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“An insider’s guide to translating the creative techniques of jazz to the busi-
ness world.”
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business teams, and in this book he applies this experience to analyze the
ways that effective business teams balance structure and freedom.”

—Dr. R. Keith Sawyer, associate professor of psychology and education at
Washington University and author of Group Genius: The Creative Power of

Collaboration and many other books on creativity and innovation

“In The Jazz Process, Adrian Cho weaves some unusual and interesting four-
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around an important theme…teamwork.”
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work. I highly recommend The Jazz Process to anyone seeking to learn how
to build agile, effective teams—regardless of your field of endeavor.”

—Mike Milinkovich, Executive Director, Eclipse Foundation
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Foreword 
Group dynamics are an integral part of our daily work and private lives,
whether we’re driving a car and dealing with commuter traffic, working
through computer code with a team of programmers, running a business, or
performing with a jazz group on a concert stage. In The Jazz Process, Adrian
Cho explains how high-performance experts from varied disciplines use cer-
tain underlying truths to reach agreements, solve complicated problems, and
negotiate unexpected hurdles. The best teams do this on the fly, in real time,
and in such a way that an uninformed observer might never notice the skill,
dedication, and magic involved.

The 14 fundamental principles found in this book are essential to any collab-
orative venture. Following his own advice, Cho offers “just enough” descrip-
tion and analysis to make practical application of the principles easy and
flexible. The Jazz Process provides a thorough diagnosis of top perform-
ance—how teams function, how stellar results are achieved, and how people
can effectively work together on just about any project imaginable.

In my work and play as a musician, I can relate every principle here to my
daily practice sessions, rehearsals, and performances. Cho’s ideas about
teamwork, trust, roles, and responsibilities can be applied to music and arts,
as well as any other activity in which a high level of performance can trans-
late to success.

When I perform with a group of jazz musicians, we are like a basketball
team, passing the ball back and forth, waiting for the right moment to sink a
basket. We are a business concern, and our business is jazz. Our work is not
unlike a military squad on a secret mission or a group of politicians debating
social issues and reaching agreements. I bring a complex combination of
skill, preparedness, and intuition to every performance situation. By under-
standing the goal of a musical project and being keenly attuned to the other
musicians, I help the group achieve the highest possible artistic success—or
the most efficient “return on time and energy invested,” as Cho writes.

Music performance is all about agreement and teamwork. Successful per-
forming musicians adhere to self-evident truths ingrained by countless hours
of practice and performance. The agreements between experienced musi-
cians are often unspoken, even when they appear and sound seamless. 
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I play many concerts where there is a clearly defined structure to the
music—there are specific notes to be played in a certain way with a certain
sound, rhythmic feeling, and interpretation. However, some of my favorite
musical experiences involve freely improvised situations—a minimum of
rules, a bare-bones structure, with more possibility for risks and rewards.
When playing freely, there are still agreements. In improvised music, the
structure might not be as formal as the detailed parts of written arrange-
ments, but the balance between freedom and responsibility remains a com-
mon denominator.

Cho describes the concept of using “just enough rules.” As applied to music,
this means the right rules in the right amount, with the freedom to creatively
break rules if the need arises. Musicians playing various styles must under-
stand the rules, their individual roles, and the best team approach for a good
outcome.

Whether playing in a highly structured situation or in a freer atmosphere,
the best musicians strive toward one goal when they pick up their instru-
ments: musical success. At first look and listen, the goal seems simple—the
players should make no mistakes, and they should elicit a satisfying reaction
from the audience. The basic task of playing a piece and having the audience
applaud belies the complexity of the interaction between musicians as they
perform.

Great musicians, like successful business people and top athletes, constantly
balance individual contributions and elegant teamwork. The gems of indi-
vidual performance are almost worthless without the team framework. In a
jazz band, trust and respect among the musicians are indispensable. Deep
listening and a passion for the task at hand are equally important. 

Legendary jazz bassist Ron Carter once spoke to me about his work with
drummer Tony Williams in the Miles Davis Quintet of the ‘60s, saying, “The
hook-up with Tony happened right away, from the first time we played.
When we started developing the music rhythmically and harmonically, I
trusted my judgment. If I said this was the top of the tune, that’s where they
took it to be. I just trusted that it was going to go where it was going to go. I
was one person they would trust to play the top of the form or show where
the top of the tune was. That’s something I could always do, whatever was
going on. They trusted that when I played one, if that wasn’t their one, they
would get to it on the next time around.”
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Carter repeatedly refers to the element of trust between musicians. Team
trust in a jazz group begins when a player offers something musically, and it’s
completed when another player supports that idea. Carter’s experience veri-
fies Cho’s concept of “leading on demand.” The best team players know
instinctively when to lead or follow.

The basic performance principles that Cho describes transfer to diverse
fields. In the business world, companies thrive or die by the use or abuse of
these tenets. Sports teams win or lose games. Software developers invent the
next big thing—or not.

“Companies all too often wonder why their employees are not more commit-
ted to their work, when, in fact, they should be asking themselves what they
can do to achieve a higher level of commitment from their employees,” writes
Cho. I’ve found that a bandleader, soloist, or even an ensemble player known
as an ace can inspire others to give more to a performance. Cho’s premise of
employing top talent increases the return on investment in any situation.

The level of commitment in a musical ensemble is palpable from the
moment the musicians unpack their instruments. Miles Davis famously said
he could tell if someone was a good player by “His carriage…first. His car-
riage of the instrument. You can tell whether he plays or not by the way he
carries his instrument, whether it means something to him or not.” [from
“The Man with the Horn,” interview by Cheryl McCall, Musician Magazine,
1982].

Davis appears regularly throughout The Jazz Process because he was a great
musician and an even greater bandleader. He was an enigmatic and abrasive
character, but his bands always seemed to give 110%, providing us with some
of the best recordings in the history of jazz. Davis’s groups were always at the
forefront of musical developments, and the friction that they created
defined new directions in music. 

Friction is a force to understand and manage. Cho compares friction in busi-
ness, sports, war, technology, and music. Bad friction can paralyze a group,
lose a game, bankrupt the company, and send an army running in retreat.
Good friction in the right amount is necessary for any activity to work 
well. Good friction makes the jazz band swing, cranks up the heat at a bas-
ketball game, and provides just the right level of competition to maintain a
thriving economy.

Form, tempo, pulse, and groove are other elements that Cho describes as
essential to the success of a team. When I moved to New York City in 1980 to
pursue a career as a jazz musician, I often attended Monday night workshops

xviii The Jazz Process



with pianist Barry Harris. A master of the bebop style of jazz piano, Harris
demanded a strict adherence to bebop jazz vocabulary—the melodies,
rhythms, and stylistic nuances that make bebop sound unique. By mastering
the vocabulary, students could successfully negotiate the structure and form
of standard jazz songs. 

Without strict attention to the basic underlying form, there is no freedom in
the music. Tension and release in music occur when a player masters and
controls the elements of form and stylistic vocabulary. To pass muster with
Harris, we had to know the vocabulary, form, and have the right momentum
when we played—the swing element, tempo, pulse, and rhythmic forward
motion.

In a clever description of strategic approaches to warfare, basketball, busi-
ness, and software development, Cho outlines the importance of form,
tempo, pulse, and groove. Describing the optimal groove in a goal-oriented
software development team, he shows how an organization can swing. The
desire to maintain tempo and momentum that is so ingrained in a jazz musi-
cian’s psyche is also the very thing that can lead a company to creatively
reach goals on time. Business, bebop style.

In The Jazz Process, Cho lays out a clear path to achieving elegant teamwork,
goal-oriented project completion, and winning results. Whatever your line of
work or pleasure might be, I hope your team finds their groove.

John Goldsby
Bassist and author
www.johngoldsby.com
Cologne, Germany, March 2010
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Preface

“Art is the desire of a man to express himself, to record the 
reactions of his personality to the world he lives in.”
—Amy Lowell, nineteenth-century American poet

About This Book

This book is an artistic expression that captures some of my personal
thoughts about the world in which we work and play. Although I didn’t write
this book with a thematic approach in mind, three themes emerged from the
text in support of the concepts you’ll find herein. Their presence is no sur-
prise, as they are principles I value and have come to rely on over the years.

The first of these themes is diversity. I feel fortunate to have been exposed
to a degree of diversity throughout my life. From a cultural perspective, I
was born in Australia, where I spent the first 30 years of my life. My mother
is Chinese, and my father was most likely Australian, although I can’t be cer-
tain. In primary (elementary) school, I was the only child of Asian descent in
a student body of approximately 600 students. Back then, Australia was less
racially diverse than it is today. My reaction to the way other children treated
me was to reject my Chinese ancestry. Fortunately, my attitude changed as I
grew up, and I began to embrace the differences that come with diversity
and to realize how those differences have enriched my life. In 2000, I moved
to Ottawa, Canada, where I live with my wife, Deborah, an American
Lutheran pastor. We live on the rural outskirts of Ottawa and share our
home with a large family of cats and dogs. Career-wise, my interests have
always been many and varied, but arts and technology were particularly
important to me since an early age. I could never decide between the two
and eventually developed parallel careers in the software industry and in
music. I’ve long been fascinated by diversity in teams. In the arts, I am
always looking for ways to bring together artists from multiple genres or dis-
ciplines. I like to form musical ensembles that include both classical and jazz
musicians and perform works that span genres and challenge both musicians
and audiences. I also like to stage productions that bring together artists
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from a variety of disciplines, including visual artists, actors, dancers, and
musicians. In business, I enjoy the dynamics of cross-functional teams, and
I’m often trying to find ways to integrate multiple disciplines. 

Unification is another strong current in this book. It comes from the belief
that although people are all different, many ties bind us together. More
specifically, although we all work and play in a wide variety of domains, cer-
tain principles are universally applicable. We all deal collectively with many
of the same fundamental problems; only our contexts differ. Jazz musicians
must constantly collaborate, innovate, and manage change, and they have to
do so in real time. The same is true of a basketball team, a squad of soldiers,
and a team in business. Although it’s natural to look toward fellow disciples
when seeking solutions to the problems we encounter in our work, I’ve
found that some of the best inspiration can come from people working in
completely different disciplines. In this book, you’ll find examples of excel-
lence drawn not only from software development and music, but also from
business, military operations, and sports. You’ll also find the application of
laws from the disciplines of sociology, psychology, physics, biology, and sys-
tems theory.

The final theme that plays out in this book is that of execution. I am always
concerned by the glut of leadership, strategy and management education,
and the dearth of focus on execution. It’s not simply that there are so many
more words and minutes given to the former, and it has nothing to do with
management versus those who work in the trenches. One person’s strategy is
another person’s execution. Middle management executes the strategy set by
upper management. Even the most senior people in an organization execute
on behalf of a board, and they in turn are answerable to shareholders. The
problem is that many leaders do not give enough respect or consideration to
the realities of executing strategies defined in isolation. The result is usually
failure that leads to finger-pointing all around. The strategies that are most
likely to succeed are those created collaboratively with input from all stake-
holders. Execution is another one of those universally applicable principles
that must permeate an organization at all levels so that it moves in concert
like a symphony orchestra. Successful artistic leaders who help deliver great
performances with minimal planning and rehearsal understand and/or give
due consideration to execution. In jazz, ensembles often execute with no
plan or rehearsal whatsoever.
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Reading This Book

The Jazz Process provides a framework for improving collaboration, innova-
tion, and agility by offering a method for execution and 14 best principles
that act on that method. Many books begin with an overview and then drill
down into the details, a kind of “top-down” approach. In contrast, I’ve cho-
sen a linear approach, resulting in a more natural progression for discussing
the subject matter, somewhat akin to telling a story. Consequently, you won’t
see the big picture until we’ve laid a foundation by discussing five principles
for working. If you just can’t wait and you would like to see a high-level view
right now, take a peek at the listing of the principles of the jazz process in the
figure on page 85 and the execution cycle illustrated in the figure on page 98
in the “The Essentials of Execution” section in Part II.

As a domain-agnostic view of the way in which high-performance teams suc-
ceed in the face of challenges, the Jazz Process is inherently abstract. To put
it to work, you must translate its method for execution and its principles into
concrete practices that work specifically for your team and its activities.
You’ll find many concrete examples to help you do that throughout this book.
As you read through this book, you’ll find it beneficial to ask yourself how
you can put the Jazz Process to work for you. You can find out more about
the Jazz Process and even participate in discussions at www.jazzprocess.com.
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Introduction

Collaboration

Collaboration is the act of working together. The ability to collaborate with
others is one of the most important skills a person can possess. No matter
how inventive, creative, or productive you might be, as one person alone,
you can achieve only so much. 

The state of our planet would be radically different if we human beings did
not possess the ability to collaborate. Forced labor is one of the oldest and
crudest forms of collaboration, albeit one that is managed by duress. The
Great Wall of China was built by millions of people, including soldiers, crim-
inals, common people, and even children. Some estimates suggest that as
many as three million people may have died as a result of the harsh working
conditions they endured during the building of the wall. By comparison, the
work force that built the great Egyptian pyramids was substantially smaller.
It may have been as few as 20,000 to 30,000 workers strong, and possibly
only a small proportion of that force may have been slaves. Regardless of the
actual numbers, what’s clear is that both the Egyptian pyramid builders and
the Chinese wall builders were great organizers of labor. On a much smaller
scale, our earliest ancestors would have cooperated to hunt and to protect
themselves from predators. These accomplishments would not have been
possible without our ability to work together. 

The skills of collaboration are not unique to humans. Think about a pack of
wolves hunting a moose, a colony of beavers building and maintaining a
dam, or a group of humpback whales trapping fish in an amazing, innovative
bubble net. Collaboration is present almost everywhere in our lives, both
past and present, as well as in the world around us. Our natural tendency to
work with others is so great that we have developed methods of mass collab-
oration, aided by technology, that enable us to harness the combined forces
of multiple minds distributed across the planet. Projects such as the online
encyclopedia Wikipedia are sustained by contributions from people across
the globe. Open source software, powering most of the Internet servers
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across the planet and becoming ever more widely used, is built and main-
tained in much the same way. 

The benefits of collaboration are obvious. By applying more people to a task,
you can reduce the time taken to complete that task. This assumes that mul-
tiple people can undertake the task simultaneously. Collaboration is some-
times a necessity because some problems are so large or difficult that they
are impossible to solve without a team. The larger stones in the pyramids at
Giza are thought to weigh as much as two tons. Even with the aid of the pul-
ley lifting machines employed by the pyramid builders, one person alone
could not have moved even one of these stones. The combined efforts of
multiple individuals, however, could move them.

A very simplistic theory of collaboration would conclude that if a team of one
person can perform one unit of work within a set period, increasing the size of
the team would, theoretically, produce proportionally more work in the same
amount of time. In other words, ten people could produce ten units of work.

In reality, collaboration involves overhead that results in less work being
produced than might be expected. For example, ten people might be able to
produce the equivalent of only eight units of work in the time that one per-
son could produce one unit of work. Figure I.1 illustrates this. Collaborative
overhead increases as the size of a team increases, and at some stage, the law
of diminishing returns leads one to conclude that it doesn’t make sense to
add any more people to a problem. One of the most obvious sources of col-
laborative overhead is friction. This is one of the many concepts we discuss
in the pages that follow. 
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Synergy

In contrast to the overhead of collaboration is the principle of synergy, in
which the combined efforts of many can be collectively greater than the sum
of their individual efforts. This means that if we apply X number of people to
a given task, we could theoretically accomplish more than X units of work
within the same period of time. Figure I.2 illustrates the benefit of synergy
combined with the overhead of collaborating. The benefit of synergy can
partially or completely offset the overhead of collaboration.
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Synergy plays an important role in the political domain, where the outcome
of an electoral or legislative decision depends on a total number of votes.
Individual politicians might not draw enough votes to win a decision, but by
forming alliances, they can aggregate votes and achieve their goals together.
Many political partnerships—in fact, some of the most surprising and odd
partnerships—have resulted from such a need. In the 2008 U.S. Presidential
election, Republican John McCain chose Sarah Palin as his running mate,
with the idea that she would inject energy and excitement into his campaign
and win votes from the conservative, youth, and women’s groups that
McCain was having difficulty courting. Barack Obama chose Joe Biden for
his foreign policy experience, seniority, and familiarity to long-time voters.
These political examples demonstrate that synergy is often present when
people combine complementary skills. Synergy is more likely to occur when
the size of a team is limited, and a team is more likely to be effective when its
composition is multidisciplined or cross-functional.



In the U.S. Army, a Special Forces Operational Detachment Alpha (ODA),
or “A-team,” consists of 12 soldiers. The team is led by a commander and a
second-in-command, and the remaining ten positions are filled by an Oper-
ations Sergeant, an Assistant Operations and Intelligence Sergeant, and
pairs of Weapons, Engineering, Medical, and Communications Sergeants.
This doubling-up affords redundancy in case of personnel loss and allows
the team to divide into smaller squads. Even with such duplication of skills,
an A-team has a great deal of individual expertise. In comparison, regular
army squads tend to have less individual expertise. A nine-soldier rifle squad
consists of a squad leader and two fire teams, each with a team leader, one
rifleman, one automatic rifleman, and a grenadier. Special Operations
Forces (SOF) units such as those employed by the U.S. Army’s Green
Berets and Army Rangers, the Navy SEALs, Delta Force, and “hunter-
killer” teams, whose very existence is classified, may be required to operate
deep in enemy territory with limited or no support. In many cases, the 
government may deny their mission, or even their existence, if they are cap-
tured. They have a very real need to be as self-reliant as possible.

On a basketball team, each member plays a particular position and fulfills
specific functions. The point guard is the team leader and often calls and
sets up the plays. The shooting guard makes the long shots and often guards
the opposing team’s best player. The small forward scores near the basket
and looks for rebounds and steals. The power forward, often the biggest and
strongest player on the team, controls the space near the basket and is a key
element in defense. The center, who is usually the tallest player, leverages
his or her height when scoring, blocking shots, and grabbing rebounds.

In a jazz trio, each musician plays a specific role. The classic jazz trio
includes piano, double bass (sometimes called acoustic bass, string bass,
upright bass, or simply bass), and drums. Another common configuration is
that of a drummer-less group employing a horn (such as a saxophone or
trumpet), guitar or piano, and bass. In a piano trio, the piano plays a dual
role as both the lead melodic instrument and the comping (short for accom-
panying) instrument that plays chordal harmony. The traditional role of the
bass is to play the foundation of that harmony using roots of the chords. The
primary role of the drums is to delineate the time and the groove. In the
horn-guitar/piano-bass trio, the horn is the lead instrument, the guitar or
piano comps, and the bass fulfills both its traditional role and that of the pri-
mary time-keeper. 

A basketball team with only five players and a jazz trio with only three 
musicians have the same critical need for self-reliance as a Special Forces
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team. They both rely on a cross-functional approach to deliver the greatest
performance possible with limited resources. Synergy is a natural outcome
when each member of these teams plays to his or her strengths and success-
fully combines talents with those of the other ensemble members.

Performing

Synergy is present when any ensemble or company of artists gives a great
performance. In an orchestra, the combined result of all the musicians and a
conductor performing together is greater than the sum of all the individual
participants working alone. Think about the powerful impact of a great
orchestra performance, and then think what it would be like to hear each
individual musician play his or her part in isolation from the rest. Each musi-
cian would play the same notes, whether playing individually or simultane-
ously, but the impact to listeners is much greater when the musicians
perform together.

As in high-performance business teams, artistic ensembles are staffed with
passionate and committed practitioners. They must leverage collective indi-
vidual contributions if they are to deliver a performance (product) that will
attract and retain customers. Their performances must be delivered on time
with close to zero defects. This must be accomplished in real time while the
ensemble is subjected to continuous scrutiny. 

If a theater company is scheduled to present a performance, it can’t just
decide one day that it’s not ready and postpone the performance when tick-
ets have already been sold. As they say, “The show must go on.” Timeliness of
delivery is critical in many other jobs. Consider, for example, the clergy per-
son who must be at worship each week to lead a service and deliver a ser-
mon. Think about the tax accountant who must submit accurate and
complete tax returns in time, to avoid costly penalty fees.

High-quality production of goods and services seems like an obvious goal.
But just how good does the resulting product have to be? Let’s say 99.9 per-
cent is good enough. A large artistic ensemble, such as an orchestra, may
have 100 musicians who each play 1,000 notes in the course of a perform-
ance. That’s 100,000 total notes the ensemble plays. If only 99.9 percent of
those notes are good, there are still 100 bad notes that could mar an other-
wise perfect concert or recording take. The United States Postal Service
delivered 667 million pieces of mail each day in 2008. If 99.9 percent was
good enough, the USPS would have lost 667,000 packages daily! 
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Artistic performers must not only deliver their performance on time, but
they must also deliver it in real time. A company of ballet dancers can’t just
stop in the middle of a performance to make a decision at its leisure. The
same is true for a jazz ensemble, as well as for the driver of a fully loaded gas
tanker who must suddenly decide what action to take to avoid an unexpected
traffic obstruction.

Regardless of your line of work, thinking about your job as a series of per-
formances offers advantages. Your personal goal should be to give the best
individual performance you can while ensuring that your team gives the best
collective performance it can. Figure I.3 illustrates an operating framework
for collaborative performance. In this framework, the team concurrently
executes in all four of the quadrants so that they are simultaneously con-
tributing as individuals, working together as a cohesive unit, delivering a
high-quality performance on time, and creating a unique offering. The cen-
tral box is a special one that represents the team’s efforts being maintained
from one performance to another.
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Figure I.3 Operating framework for collaborative performance

Learning from Jazz Performance

When jazz musicians perform, they create a unique style of music while con-
fronting an equally unique set of challenges. They do not simply deliver a
prepared product, but they must continuously create that product in the
moment. In the movie The Universal Mind of Bill Evans (Carvell 1966),
pianist Bill Evans says:


