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By Robert L. Jolles 

WHEN WAS THE LAST TIME you 
were engaged in a conversation 
and at a loss for words? During a 
m e e t i n g w i th an i m p o r t a n t 
c l ien t , did you ever t h i n k to 
yourself , "I wish I could have 
thought of a better response to 
that question"? 

These scenarios happen fre-
quently, and that leads to one of 
t h e m o s t c o m m o n ques t ions : 
"Are we born with the ability to 
make quick mental responses or 
can quick thinking be learned?" 

For years , too m a n y of u s 
have thought of quick thinking 
as some kind of genetic bonus. 
Most people feel you either have 
it or you don't. It's an interesting 

theory, and certainly makes it a 
lot easier to accept our fate if we 
aren't one of the lucky ones, but 
there ' s only one problem with 
that theory: It's wrong. 

How do you speed up your 
ability to think quickly on your 
feet? That's easy: Think faster! 

Improvisation 
What we need to do is train the mind 
to th ink fas ter . After wa tch ing a tel-
evision show "Whose Line is it Anyway," 
I marveled at the speed of the responses 

that the actors on stage demonstrated. I 
then began to wonder, "Are those people 
bom that way, or did they acquire this 
mental speed as a learned behavior?" 

That's where my research began. For 
more than a year, I studied the art of im-
provisational acting. Although teaching 
an actor to move through peanut butter 
was an interesting concept and might 
expand one's creativity, I also knew that 
the average businessperson would never 
warm up to such an exercise. 

As I continued to interview directors 
and actors f rom mul t ip le improvisa-

tional troops, I expected them to tell me 
the wonderful gift they had—the gift of 
reacting quickly and creatively. Inter-
est ingly enough, not once did I ever 
hea r any of t h e m say tha t wha t they 
had was a gift. Instead, the actors told 

Think Fast! 

How to think on your feet. 

You can't expect to be good 

at it if you don't prepare 

your brain to think quicker. 

Practice, practice, practice! 

me repeatedly that the more they per-
formed as an improvisational actor, the 

better they got at it. 
The directors wen t a s tep fu r the r . 

They told me they used various drills 
to improve their actors' abilities to im-
provise. Consequently, the more the ac-
tors p e r f o r m e d t h e s e act ivi t ies , t h e 

better they performed. 
Although, I found plenty of books that 

taught improvisational exercises, none 
of them tied these exercises to business 
practices or the business processes we 
use in the workplace everyday. What 

good is quick thinking if you have 
no process to attach it to? 

Anatomy of a conversation 
So, how exactly does s o m e o n e 
speed up the i r ability to th ink 
quickly on their feet? To figure this 
out , you m u s t f i rs t look at t h e 
anatomy of a conversation. 

In short , conversat ions s tar t 
with an introduction—as the com-
mercial states, you only have one 

chance to make a first impression. 
Tha t one c h a n c e usua l ly boi ls 
down to 45 seconds. Think about 
your introduction: How much do 
you w a n t t h e p e r s o n to real ly 
know about you and when do you 
want her to know it? 

T rus t a lso is a m a j o r com-
p o n e n t of c o n v e r s a t i o n s . It is 
important to earn the trust of the 
p e r s o n you are s p e a k i n g wi th 
because wi thout trust , the con-
versation will not last long. Ask 
questions—lots of them—and be 

p r e p a r e d to l i s t en . Don ' t ask 
questions tha t can be answered 
with yes-or-no responses . You 
can control an entire conversa-
tion by the questions you ask. 

After trust is established, the goal of 
many conversat ions often centers on 
creating change. Leam how to create ur-
gency in your conversations, and you'll 

create change. 
With m o s t conversa t ions the re is 

an unknown. How do you cope with the 
u n k n o w n in a conversat ion? Wha t if 
someone objects to your ideas? How do 
you buy yourself some t ime to th ink 
before answer ing a quest ion? A good 
process teaches t echn iques tha t give 
us the best chance for success, but does 
not guarantee it. That means that pro-

cesses need to address scenarios tha t 
incorporate objections and other forms 
of challenges that inevitably come up in 
a conversation. 

Every step of a conversation has a so-
lut ion—repeatable, predictable tech-
niques can be measured and fixed. 

For each problem, there is a process, 
and for each process, there are exercises 
that help the mind rehearse and practice 
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its ability to think and react faster. Some 
of us might begin with a head start, but 
with practice, anyone can improve their 
ability to react quicker on their feet. 

Practice, practice, practice 
Coaches always say, "Practice makes per-

fect." Athletes practice so they can pre-

pare themselves to handle all situations. 

The same concept applies to th inking 
quickly on your feet. You can't expect to 
be good at it if you don ' t prepare your 
brain to think quicker. 

To think faster, you have to improve 
your opening s t a t emen t s and develop 
conversational skills by learning how to 

react to stupid questions, develop ques-
tions, gain trust , th ink creatively, and 
avoid confrontational situations. 

Like anything you do, preparation is 
critical. How can you think creatively un-
less you practice being creative? 

With the right practice, anyone can 
improve his mental agility. 

Robert L Jolles is president of Joiies Associ-

ates. His also is a corporate trainer, business 

speaker, and author of Mental Agility, on which 

this article is based; mentalagility@jolles.com. 

Exercises to 
Improve Your 
Thinking 
Thinking outside the box requires speed 

and creativity. One exerc ise that wi l l 

cha l lenge your creat iv i ty takes only 

15 minutes of your t ime. Find three 

o b j e c t s a n d w r i t e d o w n as m a n y 

w o r d s as y o u c a n t o d e s c r i b e it 

w i thou t cal l ing it wha t it is. Record 

y o u r i d e a s o n a p i e c e o f p a p e r . 

L imi t you r w o r k w i t h each i tem to 

f ive minutes. 

Starting a conversation can be an over-

whelming experience. O n e e x e r c i s e 

that wil l help y o u prepare to start a 

conve rsa t i on takes a b o u t 20 m in -

utes of your t ime. On a sheet of pa-

per, w r i t e d o w n a g ree t i ng , in i t ia l 

bene f i t s t a t e m e n t , p rocess , t ime , 

and open ing tac t ic that y o u w o u l d 

u s e t o h a v e a c o n v e r s a t i o n w i t h 

s o m e o n e you have never met . 

Asking and answering questions quick-

ly are vital to thinking fast. Wi th a par t -

ne r , t a k e t u r n s a s k i n g a n d a n -

swe r i ng ques t ions . L imi t your role 

play to one minu te . W h e n a ques -

t ion is asked , answer it as qu ick l y 

as possib le. 

Source: Mental Agility 
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