 Improvisation in Strategic Decision making
Strategy flows from instinct, instinct is developed over time based on raw experiences and is a  function of rules, rehearsal , training and values. Is it improvised?  is  Policy truly made  ‘on the hoof’ , or is there some framework deep within the Leader or change participant that is providing some protective mechanism that regulates the improvisation, or the management of  change when plans require adaptation?
Is Improvisation the ability to strip a problem down to bare essentials and react accordingly or ’thin slice’ in the words of  Malcolm Gladwell  (Blink)

Inertia and indecision sets in  when  this paring down process is interrupted by more information and further time pressure, or indeed we don’t possess a conceptual framework of values that lets us edit the circumstances and pare them .
This paring down comes into effect when we are faced with a choice between right and wrong, good or bad. So decision making is about closing all other options, this is not always easy as it may mean jettisoning some good points and making a trade off .
In this way ambiguity is removed, there are known options, your preferences are clear, and you have identified the payoff which is towards pleasure rather than pain.  Strategy becomes much clearer when the choices have been stripped down to the bare essentials and improvised routines are in fact a function of the deeper values within the improviser
Having a clear indication of what causes pleasure and pain is achieved through a knowledge of your own view of utilitarianism , i.e what promotes the greatest good,  rights, i.e what are the individual and group liberties available and justice, is this decision within the regulatory framework in which we have agreed to operate and follows the culture of the organisation in which we operate 

Strategic Decisions are time specific and made on the basis of the information and choices available at the time often based on imperfect information.

Changing opinions or deliberating over past strategies is fine if further information has come to light which would have influenced the original choice/decision.

The ‘  we don’t have enough information’ excuse sometimes works but improvisation and leadership comes from decision making with incomplete information.

Once you give yourself permission to make decisions in uncertainty then life becomes a lot faster, if you make a bad  decision , bad being viewed in retrospect because the idea didn’t work or the outcome was not achieved, then go and make another decision which rectifies the outcome, at least it will get you moving away from where you don’t want to be. In short, Improvise!
When we talk of analytical or intuitive decision making, the process may be different but the outcome is the same- is it right or wrong based on our own personal values and perceptions.

Improvisation is about taking a series of decisions based on real time circumstances and not having the luxury of debate. This is also a way of increasing your options and allowing creativity to enter into the decision making process
Improvisation is not random and chaotic it is a function of training. Good improvisers are almost telepathic, that is because they have trained their minds to react to uncertainty.

Thinking on your feet only comes with having a hinterland of memory and experiences to draw on and a Bank of Values that underpin your behaviour. That is why children struggle with improvisation, they don’t yet have a fully developed moral framework.

If we split the mind into conscious decision making, then the decision to go to a restaurant is a conscious choice, the unconscious support that you get when your memory says that you prefer one restaurant over another because the least preferred alternative was a bad meal last time is an example of the hinterland necessary in order to make a rational choice .This hinterland is driven by your unconscious mind supporting or influencing your  (improvised)choice
Why would you go back to a restaurant in which you had  had a bad experience?

There is also some research regarding parts of the brain that appear as a regulator in all this, injuries to the ventromedial prefrontal cortex have shown that highly intelligent and functional people with damage in that area can lack judgement.

This development of this part of the brain is what distinguishes children from Adults and Novices from experienced people.

The nature of this unconscious knowledge is generally acquisitive and intuitive ,i.e, such knowledge is acquired through experiential learning, experts in their respective fields can see and understand things much quickly than novices. 

Some of this knowledge is tacit and intuitive, if you ask a Business leader to analyse one of his intuitive decisions, he may not be able to verbalise his instinctive reasoning other than say it was ‘gut instinct’ or common sense. He may also resort to analyses of facts and data which rationalise his decision and reinforces the correctness of the decision, but he will be unable to pass on the benefit of his wisdom as his judgemental knowledge simply cannot be articulated.

Whilst older people may have slower reflexes and reaction times to problems, they can intuitively arrive at a correct decision quicker than a novice based on this tacit knowledge. In some organisations this is attributed to luck as managers seek to measure outcomes and the way these outcomes were achieved. What makes some organisations dysfunctional is an insistence in applying a set of rules and processes which are measurable and hence accountable when the decision making process  itself becomes part of the performance evaluation. i.e ‘best practice’   Improvisation can therefore  be stultified
This process effectively blocks the communication of tacit knowledge and intuitive strategic thinking.

At the very heart of the organisation, strategic management relies on deep intuitive understanding of how a firm will react to the environment and it’s competitors, and quick ,agile change management when things don’t go according to plan. This knowledge comes from longevity within the business and it is not something that can be imported from the external job market. 

When  a new CEO takes up residence the first period of time is usually spent reflecting on how to implement change, yet not disturb the values and tacit knowledge that exists, which is probably one of the  attractions of the job in the first place.
At the SME level this is very much the way CEOs run their businesses, quite often by the ‘seat of their pants’, this is fine as long as they understand the decision making process and once the business grows they do not lose this intuitive feel.
Or if they do, they realise it and implement support mechanisms ( usually better information systems) to replace instinctive behaviour.

It is during this transition that CEOs usually become bored. So the challenge of his cohorts or fellow Board members is to keep an interest level whereby the CEOs tacit knowledge is put to good use and just hope that by working closely together with the CEO some of that knowledge rubs off and values are communicated to other key managers and strategic decisions continue to be made which takes accounts of the prevailing wisdom. Improvisation therefore does not become ’ making it up as you  go along’

Actors will tell you they have to rehearse improvisation routines, such rehearsals being necessary to develope the antennae  to read the other person/situation which leads to choices about what to do or say ( i.e decisions)

Improvisation, or to give it another term,  managed  change  comes from within and is a function of each leaders Individual conceptual framework of values, beliefs and experiences.
i

