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A NEW TWIST IN TRAINING:  IMPROVISATIONAL 
THEATRE GAMES TO MAKE YOUR PROGRAMS 

UNIQUE 
  

By Cher Holton, Ph.D. 
(As printed in Pfeiffer Annual, 1999) 

 

Abstract: 
Trainers too often get into a RUT with their training programs, doing the same old 

things for so long that they are starting to yawn. Improvisational Theatre Games are a 
new twist that will set you apart from other trainers — making you unique in your 
presentation style. These games will generate audience participation, create excitement 
and laughter, and emphasize the key points you are making.  

This article defines the concept of Improvisational Theatre Games, provides tips 
on using them effectively, and offers specific examples of games you can integrate into 
your programs immediately. 

 

WHAT ARE IMPROVISATIONAL THEATRE GAMES? 
We all have a little of the dramatist in us. This technique lets the “actor” inside 

each of us emerge, through techniques borrowed from the world of dramatic arts. 
Improvisational theatre games provide a semi-structured opportunity to let folks have 
some fun, play the part without feeling intimidated, and in the process drive home the key 
points of your training program. 

 

Can You Do It? 
You already know how to improvise. Consider what happens when you are asked 

to cut your program from an hour down to 35 minutes — on the spot. Or during a QandA, 
an audience member challenges one of your fundamental concepts. Or perhaps one of 
your clients telephones you with a complaint about the program you just presented. How 
do you respond?  You IMPROVISE!  To improvise means to perform on the spur of the 
moment; handle something impromptu; talk off the top of one’s head; ad-lib; 
extemporize. Improvisational theatre games provides an opportunity for audience 
members to ad-lib, but in a semi-structured environment that allows them to not only 
have some fun, but also to practice techniques related to your program topic. 
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WHAT ARE THE RULES? 
For Improvisational Theatre Games to be most effective, you’ll want to follow a 

few basic rules: 

 • Don’t explain the purpose of the activity until it’s over. The whole point is for 
participants to “improvise” without giving thought to the reason they are doing 
it. 

 • Build an environment of fun as you introduce the game. People are naturally 
somewhat hesitant to participate in something new and different. It is your job 
to introduce it in such a way that it seems fun, risk-free and exciting. 

 • Interject the “Towel Foul”. In some of the games, folks can get a little too 
relaxed in their ad libs. To maintain the professional environment you need to 
make this work, bring along a brightly-colored towel. (It’s really great if you 
get one made with your company name on it!)  Explain to the group that if any 
comment is “rude, crude, or downright disgusting, you will call a “Towel 
Foul”, at which point that participant must put the towel over their head for the 
remainder of that game. (Note: Towel fouls can be called on audience members 
as well as participants in the activity). Typically, the mention of the Towel Foul 
curbs the use of inappropriate comments or actions. 

 

 A SAMPLING OF GAMES 
Here is a selection of quick, no-props needed improvisational theatre games that are 
“tried and true.”  

 • Doctor Know-It-All: Select 4-6 volunteers, who collectively become Dr. Know-It-
All. Have them seated in a row up front. Solicit questions (1 at a time) from the 
group. Repeat it to Dr. Know-It-All. The volunteer team then answers the question--
one word at a time, with each person consecutively taking a word. 

 
 • Changing Emotions: The group brainstorms a list of words describing emotions. 

Post these on flip chart paper. Two volunteers are the “actors”. The group generates 
a role situation for the actors to portray. (Be specific and descriptive to make it 
easier for the actors). Then, as the actors act out the scene, someone calls out an 
emotion. The actors must continue the scene, switching to the new emotion. Several 
emotions are called during one scene. 

 
 • A Hundred and One:  This game uses a simple joke format:  A hundred and one 

(BLANKS) walk into a restaurant (or wherever you prefer -- could be into your 
store) and the manager says “I’m sorry, but we can’t serve (BLANKS) here. The 
hundred and one (BLANKS) say (PUNCH LINE). The group comes up with the 
(BLANKS) and a team of volunteers comes up with the (PUNCH LINE). It’s good 
to throw out a few examples to get the group started. (Let’s suppose the BLANK is 
“football players:” 101 football players walk into a restaurant and the manager says, 
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“I’m sorry, but we can’t serve football players here. The 101 football players say, 
“You don’t have to get defensive!”  OR 101 football players walk into a restaurant 
and the manager says, “I’m sorry, but we can’t serve football players here. The 101 
football players say, “That’s OK. We don’t want to eat. Your juke box is broken 
and we just want our quarter back!”  Let’s suppose the BLANK is “pancakes. 101 
pancakes walk into a restaurant and the manager says, “I’m sorry, but we can’t 
serve pancakes here. The 101 pancakes say, “Oh, how waffle!”)  Groaners are the 
best!! 

 
This game is particularly useful when you are emphasizing the skill of 

flexibility and creative thinking. Once participants have gotten used to the game, begin 
throwing in words related to your topic. For example, if your topic is customer service, 
you might want to focus on the need to be responsive to customers, and search for 
creative solutions to problems. A round of this game might look like this: Key word: 
complaints. A participant could jump up and say: “101 complaints walk into a 
restaurant and the manager says, ‘I’m sorry, but we can’t serve complaints here.’ The 
101 complaints say: ‘Come on, all we want is a little cheese to go with our whine.’” 
Others would follow with additional ideas. 

 
 Key word: computer. A participant could jump up and say: “101 computers 
walk into a restaurant and the manager says, ‘I’m sorry, but we can’t serve computers 
here.’ The 101 computers say: ‘No problem. We always have a back-up!’” Another 
might jump us and say; “101 computers walk into a restaurant and the manager says, 
‘I’m sorry, but we can’t serve computers here.’ The 101 computers say: ‘We don’t want 
to eat. We’re just doing a ‘cursor-y’ review of this place.’” 
 
 The goal of this game is to get people’s minds thinking outside the box, 
stretching ideas around concepts in a new and different way. When participants appear 
to be a little hesitant to try this game, you can let them work in groups. give each group 
a few key words, and allow them fifteen minutes to come up with as many statements 
as they can for the key words. Then each group gets to dramatically and enthusiastically 
present their concepts to the rest of the class. It’s an excellent energy booster, and adds 
a nice dose of humor to your program. 

 

 
 • Once Upon a Time . . . :  Select a group of 4-6 volunteers. Have the audience select 

a Story Title (one that has never been written or told, and that relates to the topic of 
your program). Inform the audience that when you, as Storymaster, point to them, 
they are to shout out the story title. Explain to the volunteers that you will point to 
one of them, who will then begin to tell the story. They keep talking until you move 
your finger toward someone else, who must then pick up the story without a break 
in continuity and continue. The story continues with you pointing to different 
individuals, until someone falters. Then, after everyone laughs, you say  “Chapter 
Two of . . .” and point to the audience, who shouts out the title. Play continues as 
long as you desire. Your job is to keep it moving, so no one person talks too long. 
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It’s fun, after a few rounds, to start interrupting folks in the middle of a sentence — 
or even a word! 

 
DEBRIEFING TECHNIQUES 
 While Improvisational Theatre Games are fun and provide a great opportunity for 
audience involvement, they are useless unless they relate back to your topic. The secret to 
success in using these games is the DEBRIEFING -- making sure that participants 
understand how the activity relates to “the real world.”  Here are a few tips to help you 
debrief effectively. 
 
• Know your goal. This sounds so obvious, and yet, too often I see trainers use an activity 
because it is fun -- with no idea why they’re using it. The goal is to use an activity to 
illustrate a key point you are making in your training class. As you select an activity for your 
session, spend some time answering these questions:  “What will the participants get from 
this activity?  How, specifically, does this activity illustrate the point? How does it relate to 
the “real world” in terms of metaphors and actions?  
 For example, if you are talking about communication, Dr. Know-It-All  and Once Upon 
a Time... both emphasize the value of listening without preconceived ideas. Teamwork is 
also a necessary component in both these activities. 
 Changing Emotions  can be used to highlight the impact our emotional attitudes have 
on the outcome of conversations, and how our nonverbals and tone of voice affect the words 
we say. A Hundred and One  is particularly useful when you are dealing with issues such as 
change, the need to think fast and think outside the box, and flexibility. All of these activities 
are excellent to tie in with topics such as stress management, creative thinking,  
communication and teamwork. 
 
• Develop specific debriefing questions. Following the activity, have a few questions 
listed on a flip chart or overhead, or on handouts to be distributed. The questions should 
stimulate discussion around the purpose of the activity and how participants can transfer the 
learnings to their actual work environment. The questions will vary depending on the 
activity, but here are a few examples: 
 
 • What helped make this activity successful? 
 • What got in the way, or made success more difficult? 
 • How does this activity relate to the “real world”?  What things happened during this 
  activity that could be a metaphor for the way things happen on the job? 
 
You could also use questions relating specifically to the point you are illustrating. For 
example: 
 • What specific strategies did team members use to deal with the “changing emotions” 

activity? When an emotion was changed in the middle of someone talking, how did 
that person adapt to the change?  What worked most effectively? 

 • When things got stressful, how did the behavior of team members change?  What 
impact did the changes in behavior have on the rest of the team? 

 



 

5 
 

• Let participants determine their own learnings (as much as possible). It is important 
that you already have your own ideas in terms of answers to the questions you present to 
the group. However,  the impact is far greater if the participants themselves come up with 
the learnings. Your role is to facilitate the discussion, and gently lead them to their own 
discoveries. You can either let the teams break out and discuss the debriefing questions 
themselves, or lead a general group discussion. The larger the group, the more valuable a 
small group breakout discussion will be. 

 
• Examples are worth a thousand words. Encouraging team members to give specific 

examples to illustrate their learnings  and how to apply the learnings back on the job 
forces them to go deeper than just a surface understanding of the activity, and reinforces 
the depth of practical application of your material. 

 
• Let activities build on one another -- and refer back to them often. To build 

continuity into your session, you want to refer back to activities  and demonstrate how 
they  are connected. For example, in a 2-day team building session I often use Dr. Know-
It-All early in the first day. It becomes a metaphor throughout the rest of the session. I 
might say, “Remember when Tom shared his need for control during Dr. Know-It-All?  
Well, Tom, what impact did the knowledge of this control need have on how you acted 
during the negotiations of this last activity?” — OR — “You told me during Dr. Know-It-
All that focused listening made things much easier. How well did you use that learning 
on this last activity?”  

 
 Additionally, team members will pick up terminology from the activities and use it in the 
session. I’ve often had team members call “Towel Fouls” during other parts of the workshop, 
ad even take the idea back to the office to use in staff meetings. 
  
 Adult learning theory supports the fact that adults learn most effectively when they can 
be actively involved in the process -- and improvisational theatre games present an excellent 
opportunity to get this involvement. But if it doesn’t relate, you have made things worse than 
having no involvement at all. Adults MUST see the relationship of what they are doing to the 
real world; otherwise (no matter how much fun they seem to be having), the evaluations will 
show they feel it was a waste of time. And above all else -- do not assume they will “get it.”. 
Make the time to debrief every activity you include. The results will be phenomenal! 

 

Will These Games Work With Sophisticated Audiences? 
Absolutely!  People are people, no matter how sophisticated their knowledge or 

skill may be. The secret is to select the appropriate activity for the audience, and then 
present it with confidence yourself!  If you believe it will work, you can pull it off. Just 
be sure you understand the activity and are comfortable with it, then have fun with the 
audience. Remember William Shakespeare said “All the world’s a stage . . .”  This is 
your chance to let the audience members be the stars. Lights! Camera! Action! 



 

6 
 

SIDEBAR: 
TIPS TO GUARANTEE SUCCESS WHEN USING 

IMPROVISATIONAL THEATRE GAMES: 

 
• Know the game well yourself. Be very clear about the rules, and how you will explain 

them to the audience. 

 
• Assess the size of your group, and adapt the activity to fit it. 

 
• Always ask yourself: “What specific point do I want to make with this game? How 

does it relate to my topic?” Know exactly what you want to achieve by using the 
game. 

 
• Take sufficient time to debrief the game once it is over. Never assume the audience 

will “get it.” 

 
• Never embarrass an individual who is participating in game. Use the “tag team” 

approach as a way for volunteers to avoid feeling stuck. (Tag team is when a 
participant can, at any time, “tag” another person to help out or take over.) 

 
• Once you decide to use a game, do it with gusto! Act as if you could not fail! Your 

enthusiasm and confidence will sell it to the group. 
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