needs. Alex said, “The more we’re able to cre-
ate spaces that fit the work styles, personalities, and interests of the
team members, the more likely that team will feel creatively confi-
dent as their project proceeds.” Minicultures within the larger culture!
IDEO project teams are intentionally multidisciplinary too. People ar-
rive at IDEO with an enormous variety of skills, backgrounds, and
educations. Collaboration between those distinct points of view and
approaches to work is baked into IDEO’s value proposition. Success
comes from individuals taking ownership of their work and being indi-
vidually responsible for the health of the studio’s culture; it also comes
from the collective, collaborative sum of those individuals working to-
gether. The physical layout of the studio supports these behaviors: at
one moment designers may be in their own project space, heads down
in concentrated work. At another they may be present in the wider
studio community, getting inspired by other teams, asking them ques-
tions, or—when invited—offering critique.

At IDEO a sense of grounded professional vulnerability is per-
ceived as a strength rather than a weakness. Not only do IDEOers
actively offer help to teams that might need a little support or some
fresh eyes; they also actively communicate when they themselves need
assistance. “We learn from failure,” said Alex. “Getting things wrong
is a signal that we’re making progress.” Because failure is celebrated
and not feared, the studio’s culture is grounded in a sense of serious
play.

IDEO understands that the overall success of any project is owned
by every single member of the organization. And in understanding
this, they know the collective consciousness of the company is far
greater than that of any one individual. Egos are set aside and the
whole company operates as one giant, openly communicative team!

Silo busting not only promotes horizontal communication within
meetings and departments; it also promotes such communication up-
stream and downstream and cross-stream—upstream to higher-level
executives, downstream to customers and clients, and cross-stream to
(and through) other teams. If communication is flowing in all direc-

tions, management skills have to flow in the same directions. Tearing



Busted m

down the restrictive, vertical hierarchy of a silo is a positive action.
However, once that familiar hierarchy is gone, people have to know
what to replace it with. Depending on the structure of the company,
the removal of silos may require some time to understand how to use
the skills needed for managing up, managing down, and managing
sideways.

Managing up refers to the management of those of higher rank
than you; managing down, to the management of subordinates; man-
aging sideways, to the management of peers. I find that a lot of peo-
ple assume that the easiest of the three would be managing down,
because that implies a dynamic in which you’ve got status and rank
working for you. That assumption often proves to be faulty because if
you let the rank and the status do the work, you are in effect relying
on a silo rather than breaking it down. Simply asserting rank will not
likely open up communication and create any intrinsic motivation in
subordinates.

To manage down effectively, you have to embrace the somewhat
paradoxical idea that ruling effectively from above sometimes means
being willing to lower your own status, lead from within, and even let
others of lower rank lead. There’s an old improv phrase that I first
learned from my mentor, Martin de Maat. That phrase is “Follow the
Follower.” In improv this phrase means that no one is the leader. We
are all followers. And if we all follow each other, something organic
will emerge that we all created and that we all have an equal share of.
I'introduced this phrase to the U.S. Naval Academy in the 2014 Lead-
ership Conference when I was on a panel titled “Change from Below:
Creativity, Dissent and Reshaping.” I explained “Follow the Follower”
as a means of lowering your own status to listen to the newer mem-
bers of your team (in this case midshipmen and women). It is a way to
not only learn their perspective but to “think outside of the box™” and
even develop a reverse mentorship.'!

Managing across turns out to be the easy one when the environ-
ment is set up correctly, like the New York office of IDEO. In dealing
with a colleague of equal rank, there should be a naturally relaxed
dynamic that allows the “managing” to feel more like collaborating on
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a team. Personalities aside, when all things are equal in peer-to-peer
relationships, it is not so hard to level status.

The key to managing up, down, or across is fairly simple. Don’t
think of them as three different management tactics; rather, think of
them as one smooth method of communication. Respect the rank and
even level of status that each person has garnered, and speak to them
respectfully. Rather than worrying about tailoring a communication
to go up or down a chain of command, communicate with clarity
of purpose and a high level of self-auditing—be aware of your own
behavior as well how you are affecting others. Be consistent whether
communicating up, down, or sideways. Allow for some humility and
vulnerability—whichever way you’re managing, it’s okay to show a
need for help and to request guidance (it takes strength to recognize
your own weakness). That kind of openness shows care for the greater
good and can create buy-in at all levels. The point of doing away with
silos though is to allow people to start caring about what others are
doing, and to be agents of each other’s success. Honesty, candor, and
openness are keys to strong relationships whichever way the commu-

nication flows.

Conflicted

It would be so nice to conclude our talk of silo busting by telling you
that once communications are open and once you have an environ-
ment in which honesty and candor are in abundant supply, your work-
place will run as smoothly as a freshly waxed Mercedes. Unfortunately
humans seem to suffer from something called human nature, and in
the aftermath of busted silos, open communication may be accompa-
nied by interpersonal and interdepartmental conflicts.

Not to worry. Changing behavior is hard, and this is a natural part
of change. Being forewarned is being forearmed. If you go about the
business of silo busting, you may be pushing people outside of their
comfortable safety zone and you need to be ready for some conflict

management.
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I very specifically use the term “conflict management” rather than
“conflict resolution” because in some cases conflict is a good thing,
Sure it needs to be guided and focused, but not necessarily immedi-
ately extinguished (resolved). In the next chapter we’ll take a look at
a variety of leadership techniques. As far as silos are concerned, let it
be said that when communication is opened up, people in leadership
positions need to be cognizant that “open communication” may now
sound like something closer to debate, especially when different de-
partments with different jargon, acronyms, and subcultures are forced
to work together. Let’s explore the nature of a debate.

We can think of a debate as a clash of opposing points of view, of
pros and cons, in which the ultimate aim is to “win” the argument.
However, as you may recall from Chapter 2, if you think about the
rules of debate followed by school debate clubs, you start to get closer
to something that is surprisingly “Yes, and”-ish in nature. Whether in
the high school multipurpose room or around the conference table, to
debate your opponent you have to be present and in the moment, to
postpone judgment, to listen intently, and to be adaptable. When silos
tumble and people find themselves free to speak up, there is almost a
guarantee that everyone will not be in agreement on every point. This
is as it should be. When a culture of acceptance is set up correctly,
there should be opposing views and the diversity of thought should be
celebrated. Opposing views (perspectives) are not the same as opposing
agendas. Debate can be constructive and conflict can be good. Again,
though, for conflict to be a positive it needs to be channeled properly.

Here are a few simple techniques someone in a leadership position

can employ to channel conflict correctly:

* First of all it must be clearly established that arguments in favor
of one point or another can never become personal in nature,

which doesn’t benefit anyone.

* Conflict can be encouraged as long as the parties with
conflicting points of view accept that they have a common goal,
something greater than self.
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* Aleader must lead. A leader has to set a tone for debate in
which it is clear to everyone that what is being sought is a prob-
lem-solving consensus, not a win for one side or the other. The
dynamic cannot be “Here’s why I'm right and you’re wrong.” It
has to be more along the lines of “Yes, and you’ve got that prob-
lem. I've got this problem. Let’s punch this out from all angles
and figure out how we can work together to solve both issues
and create less headaches for both of us.” Further, if you see
emotional investment from any party (frustration, anger, resent-

ment), then the parties are not aligned on the overall mission.

* Once the debate is done, realign the team, especially if the
debate got heated. The last thing you want is for a person to
harbor resentment and carry (or bury) negative emotions back

into the workplace.

It’s amazing how often framing a conversation or debate prop-
erly makes seemingly intractable conflicts disappear. Once conflicting
opinions have been stated and a work-appropriate level of emotion
has been vented by all sides, reframing the central question from
“Whose idea is better?” to “What can we do to help each other?” has
tremendous impact. As always the point is not to get team or depart-
ment members to feel so good about each other that they exchange
foot rubs—the point is to get the team or department to do their work
in the most effective and efficient way possible.

Once silos are busted individual perspectives can flourish. An im-
provisational workplace can be a place that encourages dissent and
expects issues to be explored as richly and as deeply as possible. Yet di-
verse perspectives must always be expressed within a culture of accep-
tance and respect toward the same overall agendas. Opposing views
can be a tremendous asset to a business as long as they eventually
come together to support a common good. On the farm, silos work
just fine for wheat and rye. In business they’re just not necessary. Open
communication is a much better means to success.

Now we’ll leave the farm behind to look at how leaders can lead
the way to that success.



Chapter 8

TAKE ME TO YOUR LEADERSHIP

AT FIRST THOUGHT and perhaps even at second thought, “improvisa-
tional leadership” might seem to be an oxymoron. Improvisation by
nature is a team endeavor, in which no one individual is more impor-
tant than the ensemble and consequently no one leads. If in the art of
theatrical improv I was forced to recognize a leader I would have to
say that the improvisational performance itself leads. The piece being
performed influences each performer’s role and responsibilities just as
any good leader would, and every individual performer in the piece
is there to serve the needs, wants, and demands of the overall group
performance. In improv this is known as the improvised performance
taking on a life of its own—a creative process that is both semimysti-
cal and quite practical, in which the natural talents and heightened
communication of the performers come together to serve the ultimate
“boss”: a great, audience-pleasing performance.

The leveling of status I've spoken of is crucial to a theatrical im-
prov troupe. However, behind the scenes there are leaders organizing
warm-ups, scheduling rehearsals, and taking care of all the show busi-
ness logistics. Up on stage there are no VPs of Wordplay, no Chief
TFarcical Officers, and no C-level scene-stealers—are all equal. Part

of embracing improv as a theatrical art form is accepting that the
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group must always come before the individual. I've mentioned an old
improv phrase that I first learned from my mentor, Martin de Maat:
“Follow the follower.”! Onstage, we all follow each other as a way to
facilitate organic discovery in the group. We focus so intently on the
other individuals in the group that no one can become the leader; we
work in service to that which is bigger than any individual: the team,
the process, the show.

This is the crux of “Yes, and . . . ” and as we’ve seen in discuss-
ing everything from branding to brainstorming, from status leveling
to silo busting, this “Yes, and” philosophy can be easily and effectively
adapted to the workplace. Obviously, though, when improvisation
moves into a corporate setting the dynamics of leadership also have
to be accounted for. Though we may all be equals as humans who
put pants on one leg at a time, a lot of us have job duties that tell us
otherwise. And whether or not your job title labels you as a leader,
in general terms the corporate workplace might be broadly defined
as “an arena in which somebody is trying to get somebody else to
do something.” In other words if work is going to get done someone
needs to be a leader.

Given that theatrical improvisation is more rooted in group har-
mony than in individual solos, do improv techniques have to be
discarded with extreme prejudice when we focus on the corporate
environment and excellent leadership? Absolutely not. After a bit
of quiet contemplation (and energetic head pounding) in the early
days of developing Business Improv, I came to an aha moment: even
though there’s no “leader” on an improv stage, the same skills and
mind-set that make an excellent improviser make for an excellent
leader in the business setting. This chapter draws on all that has come
before it in examining how improvisation can be used as a means of
effective leadership. By analyzing traits of great and horrible leaders,
we will show how, through improv, leadership skills can be developed
so that one has an understanding of how one’s energy, attitude, and
communication style affect others.
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Lead Story

My introduction to the benefits of improvisational leadership was a
very personal one. Back in 2001, in the very first year Business Improv
became incorporated, my company was hired to run the afternoon
sessions of a four-day intensive executive education program being
presented by the Fuqua School of Business at Duke University. Busi-
ness Improv had already run many successful programs for MBA
students and professors and had gotten great feedback from our par-
ticipants. This particular program presented a new challenge in that it
was the first time we were addressing a group of top-tier executives—
sixteen VPs, presidents, and CEOs representing large, well-known
companies from all around the country.

We were riding high on the tremendous success of the MBA pro-
grams and went into this new one confidently. After our first three
hours of workshops on the first of the four-day “Creative Leadership”
program, the participants took a dinner break and over the course of
their meal decided that Business Improv had failed utterly in provid-
ing them with anything useful in either creativity or leadership. These
top executives felt that our attempt to blend improvisation techniques
with corporate skills was a complete waste of time, and they were not
interested in seeing any more of what we had to offer in the remaining
three program days to follow.

Their decision was no doubt influenced by a number of factors,
including what I would later deduce to be a bit of ageism and some
culture clash. I was only 29 and considerably more fresh-faced than
I am now. I dressed like a very business-casual improviser in khaki
pants and a short-sleeve polo shirt and often played awkwardly with
my name-tag lanyard when I talked. To a room of gray-haired cor-
porate titans I may as well have been wearing rainbow suspenders
and a propeller beanie. I speculate that to them I didn’t look like I
had the experience to lead them to any insight. So at the end of day
one—a day ironically themed “Suspension of Judgment”—they sim-

ply stopped listening and judged, harshly. My age and demeanor did
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not explain the entirety of the failure though. The course was sup-
posed to begin with an introduction to improv techniques (postponing
judgment, loosening of inhibitions, and introducing “Yes, and”) and
then gradually, over our four days of workshops, make clear how and
why these techniques could be relevant in the workplace. That sort of
approach worked perfectly well when I was leading a “team” of MBA
students through a program. This audience was very different though,
and in not letting them know exactly what we were doing, why we
were doing it, and where we were going right from the start, I failed
them as a leader.

The morning of the second day of the program my coteacher and
I were fired. Sort of. Rick Staelin, the wise, steady associate dean of
executive education at Duke, informed us that Business Improv’s ser-
vices would no longer be required in the four-day creative leadership
program. This was a horrible professional gut punch—the first time I
had ever been terminated from a real job. It was an awful feeling that
something I had taken so seriously and had put so much effort into
could result in rejection. However, I say I was “sort of” fired because
Rick Staelin engaged me in a way that I have come to recognize as a
tremendous life-changing moment of leadership.

Instead of instructing us to pack our bags and get the hell out of
the lovely R. David Thomas Center on the Duke campus, Rick told
my coteacher and me to stay. He informed us that we would be paid
for our time at the rate we had agreed on in our contract with Fuqua,
and instead of facing the C-levels again we were to spend the next
three days rethinking and revamping and redesigning our program.
We were grateful for that chance to redeem ourselves and consequently
worked our tails off over those next three days. We gutted the program,
transforming every aspect of it—from preprogram communication to
dress attire to our language to our exercises and course materials to
our learning outcomes and business links to our wrap-up discussions—
and ending up with an immensely improved program that is still the
basis for all our multiday executive education intensives. Rick met with
us on the final day to talk through the changes, and what resulted was
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a new program for Duke Exec Ed: a three-day, Business Improv inten-
sive called “The Workshop in Managerial Improvisation.”

More than just influencing the content of our program, this ex-
perience was a huge lesson to me in the power of positive failure—a
lesson made possible by Rick’s improvisational approach to his own
leadership role. On a strictly strategic level we had not delivered to his
“customers” what we had promised, and he had every right to send
us packing without pay. Rick was thoughtful though and saw enough
potential in what we were doing to take a small risk and invest some
time and money in us. He provided us an opportunity to fail and chal-
lenged us to learn from that failure. We answered that call to action.
We created a much better program on every level and completely
redefined my company’s (and my personal) mission. The real kicker
came a year later when one of the executives who had watched us
die our long, painful “Creative Leadership” death returned to Fuqua
for one of our three-day, Managerial Improv intensives and ended up
raving about how much he had learned in those three days.

My point is that it took enlightened, improvisational leadership to
turn a rough failure into an eventual success. Our terminated pro-
gram was Business Improv’s very first step into executive education,
and if we had been summarily dismissed by Rick I'd say the chances
of my company’s going on to become what it has become would sit
somewhere between nil and no way. Because of Rick’s leadership in
that moment of crisis, not only has Business Improv had a chance to
thrive; we’ve also been able to maintain one of our strongest, longest-
lasting academic partnerships. Today, as a leader of my own business,
I endeavor to create the same opportunities for the people I work with
that Rick created for me.

Follow the Follower
In theatrical improv the goal and the means to that goal are always
clear: a group of improvisers is performing to explore their art, having

fun and entertaining their audience. In the business world goals are
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constantly shifting and new teams are being assembled every work-
day. Even if the members of a team are capable of working together
beautifully, the team is pointless without a leader to articulate its goals
and process. That’s not to say the team is pointless because it can’t
do anything by itself. It can, and left alone it might just find its way
toward a useful goal. In most situations, however, someone has to step
up and give a team direction and focus and deadlines, or things don’t
get done. Parameters have to be put into place for a team to func-
tion—and to know how to function—and someone has to set those
parameters and police them when necessary. In business settings any
work being done by two or more people working together will require
leadership.

From a sort of business-feature headline perspective the term
“leader” is sometimes defined in the grandest sense: a leader is a vi-
slonary, an innovator, a game-changer, an iconoclast. Henry Ford.
Richard Branson. Steve Jobs. These kinds of leaders are measured by
the size and success of their big ideas, or perhaps simply by the size
of their market share. However, in a day-to-day business sense when
we talk about leadership we’re really talking about the ability to work
with people. There are of course many different ways to lead, that is,
to get people to achieve at their highest potential. In business the cur-
rent leadership trajectory combines emotional intelligence (EQ) with
rational intelligence (IQ))—relationship building that is based in em-
pathy as much as in rational, analytical, strategic intelligence.? Beyond
vision, leadership is about connection and engagement, so all the skills
required for engaging with others are crucial whether one is guiding a
team, heading a department, or managing a crisis.

In improvisational leadership the concept of “Follow the Follower”
shifts a bit. The “following” doesn’t imply a surrender of authority.
Instead it refers to a leadership state of mind in which a leader is
capable of leveling status and fostering talent. The improvisational
leader is still a person in charge; however, that person is also open to
ideas, opinions, interactions, and actions from his or her subordinates.

The most enlightened leaders I know actually pay very close attention
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to the people they lead and are inspired by them. That doesn’t mean
that leaders need to be dismissive of their own vision, goals, drive,
tenacity, and motivation. It simply means they operate with a height-
ened awareness of exactly whom they are leading. The required level
of awareness in leaders has evolved significantly over the last 15 years
or so, at least partly in response to the prevalence of social media
(Twitter, Facebook, Instagram), crowd sourcing, and the internet and
the evolving ways that we communicate with each other. The younger
generations are dictating how we communicate with each other like in
no other time in human history. “Follow the Follower,” to an enlight-
ened leader, means that by focusing on the people you lead, they will
focus on you in return.

We are all in people businesses, built of personal bonds and per-
sonal connections. We know there is a basic human desire to be un-
derstood and the thing that connects us in all the great relationships
in our lives is that somebody “gets” us. Of the “Six Domains of Lead-
ership” created by Duke Fuqua School of Business professors Sim
Sitkins and Allen Lind, the attributes of great leadership most closely
aligned with improvisational thinking center on the need to share your
personality and authentic voice, build relationships, create a team that
will serve a greater purpose, lead with passion, support and protect
the team you create, and lead with integrity.* When you can actually
turn that around to the people that you lead—when you get them as
much as they get you—you have a great opportunity to demonstrate a
freedom from status bias and a willingness to learn.

There’s no perfect equation or foolproof formula for creating a
great leader (if there were we’d see a lot more great leaders out there).
There are a lot of x variables in every leadership opportunity, vari-
ables that can range from the nature of the goal being pursued to the
dynamics of the team being led to the natural leadership style of any
particular individual. Whatever those variables may be in any given
situation, though, improvisation can become a pivotal piece of lead-
ership strategy. The very nature of improvisation is awareness and
adaptability, and any leader has to be aware enough to recognize what



182 Getting to “Yes And”

he or she has to work with in a given team, and adaptable enough to
manipulate circumstances toward a desired outcome. A leader must
constantly make sense of the shifting pieces of a shifting puzzle—ex-
actly what an improviser does—and an improvisational leader knows
how to blend EQ and 1Q.*

An improvisational leader must have fully developed the improvi-
sational skill set we’ve discussed in previous chapters. A leader has to
live in the moment (truly the essence of improvisation). A leader has
to be in a state of mindfulness, aware of his or her actions, and make
pivotal changes in the moment to influence, inspire, and engage oth-
ers. A leader has to be prepared to listen and observe with focus and
concentration. A leader has to postpone judgment. A leader has to
allow for some humility and vulnerability, accepting a willingness to
be wrong and a willingness to ask a team for help. An improvisational
leader understands that it is not the job of the leader to always come
up with the “right” answer—the job of the leader is to get a team to a
desired outcome.

I want to stress most emphatically that the “desired outcome” is
really the whole point here. I would never argue that the techniques
of improvisation should be seen as any kind of cure-all or replace-
ment for actual strategy. In a business sense effective strategy is the
road map by which you will travel to execute your mission. That mis-
sion might be an expansion of territory, a new marketing campaign,
a way to streamline operations, a new customer-focused approach, or
a new way to generate profits. Every bit of logistics, analytics, and
practical thinking that goes into your mission is a matter of strategy.
A new phone system needs to be set up. Temps need to be hired. Of-
fice space needs to be converted. Budgets need to be drawn up. Teams
need to be assembled and headed up. All of that finely considered
strategy stays in place. The introduction of an improvisational style of
leadership and teamwork is not meant to replace the thoughtfulness
required for the day-to-day execution of a job. The point of improvi-

sation 1s to complement such strategic thinking. In fact improvisation
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thrives at the pivotal intersection where planning and strategy meet
execution.

This ties directly into the improv myth we busted a long time ago—
that improvisation is making up something out of nothing. For any
decent improviser and most especially for an improvisational leader,
improvisation is creating something out of every resource available. A
truly scatter-brained performer would soon bore an audience, and a
scatter-brained leader will struggle to guide a team. Onstage as in the
corporate workplace there’s a lot of structure required for improvisa-
tion to appear to be as free flowing as it looks when it succeeds. Em-
bracing improvisation as a leadership technique does not demand any
weakening of structure, nor does it demand any sacrifice of strategic
awareness of mission, goals, and deadlines. What improvisation adds
to the picture is an advanced approach to how you complete that mis-
sion and meet those goals and deadlines. Improvisational leaders im-
prove the chances for team success because such leaders do not limit
themselves to a single plan of action in order to achieve a desired
result. Improvisation allows a leader to see a variety of opportunities

for success with every challenge, within every plan.

New Management

Leading is not managing. Managing is not leading. To some this is a
pair of seemingly obvious truisms. Others lack clarity on the differ-
ence between leading and managing. I'd suggest that the act of man-
aging focuses strictly on strategic thinking at its most practical—on
execution.” Managing is taking care of logistical and practical details.
Every team-related task needs to be managed to some extent, and the
quality of managing can fall anywhere on a spectrum that runs from
well-oiled machine to gear-grinding nightmare. The real problem
arises when anyone confuses the managing of job-specific details with
actual leadership. One does not need to be a visionary to qualify as a
leader, but leadership does imply vision from a position of oversight.
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Managing is a part of leading, and a great leader can and should be
an excellent manager. The skill of managing, though, is only one part
of leading, and managing in and of itself is not leading.

While a good manager needs to effectively communicate data and
details, a good leader communicates on a broader, higher level. A
leader drives for results, leads by example, and develops talent—ac-
tions that may not readily show up on a manager’s spreadsheet (but
which will engender results that make that spreadsheet a lot better
looking). A great improvisational leader promotes teamwork and co-
operation, values and respects the differences of team members, con-
nects with others in empathetic ways, and leverages the talents of
others to get the best possible results out of a team, all while hitting
the strategically targeted bull’s-eye.

Being There

One extremely critical aspect of leadership is “presence,” physical
and otherwise. The way in which a leader’s presence is felt dictates
the leader’s ability to command the respect, attention, and devotion
of a team.

Leaders need people to follow them because, on the most basic
dictionary level, you can’t define yourself as a leader if nobody is fol-
lowing. There are of course many ways to get people to follow you.
In some workplaces—probably way too many—Tleaders lead through
fear. Sure, fear can be a powerful motivator but when you’ve got peo-
ple doing what you ask them to simply because they are afraid of
being fired, you might be severely limiting the type of success you can
achieve. When people are afraid of failure they do not take risks, and
without risk there is limited chance for adaptation, innovation, and
great discoveries.

Other leaders might allow status to provide all the leadership they
desire. Such leaders can give orders in military style and assume that
others will obey. If a leader’s position is codified by rank—job title—
it’s a reasonable assumption that people of lower rank will follow the
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orders of leaders of higher rank. Within the military itself this kind of
leadership via job title is needed to maintain structure and avoid chaos.
In business, however, if people are following a leader only on the basis
of his or her position in a hierarchy without any inherent trust and
respect, it is likely they will never feel intrinsically motivated to do any-
thing beyond executing simple orders. In improvisational leadership
the emphasis is put on communication and connection rather than
hierarchy. The appeal of this approach is that people come to feel they
are appreciated and valued for what they can contribute, and they
commit to a project, process, or person more fully. When a proper
relationship is built between a leader and those being led, people feel
good about doing much more than the minimum required for a job.
Those good feelings are a fringe benefit—the real benefit is the return
one achieves with a small investment in human capital (i.e., the job
gets done better and valued employees want to stay with their leaders,
who care about them—remember, people don’t quit jobs; they quit
people).

For an improvisational leader presence begins with mindfulness. As
discussed in Chapter 3, mindfulness is a state of active, open attention
in the moment. When you’re mindful you observe your thoughts and
feelings from a distance without judging them good or bad. When you
are mindful you are living in the moment and completely engaged
with the experience around you. Mindfulness is always a key element
of improvisation, and in a position of leadership a mindful level of
awareness becomes even more important. To be an effective leader you
have to know how others perceive you and how to control and adapt
yourself if those perceptions need to be manipulated. You also need to
know how to perceive others—how to “read” them—and you have to
be fully prepared to interact with all sorts of people in all sorts of situ-
ations. In reviewing how you see others and how others see you, you
should have a strong sense of the kind of leader you are (which may
not always line up with the kind of leader you aim to be). How do you
respond in real time to a dynamic environment? Are you angry? Frus-
trated? Stern? Passionate? Cool and collected? Withdrawn? The more
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honest you are about how you are truly perceived as a leader, the better
the chance you can influence those perceptions in a positive way.’

It doesn’t cost much in time or money to achieve mindfulness.
About two minutes’” worth of thoughtful self-auditing can do the trick.
That small mental refocus, however, can be the difference between
improvisational thinking focused toward success and flying by the seat
of your pants to get the best result you can at the time. And again, the
purpose of putting in that two minutes’ worth of self-auditing effort
isn’t to get a team to like you. The purpose is to become a thought-
ful leader who gets the best possible work out of your team, and out
of yourself. I would add though that those two minutes really have
to count. Improvisation requires real focus and concentration and it
never helps to go through the motions of being focused without really
getting into the mind-set. A lot of people think that concentration
works like a light switch—"“I’'m going to switch this switch on, and
now, poof, I'm focused.” What I've found is that focus and concentra-
tion—Tlike the ability to postpone judgment—aren’t switches. They’re
dials, which can be turned up or down. If you want to get into the
game state of mindfulness, make sure you’re turning up the appropri-
ate dial to the appropriate level. Further, you have to practice turning
the dial often. Once you achieve a level of muscle memory turning the
dial, you will be able to shift from “unfocused” to “focused” as quickly
as if you were hitting a switch.

Mindfulness makes you present in a mental, intellectual, and emo-
tional manner. Once that’s achieved, there is also a practical, physical
aspect of presence that needs to be considered. This is where the self-
audit comes also into play. It’s extremely important that a leader be
seen. However, presence is not simply the physical act of being in a
room. There is mental presence and the act of how you hold yourself
while in a room. Like energy and attitude, moods are contagious.” A
great leader leads by example, and when it comes to intangibles like
team focus and team energy if the leader is not around to model the
example, it’s not going to get followed. A leader’s physical presence is
a guiding force when things are running smoothly and becomes even
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more important when something goes wrong. In a time of crisis a
team needs somebody to step up and say, “I'm the one who is ac-
countable. I'm steering the ship, and given what’s happening around
us, we're going to follow the course I set.” That holds true for the
leader of a small team, a whole department, or an entire company.
Think about how motivated and inspired Apple employees must have
felt when Steve Jobs took to the MacWorld stage in 2007 to introduce
the game-changing iPhone—after he had gone public with the fact
that he was suffering from terminal pancreatic cancer. Or how those
employees must have felt when Jobs returned to the stage in 2009 after
a months-long medical leave to introduce the original iPad. An ef-
fective leader should always remember that physical presence speaks
volumes.

A few tips on getting physical:

e Observe. When you first arrive in a certain situation, take a
moment to observe and take in as much as possible. If you are
aware of your environment then you put yourself in a better
position to recognize opportunities as they unfold, to set up
contingency plans on the fly, and to react instinctively in the
environment, in the moment.

o Lusten with your entire body. Most of us think about what we
are going to say next as opposed to being focused, present
in the moment, and simply reacting honestly. This is a basic
human communication pitfall and leads to misunderstandings,
misdirection, and conflict. Commit to the person talking with
you and give that person your undivided attention. Make sure
that attention is made clear through both mental focus and
physical posture.

e Lean forward. If you lean forward, which way will you fall? (And
if you lean backward, which way will you fall?) This is another
way of saying be active and on your toes. Develop habits like
mentally leaning forward, and strengthen the skill set needed to
react thoughtfully.
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Don’t Go Micro

Being present shouldn’t be confused with micromanaging. A leader
should always be more than a manager and should certainly avoid
the temptation to control every aspect of every single duty. Trusting
and supporting your team means trusting and supporting them to do
their job without hovering over them like a creepy drone-cam. Im-
provisational leaders have their presence felt both directly and indi-
rectly—that 1s, when they’re there and when they’re not there. Don’t
be afraid to empower a team by stepping back and letting them initi-
ate. A leader who functions as a supportive mentor has just as much
authority as a detail-obsessed dictator. You can still guide a team and
keep them on task and focused on strategy, and by encouraging the
individual members of a team to take active roles in projects or meet-
ings, you create buy-in through build-in by giving them a stake in
achieving the goals you’re after.

A military term that is rapidly gaining popularity in the business
world is VUCA: volatility, uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity.® As
neatly as this acronym sums up the “you can’t control much out there”
reality of present-day life, it really encapsulates four unique issues. As
such VUCA is a call to action—a command to create greater depth
of knowledge, a directive to develop new approaches, and an edict to
erect new architecture for dealing with unexpected and dynamically
shifting situations.” In any leadership position you know that VUCA is
coming your way in one form or another. Improv thrives in a VUCA
atmosphere because it creates nimble, flexible, adaptable mind-sets in
individuals as well as in teams that can function well through times of
Crisis.

Don’t squeeze so hard then. The 90/10 rule for decision making
states that as leaders only 10 percent of decisions we make have to be
right 100 percent of the time. The other 90 percent of decisions just
need to be made, and there is room to react and adapt as the conse-
quences of the decisions unfold. Loosen your grip. You do not have to
control everything or everyone to be an effective leader.
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Stay Creative
Creativity has been identified as a key domain of leadership. Leaders

need opportunities to practice and develop the skills and behaviors
that give rise to creativity. Leaders constantly need to expand on their
own experiences while fostering an environment in which others can
be creative as well. Leaders need to bring their own character to the
team and integrate themselves effectively, all while allowing others to
bring their authentic voices and maintaining the integrity of the over-
all team throughout the process. A critical component of creativity in
the workplace is the ability to effectively shape an interaction while
being considerate of the style, interests, and focus of others in an ex-
change. Individuals with improvisational leadership skills are able to
integrate ideas quickly while balancing reactions to a situation in a
thoughtful manner. Improvisation creates a safe environment to prac-
tice these skills. “Yes, and . . . ,” a foundational rule of improvisation,
guides participants to listen and react thoughtfully, collaboratively,
quickly, and creatively.'

Through the use of improvisation, leaders and their teams can
enter into the unknown, create their environment, and adapt and re-
spond to challenges in the moment and at the top of their intelligence.
True improvisation is not composed of a “bag of stock tricks.” It is in-
stead a skill set that allows for meeting the challenges of the unknown

in the most creative ways possible.

Supporting Lead

Corporate workplaces are dynamic hierarchies in which many are
looking to increase both their rank and their status within an organi-
zation. It’s important for leaders not only to get the best out of people
focused on an immediate task, but also to foster talent that might serve
as their own replacement when they move on to the next level. Find
and support people who are working hard to help you succeed so that

you can get the better parking space, move to the bigger office, or even
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pack up the Speedo and head off on a sexy European vacation (or
exec ed improv program). In other words support the people who are
there to support you. You don’t have to be a looming, micromanaging
presence to lead a great team that will step up and make sure the job
is done with the quality you expect.

Of course just being there, just distributing leadership, or just step-
ping away does not necessarily make the team great. The groundwork
has to be laid down and the architecture for success has to be put in
place. Improvisational communication habits have to be understood,
embraced, practiced, and repeated as part of the team’s culture. Spe-
cial forces units, NBA champions teams, and concert jazz quartets all
display a dazzling, in-the-moment improvisational flow, and that flow
is the direct result of hours and hours of training and practicing and
communicating. A leader must commit that kind of effort to create an
elite improvisational team in business. Understand that such training
isn’t done for the moments when things are easy for the team—it’s
for when all hell breaks loose. If through your leadership you have
established best improvisational practices through their repeated and
consistent use, then in the moments when you most need a team to

rise to greatness, they will deliver.

Leading Roles
How exactly does the improvisational leader get a team to rise to
greatness and achieve the best results in the end? Good question. I
would break it down by following this path:

Keep the end in sight. Don’t let the idea of being “improvisational” throw
you. The improvisational leader still begins any team-leading task with

an absolute focus on results and a strategy how to achieve the mission.

Communicate. The leader must clearly and specifically communicate ex-
pectations and targets to the people in the team. Be explicit.

Be mindful. A leader must be just as clear and specific in determining

what he or she needs to do personally to achieve the desired results. Be
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aware of your actions and your language. Make sure you are actually
doing your job at the same level you think you are.

Self-audit. Once you are mindful of your attitude and behavior, be
aware of your physical presence and then make minor (or major)
adjustments in real time to make sure you are affecting the people

around you in the way you intend to.

Know your team. A leader should know every team member’s specific
capabilities and utilize those core competencies to the fullest extent.
Not everybody is good at every job. Know a team member’s strengths
and weaknesses and lead the person accordingly. Do not put people
in a position where they can only fail. On the other hand, audit your
own thoughts and behaviors so that you do not create a bias and limit
a worker to assumed strengths; provide everyone with appropriate de-
velopmental opportunities (“appropriate” means that your strategic
mission 1is never put at risk by granting such opportunities). Under-
stand that as leader you give meaning to each member’s position in
the team. Make it clear that you respect what members have to say,
and value their input. You create the atmosphere in which all mem-
bers can flourish. In the end they will support you just as you have sup-
ported them, and in turn you strengthen your network and team. If
you’re not clear about your team members’ strengths and weaknesses,
ask questions. Know the goals and ambitions of your workers beyond
the specifics of the team task. Look for opportunities for them, even if
those opportunities fall outside of the team’s parameters. The driving
principle here is that if you facilitate the success of the people you are

leading, they will work harder to facilitate your success as a leader.

Constantly take action. Make initiations and declarations. Too many
corporate tasks begin with a PowerPoint presentation or a series of
memos and then are left to drift without proper follow-up. A leader
needs to keep the energy of a team focused and on task. If nobody
takes action, a job doesn’t get done. However, taking action doesn’t
mean just doing things to look or sound busy. Take action that not

only maintains an energy sweet spot but also drives toward results.
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Action might take the form of reaction—once you put a plan in place
you must be able to react, adapt, and adjust to make it happen.

Push. Push your group in a way that motivates and inspires (rather
than frustrates or intimidates). Ask yourself, “Will people spend their
weekend working for me to get a job done without my asking them
to?” “Motivation” and “inspiration” are attractive words that get
proper lip service from a lot of corporate consultants, and most cor-
porate leaders agree that motivation is relevant to the workplace.'!
Let’s create a working definition of both to make sure we are on the
same page. For our purposes motwation is a drive caused by an external
incentive—something outside of oneself that compels a person to suc-
ceed; imspiration 1s a drive caused by an internal incentive, that which
stirs the heart and pushes a person to succeed. In the leader/team
dynamic motivation and inspiration are a leader’s call to action that
resonates to the core of every team member. The real question though
1s, “How can I create intrinsic motwation?” Such motivation is effectively
created and reinforced through improvisational leadership. In order to
motivate, the improvisational leader creates and communicates a clear
vision, develops a welcoming environment to work in, removes ob-
stacles to success, constantly searches for process improvement oppor-
tunities, maintains team energy, trusts a team to do its job, and always
maintains open, honest, candid channels for two-way communication.
The outcome of this effort results in team members who are inspired,
intrinsically motivated, and driven from the heart to work hard.

Set the ego aside. Make sure that your subordinates and colleagues
perceive your own motivations as a leader to be the achievement of
positive team results, not personal gain. If you have created a strong,
improvisational team and a “Yes, and” environment wherein everyone
is working to help each other succeed, then team success is personal
success and personal success 1s team success. A good team will make
a leader look good, which is of course a personal gain for that leader.
However, few things kill teamwork and motivation faster than a leader
who appears to be making decisions only on the basis of personal

aggrandizement.
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Be vulnerable and take risks. An improvisational leader should strategically
experiment and innovate wherever possible and constantly seek out
new ways to improve performance. Improv is by nature about change
and evolution and failure. Create periods of time in which it is okay to
take chances and fail. Moreover don’t settle into a routine just because
it has worked in the past. These blocks of time in which it is okay to
fail are prime moments to challenge the status quo. Create new work-
place routines that will work in the present and in the future. If you
develop great methods and effective protocols, you can certainly hold
on to them. At the same time always be prepared to move forward
and to adapt. Understand that the mind has infinite potential. There
are excellent ideas you haven’t thought of yet. Be ready to embrace
them when they come your way.

Own the failure. The effective leader makes it very clear to the team that
the leader is responsible for negative results. This is a simple matter of
integrity and accountability. The buck does indeed stop with you. Way
too often business leaders take credit for a team’s success and blame
the team (or individuals within the team) if there is a failure. I've seen
much better results achieved with just the opposite approach: a leader
credits the team when there is a success and shoulders the responsibil-
ity when there is a failure. Obviously if one or more members of a
team are truly incompetent or don’t follow a leader’s instructions, that
is a strategic matter and perhaps even an HR issue. Yes, if you’ve done
your job as a leader and somebody on your team did not do theirs,
heads should roll. Generally, though, a team’s chances of achieving
desired results rise when a leader allows members to be invested in
success and to be free of a fear of failure, and then shows appreciation

and respect when success is achieved.

Know where you end up. Honestly evaluate and reevaluate results, pro-
cess, and team performance to look for ways to improve. An impro-
visational leader should use the results achieved by the team as a
litmus test for continuing, discontinuing, and adapting the leadership
practices that led to those results. The leader should always be willing
to assess results to help dial in best practices. This in fact is the idea
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behind the concept of best practices. If a tweak or an adaptation in
your leadership style will increase the chances of achieving a better
result, then make that tweak, pronto. Engage in development activi-
ties and opportunities that will help you produce better results next
time you lead a team. Be willing to seck feedback from others in the
organization about how you and your teams can improve outcomes.

Determine what you need to do to personally improve as a leader.

Lousy Leaders

All of the above will create a road map that guides you toward ex-
cellent improvisational leadership. However, I'm sure it comes as no
shock when I tell you that there are some less-than-inspiring leaders
out there working off of very different maps. This begs the question,
what makes a bad boss? What leadership traits are guaranteed to de-
motivate, demoralize, deflate, and drive a potentially great team into
disastrous decline? Perhaps it is best to walk you through ten lousy
leadership attributes by way of a narrative.

A lifelong resident of Anytown, USA, Johnny C. wants to play
a part in the town’s upcoming bicentennial celebration. To divide
and conquer this monumental event, the town’s mayor has formed a
bunch of subcommittees. In the past Johnny has served on other town
committees that were dysfunctional and ineffective. One was led by a
“Buddy,” who tried so hard to befriend everyone on his team that he
was unable to serve the needs of the project. Johnny has also had ex-
perience working for a Grinch—a leader who was heartless and only
interested in self-gain. Johnny knows his committee experience this
time will largely be determined by the quality of the committee leader
he works under. So he shops around.

First John thinks about joining the parade committee. However,
the man he’ll have to directly report to is a “Yes, but-er.” It is hard for
John to tell if this guy is unaware of his actions or if he knows and just
doesn’t care. Regardless this man has not embraced the notion that
mindfulness and the self-audit matter. He says “Yes, but . . . ” without
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understanding that the framing of his language makes a difference in
collaboration, ideation, engagement, relationship building, and influ-
ence. In fact this man says “Yes, but” even when he means “Yes, and”
and simply does not recognize the effect his language has on others.
Believing he would not have the opportunity to bring value to this
team, Johnny looks to join another committee.

So John takes a look at the decorations committee, where he’d
have to work with a leader who is perpetually negative and low energy
and who chooses to shine a light only on flaws. If something turns
out right, ol” Aunty Poopie Panties feels compelled to point out that
it could have been done better. Believing his internal flame would be
extinguished by her, Johnny C. looks to join another committee.

John thinks about the food and beverage committee; however, the
man running this group is a true Dr. Know-It-All, an individual who
has never heard a good idea that couldn’t be dismissed in favor of
his “better” idea. Often you can hear this man profess that it is his
job to say no, claiming a role of high status and judging the deci-
sions of others without collaborating or contributing to the team in
any meaningful way. He has no problem highlighting his own achieve-
ments, accolades, and rank. He is driven by ego, pride, and arrogance.
Left unchecked he becomes a tyrant, and nobody wants to work for a
tyrant. On to the next committee!

The entertainment committee is right up Johnny’s alley, except
that team is run by a passive-aggressive leader. She never actually says
no; instead she plays the role of the victim or the martyr and looks
to manipulate other people by using the emotions, goals, or actions
of others to get what she wants. She’s been known to bait people on
to her team with the promise of helping or giving a gift, only to refo-
cus her energy—once you come in—with what she really wants (from
you) all along. Johnny has seen this approach horribly divide a team
by quietly sowing discontent.

A little frustrated, John approaches the “kids corner,” wherein the
leader of this committee questions everything. What she considers to

be “ways to get at the heart of an issue” are actually interrogation
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tactics. The ultimate result of questions delivered relentlessly over
time is that everyone coming up with ideas begins to feel the Ques-
tion Lady 1s really questioning the value of the person rather than the
value of the idea itself. This too is not the right team for Johnny.

Growing more discontented, he tries to set a quick meeting with
the booths and vendors committee head, who puts him off. On sniff-
ing around a bit, John realizes this leader is a Stone-Waller who just
waits. And waits. And waits—which is followed by excuses for not
making decisions. This “leader” simply doesn’t understand that not
making a decision is the decision to not make a decision.

Now disgruntled, Johnny aims to join the last committee, the one
in charge of the after-hours party! It’s easy to connect with this leader,
as she quickly makes herself accessible. However, she talks a mile a
minute and doesn’t take time to consider what Johnny, or anyone
else, is saying. Perhaps this is due to too much caffeine or unchecked
ADHD, but she is a Freight Train and the concept of “Thinking Slow
to Move Fast” is lost on her—and so is Johnny.

Depressed and discouraged but not completely deterred, John aims
to talk to the big boss, the mayor, for some inspirational leadership;
however, the mayor is a LINO—a Leader in Name Only. To date he
has provided absolutely no guidance or support. Perhaps due to his
schedule this leader has a “dead bolt” policy, in which he insists he has
an open door but keeps that door shut at all imes. He claims to prize
creativity and innovation but when he actually is available to connect,
he just continues to demand that the same old things be done in the
same way they’ve always been done. His words say one thing and his
actions scream something else. No doubt he will take all the credit for
success at this event and absolutely no responsibility or accountability
for the current struggles and challenges. This approach to leadership
can be so pulseless, mindless, and lacking in energy that one deadly bite
spreads apathy, a zombie-like apocalypse, throughout the workplace.

Now completely dejected, Johnny C. packs up his bags and moves
to a competing town (Anyville, USA) where the people value his con-
tributions. He is now the head of the party committee there and has
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avolded all the traits of the horrible leaders he has known. As a result

Anyville is thriving, and is known far and wide for its great parties.

Leading Questions

I would like to assume that nobody sets out to deliberately be any
of the kinds of poor leaders described above. However, I know that
effective leadership isn’t easy. It takes work. If you’re making a com-
mitment to adopt an improvisational approach to leadership, you’re
taking a huge step toward open, honest, heartfelt communication with
the people working for you. With leadership traits that range from
love to passion to self-awareness to trust, an improvisational leader
is a heart-led leader.'” That kind of communication can’t help but
produce better results, no matter what goal you’re leading your team
toward. However, to achieve those results the initial commitment to
an improvisational style has to be maintained. One of my favorite gut
checks for testing if you’re on path to leading with authority is a se-
ries of four simple questions, introduced to me by my colleague Kate
Dufty. For my dollar, to lead effectively, not only should you be able
to answer these four questions for yourself; you should also be able to
answer them from the perspective of those you are leading:

Why this?

Why now?

What do I have to do?

What’s in it for me?

By answering these questions as a leader, you put yourself in the
position to lead anything, and this approach is particularly useful when
you are leading change in the workplace. Let’s suppose for a moment
that by virtue of my endowed (or implied) status as author I am in
a leadership position and you, the readers, are my team. My goal is
to challenge you to change your own leadership style from whatever
you’re currently doing to a style based in improvisation. Here’s how 1
would handle the four questions if it were my goal to bring the tenets

of improvisation into my firm.
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Why this?

Because, as mentioned, improv thrives at the critical point where
strategy and planning meect execution. Because improv provides a
communications-based set of tools and techniques that forces you to
be present and in the moment, listen intensively, respond candidly,
consider the thoughts and needs of others, and adapt to unexpected
challenges and opportunities. Improvisational communication devel-
ops that clarity of thought by forcing the brain to slow down and pick
up details, nuances, and subtext that might otherwise be missed. The
tenets of improvisation are techniques to develop mindfulness and
self-auditing. Improvisation is about reacting and adapting and having
a level of awareness that allows a leader to accurately assess any group
of people, any situation, and any environment. Improv also strength-
ens the skill sets necessary for teamwork, creativity and innovation,
collaboration and ideation, situation assessment, crisis management,
adaptive problem solving, conflict management, engagement, and in-
fluence. In fact improvisation strengthens all of a leader’s soft skills,
which often turn out to be hard skills after all.

Why now?

Because change is happening all the time. Technology is continually
forcing us to change, and global competitors are evolving. An ever-in-
creasing number of unknown and uncontrollable variables as well as
an overwhelming amount of new information are readily available to
us. There’s an immediate need for adaptability, creativity, innovation,
and risk taking, and improv can help a leader achieve each one of
these difficult-to-reach end goals. We live in a world in which VUCA
(volatility, uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity) is a regular chal-
lenge. Based in nimbleness, flexibility, adaptability, and communica-
tion, improvisation techniques provide you with a way to lead teams
that can function well through times of crisis. Moreover training and
learning as a whole are changing. The traditional learning methodol-
ogy of sitting in a classroom session for hours at a stretch has been
challenged and has lost to experiential learning. Improvisation of-

fers a new methodology for corporate learning and development—a
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cross-fit for the brain. And as for change, change is a constant. You
can either lead change, follow change, or get dragged along behind it.
Which do you prefer?

What do I have to do?

Learn to live in the moment. Connect and engage with people.
Build relationships. Strengthen focus and concentrations skills. De-
velop the ability to postpone judgment. Create trust. Become a bet-
ter communicator and a better listener. Be more adaptable and open.
Influence people by choice and create great workplace habits. Em-
brace the art of improvisation, and valuable leadership skill sets will
be strengthened simultaneously. And (here’s a great thing) when you
do it, most of the people you are leading won’t even know you are
practicing it. They will simply respond positively. This is a great, risk-
free, fail-safe investment (that doesn’t cost a thing).

What's in it for me?

Positive results. You will turn hard-to-reach buzzwords like cre-

ativity, ideation, collaboration, risk taking, innovation, and adaptabil-
ity into a workplace reality. You will create teams that know how to
achieve excellent outcomes, and you will create a culture in which
excellent teams thrive. You will learn to cut redundancy and stream-
line meetings. You will develop the ability to influence people in the
manner you desire, both in person and on the phone. You will develop
the ability to hone great ideas through the blend of divergent and con-
vergent thinking, and in doing so you will develop a positive attitude
that focuses on possibilities and potential in addition to more critical,
judgmental thinking. You will reduce turnover by creating a workplace
that retains excellent employees, because they know they are valuable
and valued.
Great leaders are not created through an equation or formula and
they are not mass-produced out of an assembly line. Leadership traits
(good and bad) are developed and fine-tuned over time, and the most
enlightened leaders make their personal leadership development part
of their overall strategy for success.
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Now that we’ve explored what leadership could look like, let’s dive
into the “how” around applying improv techniques to create a positive
corporate culture on a personal level, an interpersonal level, and then
on a team level. In the next chapter we’ll look at how the tenets of im-
prov can be used to influence, inspire, and create intrinsic motivation
in others, and we’ll then look at how practices including accountabil-
ity can be put into place to maintain the rules, principles, philosophy,
and shared language of the improvisational corporate workplace.



Chapter 9

HOW TO EAT AN ELEPHANT

CHANGING A CORPORATE CULTURE is a big task. Adopting an improvisa-
tional “Yes, and . . . ” attitude and introducing it to a workplace that
hasn’t been running in accordance with that philosophy can certainly
seem daunting. Again, the purpose of this book is not to provide a
pleasant, improv-oriented escape from the average workday. A pre-
scriptive book—or an experiential-learning program—is only as good
as the ways you can actually put it to use. I want to be sure that after
you read this book and, I hope, experience the benefits of improv, you
will know exactly how to take what you’ve learned directly to work.
To that end the concepts of transferability, applicability, and sustain-
ability are extremely important. This chapter will focus exclusively on
these concepts and address ways to apply improv techniques on a per-
sonal level, interpersonal level, and team level. Then we’ll shift to the
arena of putting improv practices in place to hold others accountable
for following the rules, principles, philosophy, and shared language of
the improvisational corporate culture.

If you’ve been intrigued enough by the promise of improvisation
to read this far, then it’s time to consider how improvisation will actu-
ally work for you when you put the book down and head to your office
tomorrow. It’s time to think about how you can, step by small step, ini-

tiate positive change in your energy, your communication, your peers,
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and your workplace. Perhaps that sounds like a lot to take on. Fair
enough. Then again, how do you eat an elephant?
One bite at a time.

Talk to Me

We started this book by focusing on personal development because
any change that you’re going to initiate has to start with your own
behavior. Pay attention to the person staring back at you in the mirror.
And talk to yourself.

At the end of my programs I use an accountability exercise that
requires participants to team up and vocalize exactly what they’ve
learned in the program and how they are going to use that. I do this
to address a primary concern, which is the almost unavoidable gap
between mind and mouth—an inherent disconnect that often takes
place between our thinking and our speaking. Actors experience this
all the time when trying to memorize and perform monologues, just
as most business professionals might when trying to present off of a
slide deck. As humans we can hear or read something and understand
it fully; however, when we try to express those thoughts to someone
else, there can be a great deal of stumbling and fumbling over our
words to the point that what we’re trying to express fails to convey our
thoughts with significant weight or clarity. This is especially true the
first time we try to explain an experience we haven’t put into words
before. Those stumbles can become major detriments if we are trying
to lead or teach in any capacity.

Some of this stumbling comes from a very natural performer’s anx-
iety that most of us experience at some point. In the theater an actor
may have a complete and thorough understanding of a monologue
as he reads it on the page. As soon as those words must be spoken
without the support of the page—performed that is—that monologue
becomes an entirely different beast requiring a full range of vocal nu-
ances and emotional choices in order to be properly presented. If the

actor makes the mistake of listening to his voice speaking the words
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rather than allowing the monologue (message) to flow from his lips
organically, that performance is going to be, as we say in show busi-
ness, an epic fail. That kind of awkwardness doesn’t just happen on
a stage of course. All of us who have ever been midspeech, midpre-
sentation, or mid—conference call and have found ourselves focusing
on the sound of our own voice—rather than the expression of our
thoughts—know the awful feeling of having our thoughts derailed
and the effectiveness of our communication diminished, if not totally
squandered.

Happily the solution to the mind—-mouth gap is simple: practice.
Practice saying what you want to say, alone and aloud. Talking to
yourself might seem a little silly at first. However, this is exactly how
actors practice vocally expressing the written word. Once you get
used to actually saying what you want to say, you set yourself up for
success when it’s time to express your ideas to other people. Further,
by speaking your objectives for, say, a collaborative meeting aloud,
you also start putting into play some subtle accountability practices
for yourself. You are much more likely to hold yourself to words you
have spoken out loud rather than something that could be considered
a passing, unspoken thought. And when you speak your goals aloud
you're asking listeners, without actually having to ask, to hold you
to a new level of accountability. Others are more likely to hold you
accountable to what you’ve actually avowed out loud as opposed to
something conveyed as part of a larger group e-mail. One of the goals
here 1s for you to figure out how to express to others, directly and spe-
cifically, that you have a plan for better communication and that your
strategy for accomplishing that mission is to embrace improvisational
techniques. Once you’ve practiced what you want to preach enough
to be comfortable and confident, you've taken a great (very casy) first
step toward having a positive impact on the culture around you.

It may take a few chewy bites of the elephant to get to that point,
though. Most conscientious workers don’t just assume that the right
words will come to them when it’s time to make an important presen-

tation; they practice and practice until the precise ideas they wish to
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communicate flow as effortlessly as possible. If you’re going to intro-
duce what may be seen as a significant change in your workplace cul-
ture, you want to be just as well practiced. So don’t doubt the power
of specific, purposeful vocalization. Saying out loud, “I know what I
want to say” is not at all the same thing as actually practicing the exact
words you want to say.

Start by practicing in the comfort of your own home—maybe your
own shower. Tell your shampoo bottle exactly how you are about to
lead an improvisational meeting. Explain divergent and convergent
thinking to the hair conditioner. If you stumble, self-audit for a mo-
ment, regroup, and reapproach. Think about what you want to com-
municate, then give it another go until the words flow like water. Have
a “Yes, and” conversation with a significant other (if this can take
place in the shower as well, more power to you).

Logically enough if you get comfortable saying something out loud,
then you’re going to be comfortable saying it out loud. The bonus is
that even if you think you fully comprehend something, when you take
the step of successfully putting it into your own words—and speaking
those words out loud to communicate meaning to other people—you
develop another level of comprehension. Once you’re in a position
to articulate your thoughts to others, your understanding of those
thoughts deepens.

The hidden benefit of vocalizing goals to a partner is that it cre-
ates an accountability practice. By telling someone specifically what
you want to do and when, where, why, and how you want to do it,
you put yourself in the line of fire, and by declaring it you will more
likely practice what you preach. This creates the level of ownership
often needed for leadership. If you desire to make an impact back in
your workplace, at some point you are going to have to articulate to
someone else what you have learned, and that’s exactly what we are
practicing. If you are going to initiate change one of the questions
almost guaranteed to come your way is, “Why are we doing this?”
Before you answer that to a coworker or team in a real-world setting,
it helps to know that you as an individual have a solid, well-rehearsed

answer ready to go.
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Makes Perfect

Let’s practice. Answer this typical improv question out loud for your-
self, right now: “What is the purpose of warming up before a meeting
or presentation?”

There are of course many ways to hit this pinata, and the “right”
answer might incorporate some of the following: “The purpose of
the warm-up is energy manipulation and getting into a better, more
focused mental and physical space. We are going to treat our brains as
muscles, and we are going to use a warm-up to get that muscle ready
to function at peak capability by oxygenating it. The outcome will
be raised levels of focus and concentration and increased speed of
thought and adaptability so that we are all present in this moment. We
are doing a warm-up so that when we move ahead to the task at hand
we will be operating at high levels of awareness and engagement.”

Now take a shot at answering some meatier questions out loud:

1. “Whatis “Yes, and . . . ?” What is the purpose of it? Why are
we using it? For how long will we use it? What is the desired
effect (the end goal)?

2. “What, if anything, is the difference between ‘Yes, and’ and
“Yes, but™?”

(For the record, asking and answering these basic questions is a great
way to set up a divergent thinking or brainstorming session.)

Once again, please speak your answers to these questions aloud,
right now, even at the risk of drawing dirty looks from family mem-
bers, fellow rail commuters, or other passengers on the airplane. I im-
plore you, please commit to this.

Some of the many appropriate responses might sound something

like this:

1. “Yes, and . ..” is a technique for slowing the brain down,
to be present and in the moment. “Yes, and” is a way to
dramatically strengthen the skill set related to listening, focus
and concentration, and engagement. It is a tool for postponing
judgment and increasing adaptability. “Yes” indicates that
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you have heard what somebody else has said and have taken
time to understand it. The “and . . . ” is the bridge to your

own perspective and authentic voice in articulating how you
understand what was said. “Yes, and” implies and creates
inclusivity, flow; and momentum. It is an invitation. “Yes, and” is
a connector for inclusivity that feels like it is pulling people into
a conversation and an exchange of ideas. It is a statement that
reflects a positive approach to relationship building.

Conversely “Yes, but . . . ” feels like it is pushing people away.
The “but . . . ” eliminates everything said before it. A “Yes,
but” communication comes across as a restriction, a denial, a
contradiction, or a deflection. Even when “Yes, but” is meant to
express a positive attitude, it is rarely heard or understood that
way. It feels like a negation, especially when it is delivered con-
sistently, over time, or with volume and energy. “Yes, but . .. ”
shuts people down and makes them feel defensive. “Yes, but” is

essentially a condescending way of saying no.

If you like the sound of your own voice, keep going, Iry vocalizing

how you would lead a brainstorming session or a team collaboration.

Push yourself to think about what you would actually say to coworkers

to set up the proper framework for ideation or idea sharing. Be specific

and explicit, as in this following swing at the pinata:

“We’re going to do a warm-up, to loosen our inhibitions and get us
energized for this meeting. Then we are going to split the meeting
into two 20-minute sections. In the first section we will emphasize
divergent thinking: how far can we get away from Point A (that is,
your issue)? We are going to use “Yes, and’ to explore and explode
as many ideas as possible. This 1s about the number of ideas we
can come up with, not the number of good ideas. So no one is al-
lowed to say ‘No,” and no one is allowed to question, judge, or an-
alyze for these first 20 minutes. The key here is to drive potential
and endless possibilities. Fail early and fail often, for 20 minutes.
We must all embrace this fully and be diligent with this task.
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“Critical perspective will come in the second 20-minute section,
when we will emphasize convergent thinking. At that time we will
take the ideas we have produced in the first section and pick them
apart, prioritize them, analyze them, question them, deconstruct
them, and otherwise use our great critical thinking skills to come
up with best ideas or viable solutions.”

Smaller Bites, Bigger Bites

One of the greatest things about improvisation techniques is that you
can practice them by yourself without anyone around you knowing
what you’re doing. You can develop a “Yes, and” philosophy wherein
you frame your thoughts to look for the positive and the potential,
rather than the negative and the dead ends. Further, you can “Yes,
and” yourself to unleash personal creativity and establish and main-
tain momentum on projects, conversations, and meetings. Once
you’ve put a foundation in place for personal growth, build it out to
use improv techniques on and with strangers.

If you’re nervous about practicing these techniques in the work-
place, first practice in no-risk situations with strangers like flight at-
tendants, TSA workers, bank tellers, and bartenders before you move
on to the coworkers you have to see every day. Though the likelihood
of getting caught is small, it is highly likely that you will begin to have
a big impact on others. (The first time a bartender buys you a round,
you know your “Yes, and” skills are in great shape.) When you get
comfortable naturally speaking the language of “Yes, and,” take it to
work. Continue with small bites, moving from the personal to inter-
personal in the workplace. Practice with allies—one or two friends
who have your back. Be completely transparent with allies and ex-
plain what you are doing. Practice using the “Yes, and” technique in
small, interpersonal interactions around the office. Make the effort to
really simulate important conversations or meetings in a controlled,
safe place with safe people. Keep the stakes as low as you like—you
are just practicing techniques at this point and shouldn’t necessarily be

thinking about real-world results.
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Be strategic in the workplace. Start using “Yes, and” for one-on-one
conversations in a single meeting, or on one phone call one afternoon.
Put a “Yes, and” Post-it note on your office desk or landline phone to
remind you to do this—hold yourself accountable. Practice a range
of improv strategies: use eye contact as well as some of the intensive
listening exercises I've described in Chapter 3, such as focusing on
keys words you hear someone else speaking and then repeating those
words in your responses.

Decide that you will be using a particular technique only for the
next 20 minutes of your workday. Have a five-minute conversation in
which you use “Yes, and . . . ” and a five-minute conversation in which
you use “Yes, but . .. ” Then evaluate and see if that shift in communi-
cation techniques made a difference. Remember that you’re not trying
to change an entire culture right away and you’re not obligated to take
an improvisational approach in every conversation across the board.
What you’re trying to do is create mental muscle memory: once you
practice enough and have started to get positive results, you’ll catch
yourself beginning to slip into improvisational form naturally without
having made the explicit decision to do so.

Think back to the example of riding a bicycle. The very first time
you got on that Schwinn the only thing you were thinking about was
not falling off the bike. You gripped the handlebars way too tightly,
oversteered, had trouble staying balanced, and had no natural feel for
the pedals. You were deeply focused on what your body was doing,
and in your hyperawareness of yourself you likely had very little con-
sciousness of the environment around you and the possibilities it pre-
sented. Wobbling without falling was a triumph. Once you practiced
just a bit, though, it quickly became possible to forget what your body
was doing and to put all your bike-riding skills on automatic as you
truly engaged with your environment. You weren’t riding just to stay
upright—you were riding to actually get somewhere. You stopped
thinking about technique and started enjoying the journey, the wind,
the surroundings—the ride. That’s what we want to do here.

As “Yes, and” techniques begin to feel more natural, encourage co-
workers to offer some pushback. Ask someone to intentionally ask you
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difficult questions or resist in some capacity. Start light (give yourself
practice coming up against “Yes, but”) then move toward bigger resis-
tance (dealing with “No,” the flat-out denial “I don’t want to do this,”
and oppressive personalities). Practice: train yourself well enough so
that resistance doesn’t throw you.

I generally loathe the concept of “devil’s advocate.” To me most
people use it as a coward’s cloak to hide behind as they pretend to
agree with you rather than just having the courage to say that they
disagree with you. However, for the purpose of turning “Yes, and”
into a leadership tool, getting your allies to take the role of devil’s ad-
vocate to actually help you is important because you’ll have to be able
to handle yourself when you get into more uncontrollable, real-world
situations with people who consider it their job to say no, and people
who consider it their job not to listen to anyone else. Give yourself
plenty of time to practice. This is not a competition to see how much
of the elephant you can devour in one day. Change can be a very
slow, deliberate transition that takes patience, tenacity, and diligence.
Focus on your growth the same way and develop a degree of personal
comfort and expertise using these tools and techniques, even if you
start applying them your next meeting. It 1s all about the develop-
ment that comes with continued and consistent practice. When you
practice enough, you’ll have an arsenal full of ways to deal with this
kind of resistance. Practicing “Yes, and” allows you to create your own
tools for open communication and gives you the experience of using
those tools successfully. When you get to that point, that big roasted
elephant is a few; considerable bites smaller.

All You Can Eat

Once you feel like you've talked enough to yourself, strangers, and
individual coworkers and have properly practiced what you want to
preach on a personal and interpersonal level, then you have steeled
yourself for a role in leading change on a greater scale—across teams,
departments, and the workplace as a whole. (Depending on who you
are, your comfort level, and your actual need to enact these techniques
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in your workplace, this could take a day, a week, or much longer.) So
grab the knife and spork and put your bib on: it’s time to really dig
into that elephant. You want to bring improvisation deeper into the
corporate culture. How do you do it? What exactly should your initia-
tion of this change look like, sound like, and feel like?

It’s much easier to initiate change when the people who are going
to be affected by the change feel they have a say in the process (re-
member the build-in strategy from Chapter 5?). With that in mind
change can be very effectively initiated when agents of change allow
themselves to be vulnerable rather than issue dictatorial commands.
Find a place and situation at work in which it’s okay to be vulnerable.
It should be perfectly acceptable to say to a small team of coworkers:
“I really want to try out this new approach I've read about. I'm not an
expert in this. I just believe it will help us.” Improv can get positive re-
sults even without perfect mastery of it, and while there is always talk
about how fast-paced and high stakes the business world has become,
honesty and vulnerability can make a great impression—especially to-
ward relationship building in a controlled environment.

Not too long ago I did an intense, three-day strategy session with
one of the world’s premier global providers of warranty solutions,
The Warranty Group. The executive vice president of Latin America
was addressing the presidents of each of the company’s territories,
looking for ways to shift the business model to open up and facilitate
communication between the regions (he was looking to do some major
silo busting). His message to these head honchos was—TI’ll paraphrase
here—*I don’t know exactly how to chart through the unknowns that
are facing us; we’re going to have to chart through them together,
because we absolutely must in order to succeed in the future. And we
will succeed.” That’s a level of honesty and vulnerability and confi-
dence that I find inspiring (so did the presidents, as the EVP’s remarks
created a sense of urgency and purpose), and this example points to
the fact that great leaders don’t always have to have all the answers in
order to lead, especially if there is tremendous change being contem-
plated. When leaders allow themselves to open up, the possibility of
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increasing employee buy-in increases because they are “building in” to
help the change take place. As a leader you want and need that buy-in
from the people you are leading through change.

On the other hand, if you’re trying to lead change you can’t just
be vulnerable. There has to be direction and toughness too—a lay-
ing down and protecting of the law of the land. If you’re going to
bring an improvisational approach to a workplace environment, be
clear about your objectives, specific about your intentions, and explicit
about your goals. Set parameters and be up-front about them. You
don’t have to be dictatorial but you have to mean what you say and
then back it up. Start to take controlled risks. If you think improvi-
sational thinking would be dangerous or scary in a particular envi-
ronment (a presentation to top executives perhaps), then direct it to
situations that are not so high stakes. You don’t ever want a desire for
improvisational communication to get in the way of actual strategic
goals. However, if you eventually want to be able to use that kind of
communication when the stakes really are high, you’ve got to practice.

Lead the Way

In asking you to take what I hope you’ve learned about improvisation
and apply it within the overall culture of your workplace, I am in ef-
fect asking you to become a very powerful agent of change. In transi-
tioning from someone who is aware of improvisational techniques to
someone who is actually going to apply those techniques to have an
impact on others, it’s important to know where you stand in leader-
ship qualities. To get you ready for the challenge, here’s a quick gut
check on improvisational traits for leadership:

1. Vision. Remind yourself that improvisation is not a magic cure-
all for every workplace, and not a silver bullet for every problem.
It is a tool that has to be used properly. Think hard about how
and when the tool of improvisation can be used to help you

execute strategy.
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Commatment. One “Yes, and” conversation with the FedEx guy is
good practice. That said, if you’re going to embrace the use of
improvisation, make the commitment to apply it thoughtfully
and consistently in the situations where it can make a difference.

Courage. It takes guts to initiate change. Be courageous. Be dar-
ing. Let the people around you know: “We’re going to use these
techniques, for this (specific) period of time to reach these (spe-
cific) desired outcomes, and I will lead us through it.” And keep
things in perspective: we’re not talking about slaying a dragon
here; we’re talking about making a meeting run better, and im-

pacting people in a profound way.

Time. Give yourself time to struggle as well as time to figure out
what your authentic voice is. Finding your voice may require
knocking yourself out of your comfort zone or trying out some
voices that don’t feel natural at first. Find the one that fits and
then practice with it over and over again. The purpose of im-
prov is better, more authentic communication, so if you’re lead-

ing from your heart your voice must be authentic.

Integnity. Be cognizant of your core values and who you are as
a person. That’s a big part of what you bring to your work role
and your leadership position.

Auwareness. Be mindful of your emotions, actions, and language.
Practice the skill of a self-audit daily to be certain you are im-
pacting others the way you want to impact them. Additionally,
be mindful of your team, the individuals in the team, your envi-
ronment, and yourself. The variables in the equation that makes
up a team, leading a team, and leadership are dynamic and can
shift from day to day. Mindfulness and self-auditing should be
part of your daily work routine.

Objectivity. Be mindful at the end of the day to assess what

worked for you and what didn’t work. Why did something not
go the way you thought it would? Or why did something start
to succeed and then fall apart? What can you do differently to
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avoid these pitfalls in the future? Conversely why did something
succeed? Or why did something feel like a train wreck at first
and then work out after all? What can you replicate for future
success? Things don’t just work because they work, or fail be-
cause they fail. Be as thoughtful about your process after the
results are achieved as you were before the process started.

8. Adaptability. Just like there is no single, universal equation to cre-
ate a great leader, there is no formula to stick to when applying
these techniques. This is improvisation, for Pete’s sake. Adapt
and tweak as necessary to get things to work the way you want
them to work. Take the foundation that we have been building
in this book and make the process your own.

Talk to Your Team

Improvisation is about collaboration, so even if you are in a leadership
role initiating change be careful not to micromanage. Once again,
early in my Business Improv career, as I was just beginning to learn
my voice as a leader, I fell into the very deep trap of micromanaging.
The tight grip of micromanaging suppressed my team’s initiative, suf-
focated their voice, and almost snuffed out my own vision. If it were
not for my great team, relying on the tenets of improvisation to talk
openly with me, not only would I not have gotten out of that anxiety-
ridden place; I seriously doubt I would have a company at all.

The people in your team want a voice and they want to be trusted.
Give them things to do and then send them off to learn and grow
and produce without your assistance. Trust that they will succeed for
you (not in spite of you). If you want people to be able to manage
the unexpected, you have to allow them to confront and deal with
the unexpected on their own. Break up teams and create new ones to
foster a collaborative spirit. In teams small and large, level status and
cultivate an environment where any one member can learn from any
other. Jack Welch has spoken of “reverse mentorship,” in which older

employees learn from younger ones.! In a high-functioning improv
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team, mentorship can take place from top to bottom, bottom to top,
and side to side. Lead with loose enough reins so that this kind of con-
nection, bonding, and learning is allowed to happen.

Shared language and shared rituals are significant elements of es-
tablishing culture. Make sure the language of improvisation is clear
to everyone and push coworkers to become comfortable using this
language. Make sure that if you speak about the difference between
“perspective” and “agenda” this does not simply register as jargon or
corporate-speak but truly communicates an idea that everyone under-
stands. At the very least make sure that everyone knows precisely what
“Yes, and” means and how it works compared to “Yes, but.” A great
way to make this distinction come alive for people is to use a warm-up

I call “Party Planner.” This is wonderfully simple:

Ask a small group, from 5 to 15 people, to plan a party—an of-
fice holiday bash, someone’s birthday, the anniversary of a new
department, the introduction of a new pencil sharpener; anything
will do. One by one, each group member has to contribute a sin-
gle idea to the party and each person must begin their idea sen-
tences with “Yes, but.” Let ’em rip. After a round or two ask the
group, “How many ideas did you fully agree on?” The answer is
usually along the lines of “Not many” (if any at all). If “but” does
its usual nasty job, it will have succeeded in negating, dismissing,

or contradicting every idea that it follows.

Now give the same group another opportunity to take on the
same task, except this time everyone has to begin every idea sen-
tence with “Yes, and.” After a round or two ask the group, “How
many ideas did you fully agree on?” The answer is usually along
the lines of “All of them.” That little switch in conjunctions will
do its magic, and invariably the group will find it gets a lot more
done when their communication and collaboration are framed by
“Yes, and.” Mission accomplished.

If it’s possible to have shared experiences outside the workplace,

take advantage of that opportunity. Putting people together outside
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of their comfort zones creates bonding that is hard to duplicate in any
other way. When you put a group of people in a situation in which
as individuals they at least initially feel uncomfortable and vulner-
able, they will often galvanize and collectively become stronger as a
team. Simply inviting everyone to a happy hour doesn’t always do
the trick. Social outings without deliberate focus can pull people to-
gether; however, they do not always pull people together. You can eas-
ily get through a corporate outing at Applebee’s without ever talking
to someone you've never talked to before, or bonding with anyone you
haven’t already bonded with. Instead I would recommend something
like a team adventure challenge, a group cooking class, or a Business
Improv workshop (I may be showing a little bias with that last one,
though).

Talk up and promote improv successes that have taken place out-
side of your own workplace. Make it easy for people to understand
that by bringing improvisation into your particular workplace you are
not asking everyone to get weird. You are not asking them to eat home-
made granola while group hugging. That’s not what SEAL Team 6
does or what a team of emergency medical technicians do, and those
are teams of exceptional, successful improvisers who have made the
improvisational flow of “Yes, and” an indispensable dynamic of their
respective workplace interactions.

One of my favorite improv successes to trumpet is the story of
Apollo 13, the 1970 moon-landing mission that had to be aborted
when an oxygen tank exploded and led to such unplanned complica-
tions as limited power, loss of cabin heat, and shortages of fuel and
water. There was no contingency plan for this kind of accident, and
the NASA support team had to work through all kinds of potential
fixes they had never considered before. NASA flight director Gene
Kranz, memorably played by Ed Harris in the film Apollo 13, con-
fronts the unexpected circumstances with the great line, “Failure is not
an option.” Of course failure is not an ultimate option, though to get
to “success” Kranz and his team had to work tirelessly and improvi-

sationally through a lot of failure, including literally making a round
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filter fit into a square hole.? That they were able to react and adapt to
a previously unconsidered catastrophe and find their way to literally
life-saving solutions shows just how powerful improvisational thinking
can be in moments of crisis.

Be diligent. Once you’ve started to eat the elephant, keep going.
Leading change takes tenacity, focus, and fortitude, so stay dedicated
to what you’re doing. That doesn’t mean you can’t be flexible or that
you might not have to apologize if something doesn’t turn out the
way you intended. I remind you again: showing vulnerability is not a
sign of weakness. In fact it takes great strength to acknowledge your
own weaknesses. And in learning a new skill, this type of honesty is
imperative to achieve greatness—or at least to achieve unconscious
competence. So be strong. Along those lines once you've started to
initiate change and have established the beginnings of an improvisa-
tional environment, protect the heck out of it. I guarantee that when
you attempt to initiate any kind of significant change there will be
people who do not buy in, as well as people who will intentionally
or unintentionally undermine the process you are trying to establish.
Don’t be afraid to stand strong and put up a fight when needed.

Culture Club

In this book’s Introduction I discussed an interview I had with Navy
SEAL captain Jamie Sands. In the interview Captain Sands stressed
how training and repetition are techniques to develop muscle memory
and avoid brain freeze. He also had some incredibly interesting things
to say about the culture of his workplace. Specifically, he said: “An
adaptive culture is part of the SEALSs’ identity, and we take tremen-
dous pride in this. Our mind-set is that we are problem solvers and we
can handle anything. There is a pressure from the group to perform.
No one wants to let the other members of the team down. We all do
better when we are part of a team.” The SEALs are an excellent example
of how training, a shared philosophy, accountability practices, and

even conformity pressure create an adaptive, improvisational culture.
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As talented and motivated individuals we often believe we can step
into any group and initiate changes we think are necessary. In actu-
ality the vast majority of people don’t ever get around to changing
the company or the team they become part of. Instead tkey adapt to
fit inside the team or inside a particular culture.’ This is understand-
able enough when viewed as a kind of risk reduction and survival
instinct—nobody wants to be the nail in the board that is going to get
hammered down. Even if we accept the fact that an overarching cul-
ture tends to dominate and assimilate individuality, we as individuals
can be agents for change within the culture. We just need to be fully
prepared for the challenge we’re taking on.

That challenge hinges on a particular psychological aspect of a
dominant culture: does the culture create “groupthink” or “group
mind”? Groupthink, a term created by social psychologist Irving Janis,
takes place when a group’s desire to get along and conform overtakes
their desire to consider dissenting opinions and alternative viewpoints.
As a result debate and critical evaluations are suppressed and irratio-
nal decision making takes place.* In groupthink individuals give up
their own perspectives and accept the dictates of the group unques-
tioningly: “This is what the group wants and there’s nothing I can do
about it, so I might as well just give up and go along with it.” Or, “I
thought this is what everyone else in the group wanted, so I just said I
want it too.” In a group mind setting, individuals retain their unique
perspectives and use them for the betterment of the bigger picture. In
fact each individual perspective is valued and celebrated; at the same
time, the group never loses focus on what is most important: the pro-
cess, the product, the group itself.

In either case there is pressure for individuals to conform to the
existing culture. It is just a matter of being thoughttul and creating
the culture to which you want others to conform. So, before attempt-
ing to change a culture, then, one needs to be very aware of how the
existing culture functions and in what direction it should be nudged.
Ideally all teams should get away from groupthink and facilitate group

mind. We want to create a culture in which individual perspectives are
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maintained within a unified agenda. Further, we want a culture where
for certain periods of time and in certain situations people are not
afraid to take risks, not afraid to experiment, not afraid to dissent, and
not afraid to fail.

If a fear of failure becomes deeply ingrained in a corporate cul-
ture, eventually the fear itself fades back to be replaced by something
even worse: learned helplessness. When a workplace is permeated by
learned helplessness, work is nothing but a grind. When a boss contin-
ually shoots down any and all ideas, that boss is training employees to
accept that nothing will ever change whether their ideas are fantastic
or terrible. After a while employees have no fear of coming up with a
bad idea because they just stop coming up with ideas altogether. What-
ever improvements or innovations might come from the employee tal-
ent pool are essentially buried in cement. Newer employees accept this
as part of the culture and never consider going up against it.

Learned helplessness was perhaps best illustrated by extensive lab-
oratory research conducted by psychologist Martin Seligman.” For our
purposes let’s look at an example of a Seligman-like experiment on
primates. Several monkeys are in a pen that features a flight of stairs,
at the top of which is a bunch of bananas. Stepping on the steps at
the top of the flight triggers a powerful jet of water, which strikes the
monkey going for the bananas and knocks him back to the bottom of
the steps. After several attempts to get the bananas, and several pow-
erful blows of cold water, the monkeys all experience the hopelessness
of ever attaining a banana snack and give up climbing the stairs. They
learn not to try. When new monkeys are introduced into the pen, they
naturally want to go for the bananas. Now however, instead of being
repelled by the jet stream, the new monkeys are aggressively held back
by the other monkeys until they too give up trying. The new monkeys
are trained by the original monkeys not to try. Finally, one by one the
original monkeys are removed from the pen, and with each original
monkey’s departure a new monkey is introduced. However, the behav-
ior does not change: when each of the newest monkeys tries to head
up the stairs, it is oppressively held back by the veterans; this holds
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even after “generations” of monkeys have been rotated in and out.
The takeaway from this experiment: you end up with monkey after
monkey who have no idea why they should not go up the steps. Most
of them have never been hit by the water. They just know—they are
taught—that they are not allowed to try.

Created as a model for environmental and circumstantial depres-
sion, Seligman’s research presents a cautionary tale in creating culture.
You can create a culture in which it is not okay to #y—to succeed, to
take risks, to obtain whatever “bananas” your team might desire. You
can teach people it is not okay to try. You can also create a culture in
which, at least for specific periods, it is okay to try, to just simply #y. It
is up to us as leaders to understand that creating a culture is a choice,
and once a culture is in place the individual group members will help
uphold the laws of the land.

When the routines and attitudes of culture seem deeply ingrained,
the challenge of changing a culture is greater. Yet change is possible. I
can demonstrate how a bit of improvisational thinking might steer cul-
ture with an example drawn from my experiences working with some
of the top business schools in the United States. At one in particular
the faculty had a subsidized meal plan that gave them a great discount
on a beautiful buffet laid out each day in the business school’s very
comfortable executive education hotel on campus. The school then
built a brand-new university center, a spectacular sun-filled space, a
covered atrium with a great, welcoming, wide-open feel to it. The uni-
versity’s intention was that this would be a great common place for
students and professors to commingle—all the facilities were tailored
with that as a goal. As beautiful as the new place was, though, the
professors wouldn’t eat there; they were still hidden away at the exec
ed hotel enjoying the buffet. The university’s solution was to shift the
subsidized faculty discount from the hotel to the atrium. No professor
was going to be forced to eat with students if they really didn’t want
to, but there was no longer a financial incentive to stay away from the
students. The university wanted a particular change to take place in
its culture and it created a framework in which that change could take
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place, which in turn influenced the behaviors (routines) of the profes-
sors. The university wanted interaction and it made a simple change
that drove people to interact. I'm sure there was some pushback from
the most ardent buffet-lovers, but from the university’s perspective the
upside of greater student—faculty interaction outweighed the benefits
of unlimited mac and cheese for a few of the hungrier profs.

Of course for most individuals in a workplace it’s not possible
to initiate grand policy actions that will bring about the change you
desire. Once you’re comfortable enough with “Yes, and” to begin to
apply it in the workplace, it’s worth thinking about where and when
its application could best benefit you and how to use it in a simple
step-by-step action plan. Again, this is about “Yes, and-ing” yourself
and framing your thought. Instead of focusing on elements of the
workplace that are truly out of your control, tweak your thoughts to
focus on the workplace changes that you can make. Remind yourself
that you are not helpless. Change can be daunting, though, so if this
elephant seems too big and it is difficult to take a bite, look at the
distinction between the possible and the unchangeable in terms of
“controllable pluses and minuses.”

Need help? Try this exercise:

Take a piece of paper and write down a list of things you don’t
like about your workplace (diverge). On a second piece of paper
make a list of all the things that you would want to be part of
your dream workplace; think limitlessly as if the whole world

is yours (diverge, again). Push yourself to think hard about the
things you don’t like and do want in your environment. Once
these lists are created, sort each one by the following categories:
(1) what is 100 percent, completely out of my control; and (2)
what I have at least some control over.

Now look at the things you really could not do anything about com-
pared to the things you could do something to change. Most will find
that they actually have more control over more things than they ini-
tially give themselves credit for.
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I’'ve been having people put together these lists since 2001, and 1
have lost count of the number of times that something as simple as
“chocolate” shows up on dream job lists. If you’re pining to make choc-
olate a part of your workday, could you have a bowl of your favorite
candy on your desk—or at least have some tucked away in your desk
drawer? Unless you work in a food allergist’s office, I can’t imagine any
company enforcing a strict no-chocolate policy. So if the sight of M&Ms
is going to brighten your day a little bit, make them a part of your day:.

The point is, we often have more control than we believe we do.
Sure there will be things on each list that are not controllable, and if
in examining each list you decide there are only 5 out of 15 things
that you can affect even slightly, then you have just boosted your abil-
ity to influence the culture around you by 33 percent—not a bad re-
turn for less than 30 minutes of divergent and convergent thinking.
And in deciding that something is truly out of your control, you can
minimize the weight that element of the culture may have on you.
You don’t have to waste time worrying about things you really can’t
change. Focus on the things you can change even slightly.

The point here is not just to get the AC turned down or to eat more
Hershey’s Kisses. The point is to understand that a corporate culture
is a dynamic force, always capable of change, and you have the abil-
ity to effect change yourself. When you focus on what you can control
and you start to frame your interactions with your workplace culture
in terms of “What can I do to make this a better place?” (or “What
can I do to make myself better in this place?”), you are approaching
the workplace with an active perspective rather than a helpless one.
That’s another big bite of the elephant.

Pushing Back against Pushback

If improvisation will make a workplace run better and allow everyone
to do their jobs at the top of their abilities, why would anyone resist
it? You could create resistance in others with an improperly executed
delivery plan, as well as a lack of awareness of the culture itself. Other
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individuals may push back through several of the blocks to creativ-
ity that we discussed in Chapter 1: fear, insecurity, and any number
of biases. Let’s acknowledge that changing a corporate culture and
establishing new workplace routines isn’t easy and that pushback can
take many shapes and forms. You have to be extremely strategic and
thoughtful about when you will introduce this new way of thinking. In
so much of life (including comedy) timing is everything, If you attempt
to introduce people to the beauty of “Yes, and” at a rushed, stressful
meeting, you're probably not going to have much support or much
success. The timing is off and you will get pushback. If a company
crisis erupts on Monday afternoon and you need a Tuesday morn-
ing meeting to deal with it, that’s probably not the best time to in-
troduce a new communications dynamic for the first time. If just too
much is going on during a given week and people are understandably
distracted, don’t make that the week to initiate change. Improvisation
techniques are not as effective if they’re used only to shake people up
for the sake of shaking people up. Structure and purpose must be be-
hind your proposition. Be patient, thoughtful, and deliberate. If you
want to lay a foundation that will eventually pay off in times of crisis,
then lay it during a time of calm or—if your company culture operates
at 150 mph in crisis mode all the time—a moment of relative calm.

The company or team culture itself can also create a climate of
pushback. Randomly changing things with no awareness or thought-
fulness of environment (or circumstance) will not further the improv
cause. Just as mindfulness and a proper self-audit will help you create
a greater awareness of who you are, you have to be very aware of the
workplace culture you’re in before you attempt to change it. I've come
up with an acronym for cultural traits to look out for that will kill an
improvisational mind-set: SAD JR. It stands for

Status. If a culture relies heavily on status, most people will not
feel they have the freedom to experiment, explore, discover, and
improvise without being told to do so. Remember, status is some-
thing given to you by other people, and your job is your rank and

responsibility in your organization.
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Apathy. If people are in a culture or team that has given up, intrin-
sic motivation will likely be suffocated.

Denial. A culture in which people focus on being negative, shoot-
ing ideas down and finding reasons not to try, will likely teach

others to focus their energy in the same way.

Judgment. This culture may also be ego based, having a lot of in-
telligent people who are much more interested in showing how
smart they are by sitting back and judging ideas than in generat-
ing ideas.

Restrictions. Like the “Yes, but” person, this culture’s focus is always
on the limitations of something rather than its potential and
possibilities.

If any of these are part of the psyche of a corporate culture, the
task of initiating change is going to be tougher. Don’t surrender to
SAD JR though—just be aware of what you’re up against, take smaller
bites of the elephant, and protect whatever advances you make. And
don’t make the mistake of assuming all pushback is bad. Some push-
back comes from a place of insecurity, and there are times in our
lives when each of us feels a bit insecure. If people are simply asking
tough questions to try to understand what your goals and objectives
are, that’s okay. That’s the learning process in action, even when the
questions are a bit aggressive. Remember I suggested that when you
first practice “Yes, and” you find an ally to give you some pushback
to help you sharpen your skills. The intent here is to give you comfort
handling this type of communication as you become a change agent
for improvisation. In real-world applications of improvisation, well-in-
tentioned pushback born of curiosity should do the same thing: make
you a better improviser. Use “Yes, and” to help facilitate this process.

I hope as you read this that my voice has resonated clearly: impro-
visation does not require the abandonment of critical thinking skills.
It follows that the implementation of improvisational change has to be
a matter of thoughtfulness and strategy: What’s going on inside the
company? What’s the larger picture? What’s a good time to try this?
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Do not give up the idea of change just because there are times when
it would be more difficult to execute—you don’t want to be the mon-
key who never tried for the banana. Empathetically understand that
there can be legitimate reasons for pushback against change, and be
strategic in counteracting the pushback. As you encounter resistance,
consider answering those “leader” questions from the previous chap-
ter from the perspective of those pushing back on you: Why this? Why
now? What do I have to do? What’s in it for me?

We may see our fellow workers as a collection of distinct individu-
als, but don’t forget that everyone within a workplace is affected by
the culture of that workplace. Individual actions always need to be
assessed in the context of the culture. We might conclude that the
professors lining up for that business school buffet were elitists with
an antipathy toward the student body—our biggest piece of evidence
being that the professors didn’t casually eat with the students. Once
we know about the faculty discount, however, the assessment changes.
The faculty members were not likely acting out of any negative moti-
vation; they were making a choice that seemed like the best one given
the culture that had been created around them. I'd be careful assum-
ing that a person who is putting up resistance or employing a “Yes,
but” style is doing so because of personal animus toward you. Look
at the culture that person is operating within first. Then again, some-
times the people around you really are the problem. Skeptics. Naysay-
ers. Droopy Dogs. Know-It-Alls. Just plain jerks. Unfortunately these
types of people do actually exist in the business world. If you’re think-
ing about implementing change in the workplace, you need to think
strategically about how and when pushback might come from these
problematic persons. I've already recommended a strategic approach
to the general use of improvisation: “I'm going to use ‘Yes, and’ in
this meeting at this time with these people for this period of time for
this desired outcome.” You also need to be strategic about who those
people in the meeting actually are and consider whether any of them
are apt to create pitfalls for you.

Before a meeting visualize who is going to be sitting around
you. Think about who your pushback people are and what kind of
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resistance they are likely to put up that would interfere with the impro-
visational communication you're trying to establish. Given the nature
of my business, I'm often walking into situations where I know I'm
going to get significant pushback from an alliance of “Yes, but-ers.”
Before those meetings I make a point of playing out specific possible
points of resistance that might be raised and how they might be raised,
and then I think of what might happen that would make me stumble. I
want to make sure I have mastered enough material to counter that re-
sistance. However, I want to be careful not to go so far as to walk into
the room 1in a state of prejudgment or with a particular bias against
someone for “Yes, but” crimes that haven’t actually occurred yet. Post-
ponement of judgment is still a major part of my approach.

Yet as I've stressed, postponement of judgment is not an abandon-
ment of intelligence or a denial of reality. Consequently the postpone-
ment of judgment has to be implemented in a slightly different way
because I have an awareness, built over many prior experiences, of
what might come at me from particular persons of interest. (I say what
might come at me, because I always want to give those who have been
“No” people in the past the chance to surprise me by becoming a
“Yes, and” person.) I try to give skeptics and naysayers the opportu-
nity not to be obstacles while at the same time making sure that I am
completely prepared to handle any challenges that may come my way.
As the saying goes, hope for the best and plan for the worst.

Here are some tips on planning for a group interaction that will
include the worst possible, completely resistant, insufferably skeptical,
“Yes, but-ing,” naysaying coworker—a fellow I’ll call Hugh Jazhol:

e Try to spot Hugh early. Stand next to him when you are doing
your intro and explanation of activities. Engage Hugh early. Be
explicit and tell Hugh that he is an important member of the
team and needs to be involved, starting with the meeting about
to take place.

* “Yes, and” Hugh, right from the start. A tendency most of us
have when trying to promote something in which we believe is
to fall into an emotional trap of being defensive and arguing
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with someone about “right and wrong.” Do not argue with
Hugh. In fact, speak no negatives at all. Hugh never gives a wrong
answer. “Yes, and” him! “Yes, Hugh has this opinion and that
may be right for now, or right to him. 4nd here’s another way to
look atit....”

Postpone judgment. Take time to truly understand what Hugh is
saying. Do not assume; ask questions to get to the core of what
he is saying. Try to understand why Hugh is saying what he 1s
saying and behaving as he is. Is it ego? Is he uncomfortable? Is
he scared? Defensive? Or simply a proud member of the Jazhol
family?

Kneel or become lower, physically, to Hugh. You may have
seen Amy Cuddy’s TED talk, “Your Body Language Shapes
Who You Are,” in which researchers show that by posing

in a given posture you will begin to adapt that attitude and
emotion.® Why not give the gift of a physical position to Hugh?
By placing yourself in a lower position to another person, you
actually raise that person’s status.” This gives Hugh the feeling
of power, which most people will not overuse or abuse—at least
not in front of a group. Also you can deliver “pushback” of
your own, while being in a physically low-status position. Then
if' it becomes necessary for you to rise, you actually take back
power—slightly, anyway.

If it feels like Hugh is undermining you, ask the group,

“Do others agree with Hugh? Does anyone have a different
perspective?” By framing with the word “perspective” you are
opening up the discussion to different opinions and dissenting
views rather than putting Hugh on the spot as the center of a
discussion about whether he is right or wrong. In the end if the
group clearly does not agree with Mr. Jazhol, you can let the
group argue with him (so you don’t have to).

Implore Hugh just to try. Remind him of postponing judgment
for a period, for himself and the other people in the room.
Thank him for committing to this challenge.
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* In a one-on-one meeting (or two-on-one if you need a witness)
tell Hugh what is going on, why you are using these techniques,
and so on. Be explicit and tell Hugh that he is an important
member of the team and needs to be involved—starting with
the meeting about to take place.

e If there is a high likelihood that he will resist the whole process
and you are confident that subtle guidance will be missed on the
thick-headed Mr. Jazhol, here is a somewhat devious and yet
very effective method: partner with Hugh, the toughest nut to
crack, to jointly develop a strategy to get Jess, one of the easiest
people to work with on the team, involved in using the tenets of
improv. Frame your challenge to Hugh along the lines of “We
are going to use these improv techniques, and we have to get
Jess on board. What would you do to make this a success? How
would you approach this?” In framing it this way—with the
“what” and “how” as opposed to the “should we” question—
you are taking away Hugh’s power to judge whether these
techniques should or should not be employed. By approaching
Hugh in this manner, you have essentially created a “build-in”
strategy to get Hugh involved by refocusing his energy on
helping someone (who is already great to work with!).

If stronger measures are needed:

* Call out Hugh’s behavior:

o Ask the group if they appreciate Hugh’s behavior. Ask the
group what that behavior looks like. How is it affecting the
group? (Again, call out the behavior and not the person.)

o Identify Hugh’s behavior and ask him if he knows he’s
being a ... Jazhol. Does he know the effect he is having on
the group? Is this a conscious decision, a choice? Ask him to
define the message that he is trying to send to the group.

* Sidebar! Take a break and pull Hugh to the side. Alone, quietly
call out Hugh’s behavior, how it is affecting the group. Ask
Hugh if this is his desire. If not, ask him to reengage, support
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other folks in the class, postpone judgment, and so on. If it is his
intention to disrupt the group and completely undermine the
success of the meeting, then . . .

* Confront Hugh with a decision: “You have a choice. I will
respect your decision to leave this meeting. If you want to leave,
then go do something you want to do. I will respect your decision
to stay. I want you to stay. You are a great asset to the group.
However, if you choose to stay, these are the rules of engagement
that you must follow.” Give Hugh the choice to leave. If he really
doesn’t want to be part of what you’re trying to do, he shouldn’t
be there. But in leaving—and here is the big caveat—he will
forfeit any claim to success the group may achieve or any right to
say “I told you so” if the group fails. He will have absolutely no
ownership of the group’s success or failure.

Good Eats

How’s that elephant looking now? I hope I've given you enough tips
and guidance to get you excited and confident about bringing im-
provisation into your workplace. In focusing quite a bit on practice,
pitfalls, and pushback, I don’t mean to give the impression that impro-
visation is always a heavy lift. One of the great recent trends in corpo-
rate culture—a trend that has made improvisation more relevant than
ever—is that it’s now okay to have fun in the workplace. And here is
a bombshell insight into human nature for you: most people like to
have fun.

As I mentioned back in Chapter 5, for years there seems to have
been an ingrained corporate bias against fun. Even today in some
workplaces, if people seem to be enjoying themselves this can trigger
deep concern in management over issues of productivity, quality, and
efficiency. I would contend that there’s nothing wrong with having a
little bit of fun at work, and that people can still be incredibly pro-
ductive when they’re enjoying what they’re doing. Bosses don’t always
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seem to get that people know how to be happy and serious at the same
time (one of the finer advancements of the human brain).

After years of dealing with people who come from some of the
most productive workplaces in the world, I have witnessed the evolu-
tion of fun in the workplace firsthand, and I can guarantee you that
you do not have to be frowning or panicking to take your job seriously.
When I began bringing improvisation into the corporate environ-
ment, fun was absolutely taboo. It was not part of the business world
psychology. Now more and more companies are looking for ways to
inspire intrinsic motivation.? Very successful businesses (Google, Twit-
ter, SAS, IDEO) have taken a “Yes, and” approach to building their
culture—an approach that’s evident in things like flex hours, horizon-
tal hierarchies, free lunches, and free babysitting. All these wonderful
benefits have an immediate cost, yet more and more today companies
are asking themselves, “What’s the cost of replacing a great employee
if that employee becomes unhappy working here?” It has become
very clear, even to the starchiest accounting departments, that when
you treat people positively you get positive results.

Allowing for open communication and fostering creativity, risk tak-
ing, innovation, adaptability, and improvisation just happens to be a
highly effective way of turning this great bunch of nouns from buzz-
words into reality. With that in mind, I leave you with the following:

Some of our deepest human desires are to be understood.
Improvisation can fulfill those desires.

Business is really the business of relationships.
Improvisation is all about relationship building.

You want to work smarter rather than harder.
Improvisation gets the job done.

So go ahead. Take improvisation to work. And have fun.



Chapter 10

ANDWAIT . .. THERE'S MORE!

| HAVE GREATLY APPRECIATED the opportunity you’ve given me to pres-
ent my perspective on the power and potential of an improvisational
approach to the workplace. As someone with a long-held passion for
both improvisation and business, I've found the marriage of the two to
be effective and inspiring. Improvisation at its core is about communi-
cation. It is my deepest hope that in these pages I have communicated
some of that passion to you and effectively conveyed what improvisa-
tion 1s, why it can work in a business setting, and how exactly you can
start making use of it in your own workplace and life.

In that spirit it seems appropriate to include the following “bonus”
materials extending the lessons of this book to cover a few specific,

practical, business-oriented areas.

Ten More Ways to Create
an Improvisational Workplace

First, let’s consider a few basic steps to help any company get started
on the path toward a more improvisational corporate culture. By con-
sistently implementing these simple and powerful steps, you will find

yourself among employees who are communicating better, managers
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who are proving to be fine leaders, and an office culture with dramati-

cally improved levels of creativity and teamwork.

L.

Make the time. 1t’s within your power to make the time to learn
(try, fail, succeed), make changes, take risks, and provide wiggle
room for errors and unexpected developments as well as organic

discoveries.

Be explicit with your intent. 'Tell your team what you want, why you

want it, and how you are going to get there.

Create a common language. The phrase “Yes, and” is one of the

foundational techniques of all improvisation. It means acknowl-
edging an idea and adding to it. Talk with team members to en-
sure everyone understands the power of using this phrase when
sharing opinions and suggestions, then use it to hold each other

accountable.

Get buy-in. Find one or two close allies or create a small group
who can help you develop an improvisational culture, give you
honest feedback along the way, and help you stay consistent
with your behavior. Get their support not only through feedback
but also through participation, and in doing so you will get their
build-in for the success of this endeavor.

Provide a mutually shared experience. This can include an experien-
tial learning workshop, off-site bonding opportunity, or other
structured or less-structured experiences. The key is not only
to have everyone in the same place; it is to have them share a
memorable experience in the place that will connect them fur-

ther in the future.

Routinely seek out exercises, techniques, and challenges, for yourself and

your team. (Practice!)

Lead by example. Walk the talk; be consistent; be passionate; be
unwavering in your beliefs! Be accountable for your actions, for
the success of the mission, for the actions of the group, and for

the protection of the culture.
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Empower your team. Ownership is essential in creating an inclusive
environment. Empower your team to help you create and pro-
tect this culture.

Weed out. Remove from the team those who refuse or undermine

the process—otherwise, they may undermine you as well.

Be diligent! There are always speed bumps on the road of change.
Stay focused on the final destination and you will get there
sooner than later. Be tenacious to make change happen. Your
team needs you!

Five More Ways for Dealing with Pushback

My team and I prepare for pushback before every program. Convey-

ing the true importance of improv to our intelligent audiences is para-

mount to us, and sometimes we need to crack some hard nuts to break

through to an entire group. Here are a few additional tips for dealing

with doubters, skeptics, naysayers, and negative know-it-alls:

1.

Find an ally. 'm not talking about teaming within a team or
creating dissension within a group. Rather, what I am suggesting
1s finding one or two people whom you trust and who trust you,
with whom you can talk and work through the improvisational
techniques to gain needed practice, insight, and comfort. Once
you have this elite group you will have support. Then it will not
be you alone attempting to implement these techniques—it will
be you and your team.

Frame thoughts. Instead of asking, “Can I do this?” which asks for
permission and ultimately puts the power of the decision in the
hands of the person you are asking, frame the question so that
the answer must address the challenge of /ow to succeed (e.g,
“T'his is what we need to do. How would you suggest we imple-
ment these techniques?”). That way if your boss or colleague

tries to say “but” or even “no,” it will be at a sharp right angle
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from the direction you are currently heading, and the negation
will be painfully obvious.

3. lake personal accountability. The only thing you can truly control is
how you react (for some, that may be an incredibly difficult task
as well). Take one minute before a meeting to think about how
you want to, and can, control your energy and your attitude.
Take time to put yourself in the right mental place—the game
state—to be your best in the meeting.

4. Be thoughtful. Take a few minutes before a meeting or a call to
think about whom you are working (dealing) with in this meeting
and how you will “Yes, and” them. Don’t let the “Yes, but-ers”
or the “It’s my job to say no” folks train you to be helpless and

undermine you before a meeting even begins.

5. Cling to “Yes, and . . .” 'The more you practice using the literal
words “Yes, and,” the more they will seep into your brain. You
will embody “Yes, and” as a life philosophy, a positive approach
to how you react, and a core decision-making tool.

What's Your Point? Storytelling Matters

The Duke Fuqua School of Business leaders have consistently chal-
lenged me to develop original programs for new challenges their stu-
dents face. (I'm speaking to you, Col. Joe Leboeuf, Dean Morgan, and
Dean Boulding.) Here is how we took on the students’ challenge of
creating a 90-second elevator pitch to respond to the request to “tell
me about yourself” that so many of us face in networking events.

An ecasy first step is to develop a personal “logline”—a one-sen-
tence summary used in Hollywood to describe the basic premise of
a 'T'V series or movie (e.g., Star Wars: The Force Awakens: “An orphaned
scavenger and a cowardly defector become the unlikely guardians of
the location of Luke Skywalker, the last Jedi alive and the last hope
for the Republic to defeat the sinister First Order who have risen
from the ashes of the Empire”). Another way to frame the need for
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a one-sentence summary of yourself is, “What is your Twitter bio?”

Who are you, in 160 characters or less. To get there, try the following:

Give yourself two minutes to describe who you are without
listing what is on your resume or anything a person could find
online.

Reduce that story to one minute.

Don’t forget the passion!

Bulk it back up to 90 seconds. This is your elevator speech.
Don’t forget the passion!

Now create a Twitter bio (or logline) out of it.

Passion!

Improv Tips for MBAs Transitioning to Career

The transition from MBA life to a full-time career can be tricky if not

overwhelming. I have often been approached by business students to

address a number of outgoing challenges those students continually

face. Here are a few hard-earned and hard-learned tips:

1.

You are your brand. Know your brand! What are your behavior
patterns? Are your behaviors in line with your goals? Have you
aligned your personal(ity) goals with your career goals and with
what you want to achieve in life? Take a moment to create a
strong self-audit. Recognize your strengths and weaknesses. Be
able to succinctly answer the directive “Iell me about yourself™

in 90 seconds or less. (See above exercise.)

Create the brand you want. If you have a good idea of who you
are and what you stand for, then you can adapt to become the
person you want to be in your new job. After all, most people
do not know who you are at your new job. You have the unique
opportunity to create the person you want to be and train your

new peers how to react to you. Warning: be consistent!
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Do not be shy. Just be polite.

“Yes, and” yourself in your new role. Your impact on your team
and organization will happen over time. There are bound to be
mistakes and places where you stumble. Give yourself permis-
sion to make mistakes, adapt to those mistakes, and learn from
them. In baseball, hitters are not judged by a single turn at

the plate; they are evaluated by their batting averages over the
course of the entire year. Do your best each time you’re at bat
and be consistent with your improvement over the course of

your entire career.

Improv for Presentation

Delivering a presentation in the workplace really is a bit of theater—

your own one-person or small-group show. If you’re looking to take

your “performance” to the next level, improvisational techniques can

make all the difference.

L.

Warm up! It’s not enough to review your notecards and double-
check your PowerPoint. Speaking before a group is a physi-

cal act as well as a mental undertaking, so make sure you give
yourself time to get your body and mind ready for peak perfor-

mance.

Relax, and “Yes, and” yourself. You’ve done all the prep work and
you know what you’re talking about, so give yourself permission
to adapt to changes in your presentation as they occur. All you
have to do is share the points that you have worked hard to be-
come an expert in. You don’t ever have to memorize every word
in a speech (no one will remember every word anyway). Loosen
up, and hit the big points hard!

“Yes, and” unexpected opportunities. You cannot plan for every ques-
tion and no matter how much you prepare there will always be
uncontrollable surprises (such as technology malfunctions) that

pop up and potentially undermine your presentation. Don’t try
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to control them. Try to adapt to them. And remember, you can
always seize the unexpected challenge as an opportunity for a

group discussion.

Focus on engaging. Put your energy into making sure that you are
communicating your points cleanly and effectively. You are

not talking to a group; you are talking to individuals within the
group. Keep your eyes on individuals. They will signal what they
want to see more of, or less of, and what they do or do not under-
stand. Look at them as your team and look to support that team.

Be yourself. You are not bound by slides. Your slides are there to
support you, not vice versa. Don’t worry about being a “Proper
Presenter.” Let your natural energy come out and let your per-
sonality shine. Being a dynamic speaker is about bringing out
the best of yourself, connecting with your audience, and com-

municating a simple message memorably.

Improv Tips for Entering and
Exiting Small Groups (Networking)

Networking turns out to be one of the biggest challenges for people

just getting into the business world. Specifically people are challenged

because they don’t know how to enter a conversation already going

on; they don’t know what they will talk about with strangers; and they

don’t know how to (gracefully) leave a conversation that they are in.

The trick here, like everything else in life, is practice. The more you

practice, the more comfortable you get with these transitions. Here

are a few ideas to help you in those pesky (mandatory and occasionally

awkward) networking events.

L.

Smile a lot. Cognitive psychologists have proven that moods are
contagious. The small act of smiling shows warmth, confidence,
and a good attitude. Further, a positive mood will help you find

positive colleagues. So relax and just smile.

Listen a lot. My mentor (Martin de Maat, who created The Sec-
ond City training center) used to say, “To be interested is to be



AndWait. . . There's More! 237

interesting,” meaning that people are drawn to those who care
about what they have to say. Listen for offers, gifts, and clues
in the moment that reveal opportunities to make connections
to the people talking and build on what they have just said. In
other words, “Yes, and” them.

3. When entering an already formed group, simply ask if you can
join the conversation. If it is private they’ll say no and you can
move on instead of standing awkwardly next to the conversa-
tion. If it is not private they’ll say yes and then boom, you’re in!

4. When entering and exiting groups, use the phrase “Yes, and . . . ”
a lot. Assume a default position of acceptance. Your “Yes” dem-
onstrates a level of understanding of what others in the group
are offering; “and” shows how you understand (or don’t under-
stand) what others are saying. This shows that you are engaged
in the conversation. If the conversation is going well when you
need to exit it, ask for a card or some other means of continuing

the conversation at a later time.

5. When exiting a continuing conversation, I “Yes, and” myself
into any one of a number of great outros (excuses). I start with
“It has been great talking with you” and then transition to

* “I'm going to refill my drink.”
* “I'm going to the restroom.”

* “I'm gonna bounce around the room and mix it up a bit.”
(This is my go-to. It’s a networking event after all!)

* “Oh my goodness, I have to go. I just remembered I left my
cat in the oven!”

Again, if the conversation is a good one, I ask for their card and
whether we can continue the conversation ofI-line when it is not

so chaotic.

Whenever you need a quick refresher on improvisational keywords,
techniques, or principles, I hope you will use this book as a reference
to support you in all your personal, team, and workplace successes.
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accountability: in collaborative

workplaces, 170; for
communication, 158, 159;
explaining business improv and,
203, 204; in silo busting, 164, 165

accountability of team members:

awareness of others in group and,
83-86; in brainstorming, 129, 130,
131, 138; for commitment and
participation, 83, 105, 107-9, 118,
129, 130, 131, 138; conformity
pressure and, 83—84, 132; for
group energy, 82-86, 98; sharing
of, 117-18

adaptation/adaptability: in adopting

business improv, 213, 216;
brainstorming as form of, 125; as
characteristic of good team, 103;
and emotional intelligence, 36; as
key business skill, 11-12, 20, 198;
as key skill in improvisation, 2-6,
8, 181-82, 198-99, 216, 229; of
personal brand with circumstances,
53-54; self-auditing and, 60,
67-68; of team leaders, 118, 120,
193-94, 213; “Yes, and” mind-set
and, 29, 35, 36, 176, 205-6. See
also conformity pressure; energy

level, control of

adopting business improv: adaptability

in, 213, 216; and allies, help from,
207, 231, 232; allowing time for,
211; analysis of effective and
ineffective components in, 212-13;
and brainstorming meetings,
practice for, 206—7; characteristics
needed by leader of, 211-13;
conformity pressure and, 217-19;
and corporate culture, importance
of knowing, 217-18, 222-23, 224;
creating frameworks for change in,
219-20; persistence in pursuing,
216, 224, 232; and practice,
importance of, 231; promoting
benefits of, 215-16; questions
about, practicing answers

for, 205-6; setting goals and
parameters for, 211; and shared
experiences outside workplace,
benefits of, 21415, 231; step-by-
step approach to, 201-2, 207-9,
220-21; strategies for introducing,
209-11, 230-32; and terminology,
clear explanations of, 214;
thoughtful strategy needed in, 222,
223; time needed for, 212, 231;
timing of, 222; and “Yes, and”

mind-set, explaining, 214; and
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“Yes, and” mind-set, practicing
before workplace use, 204, 207-9.
See also explaining business improv

adopting business improv, pushback
against: causes of, 221-23; good
forms of, 223; practicing responses
to, 204, 208-9; responses to, 224—
28, 232-33; “Yes, and” response
to, 223, 224, 233

American Management Association,
150-51

Apollo 13, 215-16

attitude: in brainstorming, 133; as
choice, 74-75, 87, 133; control
of, in adopting business improv,
233; crucial importance of, 77;
effect of on others (chameleon
effect), 44-45, 77, 89-90, 133; of
group, as choice, 87; impact on
verbal messages, 90-93; influence
on others, 77, 133. See also energy
level

auto industry, silo busting in, 158

awareness of others in group: and
accountability for group energy,
82-86; exercises to improve, 88

awareness of self. See self-auditing;

self-awareness

Bargh, J. A., 90

barriers to creativity and collaboration,
13—14; improvisation as method
for removing, 14; personal agenda
as, 29; “Yes, but” mind-set as, 54,
55-56, 6465, 69, 70

behavioral psychology: on benefits
of fun in the workplace, 122;
on chameleon effect, 4445, 77,
89-90, 133

best practices: importance of
practicing, 121; leaders constant
search for, 193-94

best practices, failure to communicate.
See siloing

Blue Angels flight team, status leveling
in, 115

body language: and personal brand
presentation, 63; self-auditing
of, 59-60, 61; when addressing
pushback, 226

brainstorming meetings:
accountability for participation in,
129, 130, 131, 138; adjustments
of physical space for, 134—35; bad
ideas as necessary part of, 124-26;
conformity pressure in, 139;
convergent thinking in, 14043,
146, 147-48; creating proper
environment for, 129-31, 137; and
danger of risk taking, elimination
of (welcoming failure), 125-27,
131, 138, 139; dedicated scribe for,
134; divergent thinking in, 138—
40, 146, 147; divergent thinking,
modeling of, 139, 146; diversity
of perspectives and, 143; eye
contact and, 134; and great ideas,
necessity of supporting, 143; group
ownership of ideas from, 142,
143; initial, guidelines for, 145-46;
as key to innovation, 124-25;
Laws for Effective Brainstorming,
130, 131; mutual support and
respect in, 131, 136-37; necessity
of commitment to process, 132;
panning for gold as metaphor
for, 125-26, 131, 137, 140, 142,
145, 149; and postponement of



judgment, 136-37; preparation for,
133; and presence in the moment,
importance of, 132-33; quantity
of ideas as sole focus of, 138, 139;
ranking of raw ideas, 141-42,
147-48; room temperature and,
135; and team bonding, creation
of, 136; technology, banning
of, 131, 133; too-quick turn to
convergent thought, consequences
of, 113, 137, 139-40; turning
internal censor off during, 137,
138-40; warm-up exercises for, 136

brainstorming meetings, leading of:
loosening of reins in, 146; and
modeling of divergent thinking,
139, 146; and modeling of
presence, 132-33; necessity of,
130-31, 146; practicing of in
advance, 2067

brainstorming skills, honing of
through practice and repetition,
14445

brainstorming teams: successful,
protection and nurture of, 136-37,
144; weak links, removal of, 136

brand. See personal brand; team brand

Branson, Richard, 180

Brooks, Frederick P, 102

Brooks’s Law, 102

build-in: creation of; in introducing
business improv, 210, 211, 227;
developing in teams, 118, 135, 141

Burch, Noel, 14445

Burrows, L., 90

business improv: as approach to
communication, 14, 130, 212,
230; full awareness of situation,

importance of, 9; importance
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of practice and training in, 190;
maximization of flexibility and
creativity through, 189; and
“performing at the top of your
intelligence,” 35, 45, 60-61, 165,
189; and relationships, 30-31,
4849, 229; as specialized type
of knowledge, 2, 4, 9; stages
of, as reaction, adaptation, and
communication, 8; thriving of
in VUCA (volatility, uncertainty,
complexity, and ambiguity)
atmosphere, 188; as tool requiring
appropriate application, 9, 14,
148-49, 211; valuable uses of,
11-13. See also adopting business
improv; brainstorming meetings;
training and preparation; “Yes,
and” mind-set; other specific topics

Business Improv: work with UCLA,
Anderson School of Management,
18, 19-25, 118

Business Improv company:
development of program, 176,
177-79; experience in corporate
training, 2, 18; and learning to
explain business improv to others,
202; leveling of status at, 119-20;
mission of, 2; rules about phone-
call energy, 93; and silo busting,
158; work with Duke’s Fuqua
School of Business, 18, 93-94,
114, 177-79, 181, 233; “Yes, and”
mind-set at, 37-38

buy-in: creation of, in introducing
business improv, 210, 211, 227,
231; establishing, in teams, 84,
118, 135, 141, 172; leveling of, by
silo busting, 156
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“Can You Take It” exercise, 62—63

chameleon effect (effect of energy
levels on others), 4445, 77,
89-90, 133

change: creating frameworks for, 219—
20; inventorying one’s ability to
implement, 220-21; modern pace
of, and value of improvisation,
11, 188, 198-99; persistence in
pursuing, 224. See also adopting
business improv

change, barriers to, 13—14;
improvisation as method for
removing, 14; personal agenda
as, 29; “Yes, but” mind-set as, 54,
55-56, 6465, 69, 70

Chen, M., 90

Close, Del, 17, 104, 114, 143

collaboration, barriers to, 13—14;
improvisation as method for
removing, 14; personal agenda
as, 29; “Yes, but” mind-set as,
54, 55-56, 6465, 69, 70. See also
siloing

collaborative team-oriented
workplaces: and common
goal, importance of, 173, 174;
importance of leadership in,
16869, 174, 186-87; leveling
of rank and status in, 169-72;
managing of conflict in, 172-74;
new management style required
in, 170-72; personal brand
development in, 69-70; rules for
debate in, 173-74; welcoming of
personal perspectives in, 173, 174.
See also entries under team

commitment: accountability of
team members for, 83, 105,
107-9, 118, 129, 130, 131, 138;

in adopting business improy, 211;
as key to successful improvisation,
14-15, 25; necessity of in
brainstorming, 132; to personal
brand, importance of, 71-72; self-
auditing of, 59; of team leaders
to teamwork, importance of, 109,
116. See also presence

communication: accountability
for, 158, 159; with clients and
customers, silos and, 156-57;
cumulative effect of] 42; effect
of attitude and energy level on,
75-76, 90-93; effect of mind-
set on, 44—45; effect on listener,
importance of considering,
41-43; and emotional intelligence,
36; importance in business
environment, 8, 11; improvisation
as tool for improving, 14, 130, 212,
230; interpersonal, strengthening
of through improvisation exercises,
121; leader’s modeling of, 168;
personal agenda as barrier to,
29; repeating of key words as
technique in, 48, 50; self-auditing
of, to reduce mistakes, 67-68; as
third stage of improvisation, 8;
valuing, and words as gold, 43;
virtual, impact of attitude and
energy level on, 91-93; “Yes, and”
mind-set and, 32, 38, 47-51. See
also siloing

communication, mindful: importance
for leaders, 187; undermining of
in “Yes, but” mind-set, 39; “Yes,
and” mind-set and, 32, 38, 47

concentration. See focus

conflict, avoidance of through self-

control, 64



conflict management: in silo busting,
172-74; “Yes, and” mind-set and,
30

conformity pressure: in brainstorming,
139; introduction of business
improv and, 217-19; leader’s
modeling of open communication
and, 168; as means toward
accountability, 83-84, 132; power
of, importance of harnessing, 84

connection with others: energy level
and, 94; importance in business
world, 94. See also communication

conscious competence learning model,
14445

consistency, importance in personal
brand presentation, 68-69, 71, 73

convergent thinking: ease of slipping
back into during divergent thinking,
113, 137-39; in silo-busting
exercise, 165; “Yes, and” mind-
set in, 141-42. See also divergent/
convergent thinking process

convergent thinking, in brainstorming,
14043, 146, 147-48; potential for
nastiness in, 147; too-quick turn
to, 113, 137, 13940

corporate culture: approaches to
changing, 220-21; changes in
demanded by new generation,
122; characteristics antithetical
to improvisational mind-set,
222-23; conformity pressure
in, 217-19; and dress codes,
evolution of; 122; effect on attitude
on, 44—45; impact of positive
or negative energy on, 44—45;
importance of knowing, when
introducing business improv,

217-18, 222-23, 224; increasing
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acceptance of fun in, 228, 229;
productive, describing vs. creating,
12; productive, value of business
improv in creating, 12—13; shared
rituals and language in, 214; “Yes,
and” mind-set and, 36-37, 44-45.
See also adopting business improv

corporate training: overpromising in,
8; typical ineffectiveness of, 1-2

creativity: choosing focus necessary for,
99-101; leadership and, 189; post-
poning judgment of one’s own ideas
in, 54, 55-56, 57, 6465, 69, 70

creativity, barriers to, 13—14; impro-
visation as method for removing,
13—14; personal agenda as, 29;
“Yes, but” mind-set as, 54, 55-56,
64-65, 69, 70

credit, benefits of sharing with team,
34, 193

crisis: importance of leadership in,
186-87; and value of training in
brainstorming, 144; and value of
training in improvisation, 67,
11-12, 188, 198, 215-16; and
value of training in teamwork,
121-22

criticism: maintaining personal brand
despite, 61-64; self~auditing
during delivery of, 62-63

culture of acceptance: and acceptance
of diversity, 143, 173, 174; and
openness to new ideas, 39; “Yes,
and” culture as, 38

customers and clients: access to data
about companies, 156-57; impact
of silos on, 151, 156-57, 158, 170

debate, in collaborative workplaces:
framing of, 174; rules for, 17374
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debate clubs’ formal rules: and debate
in collaborative workplaces,
173; as form of “Yes, and . ..”
communication, 31-32, 173

decision making: 90/10 rule for,
188; strengthening through
improvisation exercises, 11-12, 13

delegation of control, and regulation
of group energy, 86

de Maat, Martin, 15,42, 171, 176,
236-37

Department of Homeland Security
(DHS), establishment of, 152-53,
159

diet, and energy level, 81-82

Director of National Intelligence (DNI),
creation of position, 152, 153

distraction, ease of: when listening,
46-47; when thinking, 56-57

divergent/convergent thinking process:
in brainstorming, 129, 141-42;
case study of (movie script
development), 19-25; defined, 21,
22;in “Yes, and” mind-set, 39

divergent thinking: and danger of
risk taking, elimination of, 131,
138, 139, 139m 125-27; ease
of slipping back into convergent
thinking from, 113, 137, 139; in
silo-busting exercise, 165

divergent thinking, in brainstorming,
138-40, 146, 147; too-quick turn
to convergent thinking, 113, 137,
139-40

diversity of perspectives:
brainstorming and, 143; and
culture of acceptance, 143, 173,
1745 increase of in workplace, 11;
silo busting and, 154, 164

Djukic, Zeljko, 66

dress codes, evolution of, 122

Dubai luxury hotel, silo busting at,
159-67, 168

Dufly, Kate, 107, 197

Duke University, Fuqua School of
Business, Business Improv’s work
with, 18, 93-94, 114, 177-79, 181,
233

emotional intelligence (EQ): and
attractiveness of company to
employees, 36; and benefits of fun
in the workplace, 122; components
of, 34-36; delivering criticism and,
62-63; increasing importance of,
33-34; leader’s balance of with
rational intelligence, 180, 182;
“Yes, and” mind-set and, 3437

empathy, emotional intelligence and,
35-36

energy level: in brainstorming, 133;
crucial importance of, 77; diet
and, 81-82; effect of on others
(chameleon effect), 4445, 77,
89-90, 133; impact on verbal
messages, 90—93; management
of over workday, 96-98; and
motivation, 95; natural peaks and
valleys in, 95-96; and personal
brand, 93-94; as result of choice,
74-77, 133; strategic use of, 79,
95-96. See also attitude; focus;
group energy

energy level, control of: asking
for help with, 98; by author,
in presentations, 75-76; and
creativity, choosing focus necessary
for, 99-101; in introducing
business improv, 233; in job
interviews, 93-94; methods for,



78-81; motivation of groups
through, 86-87, 87-89; obstacles
to, power to overcome, 96—99

energy level, self-auditing of: and
energy management over workday,
97-98; as first step in control,
77-78, 95; methods for, 78

engagement of employees, and
attractiveness of business to
potential hires, 36

EQ. See emotional intelligence

explaining business improv: and
accountability, establishing of, 203,
204; and gap between thinking
and speaking, 202; improv
techniques and, 203; practice for,
203-7; public speaking pitfalls
and, 202-3

eye contact: and group energy, 134;
monitoring, in self-audit, 59, 78; as
nonverbal message, 60; in personal
brand presentation, 63; practicing
of, 208; in team building, 110,
121, 132

failure: fear of, and self-censorship,
137, 138-40; importance of
evaluating, 34—35; ownership of
by leaders, 193. See also mistakes
failure, welcoming of: in
brainstorming, 12527, 131, 138,
139; in collaborative workplaces,
170; as necessary step in learning,
126; and team productivity, 193; in
“Yes, and” mind-set, 126
Firstenberg, Iris, 118
focus: and emotional intelligence,
36; importance for leaders,
182; improvisation as tool for

developing, 14; as key to successful
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improvisation, 25; in leaders,
importance of, 186; as learned
skill, 133, 186; “Yes, and” mind-set
and, 28, 29-30, 32, 47; “Yes, but”
mind-set and, 39. See also energy
level; presence in the moment

“Tollow the Follower” concept, 171,
176, 180-81

Ford, Henry, 102, 180

Four Stages for Learning Any New
Skill, 145

framing: of challenges, impact of, 66;
of challenges, “Yes, and” mind-set
and, 40; of debate, 174; human
tendency toward, and difficulty of
maintaining divergent thinking,
139; of issues, in adopting business
improv, 232-33; and shaping of
language and thought by “Yes,
and” mind-set, 39-41, 44-46; and
strategic use of business improyv,
148-49

fun in the workplace: benefits
of, 8689, 12223, 228-29;
in brainstorming, 130, 137;

increasing acceptance of, 228, 229

Gallafent, Alex, 169-70

Gates, Bill, 122

Gen-Y, corporate culture demanded
by, 122

globalization, and importance of
improvisation, 11

goals: constant shifting of, 179-80; as
leader’s primary focus, 182; setting
of, and commitment to personal
brand, 71; setting of in adopting
business improv, 211

goals, common: derailing of by
personal agenda, 112, 113, 114;
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importance in collaborative team-
oriented workplaces, 173, 174;
leader’s role in establishing, 118,
179-80, 190, 192; replacement of
personal agenda with, 103, 104,
173, 192; restoration of through
silo busting, 156; support of in
“Yes, and” mind-set, 27-28

Goleman, Daniel, 34

Gordon Training International,
14445

group attitude, as choice, 87

group energy: as choice, 87;
maintaining awareness of, 98

group energy, control of:
accountability and, 82-86, 98;
dominate individuals, moderation
of, 85-86; exercises for, 87-89;
finding “the zone,” 86, 87-89; as
leader’s responsibility, 127-28;
respect for individual differences
and, 84-85; and workplace
environment, 87-89

group ideation. See brainstorming

group mind, adoption of business
improv and, 217-18

groupthink, adoption of business

improv and, 217

hotel business, siloing in, 159-67, 161,
168
humility, importance for leaders, 34,

120, 172, 182

ideation, group. See brainstorming

IDEO, 169-70, 171-72

improvisation: vs. “making things up,”
4-7, 183; stages of, as reaction,
adaptation, and communication,

8. See also business improv

improvisation, theatrical: importance
of teamwork in, 103, 104;
leadership in, 175; and mistakes,
working with, 66-67; prioritization
of group over individual in, 171,
175-76, 180-81; short-form
improv games, benefits to business
people, 167-68; teams, choice of
members in, 105, 106; “Yes, and”
mind-set in, 2628

improvisational theater exercises:
and “performing at the top of
your intelligence,” 7, 9, 60-61;
unfocused, limited use to business
people, 1-3, 8

improvisation skills: applicability to
many fields, 3—4; as complement
to strategic thinking, 182-83; and
thriving in volatile and uncertain
atmospheres, 9, 188, 198; training
and preparation as keys to, 4-7;
value of for leaders, 176, 178-79,
181-83

individual views. See personal
perspective

Internet: and customer access to
data about companies, 156-57;
and evolving expectations for
communication, 181

interpersonal interactions, self-

auditing in, 59-61

Janis, Irving, 217

job interviews, energy levels and,
93-94

Jobs, Steve, 180, 187

judgment, postponing of: vs.
abandoning of, 33; benefits of, 33;
in brainstorming, 129, 130, 136—

37; in business improv exercises,



56; in judging one’s own ideas,
54, 55-56, 57, 64-65, 69, 70; by
leaders, 182; and self-awareness,
34; and self-regulation, 35; when
addressing pushback, 225, 226;
in “Yes, and” mind-set, 28-29,
29-30, 32-33, 39

Kulhan, Bob: background and

experience of, 4, 15-19; energy
level control in presentations,
75-76; preference for experiential
learning, 10. See also Business

Improv company

language: as gold, and valuing of

communication, 43; and thought,
shaping of by “Yes, and” mind-set,
39-41, 44-46; unconscious effects
of, 42. See also body language;

communication

leaders: and ability to read others,

value of, 185; bad, types of, 194~
96; of business improv rollout,
characteristics needed by, 211-13;
characteristics of, 190-94; desired
goal as primary focus of, 182;

ego as counterproductive in, 192;
focus, importance of, 186; iconic,
180; importance of humility

in, 34, 120, 172, 182; integrity
and, 212; mindfulness in, 118,

182, 185-86, 187, 190-91, 212;
modeling of communication by,
168; self-auditing in, 185-86, 191,
194, 212; value of improv skills for,
176, 178-79, 181-83; vulnerability
as strength for, 182, 193; and “Yes,
and” mind-set, establishment of,
68-69, 189
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leaders, of teams: adaptability of, 118,

120, 193-94, 213; commitment
to teamwork, importance of, 109,
116; distribution of leadership by,
117-18; fostering of talent by, 180,
184, 189-90; goals/agenda setting
by, 118, 179-80, 190, 192; and
group energy, responsibility for,
127-28; holding team members
accountable for commitment and
participation, 83, 107-9, 118;
importance to team success, 115;
knowledge of team members,
importance of, 181, 191; leading
by example, 68, 71, 184, 186;
listening to team members,
importance of, 119-20; loosening
of reins, benefits of; 35, 11620,
146, 188, 213—14; maintaining
team focus and motivation, 184—
85, 191-92; micromanagement
by, as counterproductive, 116,
119, 188, 213; and motivation
through fear, limitations of, 184;
and mutual trust and support,
creation of, 120—21; observation
and evaluation of situations,

187; and personal perspectives,
support for expression of, 12021,
128-29, 180-81, 189, 191; and
presence, physical, 184, 186-87;
and presence in the moment, 184,
185-86; respect for individual
differences in, 184, 189, 191; roles
of, 181, 184, 199; status leveling
and, 180; and team dynamics,
creating and defending, 11617,
118-19, 11920, 12021, 184, 189

leadership: as ability to work with

people, 180-82, 185; and balance
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of emotional and rational
intelligence, 180, 182; creativity
and, 189; effectiveness, questions
for evaluation of; 197; and failure,
ownership of, 193; importance
in business environment, 176;
importance in collaborative team-
oriented organizations, 168—69,
174, 186-87; and improvement,
constant search for, 193-94;
vs. management, 183-84; and
personal agenda, replacement
of with team goal, 192; and
presence, physical, 184, 186-87,;
and presence in the moment, 184,
185-86

leadership, improvisational: benefits
of, 197-99; emphasis on
communication in, 185, 190, 197,
212; as heart-led leadership, 197;
and value of improv skills, 176,
178-79, 181-83

leadership, in brainstorming:
loosening of reins in, 146;
modeling of divergent thinking,
139, 146; modeling of presence by,
132-33; necessity of, 130-31, 146;
practicing of in advance, 206—7

leadership by example: in adopting
business improv, 231; in
brainstorming, 139, 146; energy
control and, 86-87, 90; leveling
of rank and, 169; and modeling
of “Yes, and” mind-set, 68-69; as
role of leader, 68, 71, 184, 186

Lind, Allen, 181

listening: ease of distraction and,
46-47; importance for leaders,
182; by leaders of teams, value
of, 119-20; and relationships,

strengthening of, 48; “Yes, and”
mind-set and, 46—47

management: in collaborative
workplaces, 170-72; vs. leadership,
183-84

MBAs, tips for transitioning to career,
234-35

meetings: and postponing judgment
on one’s own ideas, 69, 70;
rearranging furniture in, 117;
unstructured, ineffectiveness
of, 131. See also brainstorming
meetings; entries under teams

meetings, badly-run: fear of
participation and, 128-29; and
morale, 127; as norm, 127; typical
problems in, 127-28

mergers, and siloing, 153

Millennial generation: corporate
culture demanded by, 122;
importance of communication
for, 12; importance of feeling
appreciated to, 34

mindfulness: and clarity of thought,
57-58, 198; and commitment
to personal brand, 72; defined,
58; in leaders, 118, 182,
185-86, 187, 190-91, 212; in
pressure situations, 64. See also
communication, mindful; presence
in the moment; self-auditing

mistakes: giving oneself permission to
make, 235; self-auditing to reduce
impact of, 67-68; willingness to
admit, 63, 67-68; working with, in
theatrical improv, 66-67. See also
failure

moods, influence on others, 137, 186.
See also attitude



morale: badly-run meetings and,
127; importance of commitment
to, 108; leader’s responsibility to
protect, 121; low, and increased
siloing, 161-62; “Yes, and” mind-
set and, 168

motivation, intrinsic: definition of,
192; emotional intelligence and,
35; feeling appreciated and, 185;
methods for creation of, 192;
and personal energy, 95; “Yes,
and” mind-set and, 32, 35, 45,
168; “Yes, but” mind-set and, 39,
4041

motivation of groups: energy control
and, 86-87, 87-89; leadership by
presence and, 185-87; leader’s
responsibility for, 191-92

motivation through fear, limitations
of, 184

multitasking, 57-58

Navy SEALSs: improvisation skills of, 3,

5-6, 216; and mind’s power over
body, 80-81

networking tips, 236-37

Newton, Sir Isaac, 96

“one voice at a time” rule: in
brainstorming, 131; controlling
group energy and, 86; in learning
“Yes, and” mind-set, 48

“One-Word Story” exercise, 88

ownership: of business improv,
creating in oneself, 204; giving
team members a sense of,

32, 84, 107, 232; of ideas, in
brainstorming, 142, 143; of ideas,
in team environment, 121; of

issues, encouragement of, 158; of
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work, as key to success, 170. See

also build-in; buy-in

“Party Planner” exercise, 214

“performing at the top of your
intelligence”: in brainstorming,
165; finding “the zone” and, 86,
87-89; as goal of business improv,
35,45, 60-61, 165, 189; in
improvisational theater exercises,
7,9, 60-61; “Yes, and” mind-set
and, 35

personal agenda: as barriers to
communication, 29; derailing of
team goals by, 112, 113, 114; vs.
personal perspective, 27-28, 29;
prioritization of in “Yes, but”
mind-set, 39; replacement of with
team goal, 103, 104, 173, 192;
siloing as analog of, 153, 156;
suppression of in “Yes, and” mind-
set, 27-28, 29

personal brand: defined, 52-53;
expression of personal perspective
within, 65—66; knowing,
importance of, 234; well-
developed, impact of, 72-73

personal brand, developing and
maintaining: adapting to
circumstances in, 53—54;
authenticity and, 53; and
awareness of outward presence,
52; and awareness of strengths
and weaknesses, 52; confidence
in, importance of, 63; consistent
presentation as key to, 63, 68-69,
71, 73; energy level and, 93-94;
importance of, 72—73; importance
of commitment to, 71-72; in

new workplace, 234; as ongoing
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process, 70—71; under pressure,
61-64; self-auditing and, 64—65;
self-awareness as key to, 52; step-
by-step approach to, 70; in team
settings, 69-70; “Yes, and” mind-
setin, 54-55

personal perspective, expression of: in
group mind vs. groupthink, 217;
importance of leader’s support
for, 120-21, 128-29, 180-81,
189, 191; vs. personal agenda,
27-28, 29; personal brand
and, 53, 65-66; support for, as
characteristic of effective team,
103, 104-5, 106, 116-17, 128-29;
welcoming of in collaborative
workplace, 173, 174; in “Yes, and”
mind-set, 27-28, 29, 30, 31

physical activity: appropriateness of
in workplace, 79; and control of
energy level, 78-81, 82, 87

physical awareness, in self-auditing,
59-60, 61, 63

physical presence, leadership by, 184,
186-87

Pink, Daniel, 156

presence: vs. micromanaging, 188;
outward, and creation of personal
brand, 52; physical, leadership by,
184, 186-87

presence in the moment: and
awareness of mistakes, 64-65;
in brainstorming, 132-33; and
energy level, control of, 80, 81;
fun in the workplace and, 89;
importance for leaders, 182, 184,
185-86; as learnable skill, 133,
186; pressure situations and, 64;
in self-auditing, 59; in theatrical

improvisation, 8, 9, 60-61; in

“Yes, and” communication, 28,
31-32, 36, 38, 44, 47. See also
focus; judgment, postponing of;
mindfulness

presentations, tips for, 235-36

pressure situations, maintaining
personal brand in, 61-64

public speaking: pitfalls in, 202—3;
presentations, tips for, 235-36

rank, leadership by, 184-85

rank of team members: appropriate
times to use, 113; as impediment
to teamwork, 110-15, 128; vs.
status, 111

rank of team members, leveling of:
new management style required
by, 170-72; in silo busting, 168—
69; in team-oriented organization,
169-72; techniques for, 11718,
165-66

rational intelligence (IQ)), balancing
with emotional intelligence, 180,
182

reaction: as first stage of
improvisation, 8; focus and
presence in, 8. See also judgment,
postponing of; “Yes, and” mind-
set; “Yes, but” mind-set

recruitment, company’s emotional
intelligence in, 36

relationships, “Yes, and” mind-set and,
30-31, 4849, 229

respect, as key concept in “Yes, and”
mind-set, 28, 29-30, 31, 36-37,
38, 44

risk taking: corporate cultures averse
to, 218-19; culture of] as goal of
business improv, 218; mistakes as

inevitable part of, 63; removing



penalties for in brainstorming
meetings, 125-27, 131, 138, 139
Robinson, Scott, 110

SAD JR acronym, 222-23

Sands, Jamie, 6, 80-81, 216

self-auditing, 58-61; commitment and,
59; in criticizing others, 62—63;
of effect on listener, 41—43; in
explaining business improv, 204; in
interpersonal interactions, 59-61;
in leaders, 18586, 191, 194, 212;
mindfulness as goal of, 58, 59;
and mistakes, reduction of impact
from, 67-68; physical awareness
in, 59-60, 61, 63; vs. self-editing,
64-65; under stress, 62-64; in
thinking, 58-59, 64-65

self-auditing, of energy level: and
energy management over workday,
97-98; as first step in controlling,
77-78, 95; methods for, 78

self-awareness: and emotional
intelligence, 34-35; evaluating
strengths and weaknesses and,
35; as key to successful personal
brand, 52

self-censorship, turning off during
brainstorming, 137, 138—40

self-editing, vs. self-auditing, 6465

self-regulation, and emotional
intelligence, 35

Seligman, Martin, 218-19

September 11th terrorist attacks,
government silo busting following,
152-53, 155-56

silo busting: accountability in, 164,
165; after September 11th terrorist
attacks, 152-53, 155-56; benefits
of, 153-57; case study (Dubai
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hotel), 159-67, 168; and creation
of collaborative workplaces,
169-72; defined, 151-52; leader’s
modeling of open communication
and, 168; management of conflicts
resulting from, 172—74; and
opening of communication, 159,
164; and restoration of common
good as company goal, 156; short-
form improv games and, 167-68;
strategies for, 157-59

siloing: as analog of personal agenda,
155, 156; cases appropriate for,
152; as common problem, 150-51;
as communication problem,
151; defined, 151; increase of in
times of low morale, 161-62; as
inherently counterproductive,
153-54; mergers and, 153;
situations likely to produce, 159,
161

Sitkins, Sim, 181

Six Domains of Leadership, 181

skills, conscious competence learning
model for, 14445

social media: and evolving
expectations for communication,
181; and importance of company’s
emotional intelligence, 36; and
public’s access to data about
companies, 156-57

social skills: emotional intelligence
and, 34, 36; “Yes, and” mind-set
and, 36. See also relationships

Staelin, Rick, 178-79

status-based corporate culture, as
impediment to adopting business
improv, 222

status of team members: as
impediment to teamwork, 110-15,
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12021, 128; vs. rank, 111. See also
entries under rank

“Story of a Lifetime” seminar, 19-25

storytelling: improvisation exercise on,
20-25; value of as business skill,
19-20

strategic thinking, improv skills as
complement to, 182—83

team brand, modeling of “Yes, and”
mind-set and, 69

team-oriented workplaces. See collab-
orative team-oriented workplaces

teams: bonding of, 110; empowering
members of, 116-20, 146, 188,
213-14, 232; good, protecting
and nurturing, 136-37, 144; lack
of choice in members of] as issue,
105-6; weak links, removal of;
136, 193, 232. See also leaders, of
teams; entries under group

teams, good, characteristics of, 103;
accountability for commitment
and participation, 105, 107-9,
118; adaptability, 105; focus
on success of other team
members, 103, 1045, 114; and
fun in workplace, 122-23; and
individual perspectives, support
for expression of, 103, 1045,
106, 116-17, 128-29; mutual
trust and support as, 104, 109-10;
prioritization of mission above
individual agendas, 103, 1045

teamwork: barriers to in modern
business environment, 102, 109;
consistent support for, as key,
120-21; derailing of by personal
agenda, 112, 113, 114; Henry Ford

on, 102; importance in theatrical

improvisation, 103; personal
interaction of team members and,
110, 168; status differences as
impediment to, 110-15; training
and preparation in, benefits of in
time of crisis, 121-22; “Yes, and”
mind-set and, 104

technological change, and value of
improvisation, 11, 198

telephone conversations, impact of
attitude and energy level on,
92-93

“tell me about yourself” questions,
effective answers to, 233-34

thinking: ease of distraction from,
56-57; and postponing judgment
of one’s own ideas, 54, 55-56, 57,
64-65, 69, 70; self-auditing in,
58-59, 64-65

thinking, slowing of: and avoidance
of controversy, 64; and awareness
of mistakes, 67-68; and improved
clarity of thought, 4647, 57-58,
198; “Yes, and” as technique for,
46-47, 205

“thinking outside the box,” and
describing vs. creating corporate
culture, 12

thought and language, shaping of
by “Yes, and” mind-set, 3941,
44-45, 4546

training and preparation: benefits
of in time of crisis, 67, 11-12,
121-22, 188, 190, 198, 215-16;
improvisation exercises as method
for, 13; as keys to successful
improvisation, 47, 190; practice
and repetition, value of, 6-7,
14445, 150, 231. See also adopting

business improv



UCLA, Anderson School of
Management, Business Improv’s
involvement with, 18, 19-25, 118

unexpected events. See VUCA
(volatility, uncertainty, complexity,
and ambiguity) atmosphere

verbal messages: impact of attitude
and energy level on, 90-93;
shaping of by “Yes, and” mind-set,
3941, 44-46

voice actors, and impact of
attitude and energy level on
communication, 91-92

VUCA (volatility, uncertainty,
complexity, and ambiguity)
atmosphere, thriving of improv
mind-set in, 9, 188, 198

vulnerability: as strategy in
introducing business improv, 210,
216; as strength for leaders, 182,
193; as strength in collaborative
workplaces, 170, 172; willingness
to admit, in team environment,

98, 110

warm-up exercises: for brainstorming
meetings, 136; explaining
purpose of, 205; for group
energy and focus, 87-89, 146; for
presentations, 235

The Warranty Group, 210

Welch, Jack, 213

“What Makes a Leader” (Goleman),
34

workplace: appropriateness of physical
activity in, 79; benefits of shared
experiences outside, 21415, 231;
and group energy, control of,

87-89. See also collaborative team-
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oriented workplaces; fun in the

workplace

“Yes, and” mind-set: and
brainstorming, 129, 130;
at Business Improv, 37-38;
companies with, 37; and conflict
management, 30; and culture of
acceptance, 38, 39; in defining
a personal brand, 54-55; and
disagreement, expression of,
31-32; and divergent and
convergent thinking, 39, 141-42;
ease of adopting, 4546, 50; and
emotional intelligence, increasing
of, 34-37; and empathy, building
of, 35-36; and employee input,
encouraging, 31, 32; and energy
level, 80; and focus, 28, 29-30,
32; impact of, exercises to
demonstrate, 47-51; in judging
one’s own ideas, 54, 55-56, 57;
and judgment, suspension of,
26-27, 32, 44; and listening,
improvement of, 46—47; as mind-
set, not technique, 28; modeling
of for team members, 68—69;
and motivation, 32, 35, 45, 168;
in networking conversations,
237; and “performing at the top
of your intelligence,” 35; and
personal agenda, suppression
of, 27-28, 29; and personal
perspective, expression of,
27-28, 29, 30, 31; postponing
of judgment in, 28-29, 29-30,
32-33, 39, 44; practicing before
using in workplace, 204, 207-9;
in presentations, 235-36; and

relationships, strengthening of,
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30-31, 48-49; respect as key
concept in, 28, 29-30, 31, 36-37,
38, 44; in responding to pushback,
223, 224, 233; and social skills,
improvement of, 36; step-by-step
approach to introduction of,
220-21; and team branding, 69;
and teamwork, 104; in theatrical
improv, 26-28; as tool, importance
of appropriate application, 37,
38; training and repetition in,
importance of, 145; using in new
workplaces, 235; welcoming of

failure in, 126

“Yes, and” mind-set, and

communication: effectiveness

of, 47-51; effect on reception

of communication, 44-45;
mindfulness of, 32, 38, 47; and
shaping of language by thought,
44-45; and shaping of thought by
language, 40—41

“Yes, and” mind-set, explaining, 214,

231; practicing of, 2056

“Yes, but” mind-set: explaining,

practicing of, 2056, 214; negative
environment created by, 386-39,
4041, 194-95; as obstacle to
communication, 49-50; and
resistance to adopting business
improv, 225; in self-criticism, 54,
55-56, 64-65; and shaping of
thought by language, 3941
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