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Managers are always in the middle of messes not of their own choosing.  In these turbulent circumstances, rational decision making is limited in its capacity to deal with these unforeseen challenges.  This paper will focus on the limits of rationality when dealing with complex and unpredictable environments in which specialists and experts must improvise, make extemporaneous decisions and adjust to one another’s enactments.  I will discuss the appropriateness of a design attitude to understanding and supporting collective improvisation.  I will outline briefly the characteristics of collective improvisation by exploring examples from jazz bands, theater improvisation groups, and mediators and point out how collective improvisation requires an affirmative mindset (“Say yes to the mess.”)  Finally, I will propose implications for design principles for groups and organizations that must improvise.  

Herb Simon originally proposed that explanatory, descriptive science may not be an appropriate fit for the field of organization theory.  He suggested that organization and management theorists instead emulate engineers, architecture, law, and medicine in that they are all engaged in the “process of design” (p 111), a recursive cycle of testing.  His call for a “science of design” has gone largely unheeded until recently.  Others have begun to explore the implications of a design mentality (Boland, Romme, Bartunek). They remind us that explanatory, descriptive science emphasizes consensual objectivity and representational knowledge while design science tends to emphasize pragmatic experimentation in real organizational settings. Design mindset sees managers as form givers, idea generators, agents who transform inferior situations into preferred ones by questioning assumptions, exploring tangential ideas, creating models that stimulate thinking.  Early proponents have proposed metaphors for design mindset including analogies such as a series of action experiments (Argyris); organizational test flights (MacIntosh and Romme, 2005), idealized forms (Banathy 1996). The major area of comparison is architecture (Boland et al, Gehry) and engineering.  (Boland, for example, cites the work of architect Gehry and his thinking process while creating an innovative building for the CWRU business school).  
These metaphors of engineering and architecture assume the design and creation of a fixed and stable structure such as a building.  What needs to be explored further is how the design mindset is appropriate in settings in which managers face ill structured problems and must improvise solutions and coordinate action.  I will explore examples from different settings – including jazz improvisation, theater improvisation, and mediators in disputes – in hopes of gaining greater insight into the challenges and promises that surround the design attitude in ill structured settings in which prior planning and prior designs are limited in their usefulness.  

Analytic reasoning and rationality may be limited guides in helping us graps the dynamic tension between chaos and order that complex systems exhibit.   A detached, rational, cognitive way of knowing may not be appropriate to capture the dynamics needed for complex systems. Valuing diversity, change and transformation over predictability, standardization, and uniformity.  Executives are encouraged to notices instability, disorder, novelty, emergence for their innovative potential rather than as something to be avoided, eliminated, or controlled – these are conditions that are consistent with the design attitude in that actions are experimental and knowledge is applied, pragmatic, and ongoing rather than stable, objective, and predictive.  

Affirmative engagement: “Say yes to the mess.”  

Members are “thrown” into ongoing situations (Heidegger, Weick), in the middle of unpredictable messes.   Yet they must compose responses on the spot.  Foresight is limited as a guide.  Managers need to make sense of what has happened and make guesses and approximations that project what is likely to happen next.  This first move, making sense of what has happened, is a retrospective interpretation of disparate and equivocal material.   The contention here is that this is a fateful move in the sense that it is an affirmative sense making gesture that allows action and collaboration to continue.  

This affirmative sense-making is what jazz musicians experience while improvising.  The musician looks back on what is emerging - the various chord progressions, melodic fragments, rhythmic patterns - and jumps into the morass. An appreciative sense making involves attending closely to what is happening, seeing the potential for embellishing on motifs, linking familiar with new utterances, adjusting to unanticipated musical cues that reframe previous material. In a continual dialogical exchange, each of these interpretations has implications for where one can proceed, as this excerpt illustrates: 

After you initiate the solo, one phrase determines what the next is going to be. From the first note that you hear, you are responding to what you’ve just played: you just said this on your instrument, and now that’s a constant. What follows from that? And then the next phrase is a constant. What follows from that? And so on and so forth. And finally, let’s wrap it up so that everybody understands that that’s what you’re doing. It’s like language: you’re talking, you’re speaking, you’re responding to yourself. When I play, it’s like having a conversation with myself. (Max Roach cited in Berliner, 1994: 192). 

Improvisation involves continually attending to cues, retaining some part of the past, variation on other parts so that one can look back on what has happened and extend it.  Musicians engage in bricolage, learning by continual experimentation, tinkering with the material at hand, noticing emerging patterns and possible pathways.  What makes this work is the basic affirmative assumption that there is some potential inherent in every gesture.  


This is especially salient when dealing with errors.  Appreciating the affirmative potential in every musical utterance becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy for improvising musicians, especially when dealing with errors. Jazz improvisation is marked by a restless adventurousness, an eagerness to travel into unexplored territory. There are hazards, risks, gambles, chances, speculation, doubts. Jazz is an expressive art form that encourages players to explore the edge of the unknown and if improvisation legitimizes risk taking, it is inevitable that there will be discrepancies, miscues, and ‘mistakes’. Jazz musicians often turn these unexpected moments into something sensible, or perhaps even innovative. Errors are often integrated into the musical landscape, an occasion for further exploration that might just lead to new pathways that otherwise might not have been possible. Herbie Hancock recalls that Miles Davis heard him play a wrong chord, but simply played his solo around the ‘wrong’ notes so that they sounded correct, intentional and sensible in retrospect. Jazz musicians assume that ‘you can take any bad situation and make it into a good situation. It’s what you do with the notes that counts’ (Barrett and Peplowski, 1998: 559).

On the other hand, a problem solving mentality obstructs ongoing design.  A problem solving mentality treats errors not as an opportunity for innovation, but as something that is not working and needs to be fixed and eliminated.  This gesture, focusing on what is wrong, debilitates design possibilities. 

I will explore these principles in depth as well as other organizational conditions that support an improvisation-design mindset, including: 

Minimal structure and maximum autonomy. 

Prospective world making:  noticing narrative trajectories for possible futures

Engagement and attunement 

Boundary objects to enhance mutual orientation 

Information redundancy

Provocative leadership that interrupts routines, challenges habitual ways of thinking and suggests alternative pathways.  

Aesthetic mindset – sense of integrative wholeness and appreciation for what’s missing.

Abduction as a mode of reasoning.  

