


At the Improvisation Academy, we work with people who want to be 
more creative or innovative; where they need to perform better at 
work; where people interact in groups and need to navigate 
complexity to solve problems or work more constructively together.  

You can look out for classes from the Improvisation Academy or 
bring the Academy to you. Let us know if you’d like a presentation, 
a keynote talk or workshop at a conference. 

If you like what you discover here, read more about LIFEPASS in 
our latest book, Easy. You’ll find many practical tips for making 
faster and deeper connections with people.  

Paul Z Jackson is a leader in the application of improvisation.  
Co-founder and President of the Applied Improvisation Network, he 
creates projects, workshops and training programmes that 
transform lives by developing collaborative skills. 

Contact Paul at: 
paul@impro.org.uk 

Visit us at:  
www.impro.org.uk
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Welcome to LIFEPASS, the collection of concepts and principles that 
make life easy. 
 
Is your life easy?  Would you want it to be?  Mine is not always as easy 
as I would wish.  
 
Browsing the web, eating chocolate and hanging out with friends are 
already easy, and I don’t need to make them any easier. I’m 
particularly keen to find more ease in difficult tasks like negotiating 
agreements with a group of colleagues or keeping my attention on a 
complex document.  
 
I enjoy that feeling of flow when things go well, feeling fully present 
and absorbed in the moment. And as it happens, these are the 
characteristics of improvisation, described in LIFEPASS. 
Improvisation - often perceived as scary and difficult - turns out to be 
the key to making life easy. 
 
You improvise every day. Life for the most part is not scripted, nor 
does it always go according to plan. When we recognise 
improvisational moments, we are better placed to see possibilities. We 
can make new choices.  
 
If you want to make a difference, to take your own heartfelt path 
through life, you have to accept risks; you must engage with the world 
as it is, with all its shifting, fascinating interactions. That is your route 
to confidence and creativity. 
 
 
 

 

 



 



 
We can usefully let go of much in our lives. Sometimes it is important 
to let go of perfectionism and sometimes to let go of the plan. In an 
instant, we become free to have a go. 
 
The plan is rarely divine.  So if it’s not working, either flex the plan or 
dispose of it.  Letting go of a process allows for exploration so that rigid 
plans can be replaced by an invitation to try, test and experiment.  
 
‘Have a go’ is a call to action.  
 
If you are stuck, then doing something - practically anything - will 
produce change, and probably create useful momentum.  
 
The world will respond and that will guide the next step - which may be 
easier, partly because your perspective will have changed and partly 
because you are already in movement.  
 
You are an agent, actively participating. 
 
 
 



 



 

 

 

  

 

Inhabiting the moment is a full-body sport that results in tremendous 
presence.  When you are present in the moment, you are conscious 
only of Now.  
 
You are directing attention in a relaxed yet focused way, so that you 
attend with the necessary degree of detail to the matter at hand, while 
maintaining sufficient peripheral attention to keep yourself safe or to 
pick up signals of when to move on. 
 
Getting fully into the moment is among the aims of meditation and 
mindfulness practices.  
 
When we are interacting with other people, staying in the moment is 
as likely to be dynamic and exciting, as reflective and intense.  
 
Get into the ‘Here’ and ‘Now’ in moments of flow, when you are fully 
absorbed in your activity. 
 
 

 

  

 

 



  



  

 
‘Freedom within structure’ is a useful definition of improvisation. 
There is a skill in identifying a structure (such as a set of rules) and the 
freedom which that structure permits for any number of possibilities 
(as every playing of the game is different).  
 
People often think first of the ‘freedom’ in improvisation. The 
structure is equally important, and you can’t have one without the 
other. 
 
There is always freedom to be found in any structure. Whenever we 
create an experience, we are providing a structure. An individual 
activity has a structure - rules or moves that are allowed - and you can 
choose which move to make.  
 
A plan is another type of structure. Plans can always be changed as 
circumstances shift. Typically, the more 'improvisational' we get, the 
more comfortable we grow with the freedom part of the equation. This 
invitation to creativity may come with experience.  
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Much of life is unpredictable. It is subject to emergence - what 
happens as it happens, in a space of uncertainty.  
 
There is little value in pretending we know what the result will be 
when we don’t. Let’s trade the illusion of control for the reality of 
influence.  
 
We often have choices of how much risk to accept. As we decide, it’s 
worth maintaining a degree of safety along with a sense of adventure. 
Feeling safe boosts our feelings of confidence, so that we may be 
willing to embrace further uncertainty.  
 
It’s natural to feel cautious when facing something that you have never 
done before. Typically you discover, 'Oh, that’s not so bad.’  As you 
join in, you get it and you start to participate more fully. Soon you 
begin to anticipate and enjoy the playful elements of uncertainty. You 
gain the excitement, reward and adventure of playing with unknown 
outcomes.     
 
When you recognise that life is uncertain, there is value in improving 
your ability to cope with those uncertainties.  Paradoxically, by 
accepting less certainty, you can gain more confidence. 
 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 



  

 

 



     

 

Some games have clear winners and losers, and the only point for 
many participants is to play those games to win. The extreme 
emotional results are triumph or despair. 
 
Some of us enjoy the game no matter what. What’s great is to enter 
‘the zone’ or a state of flow. That’s playing to play. 
 
We can also benefit from the experience of playing to learn. The game 
affords an opportunity - without the real world consequences of many 
other situations - to observe, notice, test and experiment. There’s 
learning to be gleaned during the game, and by reflecting afterwards 
there may be learning to transfer beyond the game. 
 
Being playful means you are engaging and being flexible. Creativity 
flows. When you are less engaged with the world and when you are 
more rigid and unresponsive, you are more likely to become 
suppressed and depressed. Out of fresh ideas, you have less ways of 
dealing with life and your confidence drains. 
 
It’s a rare workplace that can’t be improved by having a more playful 
approach.

 

 

 

 

 



 



 

‘Accept and build’ - often captured in the phrase ‘Yes… And’ is the 
lifeblood of an improvisational approach.  
 
Accepting is not the same as agreeing. Accepting is hearing what’s on 
offer and taking account of it as part of the ‘Here’ and ‘Now’. 
 
To ‘Accept and build’ requires an attitude of ‘Yes… And’. The ‘And’ 
indicates that you are building on the ‘Yes’.  When one party 
introduces ‘Yes… And’, it serves as an invitation to others to join in. 
When a ‘Yes… And’ approach is shared, co-creation starts to happen.  
 
If people say ‘No’ to your ideas a couple of times, what will you do with 
your next idea? You won’t be taking it there again, and if that happens 
to be your only outlet, you may as well stop having ideas, because 
that’s that.  
 
In contrast, if people say ‘Yes’ to your ideas and start building on 
them, you’ll continue to bring them forward. It won’t matter that they 
don’t all reach fruition, as long as they get the breathing space to be 
tested.  
 
 

 

 

 

 

 



 



 
 

  

 

  

 

 
Short turn taking is the fast track to flow. It accentuates the desirable 
habits of paying close attention to what others are up to and to your 
part in the ensemble.  
 
You’ll notice that sometimes you lead, sometimes you follow. Enjoy 
the flexibility of switching rapidly between leading and following as 
leadership emerges and your team self-organises.. 
 
Use the jazzy idea of jamming: riffing back and forth, trading notes. 
That builds your confidence in co-creative environments.  
 
It’s the built-in turn-taking that makes racket sports so compelling for 
players and spectators. It gives dialogue advantages over monologues 
in theatre and separates good companions from bores in 
conversations.  
 
If you are a writer, you may well enjoy gradual, additive and 
interactional approaches to your writing. 
 
Back and forth is the discipline that gets us into flow, into easy 
collaboration, into making our partners look good. 
 

 

 



  



  

  
Failure and mistakes are hugely over-rated as a source of learning.  
They teach you only what not to do, which you probably knew anyway. 
 
You make most progress by getting things right and capitalising on 
success. Improvisation is making use of the ingredients available to 
you. You re-arrange resources to your advantage.  
 
Connecting with what works makes it easier to say ‘Yes’, to get 
creative.  We enjoy reminders of what went well, our successes. We re-
engage with our resources, the resources we’ll need to make progress 
from here.  Looking at what didn’t work or what’s missing is often a 
recipe for misery and feelings of inadequacy, and distracts us from the 
improvisational task of making use of what is there, of what does 
work.  
 
Suppose you meet someone for the first time and you set yourself the 
task of spotting whatever is interesting, or committing in advance to at 
least one favourable response - with minimal preconceptions of what 
that might be. 
 
You’ll hear yourself saying, 'Oh, this looks interesting'. That’s making 
use of what’s there from the hints that the person offers you in the 
conversation. It’s how to make your partners look good.  

 



 

    

 


