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advance praise for

PLAYFUL

MINDFULNESS

“Ted DesMaisons brings decades of experience as a student, teacher and philosopher to bear in this book. He charts new territory in blending improv and mindfulness. There is a lightness to this approach, but make no mistake: this book offers profound life advice.”

--Patricia Ryan Madson, author of Improv Wisdom

“This is the stuff of transformation. I found mindfulness and creativity heroism here and my work as a teacher, husband and father are more grounded for it. If you want a gentle path toward nurturing your soul, Ted DesMaisons understands how to bring both inspiration and calm to the human experience.”

--RG Richards, Theatre and Dance Chair, Philips Exeter Academy

"What a valuable resource for any teacher or mindfulness practitioner! Ted masterfully takes us to the enthralling and alluring place where mindfulness and improv meet. Along the way we learn a variety of lessons - including how to skillfully relate to failure, how to tap into the creativity of the present, and —maybe most importantly—how to have more fun in our life and practice!"

--Doug Worthen, Director of Mindfulness Programs, Middlesex School

“Ted’s insight, humor, and humility makes his application of improv principles both powerful and compelling. We’re in the midst of an improvisation renaissance and Playful Mindfulness brings the art form even further into everyday life.”

--Rebecca Stockley, Co-Founder BATS Improv, Applied Improvisation Practitioner

“When coaches, holistic practitioners and entrepreneurs want to attract millions of dollars’ worth of clients, quality connection matters more than anything else. Playful Mindfulness helps you build an unmistakable presence that makes that kind of connection easy, spontaneous and, yes, playful. Ted’s work offers a breath of fresh air!”

--Sharla Jacobs, CEO and Co-Founder, Thrive Academy

“A joyful journey indeed! Inspired by his podcast with Lisa Rowland, Ted DesMaisons invites you to get passionately and positively present in your life. Like a good friend taking you on a pleasant walk, this book demonstrates the opportunities and advantages of curiosity and provides a simple, clear way to use both improvisation and mindfulness to become more forgiving— with yourself and with others.”

--Dan O’Connor, Co-Founder and Producing Artistic Director, Impro Theatre, Los Angeles

“To call this exploration of mindfulness and improvisation—the value of each and their intersection—nuanced and sophisticated might make it sound dry or inaccessible. To call it simple and actionable might give the impression it is pedestrian. To point out that Ted has written with a light and playful spirit might miss the profound thoughtfulness with which he moves both fields forward and offers value for newcomers and experienced practitioners alike. But don’t be misled: Playful Mindfulness does contain that much goodness. Are you interested in enriching your daily experience of life? If yes, this is a must-have addition to your library.”

--Kat Koppett, President and Eponymous Founder of Koppett & Company, author of Training to Imagine

“After Playful Mindfulness, I’m calmer, more confident and more content. What negative people say has less impact on my self-esteem and happiness. I worry less—and dance more!”

Joke van der Hurst, Stanford Continuing Studies student

"This book is a treasure trove of practical, nuanced, and actionable insight. Ted shows us how to learn and embody qualities like curiosity, courage, gratitude, and a growth mindset—and he’s included a rich glossary of improv games and exercises. I highly recommend Playful Mindfulness for educators and facilitators and it’s got such great life skills for people of all ages!”

--Jessica Morey, Executive Director of Inward Bound Mindfulness Education

“Playful Mindfulness allows me to be my true self. I don’t have to worry about what others think and can just be in the moment.”

--Ben Larson, Stanford Continuing Studies student

“If you’re curious about improvisation and mindfulness, and if you’re ready to romp through their many intersections, then pick up this book. It’s a deep dive into an insight-filled ocean. Immerse yourself and emerge enriched!”

--Paul Z Jackson, Co-founder and long-time president of the Applied Improvisation Network and author of Easy, Impro Learning and 58½ Ways To Improvise In Training

“Playful Mindfulness has helped me become more confident and more aligned with who I am. My perspective has changed in so many ways: things are no longer black or white or grey. The world is colorful!”

--Jennifer Liu, Stanford Continuing Studies student

“As a world expert in healing addiction for more than 30 years, I know the key to long-term recovery is connecting to joy, a sense of peace with the world and an enduring sense of play. Ted has nailed it. Even if he weren’t my son, I’d be telling everyone about this resource.”

--Dr. Kathleen DesMaisons, PhD, author Potatoes Not Prozac


To the spirit of curiosity and kindness

which animates all things


This book will help you discover the wide-ranging benefits of combining

•Mindfulness (simply put, the art of staying present, curious, and kind) and

•Improvisation (making life up courageously as you go along).

Put the two traditions together and life becomes a joyful journey, one that naturally leads to greater confidence, calm, and connection.

Thanks for coming along!
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prologue

an orientation to the adventure

Our little Improv Wisdom retreat group had formed a circle outside the yurt at Green Gulch Farm Zen Center, just north of San Francisco. The sun shone through the redwoods that towered above us, gently dappling the deck with patterns that danced in the wind. The morning fog had lifted just before lunch, but the air remained cool and crisp. Even before we started, the setting seemed a magical location to play the “Camera Game.”

I stepped forward and got a volunteer to demonstrate the exercise. Armando would play my ‘camera’ and I would serve as ‘photographer.’ When Armando closed his eyes, I guided him slowly and gently by the shoulders, leading him into position to capture a ‘snapshot’ that I thought might delight him. A tilt of the head here, a bend at the waist there: everything aligned before I’d click the ‘shutter’ by lightly pinching his earlobe to indicate he should open his eyes and take in the image. Just a few quick moments—maybe two, maybe three seconds—and then I’d let go of his earlobe and his eyes would close. After giving a few more instructions to the group—Take good care of your precious photographic equipment. Only speak if you’re giving instructions for safety. Feel free to get creative with panoramas or other unusual framings—I sent our participants off as pairs into the surrounding woods.

After each person had taken five “pictures” and played photographer for another five, the group returned to report on their experience. As I had hoped, everybody liked the game.1

“I appreciated how my photographer’s steady hand on my shoulder kept me safe even though I felt vulnerable,” reported one person.

“I loved the way each image came alive. I never really look at these details that way,” offered another.

“The delight of surprise kept surprising me,” added a third. “I can remember each image so vividly.”

Rewarding as these comments were to hear, this exercise had generated these types of insight before so I took them in stride.

It was Armando who took us to a whole new level. “This exercise reminds me of God,” he asserted.

Wow, I thought to myself. I hadn’t considered this angle, but Armando continued. “It’s like God is the photographer and we’re the camera. God composes amazing things for us to see. Each morning when we wake up, God pinches our earlobe and we open our eyes. Then we get to see the whole day. At the end of the day, God lets go of our earlobe and we close our eyes. We choose whether or not we’ve enjoyed the ‘photo’ God showed us.”

You may or may not consider yourself religious. You may or may not believe in God. But Armando’s powerful image holds either way. Every day represents an opportunity, a gift given by whatever forces continue conspiring in our creation. Each moment offers a glimpse of opportunity, another chance for choosing openness and connection. Whatever the timeline, you’re presented with all manner of “photographs”: will you choose to see them, to really see them—and then to engage with them? What wonders become possible if you do?

This book is for you if you want to greet each day with a Camera Game sense of wonder, anticipation and engagement—if you want to play with each moment that arises. Maybe you want to approach and connect with people you’re attracted to. Or speak up in a meeting when you have an insight that needs sharing. Maybe it’s time to go on that adventure or take a step toward your dreams. Only you will discover the full range of possibilities.

Whether you’re a leader or teacher, parent or partner, performer or wallflower, this book is designed to help you act with a buoyant boldness—and to simultaneously make space for others. If you struggle with anxiety or long for confidence, it offers practical steps for finding relief and building bravery. If you feel locked into a schedule or routine, it will open a new sense of possibility. If you place too much focus on yourself and your own needs, it will show you how to turn your attention to others around you. And if you’re just about to step into a transition—leaving or starting a job, letting go of a relationship, making a move across country—this book will ease your stress and set you up for greater fulfillment, whatever comes next.

If you were the type who needed academic evidence for these claims, I could point to the growing raft of studies that show how the practice of mindfulness—staying present with curiosity and kindness—brings a host of benefits: reduced anxiety, depression, aggression, and reactivity. Increased clarity, calm, compassion, and courage. Higher test scores. Better relationships. The list goes on long enough that I might start to sound like a snake oil salesman. Trust me. Mindfulness makes EVERYTHING better. Thing is, it kind of actually does.

To emphasize the extra benefits of making that mindfulness playful, I could cite testimony from the thousands of companies, schools, teams, and individuals of all sorts who draw on improvisation’s ability to refine attention, build confidence, ignite collaboration, improve storytelling, and boost charisma. Improvisation and play change lives from the inside out—and they do it more quickly than more muted approaches alone.

There’s plenty of data. And we could reference it all. But I’d rather you dive in to investigate these worlds for yourself. Better to come to your own conclusions, to draw on your own experience.

So, consider this an invitation to adventure. To a new way of seeing and being. To a new you—or maybe more accurately, to a fuller, more expressive you. The nimble, creative, connected you that’s been lying dormant beneath the surface. That raw, energetic, ready-to-meet-the-day you that’s been chomping at the bit. Maybe this part feels young, unprepared, clumsy or even dangerous but you still sense its power. Perhaps you have developed well-entrenched habits or tensions that make such vitality seem a long way away. And maybe societal or familial forces around you have worked to keep this vibrant part tightly hemmed in. I’m here to show you how to find, feed, and befriend this side of you so it becomes a great ally. You deserve an eagerness for the opportunities that lie before you.

Whether you’ve received this book as a gift, you’re reading it while standing in an old-school independent bookstore, browsing it online, swiping through it on an e-reader, or listening out loud, you’ve gotten it in your hands or in your ears somehow. Now you have an opportunity: to ask questions, experiment boldly, and reconnect with the joyful gift of being alive. Now you have a new roadmap—not to any destination in particular, but instead to wherever you are. This present moment. Here. Now.

In preparation to serve as your guide, I’ve been exploring the worlds of mindfulness and improvisation for over 30 years now. I first started practicing meditation as a teenager and soaked up learning from many spiritual traditions: Christianity (Catholic and Protestant), Native American and other Earth-centered traditions, Buddhism, Quakerism, Hinduism, poetry, astrology, and more. Continuing that long-time interest in meaning and mystery, I studied to be an interfaith minister, taught religious studies and philosophy at a New England boarding school and trained to become a formal mindfulness instructor with Jon Kabat-Zinn, Saki Santorelli, and a host of other brilliant teachers at the UMASS Center for Mindfulness and the UK-based Mindfulness in Schools Project.

Improvisation entered my life during my first year at Stanford University. On the invitation of a friend and co-worker, Scott Allen, I signed up for a dorm-based intro class and had a total blast. I immediately sought out the official drama department course with Patricia Ryan Madson—the woman who would become a great mentor and the author of Improv Wisdom—and ended up serving as her teaching assistant several times. When I returned to Stanford for graduate school four years later, I took more improv classes and joined the newly-formed Stanford Improvisors. After earning a second graduate degree, this time at Harvard Divinity School, I taught and performed whenever I could. Not until a two-week professional development trip to the Loose Moose Theater in Calgary, Alberta, though, did my love for the art form fan to a full flame again. Eventually, I moved across the country from New England to San Francisco so I could join the burgeoning improv scene there. I’m deeply grateful for all I’ve learned since I did so.

What I’ve discovered in the worlds of both mindfulness and improvisation has forever changed the way I live my life. The two disciplines show us how to get more engaged in whatever’s actually happening, coming to full awareness with humble curiosity. Each asks us to cultivate the skill of quality presence—and to do so in different and complementary ways. Over the last few years, I’ve coled retreats that combine the two realms. I’ve done presentations for corporate teams, doctor cohorts, senior citizens, and high school assemblies. I’ve performed with mindful improv troupes and improvised with meditators. With my colleague Lisa Rowland, I’ve co-hosted and produced the Monster Baby podcast from which this book is drawn.2 Every chance I get to combine these traditions brings me great joy.

Why so much passion? Because I’ve seen the combination benefit countless others, too. They experience more freedom. More ease. More joy. More adventure. In short, more life and more YES.

That leads us to this book. You’ll notice the “joyous journey” chooses a conversational style. Please though, don’t be misled: an intentional structure lies behind and beneath that more casual tone. In each chapter, you’ll get insights and practices drawn from mindfulness and improvisation. Most chapters include a game or exercise you can try out with friends and family who also want to laugh and grow. In addition, every chapter identifies a challenging tension or paradox to explore as part of your growing practice.

I’ll do my best to keep the pace moving along…and there’s a lot here to chew on. If you ever feel stressed by all the stretching and growing, feel free to take a breath or slow down. Each chapter’s a dish best savored, not devoured. We’re on a romp, not a regimen.

We’ll start in Part One establishing some common terms—just what do we mean by “mindfulness” and “improvisation”?—and clearing out our old ways of thinking about failure and learning. Early on, Stanford social psychologist Carol Dweck’s growth-mindset concept will prove a huge ally along our path.

We’ll then move on to Part Two where we’ll encounter some of the great questions raised by combining improv and mindfulness. Is it better to follow your impulses or to pause before you act? How do you include other’s voices without surrendering your own? What’s the best way to balance your desire for improvement with an acceptance of things the way they are? Each of these questions leads directly into valuable insight for a life well-lived.

In Part Three, we’ll explore more of the wisdom that emerges from these practices: why starting with positive choices makes for better life “stories,” how best to handle the chaos that often consumes our lives, how to find the peace of a wider perspective, and how to make sense of the march of change.

Part Four will help us consider four interrelated qualities that make life far more fun and a heck of a lot healthier: adventurousness, curiosity, gratitude, and courage. To close our romp out, after we’ve explored all these different avenues for improving your life, we’ll consider one last paradox: how it’s not all about you, anyway.

To strengthen your learning as you go, check out the “Gems for the Journey” review at the end of each chapter. Those sections will also reiterate that chapter’s key paradox to keep playing with. For your best-of-the-best results, try out the inquiries in each “Going Deeper” section as you move through the book. The Glossary of Games at the end of the book, in particular, offers clear directions and insider tips for 15 games and exercises that will strengthen and deepen your understanding—in a playful way. Ultimately, it’s doing the actual practices that really gets you to a life well-lived.

My sincere hope for you? By the time you reach the end of these pages, you will feel more acutely alive and more exquisitely connected to yourself, to those around you, and to the world at large. You’ll see more, feel more, love more—and inspire others to do the same. There’s delicious wisdom waiting for you in these pages, and I can’t wait to start so you can see for yourself. Enough preamble, then—let’s get to the journey!



1 For complete directions to the “Camera Game,” please see the Glossary of Games at the back of the book.
2 The term “monster baby” refers to the part of ourselves I described earlier, the part that may seem dangerous or troublesome but, if well-cared for, can fuel our most powerful expression and most intimate connections. In other words, the monster baby’s a way to visualize the irrepressible life force that moves through us all. For the podcast, “monster baby” also describes a provocative character in an improvisation scene when Lisa and I first met each other. If you’d like further details about the name’s origin story, you can listen to Episode #1 of the podcast at www.monsterbabypodcast.com.

part one

laying the groundwork

So, you've decided to join this playful adventure. Awesome. Let’s make sure we’ve got the equipment you’ll need.

A willing heart? Check.

A desire for joy? Got it.

An open mind? Mm-hmm.

Only two more things to confirm before we head into the wild. First, that we’re super clear on our key terms, mindfulness and improvisation. Second, that we’re not carrying any extra weight from worry about failure and mistakes.

Let’s double-check those now so we’re fully prepared to forge ahead.
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• 1 •


a word about words

defining mindfulness and improvisation

WHEN LISA ROWLAND AND I RECORD EPISODES of the Monster Baby Podcast—“a curious romp through the worlds of mindfulness and improvisation”—we usually choose a theme for the episode, set up the mics, and sit down to chat. Sometimes we prepare a question or an insight (or two). More often, we improvise and see what emerges. We discover the conversation. And it’s all in service to the question: how can we get more present, more adventurous and more skillful with this thing we call life? I hope to convey some of that same spontaneous spirit in this book.

That said, it also makes good sense to define our terms so we know what the heck we’re talking about. If we’re going to bridge the worlds of mindfulness and improvisation, it’ll be good to know the foundation we’re drilling that bridge’s support towers into. What’s the groundwork?

one word, many meanings

Let’s start with mindfulness. Due to its growing surge into the cultural zeitgeist, there are approximately 8 kajillion definitions out there.1 Some consider mindfulness the formal practice of monks on a mountaintop: the Tibetan guys with the funky yellow hats and the twenty-foot long trumpets, right? Others consider a far less stringent qualifier, giving themselves credit for being ‘mindful’ when they allow an elderly lady to cross the street without revving their engine to scare her. Somewhere between those poles lies a humbler definition and a more accurate truth.

Many folks equate mindfulness with meditation but that only holds part of the story. While overlaps between the two certainly exist, meditation is more like the means and mindfulness the end. Meditation builds your capacity for mindfulness. It’s a focused practice that builds a different way of seeing and being in every moment of your life.

At minimum, mindfulness involves a kind of mind-body awareness. It doesn't take much to realize that our thoughts and emotions connect inextricably to our physical experiences. Imagine standing on the edge of a tall cliff—go ahead, try it now—and you’ll likely feel a twirl in your stomach or an increase in your heart rate. Or conjure up a trip to the dentist’s office and notice if your breath shortens or your jaw tightens. Anticipate your dog’s tail-wagging dash down the hallway when you arrive home and maybe a smile crosses your face, or you feel a warmth in your chest.2 Part of mindfulness includes noticing such physical, mental and emotional tugs and pulls.

It also involves pausing, taking your foot off the accelerator to hang out in the present moment for a bit. You can take a breath, look around, and notice whatever’s there without editorializing or forming an opinion. You can stay in an open, sensing mode rather than a more judgmental thinking mode. You can observe your experience while also staying engaged in it.3

Some describe mindfulness simply as receptive listening. That could mean in a literal sense: “What sounds are coming from my surroundings and registering with my ears?” Or it could refer to a more figurative manner, as in choosing to sit and listen to the entirety of a given moment. “What’s going on in my brain?” “Wow, I’m thinking about this now.” Or “I’m a little cold.” Or “I hear the traffic.” Whatever it is, it involves listening and taking in the world. A bit like approaching the day with a friendly greeting: “OK, life, what’s happening today?” And then really receiving the response as it comes, never rushing to judgment about it.

Most folks teaching secular mindfulness today lean on the work of Jon Kabat-Zinn, founder of the Center for Mindfulness at the University of Massachusetts and creator of Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR). He offers a more formal definition that I and many others find super-helpful:

Mindfulness means paying attention on purpose to the present moment and things as they are with curiosity and kindness.

Let’s parse this out phrase by phrase.

Paying attention…

We’ve all got a spotlight of attention, a beam of awareness that we can shine on objects and experiences in the outer world or on thoughts, feelings and sensations coming from our inner world. Most of us have little control over where that attention goes. The spotlight gets pulled from one shiny enticement to another, lurching toward whatever stimulus stirs our emotions or reactions. Over time and with effort, though, we can learn to move that spotlight in a direction of our choosing. Maybe I put my awareness on my knee or my heart. Maybe I turn it to background sounds coming in, to a child’s request, or to the news on the television. I can adjust the spotlight’s focus as well, shifting from a close-up investigation to a wider panorama---or vice versa. Maybe I’m sensing the tip of my big toe. Maybe I’m sensing my body breathing as a whole.

Once you notice that you can choose where to place your attention, of course, you almost immediately start to notice how difficult it is to keep that attention focused. Many have used the analogy of a “puppy mind” that needs formal training: it won’t sit still, it wants to sniff everything, it’s clumsy and well-meaning, it can make horrific messes, and it brings back stuff that makes you go “hmm….”

When I teach mindfulness classes, I use a funny video of a dog-skills competition to illustrate this analogy. The first canine competitor, a sheep-herding type, waits eagerly at the starting line. Upon release, the dog has to walk through a gauntlet of distractions: food, play toys, chew toys, whatever interesting smells the course-setters can cook up. That first dog hesitates a moment, like it wants to turn to the food, but then pulls itself together, maintains its focus, and runs into its trainer’s arms. The video then shows a well-trained German shepherd. When its human companion calls, that dog strides through the temptation like a champ, disciplined, determined, and undeterred. Lastly, the film shows a golden retriever. True to type, the dog gets released…and runs straight to the first chew toy. And then it runs over to a tennis ball and dives further into sniffing and smelling. Then it goes to the food, now completely lost to its handler. Chomp, chomp, chomp. The retriever can’t make it through one third of the course.4

After my students pick themselves up off the floor from laughing so hard, we talk about how, without having trained our ability to maintain focus, our minds act like that golden retriever, lost in all the chaos and stimuli of the world, simply jumping from shiny toy to great-smelling treat.

In part, then, mindfulness practice represents that necessary puppy training. You invite that attention to come on back, sit, and stay. You choose an anchor for your spotlight—the breath, a sensory experience, thoughts, emotions—and then sustain your attention there. Can you stay with a focus on your breath for ten seconds? When the mind wanders off—which it most certainly will—you simply bring it back with patient, firm, kind repetition. That’s okay, just come on back now. You ask the puppy to sit and reward it when it does. When it takes off again, you reward it for returning again. Good job, mind! Let’s do it again.

…on purpose…

Mindfulness has a direction, an intentionality about it. It’s not just letting the mind wander willy-nilly—though daydreaming has its value, for sure. It’s about choosing what to focus on. In this sense, you’re counteracting inertia or any tendency to scatter or go numb. You turn off your auto-pilot, reengage with full mental and emotional acuity, and behold the entirety of your experience: the pleasant, the unpleasant, and the neutral. Your motivations might be many: to reduce stress, to see more clearly, to respond more wisely, or to savor the “good” and work more skillfully with the “bad.” Whatever the specifics, you elect to place your attention somewhere on purpose. You choose to live a fuller life, to become more fully human.

…to the present moment…

Most of us spend most of our time living in the past or in the future. Odds are, we’re ruminating on regrets from our past or amping up anxiety about what’s to come. Either pole can generate a snowball of momentum that bowls us over and knocks us off center. Suddenly, we can’t find a grounded calm. Unease starts to rise and we get caught in a dizzying twirl of obligation, criticism and judgment. We’re stuck and the cycle keeps magnifying.

Perhaps surprisingly, mindfulness suggests that we also let go of nostalgia—the longing for a long ago—and pull back from anticipation. Or more accurately, that we avoid getting stuck in their seductions. No matter your mental machinations, you ultimately live your life in this moment. The more you bring yourself to staying present with what’s before you, the more you register it with all your senses—body, mind, and heart—and the more you can savor. Or, when facing challenges, the more you can learn. This way, you actually start to live your life rather than just thinking about it.

Either way, mindfulness invites you to pause. Take a breath. (Sure, go ahead. Take one now.) And return to the present moment. This is where your attention rests when you’ve got the full range of your natural powers: with your sensory awareness, your actual surroundings, and your current experience. This is where life is really happening.

…and things as they are…

Mindfulness asks you to take in “things as they are.” Not how you wish they were, how they used to be, or how you hope they will be at some point. In the practice, you choose to stop fighting reality and to accept what is true. Often, this means acknowledging the fundamental truth of change, transition and loss. Things come and go. This, too, shall pass. Other times, it means coming to recognize your own blind spots, limitations and assumptions. The way you see or interpret the world may not align with what’s actually there. So, you clean your lenses, sharpen your senses, and triangulate with like-minded investigators. What is true? What is real?

…with curiosity and kindness.

Lastly, whatever you find under the spotlight of your attention, mindfulness invites you to explore it with friendly interest. You catch whatever judgments you might normally make and transform them into kind-hearted inquiries. Rather than thinking “That sucks” or “They’re insufferable,” you might ask “What can I learn?” “What’s interesting about this situation?” or “What’s really going on for that person?” There’s a compassion or generosity for life itself and for other people. You make space for uncertainty. You give the other person the benefit of the doubt.

Mindfulness invites you to extend such softness towards yourself as well. Maybe your newly developed focus starts to uncover unsavory qualities or pockmarks from your past, so you choose to meet that vulnerability with a spacious kindness. You recognize that you’ve done your best and you intend well. That generosity can of course extend into your mindfulness practice as well. As you continue to train the puppy mind, you avoid berating yourself when your mind wanders off and instead celebrate when your mind returns. Rather than fueling a sense of disappointment, you feed a seed of development. You celebrate the remembering.5

So, it’s a concise definition but a big job—paying attention on purpose to the present moment and things as they are with curiosity and kindness. Simple, but not easy. Again, it’s a muscle to build up. It’s a practice to perfect, never-ending but always intending.

In that way, mindfulness practice takes real rigor. It’s open to the world, but it’s not passive or wimpy. It takes discipline to refine and hold your attention on the present moment, especially in a world where so many forces conspire to keep you distracted or sedated. It requires a capacity for paradox—how can I be both receptive and intentional? How do I engage my experience while also observing it?—that we’ll explore in great depth throughout this book. And it takes courage. You simply can’t know ahead of time what demons or blessings will emerge from under the rocks you turn over. You’ll notice more. You’ll feel more. You’ll be asked to take responsibility for what you find. Whether it’s the suffering of the world or the beauty of the world, you’re really vulnerable when you take in all of life’s fullness. Not everyone has the guts for such an adventure.

For those who do set out on its path, however, mindfulness represents a homecoming.6 In that spirit, perhaps, you’ve chosen this book: welcome back to you.

mindfulness misconceptions

Now that we have a better sense of what mindfulness is, it might also help to consider what it’s not. To start, mindfulness is not…

•just attention—Sometimes you’ll hear folks talk about mindfulness as if it were solely a function of focused attention. Strip the practice of its religious connotations and deeper demands and use it as a performance enhancement tool. Training one’s focus is a part of mindfulness, for sure. But promoted alone, such attention starts to resemble the harsh light of a bare bulb over an interrogation table. The warmer, more welcoming spotlight we’re going for includes compassion and those elements of curiosity and kindness. The written Chinese character for mindfulness actually includes two other characters: the one for “heart” and the one for “present.” That’s more like it. Mindfulness as present-heartedness.

•yoga—One could practice yoga in a mindful way—and many do—but some studios also transform the ancient, sacred practice into a modern-day, ego-laden, body-toning tool. Mindfulness practice might involve movement in synch with the breath, as yoga does. And it could promote physical stretching and strengthening as a byproduct, as yoga does. But the point of mindfulness remains a growing awareness of present-moment experience rather than a building of tightness in buns of steel. For sure, mindfulness won’t demand you pick up any spandex gear.7

•solely Buddhist—Much of modern mindfulness draws directly from Buddhist wisdom, especially as expressed through teachers who have come to the West in the last half-century. It’s important to recognize and honor that heritage—many men and women suffered through great oppression to pass those teachings along—and one can learn from a tradition without becoming an adherent. That said, many if not most mindfulness teachers in the U.S. these days do their work in a secular manner. No codified beliefs to take on. No strict rituals. Just the work (and play!) of coming back to the present moment again and again.

•just silence—There’s great insight in silence and solitude, especially when shared with others. And mindfulness practice often brings us to a place of great stillness where words feel inappropriate. At the same time, one can also cultivate present-moment awareness through interaction, movement, art, music, dance…and improvisation! The possibilities are endless.

•a fly-by-night fad—Interest in mindfulness has taken off and some of its present popularity has a superficial quality to it—a more performance-oriented McMindfulness, as author Ron Purser has called it. If our workers are more focused, they’ll be more productive. If they handle stress more effectively, we can ask them to do more! Deeper forces continue at work below such superficialities, though. Especially in our social media-obsessed culture, there’s an honest yearning for the antidote of authentic connection and deeper presence. That’s not going away anytime soon.

•just relaxation—Mindful practice often leads to a feeling of calm or physical release. But that endpoint comes more as a byproduct than as a targeted destination. When we turn attention to what’s happening now, we may notice anxiety, disturbance, or upset and that can be OK. Seeing that, feeling it, and actively experiencing it may actually increase our sensations of distress in the short term. It will also likely give us greater spaciousness for handling and processing the disturbance over time.

•emptying the mind—Sometimes folks imagine they’re only doing mindfulness “right” if nothing’s happening in their brain, if their mind has gone quiet. That’s a misunderstanding. It’s not about emptying or stopping the mind. The mind has a mind of its own. It’s more about changing your relationship to the mind, allowing it to do its thing and investigating that thing with kind curiosity. You don’t resist the bad thoughts or cling to the good ones. You hang out by the side of the river and watch ‘em go by. Thoughts and feelings arise and fall away. They arise and fall away. They arise and fall away. As with relaxation as a byproduct of mindfulness, our thoughts might quiet over time and we’ll feel more “empty.” Or the thoughts that come might start to offer clearer insights or more original connections. But they might not. And that’s fine.

defining improvisation

Although the word mindfulness can prove a bit slippery, the term “improvisation,” thankfully, is much easier to describe.

Improvisation shows up in music or dance when performers find notes and gestures to express themselves. It can flow through the words of a freestyle rap. It can take the shape of invention or problem-solving, as with a master auto mechanic under the hood or a detective piecing together clues that unlock a stubborn criminal case. Wherever it shows up, it’s a “free play of consciousness as it draws, writes, paints, and plays the raw material emerging from the unconscious.”8 It always involves a level of uncertainty and risk—we cannot know the full range of possible outcomes. Most often in this book, we’ll speak about and learn from improvisation through the lens of spontaneous theatre.9

Of course, improvisation also plays out in the mundane moments and everyday arenas of our lives. No one’s given a script for conversations or decisions we need to make.10 Every time you open your mouth to speak, you select from a set of grammatical and vocabulary building blocks to piece together new constructions. There are rules of syntax, yes, but you play with those limits—and sometimes bust them open. You respond to what you hear and create again, always adjusting to the conditions laid before you. Even if you don’t consider yourself an “improvisor,” you still improvise any time you say anything. It’s as familiar and as constant as breathing.

Almost as if it, too, were improvising, life keeps sending a steady stream of cues and possibilities. Moment to moment, they bubble up within and around us. Sometimes those signals come from the natural world. Other times from the human world. Sometimes they’re accidental. Sometimes they’re intentional. A comet shoots across the sky. A car alarm goes off. The cashier smiles at you. Your business partner enters the room wearing a bold shirt. An insight comes to mind. The faucet stops working. You burp. In life as in an improv show, anything that happens potentially invites a response and thus becomes an “offer”: Here. Here’s something to work with. Want to play? Care to riff? We take what we’re given, mix-and-match, and come up with our best guess for what comes next. We make a choice, move forward, and start the whole process again.

Whether on-stage or off, sometimes we experience these choices unfolding before us with calm clarity. All our skill and attention converge into a finely focused sense of purpose. But these moments of heightened resourcefulness seem to come and go unpredictably. The muse arrives in her own time, right? Well, sort of. Though you can’t control or command the muse that inspires improvisation, you can make a more skillful invitation. You can cultivate the conditions that make her arrival more likely. Our work here is to find those flashes of flow and stretch them out, lengthening and strengthening them until they become indistinguishable from the other moments that populate our lives. You remove obstacles to the flow until you become the flow. That’s improvisation.

For moving forward then, let’s define the term this way:

Improvisation is the art of present-moment creation in relationship to the many offers coming from one’s inner life and from immediately surrounding people and circumstances.

On that further reflection, it’s clear that we all—you and I included—improvise. The question is: can we and will we do so in an unconscious way or in a skillful way, one that honors our deepest longings for play, for expression, for recognition and connection?

more words about words:
‘improvisation’ vs. ‘improv/impro’ vs. ‘applied improvisation’
Most folks who hear the word “improv” (or “impro” in the UK) think of comedy, either stand-up routines at a brick-walled night club or made-up short-form skits, a la the hilarious TV show “Whose Line Is It Anyway?” The word often conjures simultaneous delight—Oh, those guys are great!—and terror—Don’t put me on stage; I could never do that! Either reaction can distance you from the simple wisdom of your own creativity.
As an art form, improvisational theatre includes far more than just jokes and gags. It also includes dramatic and sensitive portrayals that run the entire range of human experience. You might witness a short scene that explores the heart-wrench of lost love, a silent register of political protest, or a three-act stage play that explores betrayal and family ties.
Applied improvisation carries the insights of spontaneous theater, music and dance into non-performance settings like business, health care, education, law, medicine, personal growth and the like.
In this book, if I use the term “Improv,” I’m almost always using it as shorthand for the longer, more deeply nuanced term “improvisational theatre.”


aligned in spirit

One of the great delights of improvisation (and improvisational theatre more specifically) is that it dovetails so beautifully with the principles and practices of mindfulness. Each supports and enriches the other. Consider, for example, the ways in which improvisation aligns with each component of Jon Kabat-Zinn’s mindfulness definition that we parsed earlier.

improv and paying attention…

Improvisational theatre provides an unusual opportunity to pay precise attention. In any moment, there’s so much going on and you don't know what exactly you're looking for. When building a scene, you might look into a juicy relationship that emerges…or you might find yourself co-creating a more superficial encounter. You and your stagemates might find “the game” within a scene, a pattern or riff that provides reliable humor and opportunity for storytelling, or you might discover a quieter, more natural slice-of-life scene unfolding. You might need to define and refine the imaginary physical environment you’re in and you might need to let that environment go. The possibilities are endless so you can’t fine-tune too much. You simply have to stay open.

Some might counter with, “Well, improv isn’t so special. You’ve got to pay really close attention if you are walking down a potentially dangerous Street in New York.” While that may be true, if you’re a Big Apple native, you also have a sense of the kinds of risks to watch for. To keep yourself safe, you don’t need to notice the text on the building, the height of the moon in the sky, or the color of the shoes on the guy walking past you. Those won’t signal potential danger. Said another way, in most endeavors where you need to pay attention, you know what you need to pay attention for. You don’t keep as many channels open.

In improv, there's far more to register: the space on the stage, your improv partner, what they're saying, what they're doing, what they're making up, the environment they're creating, the tone of their voice, the emotional quality behind it, how they're related to you, the information they're giving you, how they’re responding, and so on. And all this is happening at the same time, waterfalls of information gushing forth. In that kind of moment, the text on the building, the moon in the sky or the blue suede shoes passing by may actually represent the precise detail you need. Each could be the detail that takes the scene from the ordinary to the sublime.

In this way, improvisation can become a gorgeous form of listening. You don’t go onto an improv stage with a set agenda saying I know exactly what I’ll do up there! Instead, you show up totally open so you notice the stimulus you get from your partner, even a stimulus they didn’t intend to send you: a glance, a tilt of their posture, an extra-rapid blink.11 It matters less what offer they make than it does which offer you choose to pick up on. Listen. Receive. What do you notice?

Again, training the puppy mind helps immensely. In a simple mindfulness practice, you might return your attention to the anchor of your breath. With improv, you return your focus to the unfolding scene. Instead of wandering off with distracting or self-critical thoughts—“I’m not doing a good job,” “the audience doesn’t like me,” or “this other improvisor is so annoying”—you stay ready to take in what’s actually happening whether it’s external, like an event, or internal, like an emotion or a body sensation. If there’s a feeling arising, it could inform the scene as well.

improv on purpose…

Earlier, you read about mindfulness practice as a conscious, intentional choice to develop full presence and resourceful response-ability. Improvisation gives us an embodied opportunity to notice and investigate those same intentions in live action. Just what the heck are we doing here?

Many of the instructors at BATS Improv12 in San Francisco begin warm-ups with an active game called: “Ball.” The rules of Ball resemble those of volleyball—just without a court, a net, or any sense of opposing teams.13 In this case, the group works as one unit to keep a soft, inflatable fabric ball up in the air, everyone counting aloud each time the ball gets hit. As in volleyball, no player can hit the ball twice in a row. If that happens or if the ball hits the floor, the group pauses, resets the count to one and starts back up.14

Sometimes, especially with newer performers, folks will play Ball just by going through the motions. A half-hearted gesture here. A delayed reaction there. In other words, there’s no intention to actually show up and play well. In those cases, the instructors will usually ask participants to make a conscious shift: “Look. It’s not enough that you’re in the room. Showing up means something more. It means actually being here with all of who you are. Decide to show up. Decide to be good at the game. Don’t goof off and half-ass it. Don’t just check a box to say you’ve done it. Try really playing.” Soon, eyes widen, hands ready and weight shifts to the balls of the feet. Sound picks up and folks start flying across the space to make remarkable saves. The ball stays up. The count goes higher. And the group comes together. The game of Ball demonstrates clearly that a shift happens when we really commit.

That kind of sustained intention helps when you’re waiting in the wings too, especially in a long-form improv show where a story might last a full 90 minutes. In that situation, players can’t afford to take a break—they’re still responsible for what’s happening onstage. Thinking Whew, I did my thing, I’m off now! leads to all sorts of catastrophes later. Each player has to decide over and over again to be there, to come back. They choose to stay present for themselves, for their stagemates and for the larger overall story. And that’s a perfect parallel for how you might choose to stay present for the emerging story of your life as well.

improv in the present moment…

Skillful improvisation rests on a curious balance point between the past and the future. It works best when players can incorporate and re-incorporate what has come before. What has happened does inform where things might go. And it helps to have a sense of potential destinations. But you cannot abandon the current moment for the story you were imagining. The story has evolved as it has moved along. If players get too worried about either the past or the future, they’re no longer present with what’s actually happening.

The best improvisors have developed this part of their brain to work like random access memory in a computer. They’ve built up an ability for that working memory to hold names, the comparative location of imaginary objects in space (“space objects”), character traits and the like, and still reserve processing power for what’s unfolding. Tuck that previous information away and retrieve it when needed but stay present with this, now. A new improvisor might melt down under the weight of that much demand. They can hold onto plot or character or names, but not all three. It takes time to develop a bandwidth to take it all in, but it’s possible, both on stage and in life. You can train the puppy.

improv relating to things as they are…

On the first day of any beginning improv class worth its salt, students learn the critical importance of letting go of what they think will happen or should happen. Instead, they learn to respond to what actually is happening. If I think we’re doing a science fiction piece and I imagine myself in a spaceship where my hands are playing with a(n imaginary) databank of ship controls, and you come in and decide that the controls are in fact mailboxes, I’ve got to switch my hands immediately to stuffing mailboxes. That’s responding to things as they are. Your declaring them mailboxes made them so. I have to adjust.

Because they’re immersed in it all the time, improvisors get good at that kind of instant redefinition pretty quickly. Great, we’re in the Old West now? Cool, I’ve got my spurs and chaps on. Or Oh, I thought I was your Mom. Turns out I’m your professor? Got it. The players discover the reality of the scene together and go with it.

Staying flexible in that way gets tougher in a long-form story where the arc of the storyline has a much longer time to create expectations and attachments. It may seem obvious to one player exactly where the story is going, so much so that they can't see any other option. They just figure everybody else is on the same page and can see the same next narrative extension they’re imagining. When another player comes into that scene with a different direction, it can be really tough to let go. Often, rather than adjusting to the new “what is,” the original improvisor starts thinking, “OK, how can I incorporate that into my storyline? How can I make that make sense? How can I fix this from going off the rails?” Well, maybe the rails now head in a different direction that you didn’t foresee. Maybe the rails make a new reality. Making that shift from “How do I fix this?” to “This doesn’t need to be fixed. This is now the new story” takes enormous discipline and generosity.

Again, you can apply this insight from the worlds of mindfulness and improvisation to the cozier confines of your daily life. You can look at your life and see that it might not match the story you thought you’d be living. I thought I’d be married by now. I imagined I’d be more successful. I thought I’d know what I want to do with my life. Ultimately, of course, holding on to what you thought would or should or could be true won’t help you make the best next step. Life is what it is now. Once you acknowledge what’s actually going on, you get more resourceful. And then you’re better prepared to discover what might unfold.

improv as curiosity and kindness…

Some improv styles and traditions don’t emphasize curiosity and kindness so much. They’re more about hustle and flash, finding the funny and going for it with force and dedication. Relationships are secondary, so the laughs might come at someone else’s expense. And the players are trying to invent or create the scene rather than discover it.

That said, I learned improvisation as a shared discovery. What’s here? We don’t know. Let’s find it together. At the top of the priority list? Be good to each other and make each other look good. Sharing a stage with folks who share such values becomes a true delight. We step into the mystery and play. Sometimes the discovery works. Sometimes it doesn’t. But it never feels like a bomb went off, more like a rocket never launched. You’re in an uncertain space together with another human being, unearthing a creation together. I’ll take the next step. You take the one after that. Ok, good, here we go. It’s just glorious to be out on that ledge, dangling over an abyss and knowing you’ve got each other’s backs. You may have no clue what you’ll discover in your bizarre scene, but you’ve got your partner. You serve as each other’s safety net. It’s all good.

improv demands rigor…

Like mindfulness, skillful improvisation asks you to give your best. Working at the top of your intelligence and creative abilities demands you stay “in shape” with spontaneity, listening, flexibility, and boldness. It means challenging patterns that start to become entrenched—Am I regularly playing the same types of characters? Do I always fall into a lead or a support role? Do I default into introducing supernatural elements?—so that you stay fresh. It also asks you to walk the line between the freedom of unleashing your creativity and tending to your concerns for social justice and interpersonal sensitivity. When you cross the line with your stagemates or with an audience, you need the courage and discipline to step up and heal those hurts. Improvisation creates art in the moment, but it’s more than “winging it” with sloppy laziness. Done well, it’s a committed practice.

In that sense, improv supports maintaining the same openness and discipline in regular life. Where do I fall into automatic routines? What reactions seem to always show up? What’s my default pick-me-up, calm-me-down, or get-me-home approach? There’s always more injustice to unearth and disassemble—do you have the discipline to put in the work to do so?

improvisation misconceptions

As I mentioned in the earlier sidebar about the difference between “improv” and “improvisation,” a few misunderstandings linger about the art form. While we’re getting our foundation terms straight, let’s clear those up too.

Skillful improvisation is not…

•just paying attention—An improvisor can offer her full attention and listen keenly, but if she does so without a spirit of generosity and playfulness, she’ll come off as cold, robotic or mercenary.

•just spontaneity—True, free access to spontaneity helps, but effective storytelling requires more than stream-of-consciousness output. The best scenes emphasize the subtleties and landscapes of emotional connection. We see relationships grow. We see characters change in relationship—to themselves, to others, to their environments.

•only the superficial—In the same way that mindfulness can open us up to the full range of our experience in the world, so too can improv show us the depth, poignancy, and fragility of being alive. When players tap fully into the moment, they bring their audiences right in there with them. Everyone feels the feels.

•just comedy—as we’ve mentioned before, improvisation works best when the laughter comes as a byproduct of the discovery rather than as the focus of a show. A straight-up comedy show can offer sweet and memorable moments, for sure. As with candy, though, its sweetness won’t offer enough heft to sustain us in the long term. We want more.
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