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SMART Performance
Organizations want improved performance, but great performance can’t be imposed. It has to arise from within 
the people who are creating it. It has to be inspired rather than imposed. A great jazz performance offers some 
interesting insights into inspiring great performance in the workplace.Great performance, 
in both jazz and the workplace, is SMART. We play with this acronym in variety of ways at 
Jazzthink. The words we’ve come up with are Soulful, Mindful, Astute, Responsible, and 
Trusting. With respect to organizational performance, here’s one of our improvisations 
on this set of ideas. 

Soulful 

Great performance arises from the core passions and purposes that lie at the heart of 
a person’s unique brilliance. Jazz musicians talk of great performance coming from 
the soul. Their performance arises from their unique talents are aligned with their 
passions and purposes. 

Mindful

Every great performance requires both mental focus and mental flexibility - focus because we really 
can’t do several things at once and flexibility because we need to be able to adapt to changing 
circumstances. Mental focus and flexibility remain in creative tension throughout the performance.

ASTuTe

Great performance requires astute emotional intelligence. It requires the ability to stay positively 
connected with ourselves and others. Emotional energy can easily become negative, drained 
by anger, fear, frustration, and hopelessness. It can create a toxic group and dysfunctional 
organizations. But we can choose to define ourselves differently, to show up with positive 
emotional energy, charged with hope, passion, challenge, and joy. 

ReSponSible

Responsibility relates to the physical dimension of performance.  Our bodies are the vehicles 
for expressing our purpose, living out our ideas, indicating our connection with others, and 
getting beneficial things done. Our performance flows through every fiber of our beings. 
Knowing how to manage our physical energy – building our capacity to get things done – is 
essential to great performance.

TRuSTing

We achieve great performances, in both jazz and organizations, when all our energies - 
spiritual, mental, emotional, and physical - are aligned and working together. To get to the 

place where we can trust that to happen, we must practice. We must learn the 
skills, traditions, conventions, and structures within which we perform. 

We must build our confidence by testing our limits and pushing 
beyond them. In the process, we learn to trust it all to 

work together. D
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