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Three Ways Improv Can Improve Meetings

/ Often when we gather for full

team meetings, we are asked
to dream up ways to innovate
and overcome roadblocks so
that our programs, outreach,
and fundraising feel fresh.

But what do you do when the
“idea well” runs dry? Here are
three tools from improvisation
that you and your team can use
during your next brainstorm to develop a mindset of collaborative creativity.

1) Yes, And

Ever heard the adage “in a brainstorm, there are no bad ideas”? If you've
scoffed at that pithy phrase, you are not alone. Yet, professionals in
improvisational theatre know through experience that, while it may sound corny,
it is true. What makes an idea fall flat isn’t its inherent value (or lack thereof) but
how it is received and built upon. If we say “yes, and” to the ideas from our
colleagues, we discover that idea that we thought was worthless as a rock is a
total gem.

Here’s what not to do:

Jalen: Ok, we are having a hard time selling tables for our fundraiser. What
if we named each table something fun?

Marcia: (barely suppresses an eyeroll) | don’t really see how a fun name is
going to sell a $30,000 table.
Brainstorm over.
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Here’s how to do it: literally say “yes, and,” and then add something to the
mix.

Jalen: Ok, we are having a hard time selling tables for our fundraiser. What
if we named each table something fun?

Marcia: Yes, and what if the fun names were connected to students who
graduated our last cohort?

Jalen: Yes, and what if those students could guest at the tables as
ambassadors?

Saying “Yes, And” invites collaboration, inspires more ideas, and cultivates safe
space for putting your ideas out there.

At Pixar, where folks know a thing
or two about creativity, they call this
“plussing.”

Their plussing rule (also inspired by
improv theatre) is that you can’t
eliminate or criticize an idea
without first saying something you
like about it and adding a twist.

2) Listen First

We all know the feeling of trying to work with someone who is just waiting for us
to stop talking so that they can talk. (If you don’t know, uh-oh, it might be you.)
There is no collaboration without listening. However, listening isn’t always as
easy as it sounds. It takes practice and training.

One exercise we do as improvisers is to i
create a scene in which every sentence Facilitator’ $ Glllde

has to start with the last word of the 1) Participatory
sentence before. That prevents the Decision-Making
improviser from planning ahead because
they literally don’t know what word they
are going to need to use. They have to
listen.

In a meeting, you can use this same idea.
Instead of starting your sentence with the
last word someone used, you can sum up
or reflect on what you heard from the other
person.

Sam Kaner

with
. y . - Lenny Lind, Catherine Toldi,
In The Facilitator’s Guide to Participatory B P sl e Bar e
Decision Making, they call this

paraphrasing and recommend it as one of
their “techniques for honoring all points of view.”
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Here’s what not to do:
Jalen: What if we named each table something fun?

Marcia: | think we should post a tiktok about the event every day this
weeKk.

Here’s how to do it:
Jalen: What if we named each table something fun?

Marcia: Ooh, Jalen, | hear you think fun table names would draw some
interest. | had been thinking about how we can drive attention on social
media. | wonder if somehow those ideas can work together.

Please note that when you paraphrase someone’s idea you attribute their idea
to them. Not only do you avoid being a jerk, but positive acknowledgement might
encourage more people to share ideas.

3) We Can If

At times, our problem-solving sessions get tense. We have narrowed down our
ideas to a couple and those seem to be competing. There are entrenched
camps for Marcia’s idea and Jalen’s idea. Each camp only shares what is wrong
with the other camp’s idea.

Here’s what not to do:

Jalen: This TikTok idea is a nonstarter. We don’t have time to do the posts,
we don’t even have an idea yet for the posts, and | don’t know if our donors
are even on TikTok.

Marcia: It's better than fun table names. We don’t know what names and
who would care about that. That’s a very surface solution.

You might be thinking that Jalen and Marcia each
have some good points, but they are not moving
the conversation forward. Instead, they could use
“We Can If...” which comes from A Beautiful
Constraint by Adam Morgan and Mark Barden.

They describe how this tool can “[keep] the
conversation focused on movement towards
possible solutions, unchecked by the presentation
of potential problems.”

| learned about it from one of my improv mentors at
Impro Theatre as a method for training your brain
to live in a space of “yes.”



https://www.wiley.com/en-us/A+Beautiful+Constraint%3A+How+To+Transform+Your+Limitations+Into+Advantages%2C+and+Why+It's+Everyone's+Business-p-9781118899458
https://www.wiley.com/en-us/A+Beautiful+Constraint%3A+How+To+Transform+Your+Limitations+Into+Advantages%2C+and+Why+It's+Everyone's+Business-p-9781118899458
https://www.wiley.com/en-us/A+Beautiful+Constraint%3A+How+To+Transform+Your+Limitations+Into+Advantages%2C+and+Why+It's+Everyone's+Business-p-9781118899458

Here’s how to do it: use “we can if” to reframe your concerns so that you keep
the creativity flowing.

Jalen: Ok, let's explore Marcia’s TikTok idea. | thinkwe can if we come up
with a compelling thread for the posts. We can if we lighten up our social
media intern’s duties for the week, and we can if there’s a way to directly
share the posts with our key leads.

Now Jalen is collaborating instead of being a roadblock. They may not end up
doing the TikToks, but they will have learned more about their strategy and
resources by going through the process.

Creativity is not just a gift; it is a practice. Give one of these exercises a try if you
want to replenish your well of creative collaboration.
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Our New Workshop: Improv for Do-Gooders

Have you ever been thrown
off by an unexpected (or
even unwelcome) question
ina Q&A?

Ever left a pitch meeting
feeling frustrated because
you couldn’t break through?
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When was the last time you suffered through a fruitless brainstorm or rushed
through your presentation because no one in the room seemed to be paying
attention?

We got you.

Welcome to The Goodman Center’s newest workshop, /mprov for Do-Gooders:
Tools to Connect, Create, and Collaborate. This training will help you make
every audience more engaged, every team meeting more collaborative, and
every work session with essential partners more creative.

We’ve combined our 35+ years of public interest communications experience
with our 25+ years of work in improvisational television and theatre to build this
toolkit for enhancing creativity in yourself and your teams, and practicing the
skills the best communicators have (which is about listening as much as
speaking!). You will learn to embody skills that energize the stories you gather
and tell, the presentations you give, and the meetings you lead.

Oh, and did we mention it will be super fun?

Learn More About Our New

Workshop

About Us

This edition of free-range thinking was written by Kirsten Farrell and edited by Jasmine Elist. To read back
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