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1

ABSTRACT

Orientation: Changes in business environments have resulted in a need for the development of 
innovative teams. Improvisational theatre as a technique could contribute to the understanding of 
how individuals can work together and be innovative. 

Research purpose and motivation: This study evaluates the influence of a team development 
intervention utilising improvisational theatre exercises on innovative work group climate. 

Research design, approach and method: A quasi-experimental non-equivalent control group 
design was employed with an experimental group and a control group from a healthcare managerial 
division. 

Main findings: Repeated-measures ANOVA results indicated that for innovative work group 
climate as a whole, as well as for three of its factors, namely participative safety, vision, and 
task orientation, the experimental group’s scores improved significantly (p < 0.05). Support for 
innovation did not show significant differences. 

Practical/Managerial implications: This research has shown that improvisational theatre is a team 
development tool that can be used to assist work teams in creating a climate for innovation.

Contribution/value-add: This study extends the body of knowledge in the field of team building 
and highlights the contribution that improvisational theatre can make toward the development of 
work teams
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INTRODUCTION

The world of work is characterised by constant change (Hansen & Birkinshaw, 2007). These changes in 
business environments have resulted in major developments in organisational design with an emphasis 
on innovation (Anderson & West, 1996; Waldersee, Griffiths & Lai, 2003). The pursuit of creativity and 
innovation in products, services, systems and work processes have increasingly been recognised as a 
critical factor for long-term organisational survival and success (Ahmed, 1998; Amabile, 1988; Isaksen & 
Tidd, 2006; Mathisen, Einarsen, Jorstad, & Bronnick, 2004). 

Researchers agree that working as part of a team plays a very important role in the process of innovation 
within organisations, as teams stimulate creativity and innovation (Anderson & King, 1991; Hackman, 
1987; King & Anderson, 1990; Loo, 2003). King and Anderson (1990, p. 82) define group innovation as ‘... 
the emergence, import, or imposition of new ideas which are pursued towards implementation by the 
group through interpersonal discussions and successive re-mouldings of the original proposal over 
time’. West, Hirst, Richter and Shipton (2004) state that developing team innovation will improve an 
organisation’s ability to adapt more quickly to the demands of change. Pirola-Merlo and Mann (2004) 
together with West et al. (2004) argue that to manage and implement change within organisations, an 
understanding of how to develop innovative teams is vital. 

One of the factors that plays a crucial role in the innovation shown by teams is the climate for innovation 
within work groups (work groups and teams are used interchangeably for the purposes of this study) 
(West et al., 2004). Isaksen and Tidd (2006) propose that an innovative climate can be developed through 
development interventions. It is therefore argued that a work group’s capacity to innovate can be 
increased by teaching group members the skills that foster the behaviour indicative of a climate for work 
group innovation. Despite the fact that work teams need to be innovative and develop a climate that 
supports innovation, little is known about how team members can learn these skills and successfully 
apply it in organisations (Vera & Crossan, 2005). The principles of collective improvisation could provide 
insight into how team members can learn these skills and relate it to their work context. Vera and Crossan 
(2005) define improvisation occurring in teams as the creative and spontaneous process of attempting to 
accomplish an objective in a new way.

The role of improvisation in the field of innovation has attracted growing attention (Crossan, 1997, 
1998; Crossan, Cunha, Vera & Cunha, 2005; Kamoche, Cunha & Cunha, 2003; Moorman & Miner, 1998; 
Kanter, 2002; Vera & Crossen, 2004, 2005; Weick, 1998). Innovation has an inherent improvisational 
nature and writers have long used jazz and rock music as a metaphor for describing the improvisational 
performance of innovators on project teams (Kanter, 2002; Vera & Crossan, 2005; Weick, 1998). Vera and 
Crossan suggest that improvisation has a positive effect on team innovation when combined with team 
and contextual moderating factors such as teamwork quality, experimental culture, information sharing 
and communication and memory. They also provide evidence that team members, through training, can 
learn the skill of improvisation. 
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Subsequently, academics have begun to investigate improvisational 
theatre in order to understand how individuals can work together 
in teams and be innovative (Crossan, 1997, 1998; Crossan, et 
al., 2005; Gibb, 2004; Kamoche, et al., 2003; Moshavi, 2001; Vera 
& Crossen, 2004, 2005; Weick, 1998). Scholars have found that 
improvisational theatre incorporates a set of principles and 
characteristics and that these can be taught to organisational 
members through exercises that were originally designed to 
develop the improvisational skills of actors. Based on these 
exercises, training programmes have been developed to teach 
improvisational skills in organisations (Vera & Crossan, 2004; 
2005). As this technique is only in the foundation phase of 
development, limited literature and empirical evidence exist 
to support the effectiveness of these programmes (Vera & 
Crossan, 2005). Thus, a need for sound theory development and 
empirical research in this field is evident. 
 

Purpose of the study
This study aims to contribute to the need for sound theory 
development and empirical research in the field of improvisation 
training by providing empirical evidence to support the use 
of improvisational theatre techniques for enhancing climate 
for work group innovation. It also aims to contribute to the 
development of the existing theory in making explicit the 
link between the principles of improvisational theatre and the 
factors of climate for work group innovation.

Current theoretical perspectives
Climate for work group innovation
Work group climate refers to the shared perceptions of group 
members of a local work unit in terms of what is expected of 
them, work standards, recognition and their feelings about 
their manager and about one another (Anderson & West, 1998; 
Michela & Burke, 2002). In order to understand the shared 
climate for innovation, West’s (1990) model is relevant as it is 
the leading and most studied model of work group climate for 
innovation. The model proposes that four factors, namely, (1) 
participative safety, (2) vision, (3) support for innovation and (4) 
task orientation are predictive of innovation. 

Participative safety: Participative safety is a psychological 
construct that supports an atmosphere within a work group 
which is perceived as interpersonally non-threatening and 
thereby motivates and reinforces involvement in decision-
making. The work group’s characteristic interpersonal 
processes are non-judgemental, non-threatening, trusting 
and supportive of the individual offering contributions and 
ideas and are characterised by socio-emotional cohesiveness 
(Anderson & West, 1998; West, 1990). Participative safety 
constitutes four subfactors, namely, (1) safety, (2) information 
sharing, (3) interaction frequency and (4) influence 
(Anderson & West, 1996). Safety is the degree to which team 
members are willing to take risks (Lowen & Loo, 2004), whereas 
interaction frequency refers to how often team members meet to 
communicate both formally and informally (Anderson & West, 
1996). Information sharing refers to the degree that information 
is shared amongst team members (Anderson & West, 1998; 
Lowen & Loo, 2004) and influence indicates the degree to which 
decision-making is collective (Lowen & Loo, 2004). The higher 
the level of each of these subordinate factors, the higher the 
level of participation in innovation and problem-solving would 
be within a work group (Anderson & West, 1998). 

Vision: An organisational vision is the expression of an 
idealised picture of the future (based on organisational 
values), which represents a higher order goal and provides 
motivation for members (Isaksen & Tidd, 2006; West, 1990). 
For a work group to be innovative, it must have a shared 
vision and clearly defined objectives, as these provide 
direction and focus to the members’ creative energy 

(Anderson & West, 1996, 1998; Mathisen et al., 2004). West 
(1990) explains work group vision in terms of four subfactors, 
namely, (1) sharedness, (2) attainability, (3) perceived value 
and (4) clarity. 

Sharedness explains the level of general acceptance of the 
vision by individuals within the team, whereas attainability 
refers to the degree to which individuals feel that the team’s 
objectives are within their reach to achieve. Perceived value 
is the extent to which the vision has a valued outcome for 
group members and thus produces commitment to group 
goals. Clarity describes the degree to which the vision is easy 
for the group members to understand (Anderson & West, 
1998; Lowen & Loo, 2004; West, 1990). 

Support for innovation: Support for innovation is defined 
as norms of innovation or the expectation, approval and 
practical support of more effective team processes (West, 
1990; Lowen & Loo, 2004). This supportiveness is similar to 
participative safety in that it involves feelings of safety, but 
it centres on the task (i.e. feeling safe to innovate) and not on 
interpersonal interactions (Pirola-Merlo, Härtel, Mann & Hirst, 
2002). West (1990) distinguishes between the subfactors 
articulated and enacted support for innovation, seeing that 
many organisations express (i.e. articulate) support for 
the development of new and improved ways of working, 
but seldom provide (i.e. enact) practical support for their 
implementation. West’s theory hypothesises that a high 
degree of articulated and enacted support for innovation will 
lead to more attempts to propose significant innovations. 
Support for innovation also implies a tolerance of error 
which will ensure that the innovator is not reprimanded 
when an attempt does not succeed (Amabile, 1988; West, 
1990). 

Task orientation: For a work group to be innovative, it requires 
clear standards of excellence characterised by individual 
commitment, motivation, self-esteem, individual performance 
and constant improvement (Isaksen & Tidd, 2006). These 
standards indicate the degree to which the team is focused 
on reaching quality outcomes through critical evaluation of 
their own and others’ inputs within a constructive framework 
(Pirola-Merlo et al., 2002). Task orientation encompasses 
three subfactors, namely, (1) excellence, (2) appraisal and 
(3) ideation (Anderson & West, 1996). Excellence represents 
a concern among team members that the team should 
achieve the highest levels of performance, appraisal refers 
to mutual monitoring among team members to maintain a 
higher standard of work and ideation is the frequency with 
which members feel ideas are generated in the team. Ideation 
is characterised by team members building on each other’s 
ideas to achieve the highest quality outcome (Anderson & 
West, 1998; Lowen & Loo, 2004). 

West (1990) proposes that participative safety and support 
for innovation would primarily have a positive effect on the 
quantity of new ideas, seeing that they influence potential 
innovators through the creation of appropriate social 
reinforcement contingencies. Furthermore, vision and task 
orientation would primarily have a positive influence on the 
quality and significance of new ideas as they are more task 
or product oriented. 

In order for a work group to increase its capacity for innovation, 
the members need to learn skills that promote the behaviours 
conducive of an innovative climate. However, little is 
known about how team members can learn these skills and 
successfully apply them in organisations (Vera & Crossan, 
2005). Crossan (1998) proposes that improvisation is one of 
the few tools available to organisations for developing their 
capacity to be innovative. The role of improvisation in the field 
of innovation has hence attracted growing attention from both 
academics and practitioners (Crossan, 1997, 1998; Crossan et al., 
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2005; Kamoche et al., 2003; Moorman & Miner, 1998; Kanter, 
2002; Vera & Crossen, 2004, 2005; Weick, 1998). The tradition of 
improvisation in the arts (i.e. music and theatre) has given a 
foundation for the development of improvisation theory. The 
emerging exercises have provided a link between theory and 
practice. Research findings by Vera and Crossan (2005) suggest 
that the same theatre principles that help actors to improvise 
are not only applicable in business settings, but can be learned 
and effectively applied by organisational members through 
training. Acknowledging that these skills can be developed is 
imperative to understanding team innovation and training. 

Improvisational theatre 
Improvisational theatre is a form of theatre that does not 
use a script or predetermined ideas for dialogue, direction 
or movement (Nevraumont, Hanson & Smeaton, 2002). The 
performance is executed spontaneously and without any 
preconceptions in response to the immediate stimuli of the 
environment (Frost & Yarrow, 1990). These stimuli include 
suggestions from the audience about the characters, location, 
situation and style of the scene and include offers made by 
fellow actors on stage (Nevraumont et al., 2002). In order 
to create successful performances, improvisational actors 
must therefore work together as a cooperative team (Frost & 
Yarrow, 1990). Although improvisational theatre performances 
are unpredictable, this does not imply that they are without 
substantial structure or principles. These principles are trust 
and support, acceptance, listening and awareness and narrative 
skills. It is suggested here that these principles relate to the 
factors supportive of an innovative work group climate. 

Trust and support: Izzo (1997) suggests that two of the most 
important concepts in improvisational theatre are trust 
and support. Trust is the reliance of an actor on the support 
and creativity of the others in the group. It includes trusting 
oneself, trusting the process of creativity and relinquishing 
control (Halpern, Close & Johnson, 1994; Izzo, 1997). Support 
in improvisational theatre is explained by the phrase, ‘…make 
your fellow players look good’ (Halpern et al., 1994, p. 43). This 
entails that when improvising actors get into difficulty (for 
example, when they struggle to develop the scene), they 
can trust that another actor will come to their assistance by 
accepting what they are offering in the form of a physical 
action or a verbal proposition and by developing these 
actions and verbal recommendations (Frost & Yarrow, 
1990). 

Acceptance: Acceptance in improvisational theatre is also 
known as the ‘yes, and’ principle. When actors apply this 
principle, they accept the information given to them by other 
actors and build on it. It prevents one particular individual from 
dominating the scene and ensures that dialogue is dynamic 
(Crossan, 1998; Gladwel, 2006; Moshavi, 2001; Lowe, 2000). The 
rule of acceptance creates a climate wherein improvisers are 
required to accept, support and add to the ideas expressed by 
other actors on stage. In this climate, players feel safe to take 
risks (Vera & Crossan, 2005). When an improviser rejects a fellow 
actor’s idea, it is called a block. According to Frost and Yarrow 
(1990) blocking is regarded as unacceptable in improvisation. 
Ignoring or discarding an idea in improvisational theatre is not 
an option and can even be considered to be a form of aggression 
(Izzo, 1997; Johnstone, 1979).

Listening and awareness: The skills of listening and awareness 
in improvisational theatre are often referred to as being in 
the moment and it requires actors to pay attention to what is 
happening around them, to be present, alert and to concentrate 
(Izzo, 1997). A lack of attention and alertness while creating 
a story leads to conflict, incongruous actions and frustration 
for both the actors and the audience (Vera & Crossan, 2005). 
Not planning ahead and not thinking about the direction 
actors would like a scene to follow mean that they are not 
attentive to what is happening in the present moment and that 
opportunities for discovery would be missed (Halpern et al., 
1994). 

Narrative skills: The two narrative skills that actors need to 
develop in order to become accomplished improvisers are free 
association and reincorporation (Johnstone, 1979). Creativity and 
development are achieved through the use of free association 
(Frost & Yarrow, 1990). Incorporation is the process that 
gives form to free association, whereas reincorporation is 
the repetition of a previously revealed bit of information, or 
a situation within a scene, that can provide closure and give 
form to developing scenes (Izzo, 1997). Therefore, while free 
association represents the nature of improvisation as creative 
and spontaneous, the rule of reincorporation reminds actors 
that improvisation does not mean ‘anything goes’, but rather 
that creating a coherent scene requires them to remember and 
reincorporate what was initiated before. This principle refers to 
the ensemble’s memory of the present performance as well as 
lessons learned from previous performances (Frost & Yarrow, 
1990).

The use of themes is another narrative skill that ensures that 
improvised scenes are focused and coherent. A theme can be 
a headline, a topic or a direction that engages imagination and 
allows for the improvisation activity to start (Kanter, 2002).  

All of these improvisational theatre principles help 
improvisational actors to work together to create successful 
performances. However, these principles cannot be learned 
adequately just from studying their processes and theory. They 
are learned experientially in the rehearsal room and on stage 
through exercises (Frost & Yarrow, 1990; Gladwel, 2006; Izzo, 
1997; Spolin, 1963). These exercises are not only applicable in 
the context of improvisational theatre, but can also be used as 
an experiential tool in organisational training (Crossen 1998; 
Keefe, 2003; Koppett, 2001; Lowe, 2000; Poynton, 2005; 2007; 
Vera & Crossan, 2005).

Improvisational training in organisations
Background: Recent research results have shown that creativity 
and originality are neglected in the formal educational system 
(Beard & Wilson, 2002). It has, however, been suggested that 
individuals can relearn to be creative and spontaneous (De 
Bono, 1982; 1990; Vera & Crossan 2005). Improvisational 
theatre has shown that the potential to be creative and 
spontaneous can be rediscovered and developed through 
exercises. According to Izzo (1997) and Lowe (2000), creativity 
and spontaneity are improvisational skills and can be learned 
by anyone, as long as learners understand and apply themselves 
to the principles. Learning can take place during experiential 
training that incorporates theatre games and exercises (Frost 
& Yarrow, 1990; Izzo, 1997; Spolin, 1963). 

Process of improvisational training: Improvisational 
training involves the playing of theatre games designed to 
develop process skills (e.g. listening and communication), 
context-specific knowledge (a perspective and a context that 
enable team members to leave their comfort zone) as well as 
techniques that promote acceptance and shared responsibility 
(Crossan, 1998). Therefore improvisational theatre exercises 
provide a context wherein individuals can learn experientially 
the principles necessary for innovation. Teams develop through 
playing, seeing that bonds of communication are created 
between the playing members as well as through experiencing 
shared attitudes and behavioural patterns (Pirola-Marlo et al., 
2002). Can it therefore be argued that a work group which is 
exposed to an improvisational theatre training programme 
would not only learn skills that would help the individual to 
be more innovative, but would also create shared attitudes 
and behaviours that could benefit the group as a whole? 
This question deserves note, as this study is concerned with 
whether or not climate for work group innovation, (as a shared 
attitude toward the work environment) would be influenced by 
improvisational interventions.
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DISCUSSION

The aim of this study was to determine whether an 
improvisational theatre team development intervention would 
have a positive influence on climate for work group innovation 
as a whole. Furthermore, the influence of the intervention on the 
four sub-factors of work group innovations was investigated. 
The results indicate that the intervention had a positive 
influence on climate for work group innovation as a whole 
due to the impact made on the sub-factors participative safety, 
vision and task orientation. This contributes to the body of 
knowledge in the field of team building and the contribution 
that improvisational theatre could make to the development of 
work group innovation. 

Participative safety was positively impacted by the intervention 
because of the intervention’s influence on information sharing 
and safety. The intervention had no impact on influence and 
interaction frequency. A possible reason for this outcome is that, 
when the improvisational principle of acceptance is applied, it 
creates an atmosphere wherein members feel psychologically 
safe to participate and that sharing ideas will not lead to an 
attack, censorship, ridicule or penalisation (West, 1990; Vera & 
Crossan, 2005; Izzo, 1997). Therefore, if group members applied 
the principle of acceptance, it would not necessarily have an 
influence on the frequency of their interaction and the amount 
of influence that took place, but the members would feel safer 
to participate and therefore more information would be shared 
when they interact. The principle of listening and awareness 
also relates mostly to information sharing, seeing that it helps 
individuals to communicate more effectively. This could 
explain why the intervention only had an impact on safety 
and information sharing and not on interaction frequency and 
influence. 

It can be concluded from the results for vision and its 
subordinate factors, that vision was positively influenced 
by the intervention; however, the influence was weak, as a 
significant influence could only be reported on sharedness. 
The intervention did not have a significant influence on the 
other subordinate factors, namely perceived value, attainability 
and clarity. The objective of the exercises in the intervention 
focusing on vision was specifically developed to create a 
shared reality and a common vision through team acceptance 
(Gesell, 1997). This could explain the significant influence of 
the intervention on sharedness, because this factor refers to the 
level of general acceptance of the vision by individuals within a 
team (Anderson & West, 1998; Lowen & Loo, 2004). 

The results regarding support for innovation indicate that this 
factor was not significantly influenced by the intervention. 
One possible explanation could be the lack of managerial 
participation in the intervention. According to West (1990), 
those in positions of authority often have more influence 
on norms than subordinates do; therefore group leaders are 
likely to be more influential in supporting group innovation. 
For this reason, the absence of the group manager could 
have impacted on the support for innovation; no subsequent 
significant improvement from the pre-test to the post-test could 
be attained. It could be argued that a manager influences all 
the other factors of an innovative climate and that those factors 
therefore should not have changed significantly after the 
intervention. However, it is put forward here that support for 
innovation is much more likely to be influenced by leadership 
than the other three factors, although this notion could not be 
substantiated from the available literature. West et al. (2003) 
posit that it has not been explored sufficiently whether and how 
leadership impacts on team innovation. However, in the model 
of climate for work group innovation, West (1990) emphasises 
the importance of leadership for support for innovation more 
than for the other factors.

We believe that the intervention had a positive influence 
on task orientation. The subordinate factors appraisal and 
ideation were impacted on, whereas excellence did not show 
any influence. The fact that only appraisal and ideation (and 
not excellence) were influenced could be attributed to the fact 
that the improvisational principles taught by the intervention 
relate to these two factors. Acceptance relates to ideation, as 
both concepts refer to the acceptance of others’ ideas and the act 
of building on these ideas. Narrative skills relate to appraisal. 
Appraisal refers to mutual monitoring amongst team members 
to maintain a higher standard of work; narrative skills remind 
the actors that not every spontaneous idea is necessarily 
appropriate and requires them to remember and reincorporate 
what had been initiated in the past in an attempt to create the 
best scenes (Anderson & West, 1996; Izzo, 1997; Vera & Crossan, 
2005).

Conclusions, recommendations and implications 
for practice
These findings support the assumptions of academics and 
practitioners who suggest that the principles of improvisational 
theatre can add value to teams’ capacity to be innovative 
(Crossan, 1997; 1998; Crossan, et al., 2005; Gesell, 1997; 
Gibb, 2004; Kamoche et al., 2003; Koppett, 2001; Lowe, 2000; 
Moshavi, 2001; Poynton, 2007; Vera & Crossen, 2004. 2005). 
Furthermore, support is indicated for findings suggesting that 
improvisation has a positive effect on team innovation when 
combined with team and contextual moderating factors and 
that improvisational skills can be learned by organisational 
members through training (Vera & Crossan, 2005). The notion 
that exercises used by improvisational actors to develop their 
skill can be adopted by business as a means to experience 
and enhance individual and organisational capacity to be 
innovative is also maintained (Crossan, 1997).

Limitations
The size of the groups and the number of groups limited the 
reliability of the results. Furthermore, the analysis of pre-test 
and post-test gain scores is normally inappropriate for non-
equivalent control group designs, as the internal threats to 
validity may have resulted in a type I error (Cook & Campbell, 
1979). Four threats to internal validity, namely (1) the interaction 
between selection and maturation, (2) instrumentation, (3) 
statistical regression and (4) interaction between selection 
and history were taken into consideration. To the best of 
our knowledge, it is therefore concluded that the significant 
positive change in climate, participative safety, vision and 
task orientation for the experimental group can be ascribed 
to the intervention. However, since the size and direction of 
some biases will always be unknown in social science studies 
where randomisation is not present, the conclusion should be 
regarded as tentative (Cook & Campbell, 1979).

Research on the use of improvisational theatre exercises in 
organisational training settings is still in an early stage of 
development. The findings of this study build on the findings 
of limited previous research and so contribute to the existing 
body of knowledge. While this study points to the short-term 
benefits of improvisational theatre interventions, further 
research is needed to confirm the long-term benefits.

Future research endeavours
Prospective research could investigate the role of leadership 
and leadership participation in fostering a climate for work 
group innovation. The effectiveness of the various individual 
improvisational theatre exercises need to be studied to 
determine which of these should be included in future 
training and development interventions. A replication of the 
study on a larger sample and in another industry, together 
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with the implementation of a time-series design to provide for 
transfer of skills, could provide support for the initial findings 
of this study. A further need would be the development 
and validation of a measurement instrument that measures 
improvisational skills. It is also suggested that future studies 
should include a qualitative research method in order to 
capture possible data lost due to the quantitative nature of the 
questionnaire.

This research has shown that the use of improvisational 
theatre exercises has a meaningful impact on climate for work 
group innovation. Improvisational theatre becomes a team 
development tool that can be used for assisting work teams in 
becoming more innovative. This is a contribution that is not 
only of importance in extending the body of knowledge in the 
field of team-building, it is also important for sound business 
practice. Greater innovation in work teams result in greater 
innovation in companies - innovative companies respond 
more effectively to the demands of an ever-changing world 
of work. 
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