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Abstract. Tenors like “bring in the arts and get the creativity for free” have attracted business practi-
tioners and researchers, and this “intersection” of business and arts has developed into a study field. 
Metaphorical learning from arts involves musical, also theatrical, and terpsichorean improvisation. 
Not surprisingly, several subfields in business – entrepreneurship, project, process, and service man-
agement – as well as other business and non-business fields – have been “jazzed”. Another strength-
ening trend is linking different (sub)fields and fostering mutual learning. The paper seeks for novel 
possibilities to learn from jazz and to support further mutual learning and linking of disserted 
business, also non-business fields. Nowadays traditional business models and services are moving 
towards problem-solving and adaptation to change, implementing creativity and improvisation. Tak-
ing a fresh stock of relevant academic literature and discussion revealed the increasing importance 
of organizational improvisation. Jazz (music and arts) appeared to be a fruitful metaphor and source 
of learning. As differences appeared across the examined fields, possibilities for learning from jazz, 
as well as for mutual learning are not yet depleted. This paper provides insights to further learning 
from the jazz approach, as well as mutual learning and enrichment between the examined subfields.

Keywords: arts, business, creativity, jazz, metaphor, music, organizational improvisation.

Introduction

Arts and business appear quite opposite, yet ideas like “bring in the arts and get the creativity 
for free” (Styhre & Eriksson, 2008) have attracted both practitioners and researchers. This 
“intersection” has grown into a formal field (Meisiek & Barry, 2014), recognizing the arts as 
an inspiring knowledge field in the “new business age” (Carlucci & Schiuma, 2018) or “the 
new normal” – creative, playful, and entrepreneurial (Hjorth et al., 2018). Learning from arts, 
chiefly for fostering creativity, involves different kinds of improvisation: musical (Tran et al., 
2018), theatrical (Nisula & Kianto, 2018), and dance (Ancelin-Bourguignon et al., 2020).

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.3846/cs.2023.15883
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7192-6335
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7192-63351
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6884-1365


Creativity Studies, 2023, 16(2): 762–783 763

The rationale of this paper is to scrutinize the possibilities for learning from jazz. In-
creasing liquidity in the modern world “<…> predisposes <…> to improvisation over heavy 
scripting as role prescriptions become more fluid and uncertain and events less predictable” 
(Clegg & Pina e Cunha, 2019, p. 15). As most organizations should forget about stability and 
innovate, the importance of organizational improvisation and learning from jazz is increas-
ingly actual. Improvisational decision-making is important in crisis situations, especially in 
coping with unpredictable major-impact events like the COVID-19 pandemic (Buchanan & 
Denyer, 2013; Groenendaal & Helsloot, 2020; Tabesh & Vera, 2020; Bailey & Breslin, 2021). 

Another predication proceeds from separation of research (sub)fields and concomitant 
inability to learn from each other (Davies et al., 2018). Similar fragmenting is also noticed in 
practice, yet lately, contrasting positive trends seem to strengthen – several business subfields, 
such as entrepreneurship, project and process management, and services, have been linked 
(c.f. Kuura & Lundin, 2019), first in practice and increasingly in theory. 

By virtue of the rationale of this work, its underpinning methodical approach is integra-
tive (critical) review, aimed at content analysis of claims, embracing elements (detecting 
themes, providing historical overview, etc.) of narrative approach (Snyder, 2019). Still, sug-
gested steps (Snyder, 2019), representing a typical “waterfall” approach, were replaced by a 
more iterative and loosely structured model. We started with keyword searches in academic 
databases, then examined relevant publications and established initial categories. Then we 
applied a more inductive approach, following the references of examined articles, explored 
the contents of our findings and, using amended categories, re-examined all findings.

This paper seeks for novel possibilities to learn from jazz and to support further mutual 
learning and linking of various subfields of business. Learning form jazz (also other arts) 
in organizational theory and practice relies on using of metaphors, having both strengths 
and limitations (c.f. Morgan, 2011). Metaphors may help understanding complex concepts 
by “mapping” them onto accessible concepts (Haidet et al., 2017). This can be compared to 
translation where “lost in translation” may happen (Ancelin-Bourguignon et al., 2020). Thus, 
using jazz metaphors may be difficult but, on the other hand, arts and design can serve as 
translational mechanisms (Simeone et al., 2018).

This paper examines what business (general management and organization science) and 
subfields have learned from jazz, and what they can still learn from jazz and/or from each 
other. Analysing existent literature and comparing “jazzing” patterns will provide insights 
to further learning from jazz (music and arts), and to mutual learning and enrichment. The 
next section reviews the “jazzing” literature in general; the following subsections continue 
examination across selected subfields; and the last section compares and discusses the main 
findings and syntheses recommendations.

1. Learning from jazz in general organization science

The power of jazz metaphor derives from its main feature – improvisation (Crook, 2015). 
The reason why the general organization theorists turned to improvisation and jazz, was 

the dominating emphasis on order and control, causing inability to understand creativity 
and innovation. Organizational improvisation manifests a possibility for coping with this 
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shortage, and jazz as a source of orienting ideas (Weick, 1998). A depiction of jazz improvi-
sation as “moments of rare beauty intermixed with technical mistakes and aimless passages” 
can indoctrinate organizational scientists that “that there is life beyond routines, formaliza-
tion, and success” (Weick, 1998, p. 554). 

The primary learnings from jazz are embraced in a comprehensive notion of organiza-
tional improvisation, subsuming two focal concepts – aesthetics of imperfection and minimal 
structures. 

Aesthetics of imperfection is an intrinsic jazz(ing) concept. Several scholars (c.f. Hamilton, 
1990) conceptualize the aesthetics of improvisation as aesthetic of imperfection. In such view, 
improvisation is imperfect because jazz players cope with unforeseeable incidents. If the 
ideal is perfection – compliance with structured order – the value of improvisation as art is 
seriously misunderstood. This is generally accepted in jazz and by Barrett (1998, p. 619) is 
recommended to adapt in business, creating “organizational climates that value errors as a 
source for learning”. A popular example is a case when Herbie Hancock, a young but already 
renowned pianist in the second great quintet of Miles Davis, played a totally wrong chord in 
a live performance. Surprisingly, Miles responded (on trumpet) with some notes that made 
Herbie’s wrong chord right. He did not judge, he just worked with that happened and took 
it as a challenge (Hancock & Dickey, 2015).

Mistakes are normal also in in other spontaneous acts, like talking; analysing mistakes is a 
good tool for improvement and self-awareness in learning by doing (Sandoval Campillo, 2013).

Minimal structures allow maximum flexibility and freedom to improvise, experiment and 
respond to intuitive impulses, hence fostering creativity and innovation (Barrett, 2012). The 
concept of minimal structures has been used and developed by several researchers. For ex-
ample, Kamoche and Pina e Cunha (2001) collated the structures in new product development 
and jazz improvisation. Miner and O’Toole (2018) linked minimal structures to trial-and-error 
organizational learning, which leads back to aesthetics of imperfection. Pier Mannucci et al. 
(2021) claimed that depending on the types of improvisational skills (imitative, reactive, or 
generative) the structures are perceived differently. An important corollary (Mannucci et al., 
2021) is that classic competency development models are not suitable for learning improvisa-
tion; this requires learning by doing and vicarious learning that apply in collective creative 
contexts. The latter accords with the views of Cole and Meyer (2020) about transformative 
learning for developing dynamic capabilities in individuals and organizations. Thus, organi-
zational improvisation has links to organizational learning and learning organization (Pina e 
Cunha & Clegg, 2019; Pina e Cunha et al., 2019). Improvisation may be hidden (Macpherson 
et al., 2022) and it is rather infra-ordinary than extraordinary, thus improvisation has a role 
also in maintenance, not only in the development of systems. This means that minimalism 
in structures to allow improvisation is needed also in exploitation, not just in exploration.

2. Learning from jazz in selected subfields

2.1. Learning from jazz in entrepreneurship

Concerning entrepreneurship, some parallels appear with the general organization science. 
Pendergast (2003) saw the metaphor of jazz musician apt in capturing the characteristics 
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of entrepreneurs. Another early jazzing attempt (Baker et al., 2003) relied on classics of en-
trepreneurship and organizational improvisation, and forwarded several novelties, such as 
network bricolage and improvisational competences. A landmark is a workshop The Jazz of 
Entrepreneurship: Effectuation in Action at the 24th Research in Entrepreneurship and Small 
Business Conference1 in 18–19 November, 2010, Maastricht, Netherlands, where probably 
happened something like what Barrett and Peplowski (1998) described. 

Further, Ucbasaran et al. (2011) examined empirically the practices of jazz groups and 
their leaders and revealed insights for leading entrepreneurial teams in dynamic environ-
ments, so regarding entrepreneurship rather teamwork than solo action. Duxbury (2014) dis-
cussed lessons from jazz (and improvisational theatre) for entrepreneurs in turbulent, uncer-
tain environments, in time and/or resource deficiency. Valliere and Gegenhuber (2014) noted 
that innovative entrepreneurs do not just combine resources, using improvisation but also 
select resources eclectically using bricolage. Abu Bakar et al. (2015) demonstrated that stra-
tegic improvisation, in combination with entrepreneurial orientation, supports performance 
of small and medium enterprises. Hughes et al. (2018) confirmed the role of improvisation 
in the realization of entrepreneurial orientation into firm performance. Balachandra (2019) 
concerned improvisational competencies and suggested including improvisation into any 
entrepreneurship course. Fultz and Hmieleski (2021) affirmed the benefit of improvisation 
for start-ups in identifying (unexpected) opportunities. A recent contribution (Audretsch 
et al., 2023) stresses the collective nature of entrepreneurship and drawing parallels with jam 
sessions, stresses the role improvisation in innovation. 

The influence of jazz (music) can be noticed even when not clearly mentioned. For one, 
Hunt and Lerner (2018) claimed that seeing all entrepreneurial actions based on intendedly 
rational judgment does not match the reality – a spectrum from impulse-driven a-rational 
to deeply deliberative rational action offers a more useful perspective. Their argumentation 
included improvisation, and reasonably, as this is also the “aesthetics of imperfection”. 

It is commonly recognized that nowadays entrepreneurship encompasses a wide spec-
trum, from charities to profit-oriented businesses and social entrepreneurship as something 
in between. Abreast entrepreneurship there are emerging intrapreneurship, what is generally 
understood as proactive, entrepreneurial initiatives of individual employees, and corporate 
entrepreneurship, what fosters initiatives from the employees top down. These (consisting 
entrepreneurship in existing organizations) are also jazzed: Grayson et al. (2014, p. 40) wrote: 

“If the number of individuals involved is sufficiently large (i.e. the intrapreneurial 
project requires assembling a ‘big band’ with a diverse range of talents), the propor-
tion of orchestral ‘scoring’ <…> may need to increase to grow a corporate project to 
a large scale”. 

Another important virtue of this book is urging the importance of creativity and innova-
tion. 

A related phenomenon is institutional entrepreneurship, targeted at institutional change 
(Micelotta et al., 2017). In addition, handiness of improvisation (and bricolage) is espied in 

1 Research in Entrepreneurship and Small Business Conference is a prestigious annual conference, organized under 
the aegis of European Council for Small Business and Entrepreneurship. 



766 A. Kuura, I. Sandoval. “Things ain’t what they used to be”: business subfields benefitting from jazz...

the start-up of an incubator (Nakara et al., 2018). Thusly, it may seem that jazzing of entre-
preneurship is widening the range of issues but there is also an opposite trend – several latest 
jazzing publications treat the most “classical” subtopics. Xiang et al. (2020) examined the 
relationship of organisational improvisation and new opportunity identification. Gojny-Zbi-
erowska and Zbierowski (2021) afforded the role of improvisation in responsible innovation 
in organizations, mainly because its potential to enable bottom-up initiative. A possible way 
to make existing organizations become more innovative and entrepreneurial is stimulation 
of intrapreneurship, that often occurs via (entrepreneurial) temporary teams (Kuura et al., 
2014). So, this is also a link to the next examined field – project management. 

2.2. Learning from jazz in project management

General organization theory tends to deal with “permanent” organizations – a construct, used 
to differentiate from project organizations that are temporary (Lundin & Söderholm, 1995). 
Notably, several works on improvisation in “permanent” organizations mention projects, 
chiefly because projects are more improvisation-friendly than well-regulated and institution-
alized permanent settings (Hadida et al., 2015; Pina e Cunha et al., 2014). Yet, “jazzing” has 
attracted several project researchers. An early effort by Wikström and Rehn (2002) compared 
overall characteristics of projects and jazz and outlined five essential parallels: (1) plans are 
enabling, not constricting; (2) aberrations are normal; (3) work with what happens; (4) order 
is emergent, not pre-defined; and (5) disorder is not chaotic. Further, Lindgren and Pack-
endorff (2007) regarded project work in theatres and denoted, how novel approaches in 
arts influenced the administration, turning projects into “organized chaos”. Leybourne and 
Sadler-Smith (2006) afforded the role of intuition and improvisation in project management. 
Leybourne (2009b) compared improvisational working and agile project management and 
found several conformities. Leybourne et  al. (2014) discussed project management more 
generally and related improvisation with several contemporary aspects, such as decline of or-
ganizational hierarchies, values of the Millennials, and effectuation. Leybourne and Kennedy 
(2015) scrutinized the links between knowledge management and improvisation and con-
cluded that agile (or iterative) approach supports learning in projects and improves manage-
ment in contemporary contexts. Learning from previous projects is continuously crucial as it 
influences the relations between knowledge management and organizational improvisation, 
thus ensuring the ability to generate novel ideas and respond to technological turbulence 
(Arias-Pérez & Cepeda-Cardona, 2022). 

Leybourne and Cook (2015) involved different music genres, such as orchestral and rock. 
Leybourne (2017) took stock of existent developments and noted that the dominated so far 
approach “plan, then execute with minimum deviation” has utterly changed, as nowadays 
most projects are uncertain, complex, and ambiguous. 

Developments in “jazzing” of project management accentuate a (already alluded) trend – 
proliferation of flexible, iterative methods, labelled agile (Salameh, 2014). Suscheck and Ford 
(2008) argued that just the jazz metaphor elucidates the organizational culture that is needed 
for supporting agile software development, especially Scrum. The improvisation metaphor 
alludes that a general plan is reasonable but dictating the details unreasonable. This leads to 
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wider discussion of formal and emergent planning practices (Bouncken et al., 2016). Overall, 
agile is expected to enhance individual initiative, including improvisation and collaboration, 
but as Annosi et al. (2020) warned, may influence negatively individual learning and ideation. 

Improvisation appears also in “mainstream” project literature. Geraldi et al. (2010) noted 
the role of improvisation (and bricolage) in explaining the responses to unexpected events. 
Lenfle and Loch (2010) see the role of projects as “arenas for learning” via improvisation. 
Traditional project management tends to emphasize control over flexibility and novelty, re-
lating to “the beauty and the beast” dilemma (Lundin, 2008) because the traditional – plan, 
then execute with minimum (or zero) deviation  – approach tends to stifle creativity and 
innovativeness. This is very distinct in creative industries where achieving a proper bal-
ance is crucial for the viability of projects (Bérubé & Gauthier, 2023). Jerbrant and Karrbom 
Gustavsson (2013) stated that project (also portfolio) management needs “action spaces” 
allowing improvisation. Klein et al. (2015) proposed a framework, combining two aspects – 
knowledge of instrument(s) and degree of improvisation, and discerned four types of project 
management: linear (or rigid), bricolage, pluralist, and pure improvisation. Biesenthal et al. 
(2015) stressed on the ability to improvise, as linear assumptions confront the complexities. 
As permanent organizations constitute environment for (temporary or project) teams, it is 
important for improvisational, proactive adaptation and performance of teams, especially in 
unpredictable environments (Abrantes et al., 2022). 

Recently, Malucelli et al. (2021) reviewed (critically) the existent literature and combining 
bibliometric and content analysis, observed increasing interest in improvisation in project 
management, especially in its agile branch. Co-citation analysis attested that improvisation in 
project management is conceptually grounded on respective basis in organization theory. Ac-
cording to Kerekes and Heletya (2020, p. 84), improvisation is an important soft skill needed 
in contemporary project management. Also, it is worth to mention that project management 
is quite a “musical” discipline – a book Making Projects Sing: A Musical Perspective of Project 
Management (Sivaraman & Wilson, 2016) is evidence. 

2.3. Learning from jazz in services

The usefulness of improvisation in the service field was realised already in the mid-1990s: 
“Creativity and innovation cannot only rely on planning and control. There must be some 
elements of improvisation <…>” (Edvardsson et al., 1995, p. 34). The eminent role belongs 
to John et al. (2006) who made an intriguing shift, regarding services as performances that 
often require flexibility and adaptability. They elaborated managerial guidelines, including 
how to determine when and where improvisation is appropriate or necessary, and signal to 
each other when to improvise or to follow the pre-written “scores” – service standards, etc. 
Service designers should note that both necessity and opportunity for improvisation arises 
in proportion with the need for customization and the breadth of customer expectations. 
As service encounters base on human interactions, improvisation is useful, even necessary 
(Baron et al., 2007), thus improvisational skills and relevant training for the frontline staff 
are necessary (Daly et al., 2009; Secchi et al., 2019). 
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Pina e Cunha et al. (2009) accentuated the importance of improvisation in service re-
covery, thusly disclaiming the (originating form manufacturing) “zero defect” approach. 
Noone et al. (2010) on examined application of (also manufacturing-originating) six sigma 
to customer-facing processes and found that improvisation is necessary because the exact 
needs and behavior of customers are not predictable:

“<…> like jazz musicians, service employees must have the freedom to improvise and 
accommodate uncertainties introduced into the process by value seeking consumers” 
(Noone et al., 2010, p. 279). 

Examples are bank services: currency exchange may be standardized but investment 
counselling needs a more flexible and customizable approach, where is an organic place for 
improvisation. Bank services were used also for exploring the role of improvisation in the 
implementation of change (Leybourne, 2006) and cultural conditions for improvisational 
work (Leybourne, 2009a).

Bardhan et al. (2010) pointed to the “services-as-art” perspective. Nixon (2013) asserted 
the importance of design thinking and its improvisational nature. Design (thinking) is an 
iterative, holistic problem-solving process and catalyst for creativity, comprising effectual 
rather than causal reasoning, in theory neat and linear steps but in practice often a mess. 
Brozovic et  al. (2016) developed a conceptual model for better customer value creation. 
So, they supported an argument by John et al. (2006) recognizing that improvisation may 
be subsumed under several services phenomena, such as flexibility, adaptive behavior, em-
powerment of service employees, etc. Hultman et al. (2019) adverted how improvisation by 
salespersons associates with customer satisfaction. A specific improvisation-related aspect in 
services is aesthetics (Y. Lagrosen & S. Lagrosen, 2017). Hartog (2018) expanded improvisa-
tion approach to public services and administrative networks. 

Recent empirical findings (Açıkgöz & Latham, 2022) revealed a positive relationship be-
tween improvisation and service performance in the gig economy. Distinctive attributes of 
jazzing of services seems to be aptness for metaphors and matter of sensemaking (Brozovic 
et al., 2015). Notably, services have something to offer or teach to jazz musicians – creating 
service experience in live performance (Kubacki, 2008). It was pleasant to end overviews on 
“jazzing” of entrepreneurship and project management and with mentioning comprehensive 
books on the topic. In services, analogue seems to be still missing, albeit the field seems to 
the most “jazzed” so far. Service is a diverse field and an economic sector, functioning as 
an arena for projects and entrepreneurship. Some works referred here could fit under other 
examined fields, particularly process management to be examined next.

2.4. Learning from jazz in process management

Process management is rather specific: as put by Tregear (2017), processes are everywhere, 
so it relates to all other fields. The field is very “musical”, having terms as notation and or-
chestration in its professional vocabulary (Dumas et al., 2013). Albeit musical, it is not much 
jazzed yet, memes like “improvised tasks are signs of low maturity level” are still sounding 
(Fryt, 2019). Having roots in workflow management and information technology, this field 
tends to deal with predicted and well-managed processes (Dumas et al., 2013). Jazzing in this 
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field started with services, due to involvement of the client whose behavior is not predictable. 
Also, LeLoarne and Maalaoui (2015) noticed that changing of business process after a radical 
innovation looked more bricolage than following a defined plan. 

Kirchmer (2008) dedicated a book chapter to jazzing and pointed to several possibilities 
for learning, yet the “mainstream” of the field got jazzed timidly. Staudt Lerner et al. (2010) 
discussed exceptions in modelling of process and recognized improvisation as a possible 
cause. Safrudin et al. (2011) reasoned preferring improvisation to rigid planning structures. 
Manfreda et al. (2015) scrutinized processes in public sector and discerned four models of 
knowledge work, whereat one, named collaboration, stipulates improvisational work. Diirr 
and Borges (2016) accented the role of improvisation in “on-the-fly” adaptation of medical 
procedures. Crick and Chew (2017) distinguished the process-as-designed and the process-
as-practiced and explored the way to improvisation. König et al. (2019) analysed deviances 
in processes, that could be result of improvisation. Deviances may be negative, but some 
deviances (results of improvisation) may be positive (Mertens et al., 2016), or constructive 
(Mertens & Recker, 2020). This is related to rule-breaking behavior of employees (Ghosh & 
Shum, 2019). Improvised variations in recurrent processes may cause changes in organiza-
tional routines (van der Steen, 2011). 

Process management deals with sequences of action in organizational work and so does 
another discipline – routine dynamics. These have been rather separated but within the past 
years we can observe a convergency (Wurm et al., 2022). This is significant because both 
processes and routines should be designed to balance predefined structures and freedom for 
adaptation, therefore accepting some level of improvisation (Mendling et al., 2020); and both 
constitute organizational practices that should be congeneric through the whole organiza-
tion. Achieving this is not easy in large and multinational organizations where the needs of 
headquarters and local subsidiaries may contrast. Much to that purpose, recently Stendahl 
et al. (2022) conferred how improvisation and attendant emergence of lateral knowledge can 
support the development of desired innovative organizational practices. Antunes et al. (2018) 
forwarded an approach of people-driven dynamic processes that support improvisation, not 
prescribing almost everything via process models, business rules, etc. Antunes et al. (2019) 
see storytelling as a tool to analyse business processes in two dimensions: the model as pre-
defined and the context as improvised behavior. Wurm et al. (2019) argue that technological 
developments enable scalable variant management and process individualization. Baiyere 
et al. (2020) see the role of improvisation also in enacting business processes. Considering 
the last and the fact that Kirchmer’s (2008) book that includes jazzing of the field has already 
3rd edition, is possible to claim that despite a relatively silent period, jazzing of process man-
agement is getting momentum. 

2.5. Learning from jazz in other (non-business) fields

Examination of jazzing patterns in subfields of business revealed links to other, including 
non-business fields. A peculiar example is digitalization – necessary capabilities embrace 
both process management and improvisation (Annarelli et al., 2021). Another example is 
medicine where improvisation has proved useful chiefly in development of communication 
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skills (Haidet et al., 2017), but Fu (2019) involved also clinical aspects, such as symptoms 
and diagnoses. Wang et al. (2021) noted that therapy of SARS-CoV-2 is “<…> improvised by 
combination with broad-spectrum antivirals <…>”. Messner (2018, p. 187) wrote that “Both 
law and jazz regard the unknown future as a resource for present decisions by ‘inventing’ 
new possibilities <…>”, resuming that if we want our lives to be settled through our choices, 
rather than through enforced laws, we must improvise. Improvisational practices have been 
noted even in military history (Brady, 2011; Wagner, 2019; Tilman & Jacoby, 2020), and in 
emergency and disaster management. The last is notable also because it leads to the “dark 
side” of improvisation (Giustiniano et al., 2016b). 

3. Comparison of learnings 

Searching of literature revealed over 500 relevant publications that were examined but just 
156 are referred, chiefly because of space limits. The criterion for inclusion is forwarding 
a new concept, notion, etc. Following comparison and discussion of learnings from jazz 
bases on qualitative estimates, rather than counting nominations in literature. Comparison 
of learnings are summarized in Table 1. 

Improvisation, particularly its two focal concepts – the minimal structures and aesthet-
ics of imperfection – seem to be almost equally important across all examined fields but 
with one remarkable exclusion – process management. This field has acquired form arts and 
music but not from jazz, the “mainstream” is still fond of rigid structures and the dominant 
approach is “orchestration” while “improvisation” is allowed only for the “composers” or 
“arrangers” (process engineers, designers, etc.). Minimalism in structures is still embryonic 

Table 1. Comparison of learnings from jazz (source: created by authors)

Learnings from:
General or-
ganization/

management

Entrepre-
neurship

Project man-
agement Services

Process 
manage-

ment

Arts and music in general +++ ++ ++ +++ +
Improvisation (including 
strategic)

+++ +++ +++ +++ +

Minimal structures +++ ++ ++ ++ (+)
Aesthetics of imperfection +++ ++ (+) +++ +++
Organized chaos/Agility +++ + +++ + +
Bricolage/Effectuation + +++ ++ ++ ++
Design (jazz) thinking (+) (+) (+) + (–)
Individualizing, variations + (+) (+) (+) +
Competences and capabilities (–) +++ (+) +++ (–)
Empowerment and freedom ++ ++ ++ + (–)
Teamwork and performance ++ ++ ++ + +
Limitations of improvisation (+) (–) (+) (–) (–)

Note: plusses indicate the extent of learning, (+) means implicitly, (–) means (rather) missing.
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while imperfectionism gets ground, chiefly in form of accepting deviances. In services, the 
idea of minimal structures is recognized but the “as-art” perspective, and disavowal of the 
“zero defect” approach seems important. As pointed by Pina e Cunha et al. (2009) improvisa-
tion is especially importance if services fail and need recovering. 

The best learners from jazz appear general management (also other, non-business fields). 
Among the targeted fields the leader is services, followed by entrepreneurship and project 
management; process management still lags behind. Concerning the sources of learning, the 
most fertile seems to be the aesthetics of imperfection. 

An ecumenical notion seems to be agility. It emerged in project management, expressly 
in software development, contrasting the traditional plan-based “waterfall” approach. Despite 
of decades-long struggling, both are still used – agility does not suit everywhere, traditional 
approaches work better in some cases. The leading idea – balancing agility and discipline 
(plan-driven) – emerged already some time ago (Boehm & Turner, 2004). Agility suits when 
smaller teams of experienced members work on projects where changes are probable. If the 
requirements are fixed and clear, traditional approaches are better. Thus, the resultant vector is 
shifting towards hybrid methodologies, combining elements form both antipodes (Cooper & 
Sommer, 2016; Conforto & Amaral, 2016). Hybridizations are also labelled “cocktail” (Binder 
et al., 2014) and “disciplined agile” (Conforto & Amaral, 2016). Balancing discipline and flex-
ibility allow suitable minimal structures. Not surprisingly, the idea was perfectly explained by 
live performance of a jazz combo and discussions with the musicians (Green, 2019). 

Agility, also hybridity or “disciplined agility” are diffused into several fields, including ser-
vices. Services are specific because of involvement of co-creators – the customers, who may 
be also agile (Sjödin et al., 2020). Application of hybridity or “disciplined” agility is related 
to various capabilities of actors, especially to act according to plan and to improvise (Gupta 
et al., 2010). To apply competences and capabilities to improvise, people must have enough 
freedom and be empowered to make decisions. Teamwork is increasingly needed, and this 
can be learned from jazz musicians. Smaller music groups do not have conductors but there 
is always a leader. In jazz, leadership is often shared and/or shifting – the soloing musician 
becomes the leader (Mainemelis et al., 2015). 

Organizational improvisation is essentially related to bricolage and effectuation. Bricolage 
is an art-originated notion, having several tangencies with effectuation – a decision logic that 
emerged in entrepreneurship but currently is competing with the rational “causation” logic 
in other fields (Nguyen et al., 2018). These have touchpoints with design thinking – another 
arts-originated discipline, targeting on matching people’s needs with technological feasibility 
to create customer value and market opportunity (Brown, 2008). The relations of design and 
jazz thinking still need elaboration, yet the linkage is manifested: 

“<…> ‘jazz thinking’ is crucial if we are to move away from outdated modes of think-
ing to new ways of being and acting, which are responsive to the real needs of people, 
communities and ecosystems” (Seeley & Thornhill, 2014, p. 23). 

Agility, bricolage, and effectuation are also interrelated – for one, in rapid prototyping 
(Mansoori & Lackéus, 2020) and are related to organizational ambidexterity (Pina e Cunha 
et al., 2019). Here it is good to note that Stelzl et al. (2020) developed a maturity model for 
ambidextrous organizations, probably the only maturity model that considers improvisation. 
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Design and jazz thinking appear clearly only in services, as variations and individualizing 
in process management, but are gaining ground in other fields. Improvisation-related matters 
concern the human side (labelled also subject-oriented) of process management (c.f. Antunes 
et al., 2018). This stream emerged greatly because of processes in services where the clients 
may behave unexpectedly – improvise. Thus, not surprisingly, the topic of competences and 
capabilities to improvise spring in the service field. The importance of such competences can 
be explained using music analogy. Classically trained musicians can perfectly perform sheet 
music but very few can improvise. Nowadays, music education is incorporating improvisa-
tion as an essential skill. A strong preparation with creativity and ability to adapt to situations 
are essential in today’s music industry. Creativity or a creative mindset is essentially related 
to mindfulness and playfulness (Kamaleldin Hassan, 2019). 

Another important lesson is the limitations of improvisation. According to Giustiniano 
et al. (2016a), organizational zemblanity has two causes: an excess of individual discretion 
and a lack of organizational controls  – structures and routines) Thus, the organizational 
structures must determine who, when etc. can improvise or must “play by scores”, follow the 
routines, business rules etc. Still, even proper rules do not predetermine everything and to 
allow improvisation, the structures should be rather minimal – thus, the individual aspect 
remains. So, as Bennett and Lemoine (2014) insisted, improvisation should be “intelligent”, 
not just doing something (futile) but rely on experience, knowledge, etc. Also, this can be 
learned from jazz: in a widely quoted dictum Charles Mingus uttered You can’t improvise on 
nothing; you’ve gotta improvise on something. 

Spicer (2020) cautions that improvisation (especially if failed) may lead to bullshitting in 
organizations. Usually, it starts in smaller groups but if such practice works, it may expand 
and deluge the whole organization. 

Strategic improvisation appeared in entrepreneurship, but it relates to all treated subfields. 
Hughes et al. (2020) developed a tool to diagnose strategic improvisation and to measure 
the readiness for this. Strategic improvisation became especially important in crises like the 
COVID-19 pandemic that caused serious problems in supply chains (Wieland, 2021). It is 
already possible to say that these developments have evoked of a novel subtopic – impro-
visation in crisis situations. For one, Janssen and van der Voort (2020) discussed agile and 
adaptive governance in crisis response in Netherlands during the first wave and noted “<…> 
impressive improvisation talent was exhibited by all those involved”. 

Emergency or disaster management appeared a suitable environment for improvisation. 
Geiger and Danner-Schröder (2022) scrutinized how improvisation is enacted as routine 
performance. Gerard (2020) expanded the routine theory, showing how improvisation may 
change formal work process. This relates even closer to process management, as the idea of 
positive changes emerging from disobedience matches the idea of positive or even construc-
tive deviances, forwarded by Mertens and Recker (2020). 

Characterizing metaphorically (Prouty, 2013) what the treated field have learned from 
jazz, the best “students” seem to be general management, entrepreneurship, and services; 
project management appears good, and process management falls behind. Yet, having good 
music pre-education (able to notate and orchestrate), process management may develop 
quickly. Like average “students” the compared fields have learned something pretty well, but 
the straggling fields need to develop (see Table 2). 
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Not degrading jazz as the primary source of learning, looking at what a neighboring field 
has learned may help, also because of decreasing possible “translation” problems. This may 
facilitate mutual learning and enrichment between the fields. 

For example, project management (an average “jazz student”) wants to improvise and 
does this occasionally but does not deliberately develop pertinent competences. This is strik-
ing, as competence models and standards, both individual and organizational, are advanced 
in this field (Blomquist et al., 2018). As improvisational competences are most developed in 
services, project management could learn this from services; and services could learn about 
development of competence models. Also, project management could learn from services 
design (jazz) thinking and aesthetics of imperfection; and services could learn from project 
management agility and empowerment of (frontline) staff. Notably, project management has 
already turned to services (Burström et al., 2014), and to design thinking (Dijksterhuis & 
Silvius, 2016). As treating of design thinking – a diving-board to jazz thinking – is notable 
only in services, this field could become a “teacher” for all other fields. However, teaching 
can be beneficial only when the “students” really want to learn. To indicate still unlearned 
lessons, just one more metaphoric comparison. In music collectives, every player has unique 
and important role – for one, a bassist in a jazz band, who very seldom plays solos but sup-
ports the whole band, filling an essential part of the sound spectrum. In organising, this 
principle is often forgotten. A concern is limitations of improvisation, what business subfields 
should learn.

Table 2. The state of jazzing across examined (sub)fields (source: created by authors)
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The organizational improvisation field is constantly evolving, seemingly even accelerato. 
An affirmative example is a recent book Workplace Jazz: 9 Steps to Creating High-Performing 
Agile Project Teams (Leonard, 2021), providing a framework for developing agile project teams. 
Based on the presented overview, it is possible to claim that this framework could be widened 
to whole organizations. The latest overview on the organizational improvisation scholarship 
within the past 25 years (Ciuchta et al., 2021) notes that understanding of this complex phe-
nomenon has developed due to contributions from several fields and is still challenging.

Conclusions

Taking a fresh stock of existing research in jazzing of examined fields and discussion of 
the findings brought forward increasing importance of organizational improvisation as a 
powerful enabler of creativity and innovativeness. Jazz (music and arts) appeared fruitful, 
yet metaphorical source of learning. As differences appeared across the examined fields, it 
can be claimed that there are unused possibilities for mutual learning between the fields. 
Exploring and exploiting possibilities for further learning from jazz (music, arts) may lead to 
new developments in the fields in research, as well as in practice. Combining learning from 
jazz with learning from existent advancements in the neighboring (sub)fields may open new 
avenues for fostering research, particularly due to joint efforts of researchers in still “artifi-
cially or academically” separated fields that are intrinsically united by common grounds and 
nature. As Zitian Chen and Hitt (2021) recently claimed, fragmentation of academic knowl-
edge is caused by craving for simplicity but solving complex problems calls for integration of 
knowledge. Synergic process of mutual learning may support breaking down the “silos” both 
in research and in practice, moving towards the “grand synthesis”. 

This study revealed several issues that need further research. For one, the linkage between 
design thinking and jazz thinking was pointed out but obviously needs further elaboration. 
The main limitation of this study comes from the qualitative approach, chiefly due to the 
metaphoric nature of the investigated matter. Applying a systematic and more quantitative 
approach could reveal something new but, on another hand, not discovering “hidden clues” 
in texts. This is because people in different (sub)fields tend to use different word(ing)s for 
treating the same or similar matters. Also, as mentioned, there could be serious “lost in 
translation” problems, especially when concerning metaphoric matters.
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