


Education as Jazz: 

Interdisciplinary Sketches  
on a New Metaphor 

Edited by 

Marina Santi and Eleonora Zorzi 
 
 



Education as Jazz: Interdisciplinary Sketches on a New Metaphor 
 
Edited by Marina Santi and Eleonora Zorzi 
 
This book first published 2016  
 
Cambridge Scholars Publishing 
 
Lady Stephenson Library, Newcastle upon Tyne, NE6 2PA, UK 
 
British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data 
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library 
 
Copyright © 2016 by Marina Santi, Eleonora Zorzi and contributors 
 
All rights for this book reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, 
stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, 
electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without 
the prior permission of the copyright owner. 
 
ISBN (10): 1-4438-9070-7 
ISBN (13): 978-1-4438-9070-0 
 



 

CHAPTER SEVEN 

JAZZ IMPROVISATION, MINDFULNESS,  
AND ORGANIZATIONAL LEARNING  

FABIO DOVIGO 
 
 
 

Beyond the miracles, mindfulness 
 

On a freezing cold January day in 2009, about a minute after take-off 
from New York City’s LaGuardia Airport, U.S. Airways Flight 1549 flew 
through a flock of Canada geese. The geese were sucked into the twin 
engines of the Airbus 320 and both engines were totally destroyed by the 
bird strike. Just three minutes after take-off, Flight 1549’s Captain Chesley 
“Sully” Sullenberger and First Officer Jeffrey Skiles had to both control a 
jet plane that had suddenly lost power and decide whether they could make 
an emergency landing at a nearby airport or find another alternative to get 
the plane down safely. The wrong choice, over one of the most crowded 
cities in the United States, could have meant injury or death for the 155 
people aboard and perhaps many more on the ground. As Skiles searched 
for an emergency procedure in the Operations Manual, Sullenberger 
transmitted a distress call to Patrick Harten, an air traffic controller at 
TRACON: “Hit birds, we’ve lost thrust in both engines, we’re turning 
back toward LaGuardia”. Harten offered a runway at LaGuardia, but 
seconds later Sullenberger sensed that this option might not work. “Even if 
we made it to LaGuardia and missed the runway by a few feet, the result 
would be disastrous. The plane would likely tear open and be engulfed in 
flames”, he recalled later. “What’s over to our right? Anything in New 
Jersey, maybe Teterboro?” he asked Harten, referring to a large regional 
airport on the other side of the Hudson. Harten immediately called the 
Teterboro airport control tower and told them he had an emergency flight 
coming in. “OK, which runway would you like at Teterboro?” Harten 
asked Sullenberger. But by this point Sullenberger could see that they 
would not make it that far. So, he committed to landing in the Hudson – 
the only choice that he believed offered a realistic chance of saving lives. 
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“We’re unable, we may end up in the Hudson”, he answered. To date, only 
a few commercial jet flights had successfully made controlled emergency 
landings in water (“ditching”) without fatalities. If Flight 1549 descended 
too quickly and hit the water at a higher speed than the A320 was built to 
withstand, there was a risk that it would disintegrate. Or, if it was not level 
when it touched down, the plane could catch a wingtip, cartwheel, and 
break apart. Sullenberger and Skiles were trained in procedures for 
ditching, including configuration for touchdown, orienting the plane based 
on wind and wave conditions, preparing the cabin crew and evacuating 
passengers. But they had only studied this situation in the classroom, not 
in a flight simulator. Ditching is a very rare scenario and there is not 
enough data available to recreate a water touchdown in a simulator. 
During his exchange with Harten, Sullenberger broadcast a short 
announcement over the plane’s public address system: “This is the captain. 
Brace for impact!” All three flight attendants had heard the bird impacts, 
smelled the odour of burning, and guessed what had happened; even 
though, they expected that the plane was turning back to LaGuardia. They 
immediately started warning passengers to assume the brace position, 
shouting, “Brace, brace! Heads down! Stay down!” Sullenberger and 
Skiles were starting to configure the plane for landing by lowering flaps at 
the back edges of the wings, which slowed the aircraft and generated 
additional lift. Skiles began calling out the plane’s altitude and speed as 
automated warning systems sounded to alert the pilots that the plane was 
flying low and close to terrain. Sullenberger flared just before landing, 
bringing the plane down with the nose raised about 10 degrees. The back 
end of the plane hit the water first, striking with such force that it tore open 
the fuselage at the rear and drove the cargo compartment up through the 
floor of the passenger cabin. The plane slowed and came to a rest with its 
nose raised, floating in the icy Hudson opposite midtown Manhattan. 
Ferries and rescue boats swarmed toward the plane from both banks of the 
river, and all on board were safely brought to shore, in what is today 
considered both a masterly emergency landing and a skilful demonstration 
of mindful improvisation. 

The concept of mindful improvisation 

Mindful improvisation must not be taken for granted, as it needs a 
reliable environment to be created and sustained. This is not always 
available, as sometimes organizations are built on categories that prevent 
them from perceiving problems as such (Weick, 2003; p.78). For example, 
when the Columbia space shuttle left the ground on 16 January, 2003, 
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from Kennedy Space Center, a burst of debris at the root of the left wing 
was observed 82 seconds into the launch. At that time, NASA organization 
based any issues on a distinction between problems that are “in-family” 
and those that are “out-of-family” (CAIB, 2003; p.146; Starbuck, Farjoun, 
2005). Issues categorized as “in-family” were seen as well-known, 
marginal and, subsequently, largely manageable. The possible risks 
resulting from the puff of smoke observed during the Columbia lift-off 
were classified as an “in-family” problem and systematically downplayed 
by NASA’s top management, even though some members of the mission 
management tried to offer a different and more alarming picture. Later 
investigation showed that the debris actually struck the left wing of the 
space shuttle, damaging the thermal protection. As a consequence, the 
shuttle disintegrated as it re-entered the earth’s atmosphere, killing all 
seven crewmembers. Analysis of the disaster demonstrated that, over the 
years, bureaucratic culture had the upper hand at NASA, as hierarchy and 
procedure had increasingly replaced technical expertise as a reference 
framework for looking at problems.  

However, mindfulness was not a hallmark of NASA: twenty-three 
years earlier, as popularized by the film Lost Moon, the same organization 
had been able to rescue the three crewmembers of the Apollo 13 mission, 
showing a brilliant aptitude for improvising a manageable solution using 
objects and resources at hand on board to fix the oxygen loss.  

Mindfulness is defined as “an active state of mind characterized by 
novel distinction-drawing that results in being (1) situated in the present; 
(2) sensitive to context and perspective; and (3) guided (but not governed) 
by rules and routines” (Ie et al., 2014; p.11). This state of mind is created 
through the development of a mind-set in which attention is oriented more 
towards quality than quantity of information, more towards variability than 
saturation. This kind of consciousness is not so far from the 
“gleichschwebende Aufmerksamkeit” (evenly suspended attention), which 
a century ago Freud portrayed as an essential feature of the therapist’s 
work, describing it as the ability to create an overall view, spotting 
minimal but essential details (Scarfone, 2014). 

To be tackled successfully, non-standard situations such as the Flight 
1549 or Apollo 13 accidents need to be managed through mindful 
improvisation. Mindfulness is crucial as it shifts the focus from the 
problem to the solution, allowing us to reframe usual elements in a 
different combination.  

Avoiding getting trapped in a conventional but fatal pattern (landing = 
airport), Sullenberger was able to see the Hudson River as a landing strip, 
rapidly changing the course of action in order to convert the touchdown 
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into a splashdown (Sullenberger, Zaslow, 2010). So, blending an 
unforeseen circumstance (the failure of both engines) with an unexpected 
resource (the river), he managed to successfully transform the entire 
scenario. He “familiarized the unfamiliar”, not minimizing it, but fully 
acknowledging and incorporating it as a component of the solution. 
Instead of normalizing the unexpected by compressing it within the usual 
categories, mindfulness anomalizes it, paving the way for enhancing the 
positive impact of improvisation (Weick, Sutcliffe, 2007b; p.518). 

What mindfulness means in organizational terms 

The concept of mindfulness has many facets, including the search for 
individual enrichment and well-being through meditation (Kabat-Zinn, 
2002; Weick, Putnam, 2006; Weick, Sutcliffe, 2006). In associating it with 
improvisation, we want to emphasize that developing a mindful attitude is 
also a feature of organizing, conceived as the ability to unfold collective 
and effective action in unstable environments (Weick, Sutcliffe, Obstfeld, 
1999). Just as a combo of well-trained jazz musicians during a live, 
improvised performance is ready to perceive small alterations as a 
potential shift toward new rhythmic or melodic patterns, so people 
working in high-reliability organizations (HRO), such as hospitals, aircraft 
carriers, fire and rescue services, or nuclear plants, acquire a rich 
awareness of discriminatory detail, learning to face critical events by both 
anticipating and containing the hazards (Bigley, Roberts, 2001; Fiol, 
O'Connor, 2003; Klein et al., 2006; Perrow, 1984; Roberts et al., 2008; 
Roe, Schulman, 2008).   

Research on these organizations shows that mindfulness is based on 
five interconnected processes (Weick, Sutcliffe, 2007a):  

 
- Preoccupation with failure: any lapse is seen not as a local problem, 

but as a possible symptom of incipient and interdependent failures, 
which combined with other lapses could concur to bring down the 
entire system; 

- Reluctance to simplify interpretations: simplifications are 
considered potential risks because they prompt people both to 
reduce initial precautions and overlook the undesired consequences 
of possible oversights. HROs constantly challenge received 
wisdom and ensure that key variables are not underestimated; 

- Sensitivity to operations: working in a complex environment 
requires supporting ongoing situational awareness. This is achieved 
by frequently promoting small adjustments in order to prevent 
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errors from accumulating and perniciously aligning in a way that 
could produce catastrophic effects on the system; 

- Commitment to resilience: when the efforts to actively anticipate a 
disruption fail, organizations need to bounce back rapidly, leaning 
on their ability to contain damage. This especially involves the 
ability to work on a minimal design process based on just-in-time 
learning; 

- Flexible decision structures: in organizations, expertise doesn’t 
automatically coincide with hierarchical position. This means that 
in the face of unexpected issues it is advisable that, regardless of 
formal rank, decision-making processes be deferred to the people 
with the greatest expertise in managing the problem at hand.  

 
Drawing on these guidelines, gathered from the HROs’ experiences, 

ordinary organizations, too, can foster and develop improvisation as a 
useful mindset enabling them to cope with difficult situations (Baker et al., 
2003; Crossan, Sorrenti, 1997; Cunha et al., 2002; Weick, 1998). First of 
all, they can learn that being alert to unexpected events is a valuable 
organizational resource, as it helps to mobilize our ability to reframe the 
chaos and enhance the capability for sense-making in exceptional 
circumstances. Secondly, organizations can encourage reporting of errors, 
instead of concealing them, as a way to build fundamental trust which in 
turn makes room for divergent thinking and creative solutions, the typical 
features of good improvisation performed in critical environments. Finally, 
HROs’ lessons suggest that interpersonal competences are as important as 
technical skills in dealing with uncertainty, as difficult situations tend to 
intensify conflict and disagreement about what should be regarded as the 
best course of action. Supporting cooperation by showing mutual respect 
for differences and learning how to disagree in a constructive way is of 
great importance in promoting successful improvisation, as much as the 
mastery of instruments or data. 

The latter remark is especially apparent in the Flight 1549 case. As 
news about the exceptional accident started spreading, the media 
immediately gave credit to Captain Sullenberger for the brilliant 
management of landing and evacuating the aircraft, which involved over 
one hundred people safely leaving the plane within a few minutes of 
impact. However, Sullenberger always claimed that the operation’s 
success relied on the preparedness and collaboration of the entire crew. As 
usually happens with major airline companies (like many teams working 
in large hospitals), the personnel who operated Flight 1549 didn’t know 
each other before the journey. Although they were a temporary team, they 
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were able to “knot work” (Engeström et al., 1999; Engeström, 2008), 
namely to coordinate their actions smoothly, putting the rescue protocols 
into practice in real time without hesitation. Like jazz musicians in a jam 
session, knowing the standards allowed them to improvise mindfully, 
containing the risk within margins they felt able to handle successfully. 

When creativity flies high 

Recent research differentiates between organizational mindfulness and 
mindful organizing (Vogus, Sutcliffe, 2012). The first concept refers to 
processes that are essentially top-down, deeply embedded in the 
organization, and aimed at designing a favorable context for reflection and 
intervention. Conversely, the second is bottom-up, volatile (it requires 
being continuously nurtured), and arises from the context of capitalizing 
interaction as a means to enact reflection and intervention.  

Organizational mindfulness works through planning, producing 
guidelines and standard procedures, while mindful organizing centers on 
the effort of acting “on the spot”, generating creative solutions. Mindful 
improvisation entails the continuous quest for attaining a dynamic balance 
between these elements through a process of generative design looking for 
“planning on the spot”, an attitude to shape ongoing events in a rapid and 
inventive way similar to what jazz musicians do during performances 
(Kamoche, Cunha, 1999; Miner et al., 2001; Vendelø, 2009; Vera, 
Crossan, 2005; Weick, 1998). 

Creative unfolding is generally based on the original tension between 
the predominance of rigid structures and the entropy of total 
unpredictability. Therefore, the more that improvisation will be able to 
find an intermediate position between fixed automatism and uncontrolled 
chaos, the more the quality of the execution as a creative project will 
improve towards optimal performance. Figure 7.1 describes this 
progression as a bell curve, where the upper part identifies the mindfulness 
area as a result of keeping balance between low and high unpredictability. 
Becoming able to cope in this “high fluctuating” condition, which is the 
emblem of mindful improvisation, requires a learning process which 
should intentionally be directed towards promoting individual and 
collective ability to face small and major changes in organizations through 
the development of a reflexive approach (Hadida, Tarvainen, 2014; Zheng 
et al., 2011). New configurations, as an outcome of the practice directed at 
combining structure and transition, standard and variation, emerge through 
a process of progressive reorganization. So, for instance, the traditional 
telephone initially preserved the touch-tone but lost the wire and acquired 
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a screen to become a mobile phone. Then afterwards the mobile phone 
kept the screen, lost the touch-tone, and added a camera and internet to 
become a smartphone. Adopting the idea of blending as a kind of creative 
contamination, bridging old and new features, mindful improvisation helps 
us to clarify that change and instability cannot be considered exceptional 
events occurring within a stable organizational setting. On the contrary, 
they emphasize the actual need to look at organizations as entities dealing 
with change as a form of ongoing evolution, which eases the clearing of 
existing limits, favoring innovation. 
 
Fig. 7.1 The mindfulness area of improvisation 
 

 

Outside the comfort zone and into radical innovation 

Reaching optimal performance on improvisation implies a process of 
progressive learning, which can be depicted as a continuum defined by 
two interactive elements: simplicity/complexity and levels of 
transformation. Jazz music apprenticeship offers a good example of the 
unfolding of such a progression.  

We can identify four different levels on the continuum, starting from a 
simple alteration of accents and dynamics (interpretation), to a 
modification of rhythm of the phrases (grace-notes), to the introduction of 
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new groups of notes into the melody (variation), and finally turning the 
tune into new structures, only partly similar to the original 
(improvisation). Each level represents a bounded area the jazz trainee can 
safely explore in order to move from comfort to optimal performance zone 
within a defined task (Sparti, 2009). Learning to successfully handle each 
area subsequently enables the trainee to shift to the following level, where 
the path from exploration to mastery can start anew (Figure 7.2).  

Analogously, learning in organizations usually takes place in an 
incremental way, allowing improvisation to work within an established 
framework of rules and conventions, which is gradually expanded through 
a process of continuous innovation (Kamoche and Cunha 2001; Miner et 
al., 1997). Setting a framework helps to define a recognizable genre, based 
on shared values and exemplary courses of action that are suggested to 
novices as a model for developing effective performances.  

However, sometimes innovation doesn’t limit itself to expanding the 
frame, but breaks it. Time-honored styles and habits are transformed in a 
radical way, calling into question what the practitioners’ community 
considers acceptable (Powell, Sandholtz, 2012; Zack, 2000). Reactions 
from the established culture vary, from initially looking condescendingly 
at innovation as irrelevant and annoying, to harsh reactions to what is 
regarded as disrespectful to the consolidated tradition.  

For example, initially, the idea of text messaging through mobile 
phones using SMS received a lukewarm welcome, as it was thought that 
people would not be eager to send messages instead of directly talking to 
each other. By the end of 2010, SMS had an estimated 3.5 billion active 
users (nearly 80% of all mobile phone subscribers). Similarly, after the 
Second World War, the new wave of be-bop bands was openly opposed 
both by critics and the old guard of jazz musicians. Respected performers 
like Louis Armstrong and Benny Goodman expressed violent criticism 
towards the music of the younger generation, labelling it “nervous more 
than exciting” and based on “weird chords which don’t mean nothing” 
(Gioia, 2011; Stowe, 1994). Over time, radical innovation has repeatedly 
provoked the same kind of reaction, swinging between incredulity and 
scorn, before the novelty would be recognized as valuable, accepted, and 
consequently assimilated. What before was considered an odd mistake 
becomes the new paradigm to be practiced and learned. Again, jazz 
improvisation offers an interesting metaphor to describe the peculiar 
relationship between innovation and learning. 
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Fig. 7.2 Progression towards improvisation 

 

 

Treating errors as a source of learning 

Error is a common experience in every organizational activity. What 
differentiates jazz music – and mindful organizations – is that error is 
treated as a source of learning (Barrett, 1998, 2012; Duranti, Burrell, 
2004). In jazz music too, as in many organizations, musicians try to cover 
up mistakes (“clams”) they make during the performance, as a clam plays 
up a kind of professional negligence or carelessness they don’t want to 
disclose. However, jazz musicians often deploy an unconventional strategy 
to cover up the mistake, which is to emphasize it, pretending they 
produced it voluntarily as a way to explore less beaten tracks.  

This openness to error as a positive resource for innovation 
characterizes jazz moral engagement as a “quest for tension”, essentially 
grounded on continuous exploration of new paths of expression which 
enable the musician to pursue an artistic ideal based on honesty and 
humility, which can be summarized through the maxim “be yourself” 
(Duranti, Burrell, 2004). As Steve Lacy puts it: “I'm attracted to 
improvisation because of something I value. That is a freshness, a certain 
quality, which can only be obtained by improvisation, something you 
cannot possibly get from writing. It is something to do with the 'edge'. 
Always being on the brink of the unknown and being prepared for the 
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leap. And when you go on out there you have all your years of preparation 
and all your sensibilities and your prepared means but it is a leap into the 
unknown. If through that leap you find something then it has a value 
which I don't think can be found in any other way” (Bailey, 1993).  

In organizational terms, to be ready for the leap means to evaluate and 
carefully handle risks, as reliability depends on how well prepared the 
organization itself is to be reactive in a mindful way. Then, covering up 
doesn’t aim to hide the mistake but, conversely, to emphasize it by trying 
to use it as an opportunity to expand the store of knowledge shared with 
other practitioners.  

Werner von Braun offers a valuable example of such an appreciation of 
mistakes. As he was working on the rocket programme in the fifties, a 
Redstone missile guidance system failed during the launch test. Von Braun 
was about to call a meeting with the entire project team to plan how to 
manage the long and expensive revision process required when an 
engineer spontaneously showed up in his office, stating that he had 
probably been the source of the trouble by accidentally drawing a spark 
during pre-launching contacts check. Subsequently, Von Braun called off 
the meeting and sent the engineer a bottle of champagne because he 
wanted everybody to know that “honesty pays off, even if someone may 
run the risk of incriminating himself” (von Braun, 1956).  

Accordingly, by adopting an “aesthetic of imperfections” (Gioia, 
1988), in a mindful organizational culture errors are not only welcomed, 
but also actively sought as a chance to think outside the box and an 
opportunity for learning. 

Learning to flow by heart 

This special relationship between mistakes and learning also helps to 
highlight the connection between improvisational action and memory. 
Improvisation takes place in real time, on the spot, producing a special 
kind of knowledge which is both situated and short-term as “in 
improvisational learning, experience and related change occur at the same 
time” (Miner et al., 2001). For this reason it is paramount to record 
learning experiences accomplished through improvisation to leave traces 
of them on organizational memory, understanding the role played by 
errors before they are fixed or incorporated as a part of the accepted 
routine. As we noted, systematically calling old routines into question 
eases the discovery of new potentialities in what apparently seems a banal 
mistake.  
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However, novelties that are able to survive initial reactions eventually 
come to be accepted, integrated into new patterns, and naturalized. After 
the process is over, it is hard to retrieve it and make it available for 
learning, as this particular window of opportunity for change closes and 
the edge of innovation shifts. Moreover, the distinguishing feature of 
improvisation as a performance is ongoing variation, which purposefully 
avoids repetition. This ephemeral quality of improvisation makes it even 
more difficult to capture the live process of its unfolding and make it 
accessible to learning. So, documenting improvisational practices is both 
an impossible and necessary task: impossible, as it allows us to obtain only 
an excerpt of performing build-up limited to a specific here and now, in 
which the creativity process is caught and “frozen” in texts, audio or 
video-recordings; necessary, because slowing and deconstructing the flow 
of skilled improvisational performances enables prospective practitioners 
to gradually acquire the essential tricks of the trade that lead the novice to 
become an expert through a progressive apprenticeship (Biasutti, 2011, 
2013). 

In this sense, sound recording has been an especially vital part of 
learning jazz improvisation. Jazz and the phonograph were born 
approximately in the same age, at the beginning of the 1900s, and 
recordings released through discs and radio broadcasts have usually been a 
critical resource for the apprenticeship of prospective musicians (Berliner, 
1994; pp.36-59). By listening to recorded performances, jazz novices are 
able to rehearse again and again, learning compositions, analysing musical 
structures, practicing new solutions, and, in short, cultivating an 
intertextual approach through the development of a prolonged dialogue 
with partners at a distance. This helps freshman musicians to absorb, 
dismantle, and recompose musical models until they achieve a personal 
sound and style through the expansion of their procedural (“aural” in 
Berliner terms) and declarative memory. Through this apprenticeship, they 
learn how to manage increasingly complex situations, which in turn leads 
to being progressively recognized as members of the practitioners’ 
community.  

The same process characterizes the learning path which provides for 
the insertion of novices into mindful organizations. Keeping a record of 
the successful and unsuccessful attempts at managing uncertainty allows 
such organizations to make available a collective memory repository, on 
which they can both rely during difficult times and which ensures the 
indispensable transfer of knowledge from one generation of workers to the 
next. 
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The role of “war stories” in transferring knowledge 

As we noted, improvisation is strictly linked to the notions of creativity 
and innovation. By definition, performances cannot be reiterated exactly, 
as the highly valued component of improvisational practice is 
differentiation and novelty. This feature of uniqueness and originality also 
relates to the fact that improvisation is a context-sensitive activity, as it 
depends on environmental conditions and real-time interaction between 
the actors on the scene. In jazz, inventiveness is conceived both as an 
aesthetic requirement and an essential part of the moral tension which 
practitioners see as a prerequisite to being accepted as full members of the 
professional community.  

Aspiring musicians are not allowed to stay for long in their comfort 
zone, and sometimes they have to learn the lesson the hard way. For 
example, during a live concert Charles Mingus actually reduced a 
promising young saxophonist to tears criticizing his performance aloud by 
saying, “Play something different, man; play something different. This is 
jazz, man. You played that last night and the night before” (Berliner, 1994; 
p.271). However, the pressure to innovate in organizations is associated 
less with an aesthetic claim and more with the need to survive in a rapidly 
changing environment. Organizations like HROs, which usually operate in 
potentially unstable circumstances, help us to understand how 
improvisation can prompt mindful reaction to unexpected events. As a 
senior control room official at CAISO (the government entity created to 
operate California's electricity grid) observed:  

 
“to operate the system now, it's so dynamic. It's a full-time challenge. It's 
very volatile … The biggest change is all the unknowns in all your 
decision factors and forecasts. A lot of decisions have to be made fast, in a 
short rime. I have no guarantees that my forward schedules are right. I have 
no idea how many imports I can use for balance. There is a lot of intuition 
going on, and a lot of experience coming in” (Roe, Schulman, 2008; 
p.135).  
 
In such a dynamic environment, where the role of improvisation 

becomes pivotal, organizations face the challenge of transferring the 
“volatile” knowledge contents of improvisational performances from 
experts to novices in order to ensure that the wisdom embedded in the 
senior staff’s cultural capital is not dispersed.  

Newcomers to jazz usually attain this purpose by participating in 
informal study or jam sessions, attending concerts, and affiliating with 
bands (Berliner, 1994). In organizations, the same goal is reached by 
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means of what Orr (1996) calls “war stories”, namely oral accounts 
through which practitioners build the community memory by preserving 
and circulating knowledge acquired during remarkable performances. Orr 
describes the work of technicians maintaining photocopiers for a major US 
corporation as a “continuous, highly skilled improvisation within a 
triangular relationship of technician, customer, and machine” (Orr, 1996; 
p.1). As unusual anomalies are the rule in photocopiers, the failures, 
diagnosing and repairing of them are an art more than a mechanical 
procedure.  

Narrative plays a key role in this practice as “narrative preserves such 
diagnoses as they are told to colleagues; the accounts constructed in 
diagnosis become the basis for technicians' discourse about their 
experience and thereby the means for the social distribution of experiential 
knowledge through community interaction” (Orr, 1996, p.2). Thus, as jazz 
musicians talk, exchange views, tell anecdotes, offer tricks and solutions 
through a continuous process of artistic emulation between younger and 
seasoned players, similarly workers in mindful organizations use 
exemplary stories of how they managed to solve difficult issues as a way 
of both strengthening community identity and transmitting gained 
experience to the next generation of practitioners. 

Deliberately cultivating mindful improvisation 

Creating a mindful environment entails deliberate effort. Therefore, in 
organizations where improvisation is a core part of the activity at stake, 
novices’ socialization into the work cannot be achieved only through 
informal means such as spontaneous imitation or “war stories” exchanged 
during meetings.  

Systematic and formal training is required to guarantee the high degree 
of imagination and invention which organizations need in order to sustain 
developing adaptive responses to problematic situations. Unfortunately, 
learning is still mostly associated with positivistic models that 
conceptualize it as a linear process, where newcomers are usually asked to 
perform simple and repetitive tasks while space for creativity and 
innovation is reserved for more skilled practitioners (Levinthal, March, 
1993; Argote, Miron-Spektor, 2011; Santi, 2010).  

Nevertheless, inventiveness is not the spontaneous outcome of 
protracted iteration or rote. For example, although classical musicians are 
trained to carefully reproduce the notes on the score and sophisticatedly 
elaborate the subtle nuances of a song, most of them are generally unable 
to get the indispensable degree of freedom from written music which 
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underlies improvisational practice. To flourish, improvisation has to be 
cultivated from the very beginning in education, alongside technique and 
execution. Jazz music teaches us that competence in innovation has to be 
nurtured through everyday practice. This can be achieved by giving 
newcomers the chance to attend stimulating, “rich” environments in which 
experts are a source of inspiration and encouragement, meaning beginners 
can cautiously test their abilities without risking being publicly mocked or 
blamed. 

As a consequence, mindful organizations aiming to ensure that novices 
will succeed at managing not only routine but also unexpected events 
should bear in mind the essential requirements implied by improvisational 
learning (Sawyer, 2011), namely using scaffolds to ease training 
processes, building learning on experiential (hands-on) methods, and 
ensuring the learning process is kept open to innovation and improvement: 

 
- Using scaffolds to ease improvisation training processes: in 

teaching improvisation, scaffolding refers to the way experts 
initially provide temporary backing that helps novices reach higher 
levels of improvisational skill that they would not be able to 
achieve without support. Scaffolds are subsequently eliminated the 
moment the novices acquire complete independence in managing 
the new level of knowledge. This learning practice is common for 
example in 911 ambulances and call-taker services, which are 
taught to deal with unexpected situations and whose training is 
based on mentoring and the “critical friend” approach (Cooper, 
2005; Dovigo, Redaelli, 2007); 

- Building learning on experiential (hands-on) methods: traditional 
learning models tend to increase students’ dependence upon the 
other’s knowledge. Experiential learning, on the contrary, helps 
students feel empowered and competent, and builds improvisational 
skills. Though experience alone cannot be identified with learning, 
it is nevertheless a vital component of fostering critical thinking, 
inventiveness, and sense-making. For example, when asked about 
what she would consider the best course of action during a non-
routine event, Nancy, an ER physician, summarized it as follows: 
“We don’t have classes on this. I mean maybe we did in medical 
school, I can’t remember. But this kind of stuff comes with 
experience” (Ishak, 2012); 

- Ensuring the learning process is kept open to innovation and 
improvement: contemporary organizations working in a dynamic 
environment cannot be managed only by systems based on 
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planning and routine. Consequently, they need to support the 
adoption of a learning style focused on continuous refinement of 
expectations and the ability to improvise according to the course of 
action suggested by the flowing conditions of the context. Mindful 
improvisation implies the development of “ongoing scrutiny of 
existing expectations, continuous refinement and differentiation of 
expectations based on newer experiences, willingness and 
capability to invent new expectations that make sense of 
unprecedented events, a more nuanced appreciation of context and 
ways to deal with it, and identification of new dimensions of 
context that improve foresight and current functioning” (Weick, 
Sutcliffe, 2007a; p.32).  

  
Aircraft carriers offer a solid example of providing continuous 

improvisational training as a way to maintain highly operational efficiency 
in a turbulent environment (Rochlin et al., 1987). Carriers are so complex 
that it is simply impossible to design all activities in terms of planned 
routines. Few of the shipping processes are written down entirely – as the 
only reliable ‘manual’ is the carrier in operation itself – so they can 
actually be implemented only at sea and learned on the job. Moreover, 
carriers are different, and so are the circumstances (places, missions, 
equipment) in which they operate. In this unpredictable environment, 
continuous crew turnover is the rule, so every forty months all of the 
personnel are entirely rotated and sent to other jobs. It is worth noting that 
the ship maintains a high functional level not in spite of but precisely 
because of this process of ongoing rotation and replacement. Rotation both 
requires and fosters constant on-board training and retraining which 
actually makes the carrier a big floating school, providing massive on-stop 
apprenticeship for the people embarked on it.  

In this relatively open system, improvisation takes the form of a 
collective search for organizational and technical innovation, greatly 
contributing to achieving safe and reliable operations in one of the most 
complex and dangerous working environments we know. 

Conclusions 

In contemporary organizations, the effective management of 
unpredictable situations is crucially based on mindfulness nurtured by 
improvisational practices. As well as helping organizations focus on the 
normal activities at stake, the categorization process can also divert them 
from preventing and solving problems, especially when difficulties occur 
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in an unexpected form. In an unstable environment, mindfulness is then 
crucial as it helps to shift attention from the problem to the possible 
solution, through devising a different scenario. It does so by fostering 
collective efforts to develop sense-making, which enables team members 
to “familiarize the unfamiliar” and generate ground-breaking and effective 
answers in real time. 

Encouraging people in organizations to acquire improvisational skills 
allows them to avoid being recurrently surprised (or even shocked) by 
unexpected events, conversely treating unforeseen incidents as an 
opportunity for progressive – and sometimes radical – innovation. In this 
sense, it is important to see errors as a beneficial source of learning, as 
well as to create favorable situations where the ephemeral features of 
improvisation can be valued and spread throughout the community of 
practitioners. This is commonly achieved through the narratives (“stories”) 
practitioners continuously exchange about abrupt and challenging 
situations they have had to face.  

But mindful organizations should also promote more formal training to 
help newcomers improve their improvisational skills, by adopting 
scaffolding and hands-on methods, and ensuring that the learning process 
remains open to novelty and change. 

That is vital if we want to ensure that the ability to manage difficult 
situations rests not on some “heroic” aptitude but on the competence to 
wisely improvise, making good decisions at the right time.  

As Sullenberger (2010) sensibly pointed out: “A hero is someone who 
risks his life running into a burning building. Flight 1549 was different, 
because it was thrust upon me and my crew. We did our best, we turned to 
our training, we made good decisions, we didn’t give up, we valued every 
life on that plane—and we had a good outcome. I don’t know that ‘heroic’ 
describes that. It’s more that we had a philosophy of life, and we applied it 
to the things we did that day, and the things we did on a lot of days leading 
up to it”. 
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