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Jazzthink provokes productive teamwork by inspiring people to 
imagine better futures for their teams using the workings and wisdom of 
jazz. Jazzthink Press is our publishing arm.

We believe everyone is a jazz musician because the most common form 
of jazz or improvisation in human experience is ordinary conversation. You 
build terrific teams one conversation after another. The quality of your team 
is determined by the quality of your conversations. 

In conversation, there are accepted structures – grammar and vocabulary – 
through which performers are able to align their unique talents and contributions 
into inspiring performances. Every time you engage in a conversation, it’s a fresh 
opportunity to use the structures for a beneficial purpose. Every conversation 
has the potential to generate significant improvement. Practicing the unique 
sound and soul of your voices within the structures of positive collaboration is 
essential to enhancing productive teamwork.

In your work and community service environments, you are constantly 
being challenged with both the opportunities and dangers of change. The 
more you converse like jazz musicians – authentic, agile, and aligned – the 
better you will collaborate and the SMARTer your team will work.

Find out more about the full range of services in speaking, facilitation, 
and coaching we offer at Jazzthink and the resources we have developed to 
help you generate productive teamwork at www.jazzthink.com.
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Appreciations

SMARTer Teamwork is a framework for understanding the 5 essential 
conversations that generate productive teamwork. In its evolution, I have 
enjoyed the support of many colleagues. They have listened, laughed, rolled 
their eyes at yet another acronym, pushed and prodded at the meanings I 
was giving the various elements, and added their own insights. I am deeply 
grateful for their sage and seasoned support.

Two colleagues stand out and deserve special mention.
Denice Rothman Hinden of Managance Consulting and Coaching 

worked with me in the early days to refine the concept. We were applying 
it to coaching non-profit executives in transition into a new position.  
We wanted to help people Start SMART. I continue to work with Denice 
and Managance as a partnering coach. Learn more about Managance at 
www.managance.com. 

Wayne Rawcliffe of Senga Consulting worked with me to explore 
another application of the concept – SMARTer Management. We refined 
and applied it to the broader area of management/leadership development. 
We are loyal Mintzbergians, agreeing with Henry Mintzberg that it is 
misleading, if not downright dangerous, to distinguish leadership from 
management. Both functions need to cohere in a single person to provide 
the inspiration and direction needed to generate productive teamwork and 
organizational success. I continue to work with Wayne and Senga as an 
associate. Find out more about Senga at www.senga.ca.

The Jazzthink logo is based on a painting done for me by artist Colin 
Righton and the SMARTer images were created by graphic facilitator/
recorder Avril Orloff.

My most intimate companion as I have composed this phase of my 
life has been my brilliant wife, Jill Alexander, who has offered unwavering 
support and uncompromising provocation. She loves me into playing my 
best and then playing above that. 
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Introduction

Duke Ellington was one of the most respected team leaders in jazz. He 
regarded his entire orchestra as his instrument. The brilliant productivity 
of his musical team was rooted in his discipline of respecting the voices 
individually and then aligning them to perform together, to the delight of 
their audiences.

If we paid as much attention to the sound and impact of our voices in our 
team conversations as Ellington’s band paid to the sound and impact of their 
instruments playing in sync during a great performance, the teams in which 
we work and serve would be far more productive – and enjoyable.

For almost a decade now, Jazzthink has been asking people what 
qualities of productive teamwork they see in a jazz performance. I’ve 
recorded and analyzed their wisdom. My acronym for SMART – 
Soulful, Mindful, Astute, Responsible, and Trusting – emerges from that 
research. SMARTer teamwork can only be generated through SMARTer 
conversations – conversations that are Soulful, Mindful, Astute, 
Responsible, and Trusting. These are the 5 essential conversations that 
sustain and enhance productive teamwork.

This short booklet outlines the attitudes and behaviours that produce the 
consequences that result in SMARTer teamwork. It is designed to provoke 
and guide your thinking and acting as you contribute your brilliance to the 
achievement of SMARTer teamwork.

In situations too often infected with draining despair, the human race 
needs people who are willing and capable of getting into a jam in order 
to get out of a jam, people who are willing to get into tough, tenacious, 
and tender conversations (what jazz musicians call jams) in order to move 
through difficult challenges and decisions to desirable results (what most of 
us see as getting out of a jam). This booklet is an invitation to be that kind 
of person one conversation after another. 
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SMARTer Teamwork 
The 5 Essential Conversations

Soulful Conversations Being encouraging with yourself

Mindful Conversations Being engaging with others

Astute Conversations Being wise and decisive

Responsible Conversations Being supportive and accountable

Trusting Conversations Being meticulous about results
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Soulful Conversations

Soulful conversations have to do with your encouraging self-talk. 
These are the conversations that go on inside of your head and heart. 

At their best, they are self-affirming. Too often, they are self-doubting and 
self-dismissive. 

The focus in practicing self-affirming conversations is to become ever 
more aware of the values and strengths that come from your core brilliance 
(your soul) as a human being. 

The more familiar and confident you are with the unique gifts you have 
to contribute to your team, the more productive you will be in all of the 
other conversations.
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Soulful Attitudes
	 •		Self-valuing	 Respecting	your	worth	and	positive	potential
	 •		Self-awareness		 Being	confident	in	your	unique	talents	and	abilities
	 •		Self-development		 Committing	to	your	continuous	improvement

Soulful Behaviours
	 •	 Self-care		 	Nourish	your	sources	of	energy
	 •	 Self-discipline		 Improve	how	you	show	up
	 •	 Self-appreciation		 Celebrate	your	contributions

Soulful Consequences
	 •	 Greater	self-confidence
	 •	 Improved	personal	growth	in	capabilities	and	maturity
	 •	 More	positive	influence	and	impact
 

The Coach’s Question 
What strengths do you draw on when you are performing at your best?
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Mindful Conversations

Mindful conversations involve paying close attention to the engaging 
quality of the relationships you are building with current and potential allies 
in generating productive teamwork.

These are the conversations that go on all day long - in formal meetings, 
during informal chats, in the interruptions that happen so often during the 
working day, over coffee, at lunch, during your commute, while travelling 
with colleagues, .... 

Positive and productive relationships with team members and supporters 
are built one conversation after another. 

Every conversation creates a powerful vibe, an energy everyone can feel.  
The choice you have is whether that vibe will be positive or negative.  If it was 
negative, you have the choice to recover by convening another conversation 
to get the relationship back into a positive groove.
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Mindful Attitudes
	 •	 Curiosity	 Desiring	to	discover	what	others	want	and	know
	 •	 Respect	 Welcoming	what	others	have	to	contribute
	 •	 Humility	 Yearning	to	learn	what’s	possible	together 

Mindful Behaviours
	 •	 Converse	 Invite	people	into	conversations	about	what	matters	most
	 •	 Listen		 Hear	what	others	really	want	to	say
	 •	 Appreciate	 Value	differing	points	of	view	that	generate	collective	wisdom

Mindful Consequences
	 •	 Sustained	credibility	with	your	colleagues
	 •	 Increased	willingness	to	support	in	adaptive	and	innovative	ways	
	 •	 More	clearly	aligned	and	productive	collaboration

 
The Coach’s Question 
How would you prefer that someone listen to you?
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Astute Conversations

Astute conversations focus on wise analysis and decision making that 
draws upon the experience, expertise, and street smarts of the whole team.

The team surfaces a lot of ideas and often creates a messy picture – initially. 
But as the conversations move forward – one conversation after another 
–	unfettered	conflict	around	ideas	evolves	 into	a	more	coherent	collective	
wisdom that understands the situation more thoroughly and systemically.

When decisions must be made – both the smaller ones to keep considering 
the possibilities and the larger ones to choose and act upon the best option 
– the whole team has had a say (though they won’t always have their way). 
Support for the chosen actions is greatly enhanced by inviting input from 
everyone on the team from the very beginning.
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Astute Attitudes
	 •	 Open	 Desiring	to	get	information	from	multiple	sources
	 •	 Collegial	 Recognizing	that	many	minds	are	better	than	one
	 •	 Analytical	 Respecting	reasoned	and	considered	steps	to	understanding

Astute Behaviours
	 •	 Discover		 Explore	perspectives	and	possibilities	with	everyone
	 •	 Diagnose		 Identify	the	strategies	and	steps	best	suited	to	success
	 •	 Decide	 Choose	the	most	highly-leveraged	options	for	 
   improved results

Astute Consequences
	 •	 Greater	capacity	to	make	crucial	decisions
	 •	 Broader	and	deeper	ownership	of	strategies	chosen
	 •	 Better	alignment	of	all	the	organization’s	assets	to	achieve	its	purpose

 
The Coach’s Question 
What’s the best decision you have ever made and how did you make it?
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Responsible Conversations

Responsible conversations generate mutual support and account-
ability in implementing the astute decisions made with the team.

This is a reciprocal process – at times formal and often informal. Sup-
port is offered and accountability returned. The goal is to make everyone 
on the team an extraordinary success so that the entire team achieves 
unimagined productivity. 

There is a lot of room for big egos on this kind of team, but only if people 
agree to manage themselves well in being responsible for the agreed-upon 
team results. Their talents and potential must be used in the service of the 
team’s productivity. This is simply a condition of employment.
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Responsible Attitudes
	 •	 Supportive	 Recognizing	that	achievement	is	always	a	 
   communal activity
	 •	 Passionate	 Being	keen	to	work	hard	with	others	to	achieve	results
	 •	 Forgiving	 Believing	that	mistakes	are	primarily	opportunities	to	learn

Responsible Behaviours
	 •	 Connect	 Convene	lots	of	conversations	about	how	things	are	going
	 •	 Encourage	 Explore	future	potential	rather	than	past	mistakes
	 •	 Serve	 Do	whatever	is	necessary	to	make	the	team	productive

Responsible Consequences 
•	 Faster	achievement	of	the	desired	results
•	 Greater	attraction	and	retention	of	the	most	talented	contributors
•	 Better	reputation	within	the	larger	organization
 
The Coach’s Question 
What processes for encouraging mutual support and accountability might 
you put in place to ensure that this project will work out better than you  
can imagine?
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Trusting Conversations

Trusting conversations are focused on monitoring and measuring how 
things are going in order to build resilience, agility, and alignment. They pro-
voke meticulous attention to results. They support trustworthy collaboration. 

They calculate progress, celebrate success, and recalibrate strategies. 
When done openly and honestly, they deepen the bonds of reliability  
and loyalty.

These are the conversations that integrate the energies of all the others. 
They draw on what’s been learned and decided. They adjust and adapt the 
collaboration so it is more finely tuned to achieve the chosen results. They 
keep everyone involved by sharing information openly, honestly, and fully. 
Potential problems are identified early and steps are taken to correct them 
before they become a serious barrier to success.
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Trusting Attitudes
	 •	 Courage	 Willing	to	face	realities	about	people,	problems,	and	potential
	 •	 Optimism	 Expecting	that	people	can	collaborate	to	make	things		 	
   work well
	 •	 Confidence	 Having	faith	in	the	capacity	of	your	colleagues	to	 
   generate success
 
Trusting Behaviours
	 •	 Assess	 Keep	close	and	careful	track	of	how	things	are	going
	 •	 Inform	 Communicate	the	results	of	assessments	with	colleagues		
   in an honest and timely manner
	 •	 Coach	 Be	a	catalyst	for	people	achieving	their	full	potential	in		
   the team

Trusting Consequences
	 •	 More	deeply	satisfying	collaboration
	 •	 More	powerful	benefits	for	the	larger	organization
	 •	 Greater	contribution	to	the	well-being	of	the	larger	community 
 
The Coach’s Question 
What are the best results you can imagine from this project and how will 
you feel when you achieve them?
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Composing & Practising  
SMARTer Conversations 

 
This is a template to help you compose and practise SMARTer conversations. 
Think of an essential conversation that is coming up in the near future. 
Determine the kind of conversation it will be. What are the consequences 
you want to achieve and what benefits will they produce? What attitudes 
will help you generate those consequences? What words and tones (or what 
behaviours) best go together to attain those consequences?

The Consequences Desired & Benefits to be Produced

The Attitudes Most Likely to Contribute to the Desired Consequences

The Behaviours Best Suited to Attain the Desired Consequences

In reviewing your composition and practising it in your head or in front of 
a mirror, identify two points where you applauded yourself and one point 
where you feel some additional arranging would help achieve the desired 
consequences even better.



Brian Fraser founded Jazzthink in 2002, after leaving his adminis-
trative and teaching duties at the University of British Columbia. He was 
dean of the Presbyterian College, St. Andrew’s Hall, and taught leadership  
and	 organizational	 development	 at	 Vancouver	 School	 of	Theology	 from	
1985-2001.

Working closely with jazz impresario Cory Weeds, owner of Cory Weeds’ 
Cellar	 Jazz	 Club	 in	Vancouver,	 Brian	 began	 to	 explore	 more	 deeply	 the	
power of jazz as an image for inspiring leadership and productive teamwork. 
It worked then and it works even better now.

Brian retooled for this new phase of his new life as a speaker, facilitator, 
and	 coach	 by	 earning	 his	 Graduate	 Certificate	 in	 Executive	 Coaching	
from Royal Roads University in 2003.  In 2009, Lori-anne Demers, one 
of Canada’s pioneering coaches who had been Brian’s mentor in the 
program, invited him to teach in her ICF-accredited Core Alignment 
Professional Coach Training Program. Brian now directs that program. All 
of	the	activities	of	the	Demers	Group	are	focused	on	cultivating	coaching	
communities for the common good. Find out more at www.lademers.com. 

Brian returned part-time to parish work in 2009 when he became 
minister with Brentwood Presbyterian Church in Burnaby, BC. Explore 
what Brentwood has to offer at www.brentwoodpc.ca.

In all of these portfolios, Brian delights in dialogue that generates 
rhythms of grace and gratitude. He provokes productive teamwork with 
calm, curiosity, and appreciation and cultivates hopeful conversations that 
energize	flourishing	communities.
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“Brian is truly what he claims to be — a provocateur! I am awestruck by 
his energy, commitment, competence and caring with everyone with 
whom I have seen him work. I do recommend Brian highly for any 
project that requires creativity, professionalism, and immediate results.”

“With Brian’s strategic and creative mind, as well as his collaborative 
approach and natural coaching style, he is always delivering exceptional 
value in the conversations he fosters with individuals and teams alike.”

Dr. Terry Anderson 
Professor,
University of the Fraser Valley,
Abbotsford, BC

Lisa Ryan
VP of Talent Management,
Right Management,
Vancouver, BC


