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L E A R N I N G  O B J E C T I V E S

1. Use improv theater exercises to explore 
empathy.

2. Use improv theater exercises to explore 
agreement and cooperation.

3. Use improv theater exercises to explore 
quick thinking scenarios.

4. Use improv to explore power 
relationships.



P A T I E N T S / C A R E G I V E R S  A S  C O L L A B O R A T O R S -
T E A M W O R K  A N D  I N T E R P R O F E S S I O N A L I S M

• “Good Patient and Difficult Patients”, Louise 
Aronson MD. NEJM 2013

• “I didn’t want to be the sort of family member 
medical teams complain about.”

• “Too often….good means you agree with me and 
you don’t bother me and you let me be in charge of 
what happens and when.  Such a definition runs 
counter to what we know about truly good care as a 
collaborative process.” 



C H A L L E N G E S  W I T H  PA T I E N T- C E N T E R E D  
C O M M U N I C A T I O N

Stokes, TA; Watson KL; Boss, RD. “Teaching Antenatal Counseling Skills to Neonatal Providers.” Seminars in Perinatology. 38 (2014) 47-51.



W H A T  I S  M E D I C A L  I M P RO V ?

• Medical Improv is the adaptation of improv theatre 
training methods to the context of medicine, 

• Goal: To build confidence in communication in medical 
settings and promote positive interpersonal interactions 
through better cognition, wellbeing, and collaboration. Not 
comedy; it's about collaboration. 

• Med Improv Exercises are dynamic, interactive, and 100% 
participatory. They break down the complex art of 
communication into basic building blocks.

Source: Watson, Katie. “Perspective: Serious Play: Teaching Medical Skills With 

Improvisational Theater Techniques.” Academic Medicine. 2011 October; 86(10): 1260-5.



W H Y  I M P RO V ?

• Future clinicians will practice 
medicine in a more complex 
environment than ever, where 
skills of interpersonal 
communication, collaboration and 
adaptability to change are critical. 

• Improv-based exercises represent 
an experiential learning modality 
that is underutilized in 
communication skills training.



I M P RO V  F O R  P E R S O N - C E N T E R E D  C A R E

Empathy and Difficult Conversations

• New diagnosis

• Goals of care

• Counseling

• Shared decision making

Communication Skills

• Emotional intelligence

• Listening and mirroring emotion



I M P RO V  F O R  C L I N I C I A N  W E L L N E S S

Clinician Wellness

• Burnout prevention

• Enhance psychological safety at work

• Reduce perfectionism, shame, bullying behaviors

• Mindfulness & Forgiveness

• Recognition and validate team contributions

• Support others’ efforts



I M P RO V  F O R  I N T E R P RO F E S S I O N A L I S M

Interprofessional Communication Skills

• Listening & Supporting

• Leading & Following

• Resolve conflict

• Build comraderie



I M P R O V  P R I N C I P L E S

• Yes, And

• Support each other

• There's no mistakes, only gifts & 
opportunities

• Embrace uncertainty

• You have everything you need



I M V P RO V  S K I L L S  

• Empathy – Deep listening and mirroring emotion

• Cognition – attention, focus, memory, reflection

• Careful observation and perception of cues

• Flexibility and spontaneity

• Rapid response in high stakes situations

• Coping with ambiguity and stress

• Collaboration and teamwork – support others and surrender 
ego for group success

• Curiosity, creativity and discovery minded



I M P RO V  
E X E R C I S E S



E M PA T H Y, U N C E RT A I N T Y,  C O L L A B O R A T I O N



PA T I E N T- C E N T E R E D  C O M M U N I C A T I O N

Source: Koppett, K. (2013) Training to Imagine. Sterling VA, Stylus Publishing



E X P L O R I N G  P OW E R  R E L A T I O N S H I P S

Source: Koppett, K. (2013) Training to Imagine. Sterling VA, Stylus Publishing



S U M M A RY  

• High quality patient-centered care and team wellbeing depend on effective 
communication.

• The practice of medicine requires improvisation skills – spontaneity, support of others, 
cognition, emotional intelligence.

• Engaging learners in experiential exercises enhances skills and desire to use them.

• Practice leading improv exercises before using them with students.

• Be prepared for debriefing after the exercise.  

• Beware of students’ tendencies toward perfection and ease them into the improv 
experience.  Remind them – the goal is not comedy.

• Support psychological safety of participants when using improv training exercises.

• Have fun!



T H A N K  YO U !


