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 Courses in accounting, finance, and public relations are what typically come to 

mind when one considers the curriculum of an average business school.  Yet 

increasingly, institutions like the MIT Sloan School of Management and the Columbia 

Business School are using courses on improvisation to teach leadership skills and 

adaptive thinking in the workplace (Mason). Such curricular changes are also indicative 

of a broader trend in the business world. Consulting groups have emerged to teach 

improvisation skills to corporate clients (Kulhan); management theorists have started to 

use improvisation as a model for organizational analysis (eg. Amabile, Weick, Miner); 

and even news outlets as varied as CNN, The Financial Times, and The Wall Street 

Journal have published stories describing the use of improvisation in the workplace. 

Given all the hype surrounding improvised business practices, it is worth considering the 

extent to which arguments in favor of using improvisation in a corporate context are 

persuasive. And more importantly, if improvisation can be used successfully by 

businesses, it is necessary to consider whether or not such use is desirable given the 

historical and scholarly association of improvised musical practices with “alternative 

community formation” and resistance to dominant social institutions including 

governments and corporations (Heble and Siemerling 17). 

 Most scholars who attempt to apply improvisation to business identify two key 

benefits: enhanced creativity in the development of new goods and services, and a higher 

degree of organizational adaptability. With regard to the latter, Karl Weick suggests that 
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all business practices can be placed on a spectrum ranging from the interpretation of a 

pre-set routine to the free creation of a new or radically altered practice (544). Some 

business operations simply involve following a strict plan of action (think of an assembly 

line), whereas others involve varying degrees of embellishment and variation upon a pre-

set model or routine (think of salespeople adapting a generic pitch to a specific audience). 

Weick compares such degrees of improvisation to the practices of jazz musicians who 

rely on what Keith Sawyer calls “clichés” and “ready-mades” while also radically 

departing from preset melodies (“Improvisation” 157). The range in creativity 

demonstrated by improvising musicians is accordingly a useful metaphor for 

understanding creativity in an organizational context: 

Successful quality management occurs when people are newly authorized 

to paraphrase, embellish, and reassemble their prevailing routines 

extemporaneously. Furthermore, they are encouraged to think while doing 

rather than be solely guided by plans. Thus, when a firm “disseminates 

improvisation rights” it tends to encourage the “flexible treatment of pre-

planned material,” which means that quality improvement and jazz 

improvisation are closely aligned. (Weick 549) 

Put another way, the granting of so-called “improvisation rights” within an organization 

allows workers and executives alike to be adaptive, responsive, and more successful 

(549). A good example presented by Weick involves a group of firefighters caught in the 

middle of the Mann Gulch fire of 1949: they improvised “beyond the scope of their 

training…by lying in the ashes of a small fire that they created themselves as the larger 

fire passed around them” (43). Leaders like Johnson & Johnson CEO James Burke, who 
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responded to the 1982 Tylenol poisoning crisis by recalling all products, have also 

arguably used improvisational tactics to respond to novel situations involving a large 

degree of uncertainty (43). Overall, in the words of Lakshmi Balachandra, instructor of a 

course in improvisational leadership at MIT, “improv teaches you think on your feet and 

adapt and react to things you might not have planned for” (qtd. in Tutton). Such skills are 

invaluable in the workplace.  

 Perhaps more important, though, is the application of improvisation to product 

development and innovation. Creativity is always necessary for innovation to take place, 

and ICASP researcher Keith Sawyer has argued that all creativity is collaborative at some 

level, thereby mimicking the artistic practices of improvising musicians and theatre 

performers. Citing examples ranging from the development of the board game Monopoly 

to the invention of the post-it note (Group Genius 180, 45), Sawyer demonstrates that 

major creative breakthroughs typically involve “multiple sparks” of innovation that 

emerge from interaction amongst numerous individuals (167). The trick for businesses 

reliant on innovation, then, is to foster and nourish collaborative work environments that 

mimic the types of practices employed by improvising artists such as jazz musicians. 

Some companies, such as W. L. Gore & Associates and the well-known design firm 

IDEO, have already adopted such an approach quite successfully. IDEO, as Sawyer 

notes, is renowned for its guided improvisational brainstorming sessions, and allows 

project teams to form spontaneously when new prototypes are in development (17-18).  

The result for the company has been the creation of “more than three thousand products 

in at least forty industries” (17-18), and reputation for excellence in innovation. But W.L. 

Gore & Associates has perhaps done even more to make use of improvisation: 
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  Bill Gore, the founder, created the company with hardly any hierarchy,  

  few ranks and titles, and a minimum of structure, aside from such   

  necessary support functions as human resources and IT. He organized  

  the company into small task forces that constantly self-organize and  

  regroup in response to changing needs...Teams form and manage   

  themselves improvisationally, and employees define their own roles  

  in the company improvisationally. (18) 

The important thing is that the methods employed by W.L. Gore & Associates and IDEO 

seem to work: both companies have received numerous accolades and are industry 

leaders in their respective fields (17-18); W. L. Gore, for instance, has over 9000 

employees, annual revenues in excess of 2.5 billion dollars, and is consistently ranked 

amongst the top 100 companies to work for by Fortune Magazine (“Fast Facts About 

Gore”). The evidence, in short, indicates that companies that use improvisational 

approaches to innovation can be highly successful.  

 But despite all the potential benefits for management and product development, 

there are a number of reasons why improvisation is not always useful in an organizational 

context. First of all, rapid change can be destructive to businesses if they depart 

drastically from the type of services their clients and customers expect of them. As Weick 

notes, “bursts of improvisation can leave a firm with too many new products and 

processes to support” and force it into a chaos of unmanaged creative output (552). Most 

businesses accordingly adjust incrementally and are thus oriented more towards the 

interpretive end of the improvisational spectrum. Secondly, many businesses depend 

upon consistency, or “reliable performance that is standardized and comes out the same 



Blouw 5 

way every time” (552); a clothing maker, for example, that allowed employees to 

improvise in producing a specific line of jeans would undoubtedly run into difficulties 

due to the resulting variations in style or quality. Thirdly, improvisation is risky. Sawyer 

notes that “[m]ost new ideas will never pan out” when organizations are involved in the 

collaborative development of new products (Group Genius 163), and at IDEO, “team 

members expect frequent failures” (18). Leaders who improvise also run the risk of 

making quick but poor decisions in the absence of more prolonged deliberation. And 

finally, the unpredictable nature of improvisation can be troublesome when a company 

has a specific set of goals it is working towards (167). So overall, the risks of 

misdirection, failure, and inconsistency often mitigate against the usefulness of 

improvisation in an organizational context. As Weick puts it, “improvisation may benefit 

some organizations under some conditions and be a liability under other conditions” 

(Weick 553). 

 Some scholars also believe that the application of improvisation to business is 

potentially undesirable, regardless of efficacy.  Take, for instance, a set of questions 

posed by ICASP researchers Ajay Heble and Winfried Siemerling: 

What happens, for example, when the vital social implications of the civic 

virtues of trust, dialogue, and collaboration that we’ve been associating 

with a particular set of improvised musical practices get used to market 

big business, when industry leaders are taught by theorists of management 

to use improvisation as way of building team spirit in order to boost 

profit? What happens when improvisation gets reduced to a method and 

framed as part of the logic and priorities of corporate accumulation, rather 
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than as a musical practice with historical links to concepts of alternative 

community formation, human rights, social activism, the re-historicization 

of minoritized cultures, and critical modes of resistance and dialogue? (17) 

These questions are undoubtedly important and reflective of reasonable caution given the 

well-documented history of corporate misdeeds around the world and the corresponding 

articulation of anti-capitalist alternatives for the regulation of economic activity.1 Indeed, 

it would seem that the historical association of improvised musical practices with 

resistance to the “co-optation and commodification” of art is suggestive of an 

incommensurability between the aims of corporate activity and the ethos of improvisation 

(Fischlin and Heble 4).  

 There are, however, reasons to support the use of improvisation by businesses 

irrespective of these concerns. For one thing, corporations carry out a number of 

functions that are highly beneficial to society. From new pharmaceuticals to energy 

efficient technologies like wind turbines, many of the things that companies produce play 

an important role in solving pressing problems and improving the quality of people’s 

lives. Employing improvisation to enhance corporate innovation would accordingly be 

beneficial in many circumstances. Secondly, the use of improvisational creativity and 

teamwork in businesses would likely improve job satisfaction amongst employees. Being 

involved in a communal and creatively empowering workplace, in other words, is 

generally preferable to being engaged in routine activities in relative isolation. And 

finally, privately generated wealth often has a very positive impact upon society through 

philanthropy. The Carnegies and Rockefellers, for instance, made enormous contributions 

to medicine, education, and scientific research in the 19th and 20th centuries 
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(rockefeller.edu; cmu.edu). More recently, Bill Gates and Warren Buffett have both 

pledged their entire fortunes to eradicating poverty and illness while also attempting to 

solicit similar commitments from other billionaires (“Keeping Up With the Gateses”). 

The point is that there are reasons to think that corporate accumulation is by no means 

intrinsically harmful, and if improvisation can be used to improve the capacity for 

corporations to generate wealth, then one might just say all the better, so long as 

concomitant efforts are made to realize reasonable levels of corporate social 

responsibility.  

 Finally, a consideration of applying improvisational methods to business practices 

is incomplete without giving thought to the costs of opposing such application. If critics 

like Alan Stanbridge are correct in asserting that improvised artistic practices “remain 

resolutely minority tastes” and are often ignored by society at large (10), then it is worth 

recognizing that the potential impact of improvised practices will be greatly diminished if 

restricted only to a small community of artists and educators. Framing improvisation “as 

part of the logic and priorities of corporate accumulation” might be necessary to gain the 

interest of the business community, yet if even a portion of improvisation’s links to 

“alternative community formation, human rights, [and] social activism” are retained 

amongst its corporate practitioners (Heble and Siemerling 17), then one might claim the 

compromise worth while. In all, the real question is not whether or not businesses should 

attempt to use improvisation, but rather how best to ensure that the associated risks, both 

practical and ethical, are minimized when organizations take advantage of collaboration 

to maximize innovation. Business leaders and educators alike should be interested in the 

answer. 
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Notes: 

1.  An implicit opposition to capitalism in principle often foregrounds many of the 

arguments against the use of particular methods or technologies by large corporations, 

and there are numerous facets to what has become known as anti-capitalist thought that 

are worth considering. Criticisms of corporate censorship, monopolization, and working 

conditions in sweatshops are common (eg. Klein), as are works examining colonialism as 

a product of capitalism (eg. Lenin, Loomba). More generally, criticisms of capitalism 

tend to focus on its purported creation of unjust wealth inequalities (eg. Chomsky, 

Brander), and its propensity to result in market failure or market instability (eg. Krugman 

et al.).  
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