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Detailed Description: 
Applied Improvisation is an exciting, innovative, growing field of practice and research that is changing 
the way people lead, create, and collaborate. Applied Improvisation is the umbrella term used to denote 
the application of improvisational theories, tenets, techniques, and exercises beyond the stage (e.g. 
music, dance, theatre), to foster the growth and development of flexible structures, new mindsets, and 
a range of intra- and interpersonal skills required in today's volatile and uncertain world (Dudeck & 
McClure, 2018).  
 
Jones (2016) notes that authenticity resides in the day-to-day, moment-to-moment negotiations and 
decisions individuals make about how to navigate shifting contexts.  Thus, this session links specific skills 
and tenets of improvisation to the daily practice of authentic leadership—it is grounded in the belief 
that improvisation invites us to navigate authenticity in the moment. 
 
One of the foundational principles of improvisation is the recognition and awareness that all things are 
interconnected (Fischlin, Heble, & Lipsitz, 2013).  Thus, improvisation can be an important social practice 
that promotes trust through openness in sharing, flexibility with experimenting, communicating one’s 
here-and-now experience, and cultivating a relational transparency that guides the ambiguity (Avolio & 
Walumbwa, 2014).  In Barrett’s (1998) theoretical examination of how improvisation can inform 
organizational learning, he asserts that learning to improvise is a “leadership skill that involves 
challenging habits and conventional practices, challenging members to experiment in the margins and to 
stretch in new directions” (p. 618). At its heightened state, improvisation is the creation and 
development of new, unexpected, and productive co-creative relationships among people.  
Improvisation cultivates our capacity to discern key elements of emotional intelligence that can be 
leveraged for authentic leadership, including emotional self-perception, emotional self-control, 
initiative, agency, optimism, flexibility, and resiliency (Shankman, Allen & Haber-Curran, 2015).  
 
As a tool for progress, peace and prosperity, improvisation teaches leaders to enact the possibilities they 
envision.  Improvisation provides each of us with opportunities to uncover and practice authenticity 
within life’s ambiguity and uncertainty. It compels us to leave our comfort zones, to forge meaningful 
connections with others across categories and identities, to deepen the democratic strata of society 
through activities that resonate fully with the contradictions and possibilities of our time (Fischlin, 
Heble, & Lipsitz, 2013).  With practice, improvisation helps us develop and utilize our capacities for 
encouraging scalable progress, peace, and prosperity. 
 

 



 
Session Design: 
The morning segment is designed to introduce and practice some of the basic elements of 
improvisation: the “yes, and” mindset, the ability to co-create together, nurturing authenticity and 
candor, making mistakes work, making your partner look good, cultivating exquisite attention and 
listening, and following the follower.  We’ll use play as a learning tool, we’ll experiment with new ways 
of thinking and interacting, and we’ll work at building an ensemble that is capable of creating a sense of 
community in very short time.  These experiences will challenge us to practice a growth mindset, 
embracing challenges and finding inspiration from others’ success (Dweck, 2006).) 
 
To be clear, no experience in improvisational theatre is necessary; in fact, the workshop is designed 
with a “beginner” mindset that allows anyone willing to participate within an emergent community.  
 
We will dedicate time for individual and collective debriefing to facilitate learning and application.  Our 
individual understanding of leadership will build to a collective, shared opportunity of learning and 
discovery.  As in the world of improvisation, it is understood that when everyone is giving, everyone is 
also getting. Rather than a singular conceptual or theoretical approach, an improvisational approach 
guides us toward an integrative experience and a stronger relational orientation. This will serve to 
create a “here and now” dynamic to let go of our agenda, notice more, and go beyond the known to 
journey into self-discovery, testing boundaries and touching on new, authentic horizons. 
 
The afternoon segment will provide a “hands-on” opportunity to apply the principles and skills from the 
morning session.  The two-hour “Quest” is an improvisational structure developed by the legendary 
improv director Del Close (1934-1999).  The Quest invites participants on a self-guided journey where 
they experience taking an improvisational mindset out into the everyday world of West Palm Beach, 
applying an active mindfulness for an extended period, exploring what happens as a result of that 
approach, and reflecting on what was discovered during the experience.  The final segment of the 
session involves participants coming together, sharing their experience through casual storytelling, and 
debriefing the experience and insights discovered about authenticity during the process. 
 
In its entirety, this session is designed to help participants become more engaged listeners and 
observers; to be more present, curious, and attentive; to increase their awareness of themselves others 
and the context; and to increase their capacity to be open and adaptable to new experiences.  Our goal 
is that insights gleaned from the session, especially the Quest, will serve as recurring learning 
connections throughout the remaining conference as participants bridge practice to theory.  As such, 
part of this learning will include making active choices from an internal compass, and recognizing the 
necessary, ongoing process of discovery and reconciliation. 
 
 

Session Flow and Schedule 
 

09:00-09:20   Introduction & Overview. 

 Review assumptions and agreements. 

 Establishing a learning space of affirmation and mutual support. 
 

09:20-10:30   Improv Mindset Building Blocks I 

 Awareness, Attention & Listening 

 Yes, And—Recognition and Willingness (Taking Initiative) 

 Making Mistakes Work (Resilience) 



 Making Your Partner Look Good (Empathy & Communication) 
 

10:30-10:45   Break 
 

Session Flow and Schedule Cont. 
 

10:45-11:45   Improv Mindset Building Blocks II 

 Seeing the Familiar Differently (Possibility & Optimism) 

 Working Together (Teamwork, Co-Creation, & Collaboration) 

 Taking Care of One Another (Citizenship) 
 

11:45-12:00   Review and Preview 
 

12:00-12:45   Lunch Break 
 

12:45-13:00   Introduction to The Quest (Field Experience) 
 
13:00-15:00   The Quest: Applying an Improvisor's Mindset in Search of Authenticity 
 
15:00-16:00   Reflection, Stories, and Wrap-up 
 

 


