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Abstract This study aimed to analyze how improvisation
activities take place within the management of a higher
education organization, by examining practices and rela-
ted constructs, such as innovation, intuition, bricolage and
learning. This is a case study on a large private university,
located in Sdo Paulo, Brazil. Data were collected through
in-depth interviews, non-participant observation and doc-
ument analysis. The results showed that improvisation in
academic management is characterized by constant pres-
sures that challenge their managers toward adaptations,
reorganization in crisis situations, the sense of urgency and
coping with the unexpected. Minimal structures, flexibility
and competence have proved to be essential elements for
improvisation. Decisions and actions, practiced by aca-
demic managers, were characterized by spontaneity, cre-
ativity and managerial flexibility. Dynamic and complex
environments make improvisational practices that emerge
in the day-to-day of academic management. The existence
of a culture favorable to experimentation, to the autonomy
of managers, contributes to reviewing processes and dis-
seminating practices of improvisation. The incorporation
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of bricolage as a way to better use limited resources
proved to be promising for managerial effectiveness.
Originality is demonstrated in the relationship between the
practices of improvisation and academic management,
seen as a unique context in a flexible and complex system.
This paper highlights suggestions for managerial practice
related to improvisation practices as one of the ways to
cope with organizational dynamics.
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Introduction

Dynamic, unpredictable and nonlinear environments charac-
terize the field of organizational complexity, marked by
constant adaptations and changes. In practice, managerial
actions emerge and are sometimes more efficacious than those
programmed. In this scenario, permeated by uncertainty and
instability, organizational improvisation gains momentum as
a possibility for a fast and adequate response to the challenges
posed (Cunha et al. 1999; Cunha 2005; Batista 2008). The
ability to improvise shows to be an essential competence of
contemporary management, as a new way of reacting to
changes (Leone 2010; Jena and Memon 2018).
Improvisation has been discussed as playing a role in
strategic decision-making processes (Eisenhardt et al.
1997), organizational learning (Miner et al. 2001), the
adoption of technology and innovation (Moorman and
Miner 1998) and strategic renewal and adaptation (Crossan
and Hurst 2003). In the context of organizational impro-
visation, the focus of this study can be defined as “the
conception of action as it develops, based on available
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material, cognitive, affective and social resources” (Cunha
et al. 1999, p. 302). By improvising, individuals respond
flexibly to new circumstances, making exceptions to rules
and the subconscious use of their intuition to generate rapid
solutions (Crossan and Sorrenti 2005). Organizational
practice presents improvisation as a phenomenon inherent
to complex organizations, in which reality overlaps fore-
cast and control attempts (Cunha 2005; Piansoongnern
2016).

This study examined organizational improvisation
practices in academic management as a way of responding
to the managerial challenge of dynamic and complex
organizations such as universities. This is a case study at a
Brazilian private higher education institution, located in
Sdo Paulo, Brazil, and recognized for its tradition. Cur-
rently, the university faces challenges such as competition,
resource constraints and pressure for performance, which
makes academic management of strategic importance.

Four main contributions to the field of research are
presented. The first highlights the different manifestations
of improvisation identified as from their constructs of
innovation, bricolage, intuition and learning in professional
practice, particularly in academic management. The second
analyzes the influence of elements of the complex adaptive
system, such as adaptation, self-organization and nonlin-
earity in higher education institution (HEI). The third
explores the relationship between the autonomy of the
agents (managers) and the informal relations arising from
internal pressures for change and external pressures that
influence organizational performance. The fourth more
specifically represents a concrete contribution to the theory
of university management under construction (Keller 1983;
Meyer and Lopes 2015), which demands to further due to
the challenges of academic management.

Theoretical Foundation
Managing Higher Education Organizations

Higher education institutions (HEI) are known as complex
organizations, which have essential characteristics such as
autonomy and self-management (Caldwell 2002, 2008), plu-
ralism and diversity of public (Jarzabkowski and Fenton 2006;
Meyer and Lopes 2015; Deepali et al. 2017) and aspects of
interaction and cooperation among agents (Stacey et al. 2000;
Ritter et al. 2004). It is organized as a loosely articulated
system (Orton and Weick 1990), whose mission is essentially
educational, social and cultural. HEIs are in a constant change
due to increasing demand in contemporary society. This
brings the necessity of reforming and restructuring the uni-
versities in order to become more responsive to the needs of
the global knowledge-based society (Marginson 2010).

@ Springer

These characteristics reveal the complex and multi-
faceted nature of this type of organization and contribute to
a better understanding of these organizations decision
process and their management (Ellstrom 2007). The com-
plexity of their structures, their nonlinearity, the fact of
being open organizations, loosely articulated, in constant
interaction with internal groups, as well as with the
dynamic external environment, eventually generate con-
flicts (Cilliers 2002; McDaniel 2007), making these orga-
nizations management a major challenge. In this context,
HEIs demand management models adequate to their char-
acteristics and to the current context of changes. This will
contribute to these organizations to meet the challenges,
turning more competitive, sustainable and relevant to
society.

Managerial amateurish also represents a great challenge
to HEIs, considering that a number of academic managers
do not have managerial qualifications or even experience,
constituting an amateur managerial body (Wescott 2000).
They are mostly professionals towed to management
positions, who learn by trial and error, that is, learning
derives from practice. Even if previous experiences are
admitted to influence future behaviors and to generate
learning, the dynamism of these complex systems inhibits
the repetition of previous behaviors and high rationality in
management (Richardson 2011). HEIs are representations
of these systems.

Complex organizations, such as higher education insti-
tutions, are considered complex adaptive systems (CAS)
due to the diversity of independent and interconnected
agents, whose interpretations and actions are based on
mental models and presuppose the ability to change, to
adapt and to evolve (McDaniel 2007; Richardson 2011;
Stacey 2011). They are nonlinear systems, in which a small
adjustment may lead to wide variations in results and
culminate in unpredictable behavior (Zimmerman 1998;
Chowdary 2001).

Stability, if any, is temporary and merely apparent since
it is subject to constant small alterations which cause dis-
crete changes, called incremental. CAS stability is a
dynamic, uninterrupted process, which operates in a con-
tinuous change environment (Mitleton-Kelly 2011). They
are structures with a large number of social agents with
their own characteristics, the constituent elements of which
continuously and dynamically interact, based on specific
rules. Their levels of interaction are therefore very rich,
even though these interactions are not linear (Cilliers 2002;
Allen et al. 2011). Nonlinearity is a pre-condition for
complexity, as are the aspects of self-organization,
dynamic adaptation and evolution (Cilliers 2002; McDa-
niel 2007; Stacey 2011).

The external environment dynamics, marked by a highly
unstable scenario and uncertain future, besides the internal
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pressures, by planning rationality and ambiguity, pose
massive challenges to academic managers with implica-
tions for their managerial practices. In uncertainty and
unpredictability contexts, complex adaptive systems can
organize and reorganize themselves internally, without the
intervention of external agents (Stacey 2011). The order of
the systems generates disorder, and the nonlinear feedbacks
generate a wide range of behaviors, ordered and disor-
dered, causing random and unpredictable behavior. Sys-
tems that succeed in keeping the self-organization
movement can survive the strong variations they are
exposed to (Lissack 2002; Stacey 2011).

Organizational Improvisation

Organizational improvisation is related to constructs that
integrate aspects present in social practices. Constructs
such as intuition, bricolage, learning and innovation con-
tain fundamental elements for understanding the practices
of improvisation, which contribute to the management of
dynamic organizations. These elements are compiled in
Table 1 so as to identify the major concepts and authors of
each approach.

The combination of these improvisation constructs
applied to the management of dynamic organizations has
shown significant results, considering the role of improvi-
sation. These organizational improvisational constructs
help organizations co-evolve with their changing environ-
ments (Hollnagel et al. 2006; Hadida et al. 2015).

Intuition can be considered a part of improvisation,
despite there being improvisation without the use of intu-
ition (Miner et al. 2001). Hence, reason and intuition are
two complementary mechanisms (Simon 1991). Bricolage
is also associated with DPE—Design-Precedes-Execu-
tion—even with previous planning; bricolage is made
necessary for execution (Backer et al. 2003).

Traditionally, the starting point of learning would be
cognition, yet improvisation may provide a new circuit of
learning in which action precedes cognition, that is,
understanding about what occurs after the action (Crossan
and Sorrenti 2005). This is the process by which mental
models and behaviors of individuals undergo changes,
which occur by discovery, retention, exploration, trial and
error and using information (Argyris and Schon 1996;
March 1999; March and Olsen 2010).

Innovation has been considered one of the major aspi-
rations of contemporary organizations in times of changes.
For O’Sullivan and Dooley (2009), innovation is more than
creation, and it also includes exploration toward benefit, as
a way of adding value to organizations. It is worth high-
lighting that not all improvisation is innovation (Batista
2008). Conversely, improvisation may be considered a
special type of innovation (Miner et al. 2001).

Method

This study was characterized as a qualitative in-depth case
study (Creswell 2013), with non-participant observation.
Its purpose was to understand the manifestations of orga-
nizational improvisation and their implications in the
practices of academic management. Case study was
adopted focusing on a private higher education institution,
with emphasis on procedural nature as follows: (1) field
research; (2) understanding the world with a sensemaking
orientation (sensework); (3) write case report and presen-
tation of these understandings (textwork) (Stake 2010;
Creswell 2013). The study covered the period of
2015-2016.

The higher education institution analyzed is located in
Sao Paulo, Brazil. It is a private, confessional, not-for-
profit, large-sized organization. It encompasses a total of

Table 1 Organizational improvisation constructs. Source: Prepared by the authors

Intuition Bricolage

Learning

Innovation

Intuition refers to an unaware process,
based on experiences and able to
guide the action (Crossan and
Sorrenti 2005)

“Do it yourself,”
using the resources
available (Backer
et al. 2003)

Situations in which improvisation
favors a systematic change in
knowledge or in behavior (Miner
et al. 2001)

Involves some level of creation or
design, usually a creative action, out
of the current plans (Moorman and
Miner 1998)

Authors

Simon (1991)

Miner et al. (2001)

Dane and Pratt (2007)
Flach and Antonello (2011)
Barnard (2016)

Weick (1995)

Backer et al. (2003)
Lévi-Strauss (2005)

Cunha (2005)

Crossan and Sorrenti (2005)

Argyris and Schon (1996)
Miner et al. (2001)

March (1999)

Crossan and Sorrenti (2005)
Leone (2010)

Freeman and Soete (1997)
Moorman and Miner (1998)
Rogers (2003)

Batista (2008)

O’Sullivan and Dooley (2009)
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40,000 students and 1400 lecturers. Among the faculty
members, 91% hold master and doctoral degrees. Ever
since its foundation, the institution has been an agent of a
series of pedagogical innovations, exerting a strong influ-
ence in the Brazilian Higher Education scenario. This
organization was intentionally selected for this study
because of its national tradition and influence in Brazilian
Higher Education. The HEI scenario was considered ade-
quate to carry out this study, considering the dynamics,
flexibility and complexity of the management practices of
its managers. The university’s anonymity has been
preserved.

The practices of academic management were evidenced
through the lens of organizational improvisation constructs,
such as innovation, intuition, bricolage and learning. The
choice of this approach was justified by the relevance of
these constructs applied to the management of dynamic and
complex organizations, particularly in the context of uni-
versities. Some studies have demonstrated significant
results, considering the role of improvisation (Hollnagel
et al. 2006, Hadida et al. 2015) and systemic flexibility
(Chowdary 2001; Sushil 2001; Gorod et al. 2017) in
helping organizations co-evolve with their mutation envi-
ronments. This approach is fundamental to managing
dynamic organizations, particularly universities. Improvi-
sation constructs can corroborate in the approach to flexible
systems since the managerial challenge of this type of
organization is to face the unexpected and unpredictable.

From August 2015 to July 2016, data were collected
through twenty in-depth interviews, non-participant
observation and institutional documents. The selection of
the interviewees was made by non-probabilistic or purpo-
sive sampling, considering the interest in the managers
directly involved in the academic practices under analysis.
The profile of the interviewees was segmented by 04
Provosts, 07 Academic Directors and 09 Academic Pro-
gram Coordinator. The interviews were recorded and fully
transcribed for analysis, totaling 211 pages.

In parallel to the interviews, there was participation in
department meetings, team meetings and lecturers’ capac-
ity building as a non-participant observer. The observations
occurred during the prolonged visits and in the participa-
tion in the institution informal meetings. The observations
were compiled in a field protocol, in which the notes were
recorded, as well as the main perceptions and constitute the
“written register of what the investigator hears, sees,
experiences and thinks during collection and reflection
about the data in a qualitative study” (Bogdan and Biklen
2010, p. 150).

Documental analysis also constitutes the data set, along
with the researcher’s field diary, notes, ideas, impressions
or insights of life organizational evidenced. Contextual
data were gathered in the form of documents related to the
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institutional development plan, internal rules, summary of
meetings, meeting deliberations, academic goals and
outcomes.

The data were treated by the content analysis technique
(Creswell 2013), which allowed selecting into categories
the information collected about the theme investigated. The
content analysis allowed organizing the data collected,
aiming to identify what had been said regarding certain
analysis categories. The data were processed using a three-
step content analysis technique: (a) pre-analysis; (b) mate-
rial exploration; (c) processing of the results and interpre-
tation (Bardin 2010). The dimensions and categories are
summarized in Table 2 as the structure of the research
instrument.

Measures were taken to ensure the reliability and
validity of this study, as (1) interview guiding questions
were prepared based on the analytical framework, which
was critically reviewed by the authors of this research and
by the ethics committee of the university; (2) case study
notes were taken from transcripts of interviews and docu-
ments; (3) transcripts were sent to university managers for
review and acceptance of the description and analysis of
the case study prior to the conclusions.

As a limitation of this study, given the complexity
inherent in the phenomenon of organizational improvisa-
tion in the academic management, the great challenge was
to identify what “improvisation” triggered in the minds of
the managers interviewed. It was also noted the need to
clarify the constructs addressed in this research, which
could have generated some distortions or difficulties of
understanding by the interviewees. Nevertheless, it can be
stated that the experience acquired by the researchers
during the interviews collaborated to minimize these issues
and generate less interference in the research.

Findings

The diversity of manifestations of improvisation, demon-
strated by the search for adaptation, reorganization and
evolution, characteristic of complex adaptive systems, is
marked by continuous changes in which previously plan-
ned actions showed to be insufficient or limited for solving
managerial problems. In this context, improvisation gains
momentum and interest due to its understanding of the
organizational context (Cunha et al. 2003), especially in
HEIs characterized by their organizational complexity and
environmental dynamism.

Constructs of improvisation, such as intuition, innova-
tion, bricolage and learning, were convergent in the HEI
analyzed and frequently associated with crises and unex-
pected situations. The main manifestations of
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Table 2 Dimensions and unfolding search questions. Source: Prepared by the authors

Dimensions Categories Authors Unfolding search questions Research

procedures

Academic Planned and emerging Baldridge What are the planning practices of this HEI? Interviews
management practices in academic (1983) Did you notice the implementation of the institutional with

management Cohen and development plan? managers
March (1986) g you think that plan can handle all institutional demand? DOCUFleptary
analysis
Clegg (1990)  How does this plan work in practice? st
McDaniel Do you have autonomy to act out of planning?
(2007)
Pascuci et al.
(2016)
Organizational Triggering factors Cunha et al. What kind of unexpected situations did you face in academic ~ Documentary
improvisation (2003) management? analysis
Crossan and In an unexpected situation, what kind of actions were taken? Interviews
Sorrenti with
(2005) managers
Flach and Non-
Antonello participant
(2011) observation
Giustiniano
et al. (2016)
Manifestations Moorman and  In what context did you experience an unexpected situation? Interviews
Miner (1998) fyaye you noticed the time pressure for immediate action in with
Crossan and unforeseen situations? managers
Sorrenti Non-
(2005) participant
Giustiniano observation
et al. (2016)

Organizational Intuition Klein (1998) Have you noticed the use of intuition in improvised actions? Interviews
improvisation Crossan and with
constructs Sorrenti managers

(2005) Non-
Dane and Pratt participant
(2007) observation
Barnard (2016)
Innovation Moorman and ~ Were improvised actions incorporated into planning? Documentary
Miner (1998)  couid improvisation be considered a path to innovation? analysis
Weick (2002)  How has something new been introduced in your institution? ~ Lnterviews
Batista (2008) with
managers
O'Sullivan and &
Dooley Non-
(2009) participant
observation
Bricolage Backer et al. Have the improvisations been carried out with the resources that Interviews
(2003) it possesses (material, affective and cognitive resources)? with
Cunha (2005) How were the improvisations performed in relation to the managers
L&vi-Strauss resources (material, affective and cognitive) that HEI Non- -
(2005) possessed? participant
observation
Learning Backer et al. How have improvisations contributed to organizational learning? Interviews
(2003) with
Crossan and managers
Sorrenti Non-
(2005) participant
observation

Leone (2010)
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Table 3 Manifestations of improvisation and triggering factors. Source: Prepared by the authors

Constructs of Major manifestations de improvisation

Triggering factors

improvisation
1. Learning Development of new competencies as from the experience with unexpected situations Inexperience in
management
Unexpected situation
Conflict in informal relationships with a strong influence on professional development Crisis situation
Disorder
Reorganization process in the preparation of ENADE (Brazilian Examination of Students’ Adaptation
Performance) Pressure of time
2. Bricolage Anticipation of institutional processes due to the need for emergency certification Sense of urgency

Restructuring of the Academic Program with the professionals available

Unexpected replacement of professionals

Restructuring of physical spaces, such as laboratories, with the resources available, yet

limited

3. Innovation Structuring a new academic program

Breaking the current academic management model, forcing the experimentation of new

possibilities

Solutions of emerging educational management

4. Intuition

Limited experience in complex situations.

Inexistence of information to support decision-making

Retrieval of previous experiences similar to those experienced in management practice

Pressure of time
Self-organization
Adaptation

Autonomy

Crisis situation
Self-organization

Crisis situation
Adaptation

Autonomy

Adaptation

Innovativity

Meeting latent demands
Adaptation

Flexibility

Crisis situation
Self-organization
Autonomy

Crisis situation
Inexperience
Managerial amateurship

Inexperience in
management

Unexpected situation

improvisation, evidenced by these constructs, along with
the triggering factors, are synthesized in Table 3.

The organizational improvisation was observed to be
strongly related to breakage situations and, therefore, the
deliberate fusion of conception and execution in a single
action (Giustiniano et al. 2016). Pressure for the immediate
solution of emerging problems, organizational complexity,
the autonomy of the academic managers and pressure from
internal and environmental forces were the factors evi-
denced in the HEI analyzed, which demanded a certain
level of improvisation. “The role of the manager is to
tackle the day-to-day, in which there is a daily surprise,
[...] it is a necessary pressure,” highlighted an academic
program coordinator.

@ Springer

Among the real duties of an educational manager, be it
an academic program coordinator or a rector, is the com-
petence of dealing with dynamic contexts, characterized by
the diversity of agents, ambiguities, the divergence of
interests and conflicts. Even though this ability is not
always found in academic management professionals due
to managerial amateurship (Wescott 2000), it is funda-
mental for dealing with organizational complexity and the
dynamism of this type of organization. None of the man-
agers interviewed had management qualifications. “We do
not have administration qualifications, we have to learn
from doing [...],” stated an academic program coordinator.
They were lecturers without specific experience in man-
agement who took on managerial positions, being that
these managers capacitation occurred in practice

L 4



Global Journal of Flexible Systems Management (December 2019) 20(4):291-302 297

(Mintzberg 2010). Hence, intuition was used as aspects of
improvisation to “cope with” the attribution as a manager,
highlighted in Table 3.

An academic director stated that “every day constitutes
a new challenge and thus the need to improvise turns a
daily occurrence,” corroborating the statement that the
ability to improvise turns inherent to the position, hence
attributing a much more practical characteristic to the
manager function (Mintzberg 2010). The agents’ autonomy
is configured as a factor of great relevance, seeing that the
organization increases its capacity to respond to unex-
pected events (Cunha 2002).

The autonomy aspect was pointed out by an academic
program coordinator: “I think that if I were not able to take
quick decisions out of my routine, out of what has been
previously organized, planned, the machine would stall.
Any person in my place here has to have some level of
flexibility to adjust things.” Autonomy is a relevant factor
in academic management, leading to the understanding that
they are more flexible structures, a characteristic also
important to improvisation, in which experimentation is
possible (Cunha 2002).

An experienced academic manager pointed out that, in
practice, he cannot get “stuck” to that stated in bureau-
cratic standards or institutional levels. This interviewee
affirmed: “[...] If there is nothing written, you can be sure
I’ll find a way to satisfy the student.” Despite the apparent
good intention contained in the manifestation of the man-
ager, his posture, if taken to extremes, may pose a risk to
the HEI, as it holds the potential negative effect of
improvisation, also called “the dark side of improvisation”
(Giustiniano et al. 2016) and, concurrently, lead to a breach
in the institutional standards (Weick 1995).

Another academic manager, with 8-year experience in
the position, showed concern about abiding by the insti-
tutional plans, mainly as regards the pedagogical program
project (PPP). At the time, he highlighted that he resorts to
this document whenever difficulties arise. From this per-
spective, a gap is verified between the PPP and the aca-
demic program, opening the way to sensemaking (Weick
1995). Improvisation practices were a creative response by
the academic program management, faced with the new
reality. The creative potential of improvisation is reflected
when improvisation is used as a facilitator for performing
the manager functions (Leone 2010).

Learning, understood as a potential result of improvi-
sation, leads to the acquisition of new competencies and to
the consolidation of new knowledge (Leone 2010). The
focus on learning corroborates the statement of the aca-
demic manager, as a reaction to internal changes “[...]JCan
improvisation yield knowledge? Certainly, not only for me.
Because other people will see and learn.” As an academic
manager pointed out, “everyone learns individually and
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also all those who participate.” In practice, the relationship
of improvisation with individual and collective learning
was perceived, as was the issue of their complementarity
(Crossan and Sorrenti 2005), by means of acquiring new
competencies, at a given time and a very specific context
(Miner et al. 2001). Among these competencies are cre-
ativity, flexibility and adaptation.

We observed that the improvisation practices, through
the interactions among the social agents, always took place
in real time, in emergency situations requiring immediate
responses. Faced with the unexpected, improvisation has
turned into a facilitator, a way of reacting and trying to
solve unpredictable situations. The managers’ competence,
as from previous experiences, was verified to be indis-
pensable for improvisation to be manifested. An evidence
of collective learning, from the autonomy and interaction
of academic managers in unexpected situations, is pointed
out by an academic director, as a response to internal
pressures “Whenever we are faced with a situation that
moves us away from planning [...] there is always a col-
legiate to decide with me; this is thus a way, but a way I
found over time.” Learning occurred in real time, which
differs from the more usual type acquired by experience-
based repetition.

The impact of experience in real time would be a
specific characteristic of improvisation. Therefore, the
experience amassed by the manager is concurrently the
base and a factor limiting improvisation. There is here a
paradox: the managers’ experience influences their man-
agerial practice, but concurrently restrains or limits this
practice.

Bricolage was observed to be always intensely present,
triggered by the attempt of solving issues that emerged
with the resources at hand. It is something inherent to
academic organizations: relevant and altruistic goals and a
shortage of means to implement them, which always
challenge their managers. This approach was reinforced by
the statement of a Vice President for Administrative
Affairs, in response to the external pressures for adapting to
the demands “[...] we receive external demands [...] we
are managerially capable, it is an opportunity for us [...]
this means you have a commitment with a different eco-
nomic sustainability [...] you have to find a way.”

Aligning experience and improvisation by combining
existing elements to find new uses or new combinations for
the elements at hand and, from this, managing to attain new
results, can even generate some competitive advantage.
Bricolage, as a construct of improvisation, revealed to be
part of the managerial practice dependent on the managers’
previous experiences and sensitivity. Examining the
experience of HEI, as well as the limitations of resources,
managers sought solutions with available resources (Cunha
2005), from the conceptual perspective of “Do it yourself.”
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Regarding innovation, the academic managers of this
study were observed to be seeking innovations by the tra-
ditional planning ways, but they realized this innovation
would effectively materialize by informal ways, besides
personal and collective initiatives by means of improvisa-
tion. These academic managers considered that the
moments of “chaos” showed to be great opportunities to
improvise and, consequently, to innovate. A Provost
commented, as a reaction to internal pressures for changes
“[...] one only normally innovates in education when faced
with chaos. The innovation I mean is that transformed into
practice. [...] educational management solutions as a whole
are eventually a result of crises; crisis is thus the best
moment to innovate.”

Incremental innovations, of lower value, were observed
to process innovations. This also meant an association with
the positive effect of improvisation, understood as a
potentiality in the search for continuous institutional
growth and development and could even induce innova-
tions (Dehlin 2008). The highest point of the innovations
that occurred was the issue of breaking with the current
model, forcing the experimentation of new possibilities.
The managers pointed out these innovations as derived
from the improvisations made, all of incremental nature
and not as radical innovations as already indicated by the
literature on higher education (Moorman and Miner 1998;
Cunha 2002; Dehlin 2008).

During the meetings and interviews, the HEI managers
were observed to consider innovation essential, longed for
and necessary for building knowledge. In these managers’
perception, improvisation can lead to innovation. One
institution manager stated the need to improvise, with
flexibility and adaptation, to attain innovation, affirming
that “The only way to innovate [improvisation], I think.
Since what we have today is standard. It is the syllabus, and
we follow this plan. However, sometimes there is an
occurrence in between that interferes with the syllabus, and
you have to change.”

In turn, we verified that the intuition was understood as
an experience of the past, which was incorporated in the
academic management, with relevant contributions to
managerial practice. Although improvisation may occur
independently of the intuition benefit, a culture that sup-
ports and stimulates the experimentation practiced (present
in this HEI), favored improvisation and the emergence of
the combination of creativity and innovation. A Provost
thus manifested his perception as regards intuition “[...]
When the President invited me, I told him ‘Look, I think
I’d better get prepared. Give me some 6 months and I'll
look for a course, I'll try to get qualified’, and he made
some fun ‘I’ve been on this road for over 30 years; no
course will be able to give you a response to what will
come on your way ahead.” After all, what would be the
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fundamental competence for academic managers to cope
with the complexity and organizational dynamic, espe-
cially in unexpected situations?

Intuition has a relevant role to meet the demand of the
unexpected, the urgency, the chaos and the organizational
complexity. Intuition showed to be very close to improvi-
sation once the managers manifested the facility in asso-
ciating both themes. In this sense, they reported that they
always improvised, based on the memory represented by
the experience previously had. Reinforcing this under-
standing, an academic program coordinator said “I believe
any manager [...] has a diffuse intelligence that gradually
learns these sets of information and experiences along with
a career and, at the moment it is made necessary, his/her
subconscious goes, gets that information and brings it
back.”

The managers recognized that the HEI had specific
characteristics, with ambiguous and diffuse goals, unde-
fined and fragmented technology, students with individual
needs (Baldridge 1983) and loosely articulated relation-
ships (Orton and Weick 1990), yet they appeared not to
take into account these characteristics when seeking busi-
ness management models.

Discussion

Higher education institutions, in their efforts to adapt to a
context of uncertainties and surprises, adopt a number of
managerial actions, of emergent characters, such as the
practices of improvisation. These improvisations do not
refer to the absence of planning, seeing that they are
practices that foster the support to minimal structures,
focused on ensuring the plan in dynamic and
unpredictable contexts.

The manifestation of improvisation in academic man-
agement, characterized as complex, professional and
loosely articulated, occurred mainly when faced with
unexpected situations, before the pressure of time, and
having the sense of urgency as a scenario. Actions and
behaviors emerged before what was predicted, identified
along with the plan execution, or even for what had no sort
of planning.

Improvisations made by the managers, in general, were
essential to face some difficulty and unexpected events, or
even to promote adaptation to unexpected situations. The
managers improvised with a relative frequency in their
day-to-day and recognized the need for some pre-condi-
tions for the occurrence of improvisation, such as minimal
structures, flexibility and managerial competence.

Five main points identified in the improvisation prac-
tices of the academic management were highlighted,
essential to a dynamic organization, with significant
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results. First, there is a minimal structure showed to be
fundamental to prevent improvisation from being trans-
formed into random actions. This minimal structure
(Kamoche and Cunha 2001) is represented by visions and
missions, along with existing protocols and rules (Weick
1995; Kamoche and Cunha 2001). Flexibility and adapta-
tion, as from the minimal structure, are crucial for brico-
lage and innovation to occur in the managerial practice of
dynamic organizations. In turbulent and dynamic envi-
ronments, with an intense pace of changes, bricolage
should be more stressed, aiming to promote fast responses,
which can be very valuable (Cunha 2005).

Secondly, the role and the qualification of the academic
manager in the practice of improvisation as a means to
support planning are fundamental in a dynamic context.
The importance of autonomy is detached to meet the
challenges of managerial practice, especially when taking
decision amidst uncertainties and unpredictability. Hence,
permeating through the elements of intuition, bricolage,
learning and innovation turn determinant to yield signifi-
cant results due to the organizational complexity. Man-
agers’ autonomy constitutes a factor of great relevance,
seeing that the organization increases the ability to respond
to unexpected events (Cunha 2002).

It was also possible to recognize the competence of the
professionals as another pre-condition to be able to
improvise. Attention was called to that, whenever the
subjects of the research improvised based on previous
experiences (Weick 1998) and admitted they learned from
practising improvisation. Predominantly constituted by
professionals with adequate qualifications, titles and
excellent prestige in their respective areas, several aca-
demic managers do not have qualifications or even expe-
riences in management, which corroborates the paradigm
that higher education institutions form professionals, yet
have an amateur managerial body (Wescott 2000).

Thirdly, the existence of internal political forces in the
organization, such as the groups of interests, ambiguities of
goals and divergences in discussions, is factors that influ-
ence the practices of improvisation. Informal relationships
can also be highlighted in the way academic managers are
selected, by means of internal election processes or
appointments by the high HEI management. Very often,
academic managers are lecturers that discontinue, or even
give up on their teaching career, in which they are experts,
to act in academic management, being transformed into
amateur managers without previous experience in this area
of activity.

No greater concern was perceived regarding specific
qualifications for managing the institution or even previous
experience. The election becomes guided by political
issues and ratio of interests. This factor can certainly
influence the practices of improvisation. This also meant
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that the qualification of these professionals predominantly
occurred along with the practice of their functions (Min-
tzberg 2010).

Fourthly, the difficulty in evidencing improvisation in
the results of dynamic organizations. For being loosely
articulated systems, the adoption of managerial models
deriving from more rational contexts, like those observed
in organizations characterized by being strongly articulated
systems, leads to a number of difficulties and failures.
Although academic managers are firmly resolved to behave
within this rationality and to be limited to doing it, when
absolutely necessary, in practice they improvise, in search
for better results and innovation faced with the limitations
of the bureaucratic rationality practiced and of the unex-
pected events challenging them.

Mainly observed are the incremental innovations, of
smaller value, which would be the process innovations.
This also meant the association with a positive effect of
improvisation, understood as a potentiality in the search for
continuous institutional growth and development, can also
induce innovations (Dehlin 2008). Time appears as another
fundamental variable for improvisation, both in the sense
of pressure for action, and also linked to the fact that
improvisation always occurs in real time, in emergency
situations requiring immediate responses (Crossan and
Sorrenti 2005).

Finally, the fifth point, the urgency for action. Things
keep changing, planning starts “shrinking,” and the
external dynamic can change. In many cases of improvi-
sation practices, the pressure of time may be perceived as
the urgency for action. There is no time, in a number of
situations, to re-make routines and planning or even to
consult the higher spheres before acting; therefore,
improvisation is manifested. The sense of urgency can be
evidenced in most manifestations as one of the major
factors fostering the practice, as a mean of providing
immediate and efficient responses by the managers. The
manifestations of improvisation are followed by a strong
need to act, of taking an attitude.

Previously, well-established routines reduce the occur-
rence of improvisation (Cunha et al. 2003). Conversely,
clearly defined routines may facilitate improvisation since
the agents involved in conducting them at a given moment
perceived they could make new combinations with what
had been established and feel confident about that. This
managers’ confidence in improvising allows routines to be
adapted, adequately meeting the requirements of a dynamic
organization.

As practical implications, improvisation practices
proved to be an important resource of managerial practice,
particularly at moments when planned actions were
impotent or inapplicable before problems that emerged and
required solutions. The importance of improvisation for
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managers of academic organizations is grouped into the
following areas:

1. The contribution of improvisation was made clear, as a
counterpoint to the limitations of planning. A dynamic
and complex environment makes improvisational
practices arise in academic management day-to-day.
Unexpected factors impose on academic managers the
need to improvise to meet challenges.

2. Improvisation is a social action. This requires from
academic managers the capacity to deal with the
different segments with power and influence in the
organization. Complex relationships with lecturers and
students, the plurality of institutional, educational and
social interests make it a challenge for academic
managers to conduct their work and to meet challenges
without resorting to practices of improvisation;

3. Improvisation tends to be more often practiced by
managers with greater experience in management. The
managers’ autonomy also contributes to these new
initiatives of improvisation. Since improvisation is a
process that allows new insights and findings, it
contributes to a greater knowledge of the improvisa-
tional practice and its limitations;

4. The existence of a culture favorable to experimenta-
tion, to the autonomy of managers, contributes to the
revision of processes and to relationships in a system
loosely articulated, thus contributing to disseminating
improvisational practices in the academic environment.
The incorporation of bricolage as a way of solving
problems and of better using the resources available
showed to be promising, through new combinations of
the elements at hand and, thereby, some competitive
advantage.

Conclusions

The study concretely contributed to examining the different
manifestations of improvisation in the professional practice
of academic management. It demonstrated the influence of
elements, such as autonomy, adaptation, self-organization
and nonlinearity at the university studied, as critical ele-
ments for practicing improvisation and for more efficacious
management. It explored the influence of autonomy on the
academic managers in the informal relationships deriving
from internal and external pressures affecting the perfor-
mance of the organization.

As regards, the constructs related to improvisation, such
as intuition, bricolage, learning and innovation, all were
strongly evidenced and associated with the manifestations
of improvisation. The creative potential of improvisation,
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particularly in complex and dynamic contexts, has been
still little explored.

As implications in managerial practice, it was high-
lighted that unexpected factors impose on academic man-
agers the need to improvise to face challenges. In this
context, improvisation tends to be more practiced by
managers with greater management experience. In addi-
tion, the existence of a culture conducive to experimenta-
tion, to the autonomy of managers, contributes to the
review of processes and relationships in a flexible and
loosely coupled system.

As well as limits to managerial practice in any organi-
zation, there are also limitations to practices of improvi-
sation on the part of academic managers. A complex
context as the academic environment makes the manage-
ment of the system be always open and able to deal with
uncertainties, policies, groups of interest and limited rea-
sonability, which makes of critical improvisation and
management more of an art than a science.

As a limitation of this study, some interviewees
addressed prejudice or restrictions with the phenomenon of
organizational improvisation, since some managers thought
of management with bureaucratic foundations. This
rational perspective may have influenced the results,
although the context of the managers is in a dynamic and
complex organization. For some interviewees, the research
brought some concerns, some preferred not to be recorded,
which denoted discomfort with political issues involved in
the institution, which may have influenced the obtaining of
information. The case study method was considered ade-
quate for this study because it is a strategy used for the
research of contemporary events in contextual conditions.
In this way, it was possible to identify improvisation
practices in an academic management context and related
the constructs of intuition, bricolage, innovation and
learning, presenting significant results for higher education
institution.

After all, for further reflection, (1) are managers pre-
pared, technically and emotionally, to improvise for better
results? (2) What kind of skills does the manager need to
develop to achieve meaningful improvisation practices? (3)
How can improvisation practices of HEI managers be
improved?
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Key Questions

(1) Are managers prepared, technically and emotionally, to
improvise for better results?

(2) What kind of skills does the manager need to develop to
achieve meaningful improvisation practices?

(3) How can improvisation practices of HEI managers be
improved?
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