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Preface

I have an unconventional job. I use improvisation as the
catalyst to train and consult with leadership and business
teams. We get results. But when you strip away the fancy
language in my sales brochure, it all comes down to the
fact that I offer an education in trust—creating it, earning
it, keeping it.

I certainly never set out to be a trust specialist. During
my early years in business, I didn’t realize that I was hon-
ing my skills for my current work. I worked in the network
engineering industry in New York City for six years, and I
was able to consistently close high-margin deals and create
long-term relationships with my clients. Though I moved
to new companies several times, my clients always followed
me and continued doing business with me.

Before New York, I was a professional actor and impro-
viser, based in Chicago for eight years. During that time,
I had the same conversation with nine different directors.
Some version of “It’s been a relief to have you in the show.
I can trust that you'll be prepared and won't steal focus.”

ix
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They didn't realize that I was terrified of screwing up or not
being seen as a team player, so I overprepared and showed
up early and eager.

However, it really came home to me through the eyes of
my account manager in a business I now own. Beginning
during her first week on the job, she would shake her head
at me and say, “I've never been in a meeting where so many
high-level executives trusted our word and were excited to
play games!” or “I've never watched a team interact like this
ensemble. There are no egos, and you all get so much done
so quickly.”

I could do this, and so could the special people in my
ensemble, because we're improvisers. The innate skills, phi-
losophy, and behaviors of improvisation are radically collab-
orative, and when you are able to adapt and collaborate on
such a high level, you intrinsically engender trust. For more
than a decade, we've been using the philosophy and exer-
cises of improvisation to create transformative experiences
for people in corporations. Adopting an improviser’s mind-
set and behaviors is a radical new way to make yourself and
your organization more profitable, innovative, and trusted.

Improvisers must work in an environment of trust.
Improvisation, by its nature, is one of the riskiest, most
uncertain fields of performance. It requires a group of per-
formers to create a scene, game, or play without a script. We
don’t really know what our troupe members will say or do
from moment to moment, yet we are able to create incred-
ible shows on the fly. Every improviser relies on her part-
ners, her audience, and her own ability to listen and change
to create something, under pressure, in every performance.
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Basing my life’s work on two such different worlds—the
corporate setting and the improvisational stage—sounds
very unlikely, I know. So how did we connect business and
improv?

I learned about improvisational comedy as an undergrad-
uate at Yale, in the Purple Crayon improv troupe. We per-
formed, got other college troupes off the ground, and kept
in touch over the summers. I even studied briefly with the
legendary Del Close, the father of long-form improvisation.

Through those experiences, I learned the underlying
practices of improvisation as well as some things most peo-
ple don’t know about improvisation: Improv has a clear set
of guidelines. Improvisers practice and work at their craft
like crazy. Improvisers trust their troupe members implic-
itly. Really brilliant improv is about finding the least obvi-
ous, most surprising outcome in any situation.

These improvisational practices became a part of my DNA.
I stopped thinking about these skills and just lived them. It
never occurred to me that those improv guidelines might
have very strong underlying principles—that the secrets
of improvisation were also the secrets of high-performing
business teams.

After graduation, I lived two unexpected and utterly dif-
ferent lives. My first life was in performance and improv.
I had a great career as a professional improviser and actor.
I got paid for my work, trained at the Second City Train-
ing Center, and even launched a few improv troupes of my
own. Commercials and TV paid the bills, but my passion
was experimental, edgy, black-box theater. Professional per-
formance also gave me a thick skin and a propensity to see
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silver linings. When you audition twenty times and come up
with only one part, you become very resilient and practiced.

Things kept improving as I persisted, and I had more
than seven solid years of constant work. I was really lucky,
really driven, and had a good agent. I did over one hundred
live productions.

Then I married, moved to New York for my husband’s
work, and one day, quite suddenly, realized I was done. I
was more than ready for something new. I needed a new
challenge for both my brain and my happiness. And I real-
ly missed my new husband. He worked during the day and
I worked six nights a week.

I dialed my agent in the middle of the day and just quit.
We both cried a little but I mostly felt excited and scared.
Now I would have to plunge into something new.

So my second life was in network engineering. It was the
middle of the nineties and the Internet craze. New York had
been affectionately dubbed Silicon Alley, and if you could
chew gum and walk at the same time, you could probably
get a job in technology, with stock options. Plus, I read a
book that passionately convinced me that techies really need-
ed a people person like me! And what do you know, Merrill
Lynch hired me as a short-term consultant on a Year 2000
hardware assessment.

Let’s just pause here. Remember, I was a liberal arts—
educated actor. I wouldn’t have been able to identify a server
if it had fallen on me. But you better believe that I crammed
and searched the Internet all night before my interview.
Then I was completely honest about my limitations. I
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promised to be passionate and dedicated, I asked a ton of
questions, and I used all of my stored-up improv secrets dur-
ing the interview. They trusted me when I said I would be
able to do the job. I got the gig. And I delivered.

That consulting job was followed by intense stints in
three different network engineering start-ups over the next
six years. One went public, one remained private, and one
was acquired. Despite my lack of experience, I got to head
up sales and marketing, helped to open regional offices,
and worked seventy-hour weeks. It was a crazy, fantastic,
sometimes awful, all-consuming business education, and
I loved it.

Simultaneously, two of my friends from Yale, Frances
Barney and Mike Everett—also liberal arts—educated actor
types—were moving up the ladder in banking and adminis-
tration. We'd cram and study all night and think on our feet
during the day. Then we would have overcafteinated lunch-
es where we described getting through yet another meet-
ing by collaborating rather than telling, or coming up with
a solution no one else had considered, or making a mistake
in the office that we turned to our advantage.

It became such a consuming subject that Frances wrote
a paper on the idea that improvisation could inform better
business practices, for an MBA class at the Wharton School.
Professor Michael Useem, who has my gratitude to this day,
said, “I think this has legs. Why don’t you try it out with my
class?” Our company, ImprovEdge, was born.

For more than twelve years, we have conducted research
and facilitated learning workshops and development
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programs, using improv as the catalyst. Our research has
uncovered four key principles, based on the secrets of impro-
visation, that can help accelerate your life, your career, your
team, and your organization.

This book is all about how the behaviors of improv enable
teams to collaborate on a radical level. And the incredible
outcome of those behaviors is trust. This book will explore
each of these improv secrets and demonstrate how they are
directly related to adaptability, improving organizational per-
formance, and building trust.

The introduction, “Your Biggest Problem at Work and
the Most Unexpected Solution,” examines how our issues
at work are tied to the need to collaborate, to be flexible, and
most important, to have and engender trust, and will explain
how the four secrets of improvisation are the solution.

Chapter one, “The First Secret of Improvisation: Yes!
Space,” details how positivity and acceptance create deep
capabilities for collaboration, innovation, and engagement.

In chapter two, “The Second Secret of Improvisation:
Building Blocks,” we will look at why and is a really big word
and how critical it is to get in there and play.

Radical collaboration using the improviser’s mind-set is
explored in chapter three, “The Third Secret of Improvisa-
tion: Team Equity.” One of the components of Team Equity
is equity, not equality; great teams are not about equal input
but about leveraging the strengths of the team and using
individual talents to work toward a goal.

My favorite part of improvisation, and one of the clear
markers of successful businesspeople, is the ability to deal
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with the unexpected. In chapter four, “The Fourth Secret
of Improvisation: Oops to Eureka!,” we explore how you're
OK even if you screw up, and how the unexpected can cre-
ate advantages. We also look into mind-set and flexible
behaviors.

Each chapter also describes three critical components
of each secret and shares hands-on behaviors and exercises
that enable you to start adopting the improviser’s mind-set.
The exercises in this book are not just for master improvis-
ers or professional facilitators. They are for you. They are
for anyone willing to try something new.

Finally, in “Practice. Then Celebrate!” we remember the
critical importance of practicing new behaviors and cele-
brating success. The secrets of improvisation only work if
you put them into practice, and every time you have even
the smallest success you must enjoy and celebrate that step.

Each chapter presents research that ties together collab-
oration, trust, and improv. I hope you’ll also enjoy the sto-
ries and case studies from real companies that have used
improvisational behaviors to build adaptability and trust
within their organizations. This book will provide you with
hands-on, immediately usable exercises to adopt an impro-
viser’s mind-set. I invite you to use this book to transform
yourself, your team, and your organization.



Introduction

Your Biggest Problem at Work
and the Most Unexpected Solution

We all want to be successful, effective, happy people. That’s
probably one of the most common desires in adult humans.
We want to contribute in a meaningful way. We want to enjoy
our friends, family, and colleagues; make money; and feel
good about our work and life. And these are great desires;
they keep us striving, keep us motivated and engaged—keep
us living.

But what about the problems we face in reaching those
goals? It sometimes feels as though we're paddling upstream
and that the very things we want to enjoy and rely upon—such
as good teams and relationships, challenging projects, and
a successful career—just aren’t coming together.

The surprise I will explore in this book is that our issues
and problems aren’t actually about spreadsheets. Or cash
flow. Or the economy, clients, salespeople, or even the boss.
It certainly feels as if those things are the root of all the frus-
tration, worry, and sleepless nights—and they are a part of
it, certainly. But the most important factor underlying all of
these elements is trust.



2 The Improvisation Edge

That's right, trust. And if that seems startling, get ready
for an even bigger surprise.

The key to creating trust and success in the workplace
is probably the last thing you would ever imagine. It's
improvisation.

Improv. Like the club you visited in Chicago. Like Whose
Line Is It Anyway? on TV. Like good jazz.

Improvisation, along with the skills and behaviors that
are the breath and blood of improvisers, is the surest way to
start working at a higher level, creating high-performance
teams, exhibiting greater leadership behaviors, and build-
ing and engendering trust at work.

9[6 The model for management that we have
right now is the opera. The conductor of
an opera has a very large number of differ-
ent groups that he has to pull together.
The soloists, the chorus, the ballet, the
orchestra, all have to come together—but
they have a common score. What we are
increasingly talking about today are diver-
sified groups that have to write the score
while they perform. What you need now is
a good jazz group.

PETER DRUCKER!
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Let’s take some time to think a bit more deeply about
trust.

The level and amount of trust you feel affect not only your
own performance but also the performance and profitability
of your entire organization. Trust in yourself, trust in your
team, trust in your boss, and trust in your organization.

We build trust over time, through consistency and behav-
iors that continually show we are collaborative, innovative,
and, well, trustworthy. We have to earn trust through our
behavior, and that takes work, because trust is seriously low
among us right now. We don’t trust our banks, we don’t trust
our politicians, we don’t trust our dry cleaner, and we some-
times don’t trust ourselves. This is a serious national issue.

People love to invoke the “good old days,” in part because
there seems something innocent and rosy about the period
one hundred years ago. People then believed that a man’s
word was his bond. There seemed to be fewer reasons to
doubt certain institutions. But then scandals arose, individ-
uals lied, and governments broke their own laws. So now,
when we desperately want to just live, to just get through our
days, we feel compelled to double check everything: check
another newswire, check another reference, check to see if
we got enough change back. It’s exhausting, time consum-
ing, and saddening, and when we do decide to trust some-
one or something as a matter of principle, we walk away
worrying “Will I be glad or made a fool?”

One of the biggest holes in our ability to trust has to do
with our teams and organizations. When we don’t trust our
colleagues or don't believe that our company has our best
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interests in mind, we end up without foundational trust.
Corporate confidence is at an all-time low as a result of a
long wave of shameful activities: Enron’s ethical morass,
Madoff’s lies, Wall Street’s collapse, GM’s bailout, and the
list goes on. It has made us cautious, sad, and slow to trust.

The irony here is that the financial collapse came out
of too much trust. Most people do not understand the com-
plexities of finance and real estate, so we trusted our finan-
cial and real estate institutions and the individuals doing
the work to be ethical. We trusted that they would work in
a collaborative way that would take into account the greater
needs of the market and the country, always looking for a
way for everyone to come out ahead. Instead, they acted only
on their own behalf, did not collaborate with other entities,
and lost track of the big picture.

I've encountered some people who doubt the critical
importance of collaborative behaviors. Over the twenty years
I've been doing my work, a lot of people have tried to con-
vince me that, professionally, trust shouldn’t matter.

“Plow through! If you're a professional, it shouldn’t mat-
ter if you like or trust other people! Just get it done!” I've
actually heard those words come out of a manager’s mouth.
I doubt his team enjoyed working for him.

When trust is low, people experience stress, which seri-
ously affects our health, mental capabilities, and emotional
stability. Daniel Goleman, the researcher behind the concept
of emotional intelligence, tells us “stress makes people stu-
pid.” He states that people cannot “remember, attend, learn,
or make decisions” when they are emotionally upset—when
they’re worried, frustrated, angry, or hurt.?
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Have you ever felt any of those emotions at work? The
experience of emotional stress creates physical side effects
such as higher blood pressure, stomach and intestinal
issues, headaches, weight gain or loss, and lower metabo-
lism. We also suffer mentally. We more easily lose control of
our temper, we can’t prioritize as well, we lose our ability to
process rationally, and our memory does not work as well.

All of these emotional and physical side effects result
from the stress generated by any environment that keeps
us from working together effectively. When people are con-
stantly wondering whether they can share information, if
they have to watch their backs, or if their colleagues don’t
value them, the result is low trust.

Conversely, when trust is in place, it creates incredible
strength in individuals, teams, and organizations. Relation-
ships stay strong in an atmosphere of respect. Teams over-
perform when they collaborate and trust that everyone is
working toward a common goal. Leaders motivate when fol-
lowers trust that those leaders are competent and ethical.
Organizations thrive when there is trust in the adherence to
goals and values. And for that matter, customers buy prod-
ucts because they trust the quality of a brand name. Planes
take off because pilots trust that the engineers, air traffic
controllers, and ground technicians have done their jobs.
And we stay in relationships when we trust that we will be
cared for.

As Patricia Aburdene wrote in Megatrends 2010, “Tran-
scendent values like trust and integrity literally translate
into revenue, profits, and prosperity.”3

Radical collaboration creates trust. And trust is the key to
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relationships, teamwork, leadership, and success. So how do
we create trust, engage in trustworthy behaviors, and start

to reap those personal and professional benefits?

The Most Unexpected Solution You'd Ever Guess

Improvisers step onstage without a script, set, costumes,
makeup, or props. They arrive without any of those com-
mon tools of theater—and yet, they perform. They create
scenes, relationships, comedy, even complete one-act plays
on the fly.

Great improv is a lot like deep trust. There’s an over-
whelming misconception that trust is something that either
exists in a relationship or doesn’t, that it can’t be learned,
changed, or built. In the same way, many people believe that
improvisers must be born with a special set of skills—skills
that either you have or you don't.

Another type of improvisation occurs in jazz. Improv is
the departure of a musician from the written music. Imag-
ine that a jazz group is playing a song it has rehearsed and
then the saxophone player suddenly begins a solo that’s nev-
er been written, that she’s never played before, and that the
rest of her group have never heard. She’s creating something
entirely in the moment, based on the energy of the room
and her own inspiration. Her band members are going with
it, listening and contributing a bass line, a riff on the pia-
no, or a faster snare beat based on what they hear from the
soloist. At the time, none of them knows how long the solo
will go, how much they’ll contribute, or if it will turn into a
duet. They make it all happen in the moment.
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That’s improvisation.

Considering that the number one adult fear is public
speaking, even when delivering a prepared speech, impro-
visation may sound to some people like a personal horror
movie.

“That’s impossible,” you're thinking. “I don’t think any-
one could do that. Besides, this is an utterly foreign concept
to me. I can’t improvise! How could improv possibly make
a difference at work?>”

But guess what. You do improvise. Every single day.
Although a quick wit and sense of humor help professional
improvisers enormously, they don’t have unreachable skills
that no one else can learn. As a matter of fact, just like any
profession, improvisation has a process, a set of skills, and
guidelines for success.

When your boss calls you into her office and asks you to
work on a project you've never heard about, one that sounds
completely scary, and you say, “Sure, I'd be happy to work
on that,” you're improvising.

When you're presenting to a big client and she asks a
question you’'ve never considered, and you nod and start
to answer, then get some support from your partner in the
room, you're improvising.

When a critical team member is out sick and you're cov-
ering his work while finishing your own, all while pitching
in on a surprise proposal that unexpectedly came through
the door, you're improvising.

Anyone can improvise, and anyone can learn to collab-
orate on an extreme level. Improvisers collaborate radical-

ly—their level of trust and the intensity of their work are far
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above and beyond normal teamwork. That sort of behavior
is the key to building, managing, showing, and engender-
ing trust. Strangely enough, these concepts are intertwined
in a surprising way. Improvisational troupes can’t perform
well without trust, but trust can’t occur unless our behav-
iors and words show that we are trustworthy. This is true of
every group of people who interact, especially in work sit-
uations. We can’t do our work well, collaborate, or grow if
we cannot trust that everything from our basic needs to our
ideas is in trustworthy hands. Sound like a circle? It can be,
and how we choose to behave determines whether the cir-
cle spins backward or forward.

Improvisation and the Workplace

Here’s a real situation we encountered with a client a few
years ago. We got a call to work on a branding initia-
tive. From the outside, it looked like a very straightforward
engagement. Two huge banking entities were merging and
the joint leadership was smart enough to realize that they
wanted a clean new brand and message (rather than the
mashed-up combo you normally see after a merger). The
brand message was key; it had to identify what the new orga-
nization stood for and its value in the market. The compa-
ny’s leaders also realized that if the organization’s employees
didn’t understand and embrace the new identity it could cre-
ate confusion for the market.

This was a complicated problem, but not a complex one.
Atul Gawande is a writer who researches how we get things
done. He contends that complicated problems are difficult,
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but once they’re figured out, they can be solved the same
way over and over. Like the bank’s leaders, we approached
this as a complicated problem. Using a brand image, sales
models, workshops, charts, and graphs, we could implement
a solution that would be applied ubiquitously.

In collaboration with a marketing strategist, we created
a workshop to be rolled out to hundreds of people, ranging
from the CEO to the administrative assistants, in two differ-
ent markets. However, after completing the first workshop,
we realized this job wasn’t going to be about branding at all.
We were stopped in our tracks.

The organization’s presenting issue, its own diagnosis
of its symptoms, was uncertainty about its organization-
al identity and poor communication. “Presenting issue” is
trainer speak for the behavioral issues that block effective
work, and the things that people do and say that create con-
flict and waste time, money, and resources. And this diag-
nosis was partly right. There were obvious problems in how
the people from the two banks were communicating, which
was making everyone leery about their postmerger identity.

But the real, deeper problem only made itself appar-
ent after my ensemble arrived. The banking teams did not
trust each other. These people were worried, suspicious, and
stressed. They lived and worked in two very different cul-
tures and often misunderstood their new colleagues. They
had never collaborated or worked together in a way that
allowed them to build trust!

This was a complex problem rather than a complicat-
ed one. In a complex problem, outcomes are highly uncer-
tain. These people were exhibiting unexpected emotions,
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reactions, and concerns. They could not be presented with
a one-size-fits-all solution; they had to be dealt with as indi-
vidual, complex people with particular concerns.

This is what we saw: People in the wealth management
branch of the company were worried that their new col-
leagues wouldn’t understand how to manage high-net-worth
clients and would weaken their high-profile brand. People on
the retail end of the business were offended that their new
colleagues treated them with disdain when the retail busi-
ness was actually bringing to the new organization far more
reach and product diversification. In addition, these two
groups came from very different parts of the United States:
the wealth management group from New York City and the
retail branch from the Midwest. Each group made jokes,
rolled eyes, and expressed frustration with the other group.

For these people, the situation represented quite a vicious
circle: poor communication - no collaboration - misun-
derstanding - low trust » more guarded communication
- lower trust. And on it went.

The lack of collaboration and trust within the organiza-
tion was leading to a terrible waste of resources and loss
of time, money, growth, and innovation. The associates
needed to collaborate immediately to meet multiple merg-
er deadlines. Misunderstandings led to inappropriate work
product, which led to constant revisions, late nights, and
frazzled employees.

I worked closely with one woman in New York who told
me that she worked from 9 a.m. to midnight every day. She
was living in a hotel and hadn’t seen her husband in a week
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because “there’s no one else who can do this. I can't trust
anyone in the other market to get it done right, and if this
work doesn’t happen, it would be disastrous to the merger.”

At the same time, a man in the Midwest market was
spending hours on the phone and in research because
“they’re not sharing everything we need. It’s as if they don’t
want to work with us. They don’t want to trust us! Every time
I go back, I get new information. If they would just share it
in the first place, I wouldn’t be spinning in circles.”

In addition, managers were trying to protect their own
employees against unavoidable layoffs. Rather than col-
laborating with their new colleagues, working together to
assess the best talent, and creating the right team, they were
protecting turf. I spoke to one manager who resented her
counterpart in the other city: “We’ll both keep our jobs, but
she’s getting to keep a lot more of her people than I am just
because she’s working this politically. My people are better,
but they’re getting laid off because she’s pulling strings!”

In the case of the bank merger, my ensemble had to say
something. We talked extensively with leadership about
reworking this program. We spoke up about the issues we
saw, and we asked to address and record merger issues and
to allow the participants to brainstorm solutions. They would
know more about their regional cultures, would have in-
depth solutions from the field, and people would feel own-
ership of the new brand and culture of the organization.

With our client’s OK, we took action. We retooled the
debrief points to address the stress these people were feel-
ing, and added specific exercises to teach collaboration
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and adaptability. The new workshops gave the employees a
forum to talk about the merger and tried to give them a place
to look at all sides of the issue. Management actively partic-
ipated. The merger, the activities related to it, and the level
of stress had been unexpected. These workshops focused on
enabling the participants to have mentally freeing moments
in which they could visualize an outcome and brainstorm
about the actions needed to get there. Ideas for growth and
greater cultural and brand identity were collected from
both markets and then shared across the new enterprise
to smooth the transition to a single, merged organization.

-}{{— Few things can help an individual more
than to place responsibility on him, and to
let him know that you trust him.

BOOKER T. WASHINGTON?

And trust slowly began to improve. The understanding
generated by the aggregated information enabled the teams
to collaborate more efficiently. Their entrance into a merged
organization was easier because they applied the behaviors
of radical collaboration.

If you are working in a place that feels like that bank
before the merger, it’s time to flip this paradigm. It’s time
to change how we work, behave, and communicate, because
when people do feel trusted and engage in trustworthy
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behaviors, they feel good. They feel motivated and they want
to contribute not only their best effort but also their discre-
tionary effort. That's when people go above and beyond, by
their own choice, putting in extra time and work because
they are committed to success, and it makes such a differ-
ence for teams and organizations. Those improvisational

behaviors build flexibility, collaboration, positivity, and trust.

The Four Secrets of Improvisation

Improvisation works because of certain principles—secrets,
really. Improvisers can accomplish amazing things because
they understand these secrets, and if we can learn to apply
some of those improvisational secrets to life and work, we
too can build trust and accomplish amazing things. This
book explores four of the most important secrets of impro-
visation that create trust: Yes! Space, Building Blocks, Team
Equity, and Oops to Eureka!.

The concepts are quite simple. Yes! Space is a way for us
to bring positivity and creativity into the workplace. Building
Blocks enables us to take something small and build it into
something exceptional. Team Equity shows us how to lever-
age the combined power of the people in our organizations.
And finally, Oops to Eureka! helps us to understand that the
unexpected often yields the greatest discoveries.

There are a lot of great books out there that delve deeply
into the definition of trust. If you want to tear apart the sub-
ject of trust, subdivide trust into types, and get really aca-
demic about it, I recommend you check those out.
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This book is about learning and practicing new behav-
iors and ways to communicate that are radically collabora-
tive and that show and build trust. Those behaviors are based
on the principles of improvisation. Let’s take a close look at
how improvisation can inform our ability to collaborate and
trust, and why it is so special.
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