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ABSTRACT

Medical students experience rising rates of burnout throughout their training. Efforts have been
made to not only mitigate its negative effects, but also prevent its development. Medical improv
takes the basic ideas of improvisational theatre and applies them to clinical situations. Given
improv's focus on self-awareness and reflection, in addition to its spontaneous nature, we
hypothesized it had the potential to serve as a creative outlet, a way to prevent and/or mitigate
the negative effects of stress, burnout, and fatigue, and provide a learning environment to
develop skills necessary to succeed as a physician. University of California (UC) San Diego
School of Medicine developed a medical improv elective for pre-clinical students and assessed
its effects on student development and wellbeing. Students enrolled in the elective between Fall
2019 and Fall 2020 at UC San Diego School of Medicine were surveyed pre- and post- course
completion using both qualitative and quantitative methods. Students noted significant
improvement in domains related to proactivity in their professional career (3.15 to 4.00,
p = 0.02), wellbeing (3.0 to 44, p < 0.001), engagement with their studies (3.85 to 4.52,
p = 0.02), and communication (3.75 to 4.3, p = 0.04) after completion of the medical improv
elective. We describe a pilot-study demonstrating the positive effects of improv on medical
student wellbeing and professional development, laying the groundwork for both future study of
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improv on student wellness and its implementation in the pre-clinical curriculum.

Introduction

Medical students across the country are experiencing
alarming rates of anxiety, depression, and burnout[1].
Currently, it is estimated that 25-50% of medical
students experience major depression and 10%
experience suicidal ideation[2]. This poses a major
challenge for medical schools training the next gen-
eration of physicians. Diminished well-being not only
inhibits a student’s performance, but also increases
the likelihood of physician burnout and professional
misconduct[3]. It is therefore in the best interest of
medical education programs to prioritize and bolster
the well-being of its medical students.

Over the past decade, humanities courses have
been introduced in medical curricula to provide bal-
ance and well-roundedness to students during their
training [4,5]. These efforts have been shown to
improve empathy and compassion in patient care
settings, while also decreasing levels of burnout
[6,7]. Traditionally, these courses have focused on
literature to explore patient narratives and the ‘art’
of medicine. More recently, medical humanities have
expanded to include the performing arts — of parti-
cular interest, medical improv [8,9].

The idea of ‘applied improv’ takes the principles of
improv (deep listening, disciplined acceptance, self-
awareness, spontaneity, and teamwork) and uses
them in various contexts. Applied improv has been
widely used in business and other fields over the past
few decades with varying degrees of success [10,11].
In more recent years, applied improv has gained
popularity in medical education. Participating medi-
cal educators have seen the value that improvisational
theater training can provide in areas such as active
listening, empathy, teamwork, adaptability, and resi-
liency. In medical improv, students participate in
various exercises that directly apply the basic tenets
of improv to clinical situations. Over the past decade,
several medical schools have begun to incorporate
medical improv training into their programs. Most
institutions offer single seminars or limited exposure
opportunities (<10 hours), rather than formal improv
electives in their medical curricula [5,7,9]. In addi-
tion, there has been minimal research examining the
effect of medical improv on medical students’ well-
being and development [12-14]. Given the unpredict-
able nature of clinical medicine and the increasing
stress and pressure that physicians experience, we
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hypothesized that the lessons learned in medical
improv can benefit medical students not only in
their professional training, but also with their perso-
nal well-being. In this paper we describe a pilot-study
examining the effects of a medical improv elective on
medical student wellbeing and professional
development.

Methods
Medical improv elective overview

UC San Diego School of Medicine launched its
inaugural medical improv elective for students in
the pre-clinical curricula in Spring 2019. Inspired
by Katie Watson’s Medical Improv Curriculum the
course focused on experiential learning of improv
[15]. We modified the elective to fit the structure of
other School of Medicine electives with 9 weekly,
two-hour sessions led by two instructors trained in
improv. The 3-credit course systematically intro-
duced students to medical improv exercises focusing
on different clinical topics each week. Topics
included active listening, connecting with others,
understanding emotions, dealing with ambiguity,
juggling multiple goals, and recognizing bias and
assumptions. Classes were structured around these
topics with corresponding improv games that high-
lighted a specific idea. (e.g., a game highlighting
nonverbal communication would be played, fol-
lowed by a discussion of how these could be used
in patient encounters to assess nonverbal patient
cues). These were then followed by debriefing ses-
sions where students would discuss what they
learned from the exercise and how it could be
applied to a clinical situation. In addition, students
were given outside assignments (attending a live
improv performance, course readings, etc.) to soli-
dify the lessons learned. Each session built upon
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ideas from the previous week, challenging students
to progressively step outside their comfort zone as
they grew more familiar with improv. Exercises
started with simple pattern games and then pro-
gressed to full scene work by the end of the course.
By course completion, students learned the main
tenets of medical improv, participated in dozens of
exercises, and performed multiple times in front of
their peers. The final assignment consisted of an
ungraded written paper where students reflected
upon a clinical encounter in which they experienced
or observed the tenets of improv in action. This
served as a way for students to reflect how improv
can play a role in their lives as clinicians.

Study design

We developed a survey to assess the benefits of med-
ical improv based on feedback from students taking
the inaugural course. Questions included the follow-
ing domains: engagement with studies, connection
with other students, wellbeing, adaptability, commu-
nication, confidence, proactivity in their professional
career, and development as future doctors (Figure 1).
Questions were tested for face validity with students
and faculty familiar with improv. Responses were
reported on a 5-point Likert scale (strongly disagree
to strongly agree) and converted into numerical
values (1-5) for analysis. To protect student identity,
all responses were anonymous. A paired one-tailed
t-test was used to assess statistical significance
between pre- and post- course survey responses.
Following each question about a specific domain,
students were given space to provide free response
answers detailing how specifically improv affected
that unique domain (e.g., “Please comment on com-
munication). These were then analyzed and coded for
different themes in various domains. Students were
given the pre-course survey prior to start of the
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Figure 1. Changes in self-reported domains pre (n = 20) and post- improv (n = 21) course among medical students.

*=p < 0.05 *** =p < 0.01.



course. The post-course survey was distributed at the
end of the course and students had two weeks to
complete it. All study materials were approved by
our institutional review board.

Results

A total of 39 students took the medical improv course
from Fall 2019 through Fall 2020. Of these, 20 (50%)
responded to the pre-course survey and 21 to post-
course survey (54%). Students taking the elective
expressed significant improvement in areas of well-
ness (3.0 to 4.4, p < 0.001), engagement with their
studies (3.85 to 4.52, p = 0.02), communication (3.75
to 4.3, p = 0.04), and proactivity in their professional
careers (3.15 to 4.00, p = 0.02). (Figure 1). During the
post-course survey, students were asked to rate their
agreement  with  the following  statement,
‘Participation in this elective helped me develop as
a student doctor.” All students agreed that the course
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helped them develop as a student doctor, with 55%
responding with ‘Strongly Agree.

When asked to reflect on what they gained from
participation in the course, students commented on
a wide range of topics (Figure 2). Many discussed the
direct correlation of improv to clinical encounters
and the importance of active listening. Some detailed
how the time spent in improv became a refuge from
the constant ‘grind’ of school, while others described
how they made new friendships from these interac-
tions. All students noted a positive benefit from par-
ticipation and an  overwhelming  majority
recommended the curriculum be incorporated into
training given its broad and far-reaching benefits.

Discussion

We describe a pilot-study evaluating the effects of
medical improv on student development. While
there have been few studies examining improv in
medical education, none, to our knowledge, have

“I think having a break from the science aspect of medicine and focusing on the communication
aspect (through improv) helped me find more interest in school in general, even in my regular
classes outside of the elective.”

“Reminding myself the importance and human connection of medicine via this elective helps to
get through the daily grind of studying for exams.”

“I really enjoyed Improv, and felt that it was a nice break in my week to forget about medical
school and just enjoy my time, while also learning some really valuable skills that I feel like I
can take with me for future patient (and life) interactions.”

Wellness

“Was so much fun!! Looked forward to it every week. Felt like I was hitting a reset button on
everything negative.”’

“Improv has been one of my favorite parts of the week! It is a great way to take a break from the
scientific parts of med school and have time to play games and interact with my classmates in a
positive, low-stress setting.”

“...Above all else, improv taught me not to fear failure (which is inevitable when performing). I
think the high stakes environment of test taking that takes place during the pre-clinical years can
take a psychological toll on medical students (speaking from personal experience). Therefore,
taking a class on improv which focused on creativity and having fun was hugely beneficial for
my mental health.”

Communication

“There are many ways to communicate. We often _forget how valuable non-verbal communicates
are. During some of our improv games, we demonstrated how you can communicate in unique
ways that don’t involve speaking to each other, and often times they can tell you more than
verbal language would.”

“I don't think I actually understood the importance of listening until I took this class. I now
realize how vital it is to actively attune to people both in the medical profession and outside of
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“I am less self-conscious about how I think/act and I instead try to focus on the person in front of
me to observe how they are acting. This helps me make sure I am truly listening to them.”

Proactivity

)

“I feel more comfortable reaching out to potential mentors or opportunities.’

>

“Yes, especially in remembering to accept and adhere.’

Figure 2. Student feedback.
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addressed its association with professional develop-
ment and wellness. We found medical improv was
associated increased self-perceived improvements in
multiple areas, including proactivity in one’s profes-
sional career, engagement with their studies, commu-
nication, and wellness.

Students showed a significant improvement in
engagement with their studies after taking the
improv elective, with free responses also noting
that improv allowed them to ‘retreat from the
demands of medical training and have a time to
reset for the week’ and ‘helped them find more
interest in school in general.” These findings may
reflect the potential for medical improv to bolster
students’ engagement with their clinical training.
Students can get worn down from the stressors
inherent to medical school. Improv can provide
a space to stop, think, and re-engage, which, in
turn, can theoretically mitigate against disengage-
ment, burnout and its sequelae. We hypothesize
this may be due to medical improv’s emphasis on re-
centering students in their training. In each session,
students performed improv exercises followed by
debriefing sessions to discuss how the exercises
could be applied to their medical training. This
reflection allowed students to re-center their focus
on what is important and see the ‘bigger picture’ of
their life and training, reconnecting students’ day-to
-day activities with a personal goal-oriented mission.

Students also showed significant improvement in
multiple domains including wellness, communica-
tion, and proactivity in their professional careers.
We hypothesize that improv may provide
a counterbalance to the stressors faced in medical
school. Given its emphasis on teamwork and sponta-
neity, improv provides a space where students can
freely stumble and ‘make mistakes.” There are no
right or wrong answers in improv, only opportunities
for growth. This tenet of improv helps students
reconceptualize ',failure' from being a shameful entity
to being an opportunity for growth. Many students
emphasized this as an important lesson they gleaned
from the course. As seen by the large number of
students indicating that improv played a role in
improving their wellness, we believe that improv
could provide a space for students to relax, learn,
connect with classmates, and develop skills outside
of a strictly clinical context.

This feeling of relaxation and freedom may also
contribute to increased proactivity in their profes-
sional career. By giving students this space and free-
dom, medical improv sets the stage for openness in
exploring their interests inside (and outside) of med-
icine. In turn, this may help students feel engaged in
their development as physicians and proactively seek
out new opportunities that may previously have felt
uncomfortable. These positive factors may provide

a protective effect against decreased wellbeing and
further enhance students engagement with their
study of medicine.

The seen benefits of medical improv on commu-
nication is more self-evident. Improv exercises con-
stantly remind students of the importance of both
verbal and non-verbal communication. All exercises
reinforced the immense importance of listening to
other participants, and then responding authentically.
This interplay reinforces the key aspect of listening.
As students develop their improvisational skills, they
also develop as communicators. Communication
skills are foundational to clinical competence and
expertise. Patients desire a physician who will not
only provide great care, but will listen to their needs
and respond appropriately [16]. Lastly, all students
expressed that participation in the elective helped
them develop as student-doctors. These findings pro-
vide evidence for the benefit of improv in medical
education and support further study into the myriad
ways medical improv may contribute to student
development and wellbeing.

This study had several limitations. First, this
course was an elective and our sample may not be
reflective of the entire medical student population.
Second, our sample size may be too small to show
the full effect of improv on medical students. Third,
our post- course assessment was obtained immedi-
ately after the end of the course and it is unclear
whether the benefits gained will remain long-term.

Our data both mirror findings from the extant
literature examining the role of medical improv on
training and add to the literature by also examining
medical improv’s effect on student wellbeing [17-19].
Studies on medical improv are minimal with a 2018
scoping review finding just 7 studies to include in the
analysis[20]. Previous work suggests that resilience is
an important aspect of medical improv, and some
studies have assessed improv’s effects on skills
directly related to clinical development, but no stu-
dies have examined its role on student wellbeing and
personal development [17-19].

While we found a self-reported benefit immedi-
ately after completion of the course, there is a need to
see how long these benefits last and if there is an ideal
length of improv training for medical students. In
addition, objective assessment scales should be estab-
lished for improv. One study developed a new scoring
system to specifically detect the impact of improv in
observed standardized clinical encounters (OSCEs)
for first-year students [21]. The impact of medical
improv in the clinical setting should also be assessed.
Additional studies are needed to comprehensively
evaluate the benefits of improv training and its fit
into an already full curriculum.

Overall, we describe the development of a medical
improv elective and a pilot study for evaluating its



effects in medical students’ wellbeing. Our study results
suggest direct benefits to student wellness from
a medical improv curriculum and support the further
investigation of it wuse in medical education.
A comprehensive evaluation of the benefits of improv
electives could solidify its place in both pre-clinical and
clinical curricula.
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