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“There are people 
who prefer to say ‘Yes,’ 
and there are people 

who prefer to say ‘No.’ 
Those who say ‘Yes’ are

rewarded by the 
adventures they have.”

~Keith Johnstone
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The speed of business is increasing. The best plans in
business require creativity and flexibility to recognize new
opportunities as markets shift. Are you keeping up?

It is more important than ever for entrepreneurs,
leaders and business professionals to implement innovative
solutions, engage employees and communicate effectively
with customers. 

Dr. Robert Epstein, Harvard-trained researcher and
professor and former editor-in-chief of Psychology Today, is one
of the world's leading experts on creativity and innovation.
In a Psychology Today article, he says, “One way to accelerate
the flow of new ideas is by challenging yourself – that is, by
putting yourself in difficult situations in which you're likely
to fail to some extent.”

According to innovation consultant, Steve Shapiro, “Your
big breakthroughs will come by looking outside your area of
expertise, by making connections.”

The principles of improvisation can help you make new
connections and navigate the challenges of businesses,

improvise: [verb]
create and perform spontaneously 
or without preparation
from Latin improvisus ‘unforeseen,’ based on provisus,
past participle of providere ‘make preparation for.’

CHAPTER 1:
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regardless of your position within an organization. The
stories and experiences collected in this book share how a
variety of entrepreneurs and business leaders incorporate
improv into everyday business interactions to stimulate
creativity, nurture innovation and achieve more effective
communication.

In gathering information for this book, this LinkedIn
question was posted:

“Have you taken an improvisation class or workshop? 
If so, how do you incorporate the principles of improv
into your business interactions?” 

Here are some of the ways respondents felt training in
improvisation has been of benefit to them:

- Helps me think more quickly on my feet

- Helps me deliver presentations more effectively

- Helps me be more spontaneous

- Helps me gain sensitivity to my audience

- Helps create an environment of support with
members of my team 

- Helps me seek win-win outcomes

- Helps me think more creatively

- Helps move an idea along with each team
member contributing along the way

- Helps me be more comfortable taking risks

- Helps me creatively problem solve

- Helps encourage better communication

- Helps sharpen problem-solving skills

- Helps me see change as opportunity

- Helps me eliminate self-doubt and self-judgment
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- Gives me confidence and ability to quickly refocus
and alter my message when a prospect has a
different agenda than expected

- Helps me organize thoughts more quickly and
speak coherently off the cuff

- Enhances critical thinking to quickly pull the most
important piece of info from a group of details

- Helps me listen, process quickly, respond

- Helps me expand on points I want to make more
easily

- Helps me become comfortable with following my
intuition

- Helps me self-correct on the spot

- Helps me read situations more accurately

- Increases my confidence and charisma

- Transforms the way I interact with others

- Helps me interpret interpersonal dynamics more
accurately

- Reminds me to have fun and incorporate play
into my day

- Helps me focus on the task at hand, make fewer
mistakes and increase productivity

- Helps me switch gears easily when something
unexpected happens

- Helps encourages collaboration

- Helps foster flexibility

- Helps makes new connections

- Helps generate new ideas

The next chapter outlines the 10 COMMANDMENTS OF
IMPROV. These are basic principles of improvisation that all
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the authors of this book used as common ground to describe
their improv experience. This particular list of ten commandments
was created by Brent Brooks of Blank Stage Productions.
Many of the authors in this book have been players at Blank
Stage as part of their improv training. 

This pdf contains the chapter from a single author. You
may purchase the complete book on Amazon with chapters
from eight additional authors. In addition, the Amazon version
of the book contains comments from business professionals
who answered our LinkedIn question (and gave their
permission to have their comments included in this book),
along with a list of recommended books, blogs and improv
games.
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CHAPTER 2:

“When we live life as an experiment, 
we are far more willing to take risks, 

to acknowledge failure, to learn and develop.” 
~ Peter Bregman

“The real voyage of discovery lies not in seeking
new landscapes, but in having new eyes.” 

~ Marcel Proust
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COMMANDMENT ONE

TRUST
Let’s get started with our first commandment, trust. A

painter trusts his tools to execute his vision. An actor has to
trust that his tools, which are the other actors on stage, will
adhere to the fundamentals and basics of improvisation. The
difference here is that a painter has control over his paintbrush,
whereas an actor has no control over his fellow actors. This is
why trust is essential in improv. An actor has to be able to
trust the other actors on stage.

“You can’t have success without trust. 
The word trust embodies almost everything you

can strive for that will help you succeed. 
You tell me any human relationship that works

without trust, whether it is a marriage or a
friendship or a social interaction; in the long
run, the same thing is true about business,

especially businesses that deal with the public.” 
~ Jim Burke
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COMMANDMENT TWO

AGREE ON STAGE: DON'T ARGUE
The second commandment of improvisation is agreement,

or the notion of agreeing on stage. Beginning players tend
to disagree on stage – they think that conflict creates an
entertaining scene. This is correct, but the execution is
wrong. When you disagree or argue on stage you destroy
the scene. All the audience sees is a power struggle between
two actors. Instead, agreement allows a scene to progress
and makes the audience curious about what will happen next.

“The more diverse the workplace, the more
powerful the fuel for creativity. 

Instead of viewing differences as obstacles, 
we can acknowledge and accept them 

(say, ‘Yes!’ to them) and build on the ideas, 
perspectives and energy they provide.”

~Pamela Meyer
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COMMANDMENT THREE

LISTEN
The third commandment of improv is listening.

Without listening, improv is pointless. The players in a scene
need to respond to one another in order to move the scene
forward.

"Listening is a magnetic and strange thing, a
creative force. The friends who listen are the
ones we move toward. When we are listened

to, it creates us, makes us unfold and expand."
~ Karl A. Menninger
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COMMANDMENT FOUR

DON'T BE FUNNY
The fourth commandment of improv is don’t be funny.

Many people learning improv believe that they need to get
on stage and automatically make the audience laugh. This is
not true. You don't want to TRY to be funny at all. You
don't want to force the audience to laugh. What you do
want to do is follow the 10 Commandments of Improv and
as a result, the audience will automatically be entertained.

“Life’s more amusing than we thought.“ 
~Andrew Lang
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COMMANDMENT FIVE

AVOID QUESTIONS
The fifth commandment of improv is avoid questions.

When you ask a question on stage, you force the other actor
to come up with a new idea. This is a bad habit because you
are forcing the other actor to create the scene on his
own. Instead, both actors should be participating and
building the scene together.

“The nice thing about teamwork is that
you always have others on your side.” 

~Margaret Carty
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COMMANDMENT SIX

BE AVERAGE: KEEP IT SIMPLE 
The sixth commandment of improv is be average, in

other words just keep it simple. Don’t try to steal the scene,
but at the same time don't fade away into the background.
Every actor on stage holds an equal part in every scene. No
one person is more important. Think of improv as a team
sport. Nine times out of ten, it is a simple phrase or situation
that cracks the audience up. Long, drawn out lines and
scenes become too complicated and you lose the attention
of the audience.

“It is the essence of genius to make 
use of the simplest ideas.”

~ Charles Peguy
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COMMANDMENT SEVEN

STAY IN THE MOMENT
The seventh commandment of improv is stay in the

moment. In improv, all that matters is the here and now.
Don’t even think about what might happen next. This
distracts you and takes you out of the moment. Often actors
predetermine their characters, environment or situation.
A scene can go in any direction at any moment, so it is
important to keep an open mind and pay attention to what
is going on around you. It is also easy to predetermine what
reaction you will get from another actor. This is dangerous
because if you don’t get the reaction you expected, you
get stuck.

“Life is about not knowing, having to change,
taking the moment and making the best of it,

without knowing what’s going to happen next.”
~Gilda Radner
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COMMANDMENT EIGHT

MISTAKES ARE GOOD 
The eighth commandment of improv is mistakes are

good. Nine times out of ten, you are going to make mistakes
on stage. You are going to forget a name, you are going to
be at a loss for words, you will bump into someone. The
catch is knowing that making mistakes is a part of improv and
should be embraced. This should help take away any fear you
have about doing improv.

“To live a creative life, we must lose 
our fear of being wrong.” 

~ Joseph Chilton Pierce
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COMMANDMENT NINE

MAKE THE OTHER 
PERSON LOOK GOOD 

The ninth commandment of improv is give gifts. What is
meant by this? Well, a gift can be a physical gift, but more
often than not a gift is when an actor who is actively
listening and supporting the other actor provides them with
something to expand upon what has already been created
on stage. A gift helps to further develop an idea, environment,
or relationship. Here is an example. Say that player A loves
to garden and is planting some vegetables. Player B has
been paying attention to the scene and to help develop a
relationship, gives player A some pumpkin seeds to plant in
the garden. As soon as you find something out about another
character, give them a gift that supports their idea or trait.

“No one can whistle a symphony. 
It takes an orchestra to play it.” 

~H.E. Luccock
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COMMANDMENT TEN

HAVE FUN 
The tenth commandment of improv is have fun. If you're

not having fun, then you're not doing improv. Yes, there are
all the commandments and guidelines to improvisation, but
the spirit of improv is to have a good time. Get rid of any
stress and anger and anxieties – let go of it all. And don’t
take improv too seriously. If you adhere to the first nine
commandments, there is no way that you won’t have a
good time.

“All work and no play doesn’t just make 
Jill and Jack dull, it kills the potential of 

discovery, mastery, and openness to 
change and flexibility and it 

hinders innovation and invention.” 
~ Joline Godfrey
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“Work on developing 
your peripheral vision. 

You’ll be amazed at what
you notice once you’re in

unfamiliar territory.
~ The Big Moo,

compiled by Seth Godin
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We call it “playing from the chicken line.” When I’m
visiting my parents, we play Double Nine Dominoes. This is a
game in which each player has their own line of dominoes,
on which only they can play, and there is one universal line,
which we call the chicken line, where dominoes that don’t
fit into your regular line can be played. Any player can
choose to play on their own line or on the chicken line at
their turn. The result is that you never know what the domino
will be on the chicken line until it’s your time to play. In some
rounds of a particular game, a player may have more plays
on the chicken line than they have on their exclusive,
pre-planned line of dominoes. 

I like to plan ahead, but life doesn’t always cooperate
and follow my plan. So, incorporating the principles of
improv has helped me become more comfortable playing
from the chicken line of life. It helps me look at real life with
the mental focus of a game. I’m always more relaxed and
having more fun when I can look at “the game of my life”

“The ability to express an idea 
is well nigh as important as 
the idea itself.” ~ Bernard Baruch

CHAPTER 8:

Vanessa Lowry, Connect 4 Leverage
www.Connect4Leverage.wordpress.com
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instead of worrying that I might get something wrong. And
research studies show that you make better decisions and
access more data in your brain when you are relaxed.

I became intrigued with improv after attending a presen-
tation by Brent Brooks, one of the co-authors of this book.
He outlined the 10 Commandments of Improv and how they
translate for use in business. I immediately saw how this tool
could enhance the way I interact with clients. 

One of the games Brent demonstrated, with the assistance
of audience participants, was “Wrong.” In this game, there
are two players and a third person with a bell, who is not in
the scene. As the two players are interacting, the outside
person dings the bell at a non-determined point. As soon as
the bell dings, the last person who spoke has to rephrase
what they said to be a different statement. The rephrased
statement might be opposite, bigger, smaller, etc. I saw in
that exercise the importance of the two players listening to
one another. The scene goes in a completely new direction
depending on the revised statement after the bell dings. I
immediately understood how training in this skill could help
me in sales and in the marketing consultation I provide for
clients. It also looked like everyone was having a blast!

I’ve owned my own business in the marketing and visual
communication field for 25 years of the nearly 30 years I’ve
been in this industry. I’ve found that the way to effectively
create a campaign ties directly into the principles of improv.

First of all, I want to MAKE MY CLIENTS LOOK GOOD
and capture positive attention related to their product or
service. TRUST is critical in the mix – not only that my clients
trust me, but that their customers trust them. So it is key
that what we claim in the marketing is the real deal. In this
new age of social media, it’s easy for happy clients to say
they love you and even more likely that unhappy ones will
spread the word of any negative experience they have. 
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LISTEN is a key commandment for me. I use information
supplied by my clients as a basis for making creative connections.
Listening is critical in my creative process – listening externally,
but also intuitively. When I listen well, I get ideas through
my intuition that can then be shared and bounced between
my client and myself. I do ask LOTS of questions (which is the
opposite of one of the improv commandments), but I ask in
ways that make my client or prospect feel safe. This sharing
of information sparks unique ideas.

I listen with the intention of finding a distinctive way to
visually communicate their message. Incorporating an
element of fun is often the best way to capture the target
audience’s attention.

Here is a story describing how the principles of improv
were critical for a project with Tim Morrison, one of my
clients. Tim is an author and recently published Writing
Secrets: Essential Steps to Discover How to Start. 

Before he published the book, he asked me to consult
with him on a book title. He had a working title, but didn’t
feel it was the best title for the final book.

To get ready for our brainstorming session, he sent a
few chapters of his book and the working title he was
currently using. I read the chapters, made some notes and
was ready with some pre-planned ideas when we met.

The initial principle of improv that I used was TRUST. We
trusted one another with an open exchange of information
so the best ideas could be formulated.

When we met to discuss ideas, I combined the principles
of LISTEN and STAY IN THE MOMENT. As we talked, I suddenly
had an intuitive flash that walking a labyrinth paralleled the
process that Tim describes in his book. Both are meditative
processes with the end result being clarity. This was very
different than the ideas I had written down prior to our
meeting. When I mentioned labyrinths to Tim, the concept
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immediately resonated with him. We did some further
collaboration at that meeting and over the next week. He
embraced the idea and re-wrote some of his book’s content
to include the labyrinth throughout the manuscript.

When it came time to design the book cover and format
the interior, the labyrinth provided an unusual visual, yielding
an eye-catching cover and a dramatic marketing hook for this
book. Tim included two finger labyrinths in the appendix of
his book, referenced a website where you can find labyrinths
around the country and included instructions for walking
the labyrinth. We subsequently used the labyrinth visual in
marketing materials including signage for use at book signings,
a table labyrinth for engaging people who stop at his exhibit
booth at events and bookmarks as give-a-ways. 

Using the principles of improv helped us HAVE FUN.
Tim’s finished book visually communicates with his readers
how the writing process he outlines is very different than
other books on writing they may have read before.

In addition to my strength as a visual communicator,
another area in which I excel is my love of connecting people
together. This ties in closely with the improv commandment
stating MAKE THE OTHER PERSON LOOK GOOD. I love to
connect people & ideas so everyone can move forward with
their goals. I have fun creatively collaborating to find out
what the best connections might be for them. 

As an example, I met with Jeff, a small business owner
who also hosts a weekly comedy show. We brainstormed ideas
of how he could promote the show and get more audience
members to the location. My idea was that he could invite
business networking organizations to his Thursday night
show on alternate weeks. The show would still be open to
the public, but it would be an inexpensive social event for
the organization to host for their members. The featured
organization would also get free advertising as the comedians
comment on the group throughout the evening. 
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Jeff has been involved with one of the larger networking
groups here in Atlanta for over eight years. The day after we
met, he talked with the head of that organization and she
loved the idea of a comedy social event for their group. I
was also able to make connections with several business
owners in my network who regularly put on events for
clients and they are talking with Jeff about which night to
bring in their groups. A Win-Win for everyone! 

Another area where improv has proven to be particularly
helpful to me is public speaking. Over the past 10 years, I
have been featured as a speaker at Rotary, Kiwanis, Optimists
Club, The Georgia Center for Non-Profits, Georgia Writers
Association and many other business groups. After taking
improv, I learned to TRUST myself more. I started incorporating
the principles of KEEP IT SIMPLE and HAVE FUN by including
personal stories, group exercises or interesting take-a-ways
when I make presentations. I still prepare carefully before a
speech to include information from which that group will
benefit, but now I list a few key points on my index cards
and feel confident that I will convey the information in a
more relaxed and spontaneous way instead of reading my
presentation because I was afraid of forgetting something.
Improv training has helped me become confident when
answering questions from the audience as well.

Being interviewed on radio shows used to be a nerve-
racking experience for me. Even though the interviewer will
typically request sample questions in advance, they will
often throw in unexpected questions as the interview is
progressing. When listeners call-in with questions, I need to
think on my feet! 

The improv class has helped me trust that what I know
will be available to me. If I relax in the process, I can actually
respond better than if it was completely pre-planned. I also
TRUST that the questions and comments are going to build
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on what I am saying… Yes, And! – a key principle of improv. 

Even though I’ve been speaking to groups and doing
radio interviews for years as a business development strategy,
it was only after taking improv classes that I started seeing it
pay off in the form of new clients.

Keeping in mind the principles of improv, I now look for
the fun element of every interaction, project and transaction.
Finding the fun draws people in and tends to turn my clients
into friends. Making your friends look good is one of the
best feelings in the world.

I am a huge believer in the benefits of improv and have
hosted my own improv events, as well as inviting colleagues
to join me at improv classes. Here are things I want to tell
you about the benefits of taking an improv class:

• Improv expands your trust capacity! You not only
learn to trust yourself more fully, but you also
realize you don’t have to do it all. Improv is
about trusting the other “players” to build on the
contribution you are making.

• Improv expands your ability to lighten up and
have fun! As adults, we often think work and
play are two completely separate things… and
that work is more important. But improv can
show you how to incorporate a sense of play into
your team activities and one-on-one interactions.
A favorite quote of mine from Plato is, “Life must
be lived as play.” I incorporate that as much as I
can into all aspects of my life.

• Improv frees you! Creating a time to suspend
“reality” and follow the rules of improv creates
a safe environment where everyone feels safe –
automatically causing communication to improve.

I had some fears before taking the improv class. I was
afraid that I would need to be funny and I’m not naturally
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funny. But, with rules like DON’T BE FUNNY, KEEP IT SIMPLE,
and STAY IN THE MOMENT, the pressure was off and I didn’t
have time in a scene to be self-conscious. As I concentrated
on LISTENING and MAKING THE OTHER PERSON LOOK GOOD,
I didn’t worry about how I looked. And since MISTAKES ARE
GOOD, even making a mistake can create an amazing scene!

Things always change in life and in business. Those who
can bend instead of break have the ability to weather the
hurricanes life can throw your way. Having the confidence
to trust yourself in one aspect of your life is always a boost
when you make decisions or need to flex in another area.

There are many business leaders who I believe embody
the principles of improv. Some of these are Mary Kay Ash,
Steve Jobs and Richard Branson.

Mary Kay Ash started a company that was about MAKING
THE OTHER PERSON LOOK GOOD. Not only do Mary Kay
cosmetics make the customers look good, but also the
consultants who were the sales force of the company are
encouraged to learn and grow so that individually and as a
team, they shine. 

This quote seems to sum up Mary Kay’s attitude
toward the company she began and the people who
worked with and for her. “I’ve often said that we are doing
something far more important than just selling cosmetics; we
are changing lives.” 

In 2004, she was named one of the 25 Most Influential
Business Leaders of the Last 25 Years by PBS and the Wharton
School of Business.

In 2009, Mary Kay® worldwide sales topped 2.5 BILLION
dollars in WHOLESALE VOLUME. That is a lot of looking good!
I’ve used these cosmetics for years and I love the philosophy
behind this company.

Another business leader I admire is Steve Jobs. I’ve owned
a Macintosh® computer since 1990. I believe Steve Jobs is
truly a genius! He encourages fun, collaboration, aesthetically
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beautiful design, ergonomic function, emphasizes great
customer service and has demonstrated an ability to
creatively recover from failures. I recently watched The Pixar
Story, a documentary about the evolution of Pixar Animation
Studios. This is the company Steve Jobs started in 1986 after
being asked to leave by the board of directors of Apple®…
and before Apple asked him to return as CEO in 1997. In
that documentary, they referenced a quote by Steve Jobs
saying, “Our business depends upon collaboration and upon
unplanned collaboration. We want to encourage unplanned
collaborations.” Trust is critical to any collaboration.

I’m also a huge fan of Richard Branson, founder of the
Virgin brand which includes a wide variety of products and
services. His personality is totally different from mine. I’m
fascinated by his fearlessness and his extravagant persona. A
recent quote attributed to him is about the importance of
listening and leadership. “As a leader you have to be a really
good listener. You need to know your own mind but there is
no point in imposing your views on others without some
debate. No one has a monopoly on good ideas or good
advice. Get out there, listen to people, draw people out and
learn from them. As a leader you’ve also got to be extremely
good at praising people. Never openly criticize people; never
lose your temper, and always lavish praise on your colleagues
for a job well done.” 

Life and business can definitely throw some curves your
way. Learning and incorporating the principles of improv can
help you use the chicken line to finish with fun and success.



About the Author

101

Vanessa Lowry

Vanessa is a multi-passionate author,
entrepreneur, speaker and graphic designer.
She leverages nearly 30 years of design and
marketing expertise to support book authors who are self-
publishing, as well as creatively collaborating with businesses
that need assistance connecting to their ideal clients.

She co-authored the e-book, 30 Days of Gratitude with
Dr. Robin Kirby and Carolyn G. Buttram. Download a free
copy of this book featuring 30 daily gratitude exercises at
www.DaysofGratitude.com. The book is also an example of
Vanessa's design capability.

Vanessa enjoys working in a collaborative process with
other business professionals. This book, Improv to Improve
Your Business: Using the principles of improvisation to
foster communication, creativity & innovation is another
example of one of her ideas from inspiration to completion.
The concept, assembling the authors, compiling their
information, as well as the cover design and interior
formatting were done by Vanessa. 

Vanessa loves to learn. She has a certification as a reflexologist,
a certification in Okazaki Restorative Massage, holds the
rank of 2nd degree black belt in Karate and an intermediate
rank in Jiu Jitsu. 

Contact Vanessa:

678-521-8820
www.LinkedIn.com/in/VanessaLowry
www.Connect4Leverage.wordpress.com

www.Connect4Leverage.wordpress.com




