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BONUS Chapter

Improv As A Path to Presence

In chapter 8 we discussed the importance of presence, of being in the moment and not following our 
ego. Let us introduce you to improvisation. “Improv” is a way to connect with others, keep the ball 
going forward, and to have loads of fun in the workplace. Yes, we just said fun in the workplace. 
We often consider work as very serious business, where meeting goals and achieving results are top 

priority. We can’t argue this point, reaching goals IS important, for the success of the company, for the 
price of the stock, and for the very big impact in the world. 

It’s time for a context change: you are allowed to have fun while achieving results and growing as 
professionals. It is possible to carry out a very important mission AND have fun along the way. One 
way to play is through improv.

Improvisation is something that is created without preparation. We typically associate improv with 
stage performances when in actuality we are being asked by the moment to improvise all day long. 

We’ve seen it all too often. People come together to work on a project and creativity is halted be-
cause we are stuck in an agenda. This happens at all levels of an organization, whether it is a meeting 
of the C-Suite or a meeting of sales representatives. When we come together, everyone wants their own 
agenda to win. By holding a position, we lose presence, and aren’t available for what wants to happen 
in the moment. We certainty aren’t available for connection and creativity with others. We create un-
satisfying interactions and we aren’t as productive as we could be. It’s time to have some fun and let 
creativity flow by creating a culture of YES. 

The Golden Rule of improv: “Yes And…”
When we drop our agenda, we don’t know what will happen next. This is why people fear presence. 

When we are in the moment we are available for what wants to happen rather than clinging to our ego’s 
agenda. In the present moment we must improvise with what is offered. This requires keen agility and 
a commitment to being connected to the moment and the other person.

A way to shift this is to respond to everything with “Yes and…” In her blog, Ivana Taylor writes 
“The structure of improv is built on one fundamental rule: Say Yes — and — then add new infor-
mation. Instead of arguing with what is, simply accept it as true AND make your next move based on 
these facts. Taken to an extreme it’s hysterical, but in reality, it’s transformative.” 1

During improv the players are always trying to keep the scene going, trying to make the others look 
good. Imagine this culture in your organization, everyone keeping creativity flowing and connecting 
with others.
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In her New York Times article, Can Executives Learn To Ignore The Script? Janet Rae-Dupree states, 
“That’s not to say that every business brainstorming session should turn into a stand-up comedy skit. 
But the openness and playfulness that characterize improvisational acting can create a sense of coop-
eration and affirmation that is foreign to highly competitive workplaces. When one worker actively 
shoots down another’s ideas to help his or her own ideas win, nascent notions that could develop into 
something brilliant die on the vine”.2  Don’t let this happen in your interactions!

When we adopt a “yes and….” mentality, a culture of 
yes, we are forced to listen. In order to answer with “yes 
and…”, you must listen closely to what the other person is 
saying. (Refer to Chapter 19 of Beyond Ego). By listening 
consciously, we are able to take in and process the facts and 
information that is being conveyed so that we can collaborate 
and ADD TO what’s been offered and keep the forward mo-
mentum. “Yes and…” is a powerful doorway to innovation 
and connection. 

Conscious Leadership is a Practice: Play With               
“Yes and…”

Very simply, grab a colleague and play. You can start prac-
ticing in your very next conversation, whether the topic is 
an issue that has some charge for you, is upbeat, or you are 
talking about where to have lunch. Start answering every sen-
tence with “Yes and…” and see what happens. 

Another way to consciously play and to see the impact of “Yes and…”, is the following.

•	 Enlist a colleague to play with you.
•	 Pick a topic to discuss. It can be anything. 
•	 Person one start the conversation with one sentence.
•	 Person two respond in one sentence by beginning with “No but…”
•	 Person one, try to keep this conversation going with another sentence.
•	 Keep this exchange going for about one minute.

Notice how unsatisfying the exchange is. Creativity is blocked and connection is non-existent.

Next you can play with the same exercise and plug in “Yes and…” We are sure you will experience 
the difference!
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NO BUT . . .

YES BUT . . .

YES AND . . .



This very simple conscious practice is a powerful context shift. Join us in cultivating a culture of yes. 
No matter what the situation, you can answer with “Yes and…” to keep people connected, collaborat-
ing, and creating. As we always point out—HAVE FUN LEARNING! 

Check it out for yourself and let us know what you discover! 

mindful Practice: Play With “Yes And…” 

Step 1: Listen consciously to what the other is saying.

Step 2: Notice if you are answering with “No but…” or “Yes but…”

Step 3: Breathe and shift to “Yes and…” and watch creativity and connection flow. 

Credit 
1  http://blog.questionpro.com/2011/09/19/what-improv-techniques-and-can-teach-us-about-change-and-innovation/ 
2  http://www.nytimes.com/2008/03/02/business/02unbox.html?_r=0 
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