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Praise for The ROI of LOL

“Steve Cody understands the profound power of humor in building human connections in business. Steve’s a funny guy, and he applies that talent in a purpose-driven way: to forge meaningful relationships with employees, customers, industry leaders, and others who are essential to his company’s business. His humor creates stronger bonds; he never chases a laugh at others’ expense. I guarantee a strong ROI if you invest the time to read this book and see the magic come to life.”

—PAT FORD, professional-in-residence, University of Florida

“The geniuses of comedy! Steve Cody and Clayton Fletcher share hilarious stories and evidence-based insights of turnkey techniques—based on stand-up, improv, and sketch comedy—to demonstrate the power of and desperate need for fusing humor into the workplace to strengthen leaders and organizational outcomes. I loved the book. However, it is missing the ‘Top 10 List of Funny Leaders,’ of which I would expect top billing.”

—TINA McCORKINDALE, chairman and CEO, the Institute for Public Relations

“Steve Cody has done a great service for workplaces by reminding us of the value that humor brings to work. It defuses tensions, enhances teamwork, and often makes new perspectives possible to hear. He’ll inspire many to see work and levity in a new light.”

—OSCAR SURIS, SVP, chief communications officer, Duke Energy Corporation

“Indulge in the laughter, embrace the lessons, and embark on a profound leadership transformation. Steve Cody and Clayton Fletcher have gifted us with a book that is timely, thought-provoking, and a catalyst for positive change.”

—CHARLENE WHEELESS, award-winning author of You Are Enough

“At the heart of good communication is wit and wisdom—and at its best a good laugh. In these contentious days, a little levity can go a long way toward creating a more caring and open workplace. Steve Cody and Clayton Fletcher remind us of that fact and show us how.”

—MIKE FERNANDEZ, cohost of The Crux podcast and senior vice president of Enbridge
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To our personal and professional families and friends, without whose support we’d still be editing the first paragraph.

To all the organizations who have trusted us to infuse comedy into their cultures and help them overcome seemingly insurmountable obstacles with a smile.

And to anyone who’s ever laughed through the madness.
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Foreword

Note to reader: Linda Rutherford and Steve Cody have known and worked together for many years. They serve on two of the PR profession’s most influential industry boards, and Linda has always been ready to provide insights, case studies, and observations on any and all Peppercomm-branded research over the years. Her company is of, by, and for love and laughter. In fact, even their stock symbol on the NYSE is “LUV.”

Southwest Airlines’ beloved founder and chairman emeritus, Herb Kelleher, used to say that the “secret sauce” of our workplace culture is that our people (whom we call Employees, and we capitalize the “E” because they are important) take their work seriously but don’t take themselves too seriously—that no one needed to shed their personality when they came to work. He took great pride in espousing the terms love (or LUV if you’re familiar with the Southwest Airlines stock symbol) and laughter as key cornerstones of our culture. He used to say that Wall Street thought using those terms was heresy in corporate America—and he spent his career proving them wrong. If you look back at our airline’s record of no layoffs, strong balance sheets, investment-grade credit rating, iconic corporate culture, employer brand, stock price, and so on, you will see there is a strong correlation between our commitment to love and laughter and our operational and financial excellence as a New York Stock Exchange–traded company.

It’s the power of those intangibles that Steve Cody and Clayton Fletcher explore in this work: the spaces where business and humor intersect and when and why it’s important. Steve’s study of comedians and the comedic process nets an important insight—that comedians are, at their heart, highly effective communicators. I always marveled at Herb’s ability to connect with any human being, from a US congressperson to a university janitor, and make them feel important. He had a gift to immediately engage through his wit, humor, and gift of storytelling.

I remember some years back escorting Herb to a speaking engagement at the National Press Club in Washington, DC. It was going to be a less-than-friendly audience with no “off-the-record” option. Armed with the knowledge that the attendees might be adversarial, Herb began in true Herb fashion. “Ladies and gentlemen. Thank you for having me here today. I’m not sure what qualifies me to stand up here today and be your featured speaker other than the National Press Club found my skill at projectile vomiting and ability to keep marinara sauce off my tie compelling.” To say he disarmed the audience was an understatement. He had them eating out of his hand, with one softball question after another. The resulting headlines were a PR dream. Humor had both engaged and disarmed them. What CEO starts off a speech using projectile vomiting in a sentence?

Through his example, he taught that skill to our Southwest people, who have carried that mission on for more than fifty years. If you’ve ever been on a LUV aircraft, you might have heard the public safety announcements rapped, sung, or injected with a joke or two. Early in my career at Southwest, I remember a complaint that was filed with our governmental regulatory agency that it was unprofessional and risky to mix humor with our preflight public safety announcements. As a result, the agency did a study—and guess what they determined? That passengers actually paid more attention to the safety announcements because they were entertaining, compelling, and funny. One of my favorites? “Did anyone drop a wallet? Everyone look to see if this is your wallet I’m holding up.….….…. Okay, ladies and gentlemen, now that I have your attention, I’d like to point out the safety features of this Boeing 737.” Another: “There may be fifty ways to leave your lover, but there are only six ways off this aircraft in the event of an emergency.” Our flight attendants follow the rules and regulations and then use their own humor and creativity to get the job done.

Steve and Clayton will take you on their own journey, and that of their agency, to point out that there is power in humor—in business, in talent attraction, in managing a dynamic workforce, in change management, and in brand differentiation. If you’re trying to create a workplace that stands out from the competition, manages through uncertainty, and is just plain fun—this is a great read. Dig in, learn lots, and laugh often!

Linda Rutherford

Chief administration officer
and chief communications officer,
Southwest Airlines Company
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The 411 of LOL

The Case for Comedy at Work
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Introduction

The Need for Laughter in an Uncertain World

If you opened this book hoping to find a quick fix or an exact percentage increase in revenues that you will get from laughing at work, we suggest instead you pick up a copy of Harry Potter Goes to Washington. We actually don’t know whether Harry’s ever been to Washington, or if he’s even ever left London. We’ve never even met him. What we do know is that the true effect of laughter in the workplace is achieved only in the long term. The ROI of LOL is the culmination of learning about what comedians know that businesspeople should know. It’s achieved over time, much like a wizard’s education at Hogwarts (see Dumbledore for more info).

Realizing the results of a comedy-infused culture is akin to building a World Series winner from a perpetual last-place laughing stock (note: the ’69 Mets are a textbook example). It takes the intentional laying of a lot of groundwork and the commitment of a dedicated C-suite that really wants to become an employer of choice.

We’re not giving you a shot of progesterone to increase your home run count but rather a nutrition plan that you can implement to enrich your corporate body and achieve better results in the long run. Of course, there are short-term benefits to laughing today, and we’ll explore them herein, but the real return on investment here is the World Series ring that comes from infusing your workplace with a steady diet of ha ha ha. As a bonus, if you fall on hard times, you can always hock the ring for a pretty penny on eBay.

We all know how the world changed forever in March 2020. The global pandemic arrived and with it that most cringeworthy of phrases, “the new normal.” Virtually overnight, the ways in which organizations viewed their responsibilities to the planet changed. So did the relationship between the company and the employee. And it’s never going back to the old normal. And even as Labor Department statistics ebb and flow, and the pendulum swings from a labor advantage to a management advantage, the facts about laughter don’t change. Employees care about much more than profits, and so do smart companies that want to retain them.

In the 1987 film Wall Street, Michael Douglas’s Gordon Gekko tells his minions, “Greed is good.” We see his point, but we think laughter is gooder. Regardless of how greedy the investment community is, the fact remains you’ll never achieve your top- and bottom-line financial goals without a focus first on your people. Culture trumps innovation, strategy, creativity, and everything else you might think it takes to become the next big disruptor in your industry. And Clayton in particular knows a thing or two about disruptors; he’s handled more hecklers than a traffic cop in Midtown Manhattan.

Steve sees himself as a medieval alchemist and has actually transformed hay into gold in his backyard. We’re convinced that the workplace, while often stressful and at times as unpleasant as a tour of a Trenton sewage plant, should be healthy, and that when it is, productivity skyrockets. It seems to us we need laughter now more than ever. Moshe Waldoks, author of The Big Book of Jewish Humor, is quoted as saying, “A sense of humor can help you overlook the unattractive, tolerate the unpleasant, cope with the unexpected, and smile through the unbearable.”

The role of comedy in the business world is evolving as we speak. Not only are we spending more time in our “home offices,” we now have artificial intelligence threatening our jobs! By the way, this entire chapter was written by R2-D2. Nice job, R2. He’s a hard worker, but he’s useless before his second cup of espresso. Although the robots may eventually take over, one thing artificial intelligence can’t do is read a room. The robots may be able to respond to text, but they will never be able to deal with a stag party heckler in a comedy club or to sense whether or not the client is buying what you’re selling. Being in the room, in the moment, and feeling what’s happening is an advantage that only a human will ever have. A sense of humor, a sense of people, and a sense of the moment requires an actual heart, which the robots don’t have. No offense, R2; here’s another shot of espresso.

At our company, Peppercomm, we’ve been cultivating our comedy-based culture for more than fifteen years. During that time, we’ve transformed from a small, uptight, top-down organization to one in which the senior management team is always open to poking fun at themselves in the name of laughter. Our culture is based on the idea that a sense of humor is a secret weapon that bonds us in a way that no training program, magazine article, or prescription painkiller ever could.

Years ago, Steve pulled a prank on an employee we’ll call Sabrina. Upon her return to NYC from a nice beach vacation, we congratulated her on being transferred to our San Francisco office, a move that she knew nothing about. There were balloons, greeting cards, a banner reading “Go West, Young Woman,” and lots of emails thanking her for all of her excellent work here on the East Coast. She was simply gobsmacked at the outpouring of well-wishes and shocked that we would relocate her without even as much as a word of conversation about the move. Of course, we wouldn’t do that, and we instantly let her off the hook Ashton Kutcher–style. She laughed out loud at how thoroughly we’d committed to the bit and immediately began plotting her revenge.

Steve, a few weeks later, was on a vacation of his own (what else is new?), and Sabrina went to work, whipping up a wicked brew her namesake teenage witch would envy. With the emotional roller coaster she’d ridden still fresh in her mind, she conspired with a few coworkers to stuff five thousand plastic balls that one might find in a local Chuck E. Cheese into Steve’s office closet. When he returned to work, they waited for him to open that door, but as luck would have it, it was a warm day with no jacket required. The anticipation built and built, and it started to look like he’d never open that door and the payoff was not forthcoming. Never fear, though. Another employee, who was well known for always shivering at work in any temperature, asked the boss for a sweater to borrow. We all got our cameras ready as Steve proceeded to the closet to rescue this hypothermic colleague, and when he opened the door, it rained a deluge of plastic balls all over him that even Noah would have found intimidating. The entire office burst into hysterical laughter. Always a good sport, Steve laughed along and even kept the balls all over the office for a week to let us know how funny it was to him. Revenge had been achieved and those balls were the talk of the office for a month.

[image: image]

From the beginning of time, ordinary citizens have taken it upon themselves to poke fun at the powerful. Politicians, leaders, and even kings have been the target of comedy for thousands of years.1 Even the original leaders of the Ming Dynasty weren’t immune to having fun poked at them anytime they messed up. From Yangtze to Banksy, the average person has always felt empowered to stand up and speak out through comedy.

Of course, with social and digital media, that once small pool of dissenters can now contain tens of millions! There are any number of examples in which a CEO posted a comment and then found himself the butt of countless sarcastic jokes that blew up the internet for multiple news cycles.2 When this happens, the best defense is a good offense, and self-deprecating humor is an absolute godsend when a leader is targeted. The important thing is to own it and do so in a fun-loving way. Because of the shared language of comedy, leaders must learn to speak in that language.3

Clearly, Elon Musk only speaks in one language, and he alone knows what that language is.4 His countless polarizing tweets have antagonized millions. Is it any wonder Tesla’s stock fell 72 percent between November 2021 and January 2023 as Musk became an increasingly controversial public figure? Musk is an example of worst practices, and he abuses the basic tenets of comedy on social media to the detriment of himself, his companies, and his stakeholders.5

In this book, you will see how Peppercomm and other companies are using the various styles of comedy to achieve a higher ROI. It’s not always easy to measure in terms of exact dollars (we can’t say whether you’ve reached your monthly quota of chuckles and pay you a corresponding commission for doing so). But because we know that culture trumps everything else, the return is real, and laughter should be a fundamental part of your business plan. You may not have a CEO who would laugh at a closet full of plastic balls, but it is essential in today’s workplace environment to have humor be present. Whether in person or on yet another Zoom call, happy employees are the bottom line.

Also in this book, we will explore CEOs who remain ambivalent when it comes to employees’ concerns and desires. Just look at Starbucks6 and Amazon7 for the effect of leaders refusing to accept the realities and pitfalls of ignoring employee activism. These tone-deaf CEOs have chosen to not only ignore their employees’ pleas for the protections that labor unions can provide; they’re fighting back. But they’re fighting a losing battle: in 2022, Starbucks boasted a turnover rate of 65 percent,8 which pales in comparison to Amazon’s stellar 150 percent.9 We might need some more WD-40 for those revolving doors.

Happily, such companies are outliers when it comes to leadership. Leaders of today are increasingly in touch with their employees’ desires and needs. A great example is Francesco Lagutaine, chief marketing, communications, and digital officer of M&T Bank (https://www3.mtb.com). Headquartered in Buffalo, the superregional bank has weathered many setbacks over the years. And believe us, in Buffalo, they know about weather! Francesco is a subject matter expert, both about snow and effective leadership. He says:

Empathy is the name of the game. We all know 2022 was a tough year in Buffalo. Three years of house arrests, people sheltering in place, and all that kind of stuff. Despite having short commutes, turns out they still feel better at home. But there’s a sense of isolation that comes from being home and, I believe, a loss of perspective. I’m in the office, but I have always needed that perspective. It’s very important for people to look after one another, right? If I see someone who’s miserable, who’s always late, I can stop by and say, “Hey, what’s up?” It’s impossible to do that over Zoom.

We’ve done a ton in the name of empathy. Every week I log in and I just tell people what I did in my week. Recognize some people for their work. It’s a great way to keep things, keep people connected. It lets them know that I’m here with them and creates a sense of both empathy and vulnerability, right?

I encourage people to look after one another. I tell people when I’m stressed out and I need time with my family. I remind people what’s important in life, like spending time with family, taking time out. People are more comfortable asking questions in the virtual space because you can be obviously more candid hidden behind the wall with your camera off.

We have a woman on my team who is a therapist by hobby. She’s contributed her insights in so many ways that have improved our morale and connectivity. We organized a number of all-hands meetings, and she’s even offered to provide one-on-one counseling to anyone here who reaches out to her. That sort of thing simply didn’t happen before March 2020.

Going back to humor, for me, it works to take drama out of intense situations. I find humor to be a release, be it gallows humor, a self-deprecating joke I might make about my English, or letting people know we’re all in the same space, we’re in it together. Don’t let stress consume your life; try to sort of hover above it. I think using humor at work helps a lot with that.

Francesco knows what we’ve always known, that happy employees are the key to any company’s success. M&T, a company that has posted profits every year since 1976, is led by a CEO whose favorability rating is an almost unheard of 80 percent.10 And employees rate the company 4.0 out of 5.11 Clearly, they’ve struck the right balance, and that’s what this book is all about, finding the right balance for your organization. It’s not profits over people, nor is it people over profits. The ROI of LOL is people and profits!
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    Peppercomm’s History with Comedy Training

Our relationship withcomedy began as a result of Steve’s ongoing midlife crisis, which started when he was a junior in high school. During this forty-year refusal to grow up, Steve has thus far ticked off many of the stereotypical male menopause-avoidance boxes, including (but most certainly not limited to):


	Tooling around in a little red sports car

	Finding anyone with natural or bleached blond hair to hop into the passenger seat of said little red sports car

	Climbing three of the world’s Seven Summits as well as rock and ice climbing everywhere from the Andes to the Alps



Having failed to satiate his appetite for validation, sometime around the turn of the century (that would be the twenty-first century), Steve stumbled into a weeklong stand-up comedy workshop in a dingy office building near Penn Station on Manhattan’s not-so-glamorous West Side. The goal? To write and perform five minutes of material at a New York City nightclub at the end of the week.

Thus the training began for a motley and ragtag group of high school students, retired cops, corporate lawyers, and one very nervous owner of a public relations firm who was wondering what the hell he’d gotten himself into.


ROI TIP from STEVE

My first foray into becoming a comedy writer had me reconsidering all my life decisions up to that point. What was I thinking signing up for this torture? My assignment was to jot down three or four things that ticked me off to get the juices flowing. If memory serves, my list included:


	My annual two-week summer vacation in a godforsaken, bug-ridden, and bat-infested camp in the wilds of Maine owned by my wife and her siblings (each of whom spent the entire fortnight reliving the memories of their misspent youth)

	The trials and tribulations of rooting for the perennially abysmal New York Jets and Mets

	The occasional a**hole client



Note: The latter two remain irritations, but I’ve been blissfully Maine free since 2003.

The anticipation I felt on the day of my stand-up debut was beyond agonizing. It was arguably the most nerve-racking day of my life. The time came, and I took the stage. When I tell you the fear almost killed me, I’m not exaggerating.

But I survived.

I stumbled through my material, received a decidedly muted reaction from the audience, and dashed outside, beyond relieved that I’d ticked off yet another bucket list item. Or had I?

The emcee of the show approached me, told me he’d enjoyed my set, and described my performance as “not half bad.” He mentioned that he hosted his own show at a different club and asked if I’d like to perform there with him the very next Friday night. Would I ever! Almost immediately, inane A Star Is Born thoughts ricocheted through my brain: A professional comedian thinks I’m good and wants me to perform on his show. Next stop: Conan, Kimmel, and my very own HBO special. The emcee, as you may have guessed by now, was Clayton, my coauthor. And although I still haven’t received a single call from any late-night talent booker, the two of us have been performing together ever since.



A funny thing happened as a result of this unlikely union of a CEO and a comedy club veteran. As we worked on Steve’s material, reviewing videos of his performances and talking about how to improve his timing, delivery, and laughs per minute, Steve noticed that doing comedy recurrently was having a profound, positive effect on his business communications skills. We began to think just maybe we were on to something.

When it comes to truly connecting with an audience and creating a positive-feedback loop, there are ten things every comedian knows that every business executive should know:


	How to build compelling, confident presentation skills

	How to listen and observe actively and effectively

	How to be truthful and compelling in storytelling

	How to get a conversation back on course

	How to get someone who’s multitasking or otherwise distracted to pay attention

	How to display authenticity, empathy, vulnerability, and transparency

	How to handle objections or hostility from a group or an individual

	How to close a sale/move your audience toward your desired outcome

	How to stimulate innovative and creative thinking

	How to differentiate yourself as a leader or your company as a brand



How many of these, dear reader, are applicable to your current challenges?

We realized together that great comedians are, at their core, expert communicators. It became clear that everyone at Steve’s public relations firm, Peppercomm, would benefit from the very same comedy training he had received. Soon after, Clayton was named Peppercomm’s first chief comedy officer. To this day, he trains all Peppercomm employees in the fundamental techniques of stand-up comedy, improvisational comedy, and sketch comedy. He also participates regularly in our brainstorming sessions, directs our ridiculous comedy videos, and generally helps us with anything we’re doing that shows our humorous side.

As a result of this unexpected partnership, comedy became baked into our firm’s DNA, and it quickly became clear there was a ravenous appetite for humor in the larger business world. We began garnering attention from the media. MSNBC ran a ten-minute segment1 on how we’d leveraged comedy to create our unique workplace culture. Fast Company wrote a feature about us,2 as did the New York Post.3 Crain’s New York Business even named Peppercomm the best workplace of the year, topping 960 other entries including Google, Microsoft, and New York Life.4 The agency also made the list in 2021 and 2022.

Before long, our clients began asking us to develop comedy integration and training programs for their leadership teams, sales forces, human resources, and communications departments.

Some of our employees join Steve and Clayton performing in comedy clubs all over New York. One is Senior Vice President Rob Duda, who remembers the day he made his own real comedy debut: “Just a few weeks after my first comedy training session, you guys talked me into trying it for real. It was so different from when we had the class; this time I didn’t know a person in the crowd. But I took the leap and soon people I didn’t even know were laughing at my jokes. It was an amazing feeling. Now when I get up to present in front of a room of business colleagues, I feel confident and at ease.”

WHAT SETS US APART

Companies of all types come to us for one compelling reason: we provide the integrated viewpoints and skills of both a corporate senior executive and a full-time professional entertainer. As a result, we are able to immediately connect with corporate leaders, teams, and individual contributors on how to master comedy techniques to overcome real-world business challenges. So our focus is practical and not like the countless improv troupes that would be more than happy to take your money to send you an instructor to loosen up your employees for a day.

Over the years, we have worked with many different types of professionals and situations:


	Doctors and nurses who had devoted their careers to treating stage 4 cancer patients but needed help improving listening skills, empathy, and bedside manner.

	A defense contractor whose rocket engineers were routinely described as “merchants of death” at their neighborhood barbecues and cocktail parties. We taught them how to use humor to redirect the conversation and deflect the attack like a Patriot missile.

	A behemoth oral care conglomerate whose separate dental floss and toothpaste divisions didn’t like or communicate with each other but shared a mutual disgust for the mouthwash team. We helped them break down the plaque in their corporate silos and get to the root (canal) of the problem.



Our various comedy training programs provided a fun outlet and a nice revenue stream for Peppercomm until March 2020. Then, as the entire world was confronted with the uncertainty of a global pandemic, Peppercomm’s comedy service offerings morphed from a nice-to-have to a need-to-have. Companies began calling us to help their employees better cope with heretofore unseen levels of stress, fear, depression, loneliness, anxiety, and working in a world of 24/7 bad news.

Now that so many organizations have evolved into the remote/hybrid working model (and with many signs indicating this will be a permanent shift), we’re using comedy training to connect leaders, teams, and individuals who were hired before the pandemic with those who have only ever interacted over Zoom meetings. We’re helping to bridge divides between various generations, blue-collar plant workers and their PhD peers, employees with widely differing political opinions, and all other groups of opposites that are so often called upon to come together to collaborate.

But those are just the employee-engagement outcomes we are producing for clients. We’re also using comedy techniques to craft compelling, award-winning PR and marketing campaigns and leveraging our comedy skills to train brands and their internal experts to brainstorm like comedians in a writers’ room, to create their own breakthrough campaigns. That’s a major benefit for any organization looking to deepen existing ties with customers or initiate new ones with top prospects.

In the chapters that follow, we’ll take a deeper dive into exactly how we do what we do, how the tenets of comedy can be tailored to meet the specific needs of your organization, how to measure the cost benefit of comedy training, and how it can enhance corporate storytelling in unexpected ways that will enable you to better connect with every stakeholder audience.

Oh, and for those of you who may just be starting your own business or work in a smallish organization that can’t afford Clayton’s outrageously high fees (not to mention unreasonable demands for celebrity stylists and blue M&M’s in his greenroom), we’ll also show you how to create your own comedy-driven workplace culture.

By the way, have you heard the one about the guy whose midlife crisis began in high school?
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    The Power of Laughter

We’ve all heard that laughter is good medicine. We know that laughter relieves stress, increases oxygen flow, and boosts overall health. In the American Physiological Society’s excellent journal Advances in Physiology Education, we learn that laughter “is part of a universal language of basic emotions that all humans recognize.”1 We know about the countless other studies that have been done to support the idea of getting your high-dosage laughter prescription refilled as often as possible. Most of all, we know that laughing feels good. But have you ever considered why?

There are many neuroscientific explanations for why going “ha ha ha” makes us feel so great, and they all revolve around the healing power of peptides like oxytocin and neurotransmitters like serotonin.2 These “feel good” chemicals trigger the release of endorphins, which are hormones in the brain that activate opiate receptors throughout your body and mind. Endorphins ease pain in the body, reduce stress, and create a sense of euphoria. They are seven times more powerful than morphine, and they’re much easier to get.

The six ways to achieve the natural high of an endorphin rush are:


	Aerobic exercise

	Consuming certain foods like dark chocolate

	Adrenaline-based activities like skydiving

	Narcotics, including heroin and cocaine (which we don’t recommend)

	Laughing out loud

	Our favorite, falling in love3



It’s important to note that in the moment of endorphin release, the brain does not differentiate among the various stimuli. This means that, in a very real way, when someone makes you laugh, you fall in love with that person for a moment. If you really want someone to fall in love with you, tell her a joke while feeding her chocolate while she’s bungee jumping off a StairMaster!

Comedians see this “love potion” effect of laughter every night in comedy clubs around the world. It’s very common for audience members to line up to request hugs from a hilarious performer or possibly even tell their life stories, despite not having even officially met. Of course, the two-drink minimum helps with this, but something else is at play: the bonding effect of sharing a laugh.


LOL TIP from CLAYTON

One night many years ago, I had just gotten off the stage at New York Comedy Club. A woman of a certain age approached me, hand outstretched. “I really needed that. I lost my husband five days ago.” I replied, “Want me to help you find him?” She laughed and told me that coming to the show that night was the first step she’d taken toward healing after her husband lost his three-year battle with cancer.

We chatted for a few minutes, and during that conversation I learned her name was Winnie and her late husband’s name was Don. We talked about how long they’d lived in the neighborhood, what local restaurants they liked, how they each felt about the mayor, and so on. It was a long and tender, bittersweet conversation. I realized during our chat that I had somehow helped her begin to forget the saddest day of her life and start to heal and move on. It was the first time I truly understood why people say laughter is the best medicine. It felt so good to know I was helping this woman overcome her burden.

She shared, “I’m all cried out and figured it was time to try laughing. I’m so glad I came to this place tonight. You cheered me up and I can’t thank you enough for the show.” I said, “You gonna buy my CD or what?” She laughed again, pretended she was about to smack me, and instead reached for her purse. I stopped her and gave her the CD for free because what she gave me that night was worth a lot more. And that’s not saying much, believe me.

My interaction with Winnie made me realize that the work we comics do is important. Before that chat with my newly widowed friend, I saw this job as something I enjoyed but that was ultimately selfish. “Hey, everybody, look at me, give me attention, listen to me talk into this microphone, me me me!” That night, Winnie taught me how wrong I was to view performing in comedy clubs as a zero-sum endeavor.

I still think of her often and wish I’d charged her for that CD.



Think about your best friend or someone else you really love to have around you. We’re willing to bet that you and that person share a similar sense of humor. Perhaps you both enjoy the same Kevin Hart movie or agree on which Amy Schumer punch line is the funniest. Maybe you even share inside jokes about someone in your group chat’s new boyfriend. You have probably laughed together more than once about a pet peeve you have in common. Laughter is a powerful bonding agent indeed.4

Rupen Desai, cofounder of The Shed 28 and former chief marketing officer (CMO) at Dole Sunshine Company, takes this idea even further, and unapologetically so: “I have a rule to only work with people I like. Yeah, and I know this is terribly wrong because business forces you to work with people whose personalities clash with your own. We’ve gotta be able to work with everybody, right? Wrong! I’ve come to measure people on: Do they give me oxygen, or do they take away oxygen from me?” Which one are you at the office, the giver or the taker? You don’t want your coworkers waiting to exhale every time you suck the “O” out of every meeting, physical, virtual, or otherwise.

Even when it comes to romantic relationships, or what psychologists call pair bonding, a sense of humor plays an enormous role. There is a reason why more than 90 percent of all dating app users list “sense of humor” as a highly desired trait.5 There’s even a dating app called Smile, which matches couples based purely on what they both find funny.6 It turns out the good old funny stuff is absolutely essential in pair bonding. A University of Kansas study found that a man’s overall batting average in terms of how often a woman he just met laughs at his jokes is a surprisingly direct indicator of their overall attraction and compatibility.7 The study’s lead researcher, Associate Professor of Communication Studies Jeffrey Hall, determined that “the idea that humor is a signal of intelligence doesn’t give humor its due credit.” Indeed, it goes much further than just a way to show your brainpower; this is about finding your potential soulmate. Hall explains, “If you meet someone who you can laugh with, it might mean your future relationship is going to be fun and filled with good cheer.” Even the legendary Audrey Hepburn once said, “I love people who make me laugh. I honestly think it’s the thing I like most. It cures a multitude of ills. It’s probably the most important thing in a person.”

So why does laughing together create such adhesion? It works because no one wants to feel alone, and laughing together is a clear way of finding common ground, expressing agreement, and showing sympathy. And it’s always 100 percent honest because true laughter is involuntary. We all want to feel connected to one another. How many times have we heard comedians utter the phrase, “Who’s with me?” This comes from the innate human desire to be understood, acknowledged, and validated.8

Visionary business leaders are also coming around to the importance of laughing at work. Our friend and longtime client Peter Weedfald, who is also the author of Green Reign Leadership and senior vice president of sales and marketing at SHARP Home Electronics Marketing Company of America, states, “Laughter and smiles are not just icebreakers in business. We all know from personal experience that hearty laughter causes heartfelt smiles and fuels ardent happiness in our busy lives. In business, and for leaders in particular, jaunty spirited humor mollifies and promotes unity across every part of an organization. Return on investment in sales, marketing, and business cannot be simply measured through financial results, through the cold steel of the P&L. Absent humor, business struggles to enjoy the greater spirit of opportunity in the language of kinetic goodwill.”

But in the workplace, just as in society as a whole, we are increasingly shying away from levity.9 The use of one’s sense of humor in a serious business discourse or a similar setting is seen as somehow unprofessional or inappropriate. Comedy itself is always changing (much of what was funny ten years ago wouldn’t get a chuckle today), but so is its broader role in society. Despite laughter’s many well-documented benefits, scientists estimate that we’re laughing 70 percent less today than we did in the depths of the Great Depression in the 1930s.10 The average toddler laughs four hundred times per day. The average forty-year-old needs two months to reach the same total!11

So, what’s going on in this chuckle-deficient world anyway? The factors contributing to our broken funny bone are too numerous to compile, but some are:


	Disconnectedness from other people due to virtual work

	Widespread addiction to social media

	Sensitivity and political correctness

	Anxiety over job security due to massive layoffs across many sectors

	Compound responsibilities and unrealistic expectations

	The mistaken idea that if you’re having too much fun you must not be working hard enough



Put it all together and it starts to feel like the only one enjoying life on Earth is your nephew who’s still in day care.

Now we’re not asserting here that we should all be laughing hysterically all day like a room filled with toddlers. We are just saying that the trend is heading in the wrong direction, and we’re doing our part to change that. By developing and using your unique, personal sense of humor in appropriate ways at appropriate times, you can stand out in business and in life like a toddler who can play Beethoven’s Eroica Symphony on the toy piano.


ROI TIP from STEVE

I’ve used self-deprecating humor to break through and connect with very powerful and very serious chief communications officers (CCOs) and CMOs who are members of my profession’s two top trade organizations.

I’m fortunate to serve on the board of both groups and unfortunate to have to attend some painfully boring board meetings. As I observe the back-and-forth banter, I use my listening skills to inject an unexpectedly funny, but relevant, point to the conversation. In many instances, my comments not only stop these serious taskmasters in their tracks but completely change the energy and enthusiasm in the meeting. Often one of my comments will lead to a series of other unexpectedly funny observations from the CCOs and CMOs. And, critically, I slowly develop trust and confidence with my peers (who are often prospective clients).

At an industry trade association board meeting, I was one of two executive committee members who were asked to step up to the front of the conference room and accept specially engraved plaques saluting our service. The other was Dave, a longtime, well-respected colleague of mine. As soon as the applause died, I said, “This is an especially awkward moment, since Dave and I absolutely despise each other.” The silence was deafening for a beat, and then everyone roared with laughter. Many of them started adding onto the running gag of how we all despised one another, in a clearly good-natured way.

Bottom line: I’m now expected to inject humor in most board meetings I attend, and my firm has won significant business as a direct result of my using humor to create the camaraderie and trust necessary for a Fortune 500 CCO to retain my firm. It’s important to note that without my self-deprecating funny bone, Peppercomm would almost never be considered as an agency partner by many of these organizations (who typically hire publicly traded, global agencies to do their bidding).



To be seen as a forward-thinking, charismatic leader in any organization requires you to learn to humanize yourself and become more relatable by applying the comedy skills explored in this book. Rather than an adversarial relationship between managers and the employee base, you create a feeling of fraternity.12

As business leaders, we use comedy skills to communicate to our teams that we’re all in this together, as evidenced by the fact that we all agree that the security officer in the office building talks too loudly. We’ve laughed together about how the migration to the new server didn’t go so smoothly. And our CCO had us all in stitches about what her four-year-old triplets did over the weekend. As the laughter flows, so does the work.

Stacey Jones of Accenture put it better than we ever could: “I’ve found that humor is key to diffusing stress. Sometimes meetings go on for too long or nothing fabulous arises from brainstorming. In times like those, it’s critical to help people relax or to break the tension in the room—and humor can do it. Humor also helps get us out of a ‘loop’ that drags down creativity so we can open up thinking. But it’s important to remember that humor doesn’t have to come from leaders. I love it when someone on my team just cracks us up with a witticism or joke or funny ‘take’ on the situation. It brings us together and boosts morale.”

Creating a collaborative workplace culture in which laughter is not only allowed but expected is an important step in building what we call TOAST:

Trust

Openness

Authenticity

Storytelling

Teamwork

TOAST (with or without butter) is essential to any healthy collaborative environment.

A study published in the American Psychological Association’s Journal of Applied Psychology found that humor triggers “positive socioemotional communication, procedural structure, and new solutions.”13 The use of levity improved team performance in both the short and the long term. This was particularly true in what the researchers identified as “low job insecurity climate conditions,” or what we identify as offices where employees aren’t overly concerned with getting the ax. This makes perfect sense to us, and we’ll delve into this area more fully in the next chapter.

What all this means for your business is that by harnessing the prodigious power of your own unique individual sense of humor, and empowering your employees to do the same, you can increase morale, collaboration, communication, and productivity. You can find new and unexpected ways to connect with your external stakeholders. And you can have fun doing it.

A little love potion goes a long way.
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    Five Characteristics of a Healthy Workplace Culture

The whole idea of work is evolving before our very eyes. Gone are the days of punching a time card and having the boss man scream at you for eight hours. Today’s forward-looking employers know they have to compete to keep the best and brightest, and 76 percent of candidates rank a healthy workplace culture as a higher priority than any other determinant, even including salary and benefits!1

So, what does a healthy culture look like? As mentioned previously, we believe there are five essential elements that must be in place: Trust, Openness, Authenticity, Storytelling, and Teamwork.

TRUST

It probably doesn’t come as news to anyone reading this that trust is important in any workplace. For decades, companies have tried to manufacture trust through silly games like falling backward and hoping Marc from the mailroom knows how to catch. Engaging in a “trust fall” or carrying an egg across the room on a spoon doesn’t actually bring people closer together. These exercises are contrived and predictable enough to be considered boring by most savvy employees.

Trust at work is built over time, through awareness of, and respect for, employees’ expectations, boundaries, and opinions. When your coworkers feel free to fail in front of you, when they see time and time again that you have faith in their abilities, and when you show them repeatedly that you will have their backs, trust is present. Only in this environment can true creativity occur because, as every comedic performer knows, mistakes are the building blocks of innovation. Success can occur only through the process of trial and error, so mistakes and failures must be embraced. After all, lessons are learned through these mistakes and failures.

We once had a very intelligent and capable account supervisor named Lola (not her real moniker, obviously; this isn’t 1906), who wasn’t content with just being an account supervisor. Lola was the day-to-day account manager on a major manufacturing account for us that had manufactured itself a major PR crisis. We’re not talking bad; we’re talking really bad, as in polluting the major waterways of the greater New England area by dumping carcinogens into them.

The news media were all over the story. Even Erin Brockovich crashed these events, as did many other well-known environmentalists, angry townspeople whose farm animals were getting sick, and other concerned citizens. We had to act quickly. Our very best minds met every morning, reviewed what had happened the day before, and compiled a list of suggested statements for the client to use in press conferences.

For example, our senior executives huddled and developed such authentic messages as: “We are committed to cleaning up the mess we have caused, and we’re also going to provide funds to help the sick farm animals and support the local farmers affected by the pollution.” Another gem: “Our CEO himself is going to each town to meet with citizens and local politicians face-to-face to personally apologize.” Of course he was mugged a few times in places like Merrimac, New Hampshire, and Albany, New York, but the fact that he showed up at all demonstrated the company’s regret around the terrible incident.

Lola not only listened to our senior executives’ ideas but, like a snake in a polluted swamp, presented them as her own to the client. Needless to say, the client absolutely loved “Lola’s” recommendations, and we began receiving dozens of emails from the client praising Lola and thanking us for her creative and timely solutions and thinking. When confronted, Lola denied that she had stolen our ideas and passed them off as her own, but at that point the waters were already poisoned. In fact, she’d done such a good job of conning the client that they hired her away from us, and she allegedly still counsels them today.

Lesson learned. Importantly, we don’t actually want someone working at our firm who can’t be trusted, and Lola is missed about as much as a five-foot-deep pothole on Manhattan’s FDR Drive.

The strongest bonds of trust can be built through laughter. By taking the risk of making a joke at work, you subtly communicate that you: (a) want someone to feel good; and (b) trust that she will “get” the tone of your quip and appreciate it. Anytime we build relationships in life, an element of trust must be present in order for the relationship to go anywhere, and laughter is a great way to start building those bonds.2

At Peppercomm, our chief talent officer, Tara Lilien, emphasizes the importance of trust in all that we do, highlighting that it “allows us to operate in an environment where we can be direct with each other. We are able to build that trust through our day-to-day interactions because we know each other so well. Every company says, ‘we’re a family,’ but we really do see ourselves this way.”

Often, a little levity is especially useful before the difficult conversations all leaders have to have with their direct reports from time to time. That human touch makes the exchange more productive and ensures the message sent is the message received. Rather than being dejected, the employee leaves feeling motivated and focused on success in the areas addressed. The relationship is already solid because trust has been built long before the difficult conversation even starts. This is very important because without that trust, the employee might automatically take a defensive position, perhaps wanting to justify or explain any mistakes that had been made for fear of being fired over them. When that happens, listening and learning are severely hindered.

Around here, we build trust through real human connection. By laughing together, working together, disagreeing together, having fun together, and occasionally crying together, we create genuine trust at work.

So leave the blindfolds, potato sack races, and hard-boiled eggs to the amateurs.

OPENNESS

The word is out that openness is important, but it means more than just spreading out the furniture in your workspace or installing a glass door to your CEO’s office. True openness comes from a willingness to listen to feedback, suggestions, ideas, and even criticism from your entire staff. Your workplace culture is open if everyone doesn’t get silent the moment a C-suite executive enters the break room.

In her wonderful book The Fearless Organization, Harvard professor Amy Edmondson discusses the need for what she calls “psychological safety” in the workplace. Edmondson feels that in order for true dynamic innovation to take place, there must first be a culture in which “people feel accepted and comfortable sharing concerns and mistakes without fear of embarrassment or retribution.” Without that psychological safety, openness is impossible because employees will resort to self-protective tactics designed to limit risks and accountability.

“Members of innovative teams may think of themselves like the inspiring teacher who pushed them to be their best,” she writes. “They feel safe to speak up when they see things differently, and they willingly push one another to be the best as they pursue common goals. They openly debate ideas and take decisive action, but they do so in ways that help team members maintain respect for one another.….….…. They are able to set aside their egos and change their minds when presented with evidence that favors another viewpoint.”3

Lilien agrees wholeheartedly with Edmondson’s take, adding: “If an intern, a middle manager, and a partner walk into Steve’s office [or how about a priest, rabbi, and minister?] at the same time, each will receive an equal opportunity to share, brainstorm, and opine, and the best idea wins regardless of the source from which it came.” At Peppercomm, we all listen to one another regardless of status or position within the company. We respect and give space to all opinions, especially those with which we happen to disagree.

Every company has a hierarchy, or organizational chart, defining whose role is what and who answers to whom. We’re not suggesting this isn’t important, but we’ve learned that a wide range of styles can exist within a company’s structure:


	Does your company make decisions from the top down?

	Does your CEO send out a weekly email implying severe consequences for anyone who doesn’t follow the rule of the week?

	Is the CEO open to suggestions on how to improve internal communication or ways to increase workflow?

	Does your company truly have an open-door policy, or is someone at or near the top on a power trip?

	Do your employees feel free to express themselves or is everyone just trying not to get fired?



If your culture is truly open, communication flows up, down, and sideways—and even those in the C-suite are happy to listen to new ideas and constructive criticism.

A real test of openness is organizational change. Today, any business that expects to grow is likely to require at least some transformation, and that is seldom easy on the people involved. Jobs change. Jobs get eliminated. People’s titles change. They report to new people. Where many companies go wrong in the midst of all these changes is they become secretive. In their desperate attempts to protect workers from any sense of disruption that may arise from the process, they plan changes in covert meetings behind closed doors over a period of months. And then, one day, out of the blue, they spring the “new normal” on their direct reports all at once. Surprise!

We’ve seen countless companies unintentionally fall victim to this “black box” mentality. Executives are so committed to secrecy, they create plans for change in a vacuum rather than engaging the people who are in a position to know what changes would actually be best for the company. The people who are supposed to change, and the people responsible for making the change happen, are never consulted about the change before it’s already in motion.

Is anybody shocked that, by most estimates, 70 percent of all change initiatives fail?4 We didn’t think so. And what’s the top reason change initiatives fail? A recent study by Harvard Business Review and Strativity found it to be due to poor communication.5 Again, not a shocker.

What you might be shocked to learn, though, is how we applied an incredibly innovative approach to change management for one of our clients that was really struggling to effect a new initiative.

The Fast-Track Program: A Case Study

A major business consulting firm approached us one day about a program they had introduced with much fanfare and great expectations. This “fast-track” program was expected to have a significant effect on retention of high performers and client growth.

The idea was to give senior managers the opportunity to advance their skills in client relationship management through a mentorship program. Top executives within the company would mentor these senior managers and provide opportunities to engage with clients and, eventually, take on books of business assignments that were, up until that point, the sole responsibility of the mentors.

The program, it was hoped, would help top performers build important qualifications, strengthen client bonds, and position themselves for promotion within the company. It would simultaneously help the executives by freeing up their calendars a bit in a time when they were all spread far too thin. Sounds like a win-win, right?

Just one problem: the C-suite executives who built this program forgot to ask anyone for input on how to make it a success.

Oops.

The targeted, fast-tracked managers didn’t understand the program or their role in it. Senior leaders were skeptical that they would benefit from using some of their already very limited time to mentor anyone. They were also understandably reluctant to hand over parts of their portfolios of business to their junior counterparts.

Though some fast-tracked individuals embraced the program from the outset, most felt blindsided by it. Many we consulted felt that the potential for growth was there, but with limited information on program elements and benefits, it was going to be a struggle. The program launch was a disaster.

Where had our client gone wrong?

The program’s creators could have conducted a survey or hosted focus groups in hopes of gathering input from invested parties on how to implement this big mentorship idea. They could have sat down with potential fast-track candidates to gauge interest and expectations. They could have spoken with the business leaders ahead of time and allowed them to share their concerns over time commitment, confidentiality, and desired outcomes. They could have tested the big idea with a smaller group in a different market, gotten feedback, and then made improvements before a company-wide rollout. They didn’t do any of these things, and the entire program was in jeopardy as a result.

Enter Peppercomm with a mandate to cocreate a new program through a process we call Mixology (yes, it’s like making cool drinks). Our Mixology process consists of three sessions, each with a different goal in mind.

When participants entered the first virtual session, they were greeted with live music and introduced to professional improv actors. These performers brought to life the experiences participants were having, but in a fun, abstract way.

For example, the freedom to tailor mentor/mentee plans without much guidance was brought to life onstage as freedom to travel where you like but with no map to help you get there. Participants laughed at the improv performances. Everyone was amazed at the talented musicians and how spot-on applicable the beautiful music they improvised was to the problems being addressed. The scenes brought the issues around this initiative to life. Relaxed and engaged, participants opened up to us and offered valuable insights on what a mentorship program in their company could be, if done right.

A second session focused on creating solutions based on what had surfaced in the first session. We led an epic, improvisational brainstorm in which no idea could be counted as too ridiculous, expensive, or off the wall. Such negativity was strictly against the rules. Working with senior leadership, potential fast-track candidates, and our own comedic performers, we came up with an outline for what success would look like.

The final piece was a detailed road map for a new program based on the one that was, at that point, in shambles. We spent a day working with employees at all levels of the proposed fast-track program and, along with its original architects, developed a plan of implementation that took everyone’s thoughts, feedback, and concerns into consideration. Everyone expressed optimism that we might be able to save the dead-on-arrival initiative, after all, but we’d have to sell it to the rest of the company.

Within a day or two, word of our incredibly unorthodox Mixology workshops had already spread throughout the company. Although fewer than a hundred employees had taken part in the sessions, we quickly learned that word of mouth had already reenergized all two thousand program participants. By the time our new road map was delivered, employees across all levels had eagerly bought in.

Today, that program thrives and has even won several workplace culture awards. We don’t think we could have resurrected it without comedy.

AUTHENTICITY

Once upon a time in corporate America, the standard protocol for handling uncharted waters was “fake it till you make it.” Executives didn’t want to be seen as weak or anything less than omniscient, so they took great measures to avoid the appearance of being in any way flawed. As the culture of America itself moved away from the glamorous fantasy world of Dynasty and into the more realistic themes of Duck Dynasty, so did the American workplace.

Today’s comedy club audiences, like their streaming-service audience counterparts, expect a level of reality more transparent and honest than at any time in the history of entertainment. Gone are the days of the Hollywood starlet in a mink stole calling everyone “darling” and puffing an impossibly slender cigarette. Today, we watch as DJ Pauly D dates multiple women in Las Vegas, Amy Schumer cooks dinner with her husband, and everyone tries to keep up with the Kardashians. The curtain has been pulled back, and it’s not closing anytime soon.

As the idea of privacy continues its steady march toward obsolescence, corporate leaders must embrace the office version of authenticity.6 Even as we peer into each other’s homes during Zoom meetings, facades that would have been considered polite and even necessary as recently as a decade ago must now be stripped away. Reality culture is permeating comedy, music, social media, theater, and fine art. It must also find its way into the modern corporate space or else employees will feel detached from the company. Everyone says his organization is like a family, but building a family at work requires a level of honesty the CEOs of yore would have considered dangerous.

By the way, as it pertains to virtual meetings, we at Peppercomm have been pushing a “video-on” initiative for three years. For a company that is pretty liberal about so many corporate policies, we’re downright adamant about showing our pretty faces to each other on Microsoft Teams. “It goes to staying connected and being our real selves with and for one another,” asserts Lilien. A recent survey showed that 48 percent of American workers keep their cameras off when they’re collaborating over Zoom.7 We think 52 percent have it right.


ROI TIP from STEVE

As the pandemic reached and surpassed the three-year mark, a sizable portion of our employee base remained completely or almost completely remote. So we still spend quite a lot of time on Teams. One of the ways we strengthen and build bonds in this virtual environment is by holding weekly staff meetings that are very brief. We call them the 12@12: twelve minutes a day at twelve noon twice a week. During the first 12@12, we spend time updating everyone on the business. But, on the second 12@12, we ask each of our people to spend twelve minutes giving “shout-outs” to each other. It’s amazing to see one account team after another give virtual kudos to someone who has gone above and beyond to score a major article in USA Today, surprise and delight a client with a great idea, or simply be there to provide support for an ill colleague. ’Tis a beautiful thing to see unfold.

During the depths of the pandemic, our employees talked about how they were coping with the isolation. They answered questions like who they’d really like to quarantine with, their craziest Teams or Zoom experience, new hobbies, favorite binge watch, embarrassing moments, favorite foods, and so on. We encouraged them to add visuals and even ask trivia questions about themselves. Everyone got into the spirit, and we tried our best to enjoy our virtual office as much as the real one.

Even as pandemic lockdowns eased and our people began returning to the office once or twice a week, our staff literally begged us to continue the 12@12. Why? Because they love sharing stories about their lives that don’t revolve around filling out timesheets and who can write the craftiest client email.

A funny thing happened on the way to the pandemic, though. Due in large part to these 12@12 meetings, I actually became far more connected to my employees than ever before, and I found myself making stronger connections with colleagues I had known for many years. It may seem odd that we became closer as a family without being physically together in our traditional shared space, but it’s true.

We built new running inside jokes. For example, one of our Raleigh, NC–based employees, Paul, knows I’m a huge Mets fan. He made a point of antagonizing me by showing his loyalty to the rival Bronx Bombers in the form of a Yankees cap. He doesn’t just wear it; he takes it off in the middle of our meetings and holds it right up to the camera, taunting me mercilessly every time the Mets lose. A West Coast employee named Hannah always seems to have a question right before sign-off. Now, I end every meeting with, “Any questions, Hannah?” even when she’s not on the call.

Being authentic with each other is very important to our culture, virtual and otherwise. And the running jokes we’ve built on that authenticity keep us laughing through the madness.



Axel Hefer, then CEO of one of Peppercomm’s most important clients, trivago, brought his full, authentic self to a live interview on CNN.8 We had secured a two-minute interview for Axel to discuss travel during the pandemic. To his credit, Axel realized that if trivago continued its marketing efforts while all their competitors shut theirs down because no one was traveling, trivago would remain front of mind throughout the lockdown.

We were thrilled to have landed this TV spot for him. About a minute into the interview, though, the CEO’s four-year-old son decided to interrupt the proceedings and photobomb his dad, whose attention he was desperately and understandably craving. While many executives in his shoes on live television would have freaked out, Axel didn’t miss a beat. He reached down, picked up his child, plopped him on his lap, and continued the interview as though his son weren’t even there! The reporter adored this real-life moment, and the interview went viral. Trivago gained market share almost immediately after the travel restrictions were lifted.

How authentic are you willing to be, warts and all?

In one of our recent stand-up training sessions, a Peppercomm senior vice president felt so comfortable with her peers that she shared a very embarrassing story about a Caribbean vacation with her boyfriend where everything that could go wrong did. Her colleagues in the audience absolutely loved it, and she expressed that she felt free to share her whole self. In most companies, employees are expected to keep their love lives and their work lives completely separate, but here we don’t have those barriers (within reason).

As we see it, letting the truth live and breathe is the key. Reed Hastings, chairman of Netflix, insists on authenticity in his company’s culture.9 Regarding failure, Hastings writes in his eye-opening tell-all, No Rules Rules, “When you sunshine your failed bets, everyone wins. You win because people learn they can trust you to tell the truth and to take responsibility for your actions. The team wins because it learns from the lessons that came out of the project. And the company wins because everyone sees clearly that failed bets are an inherent part of an innovative success wheel.”

Learning to be more authentic in all conversations is critical to the success of any leader. As you will soon learn, great comedians are masters of honesty. Learning to use your sense of humor in the right way at the right time for the right audience is a fundamental skill to success in the future of work. We’ve seen dozens of business executives whose introverted personalities had stalled their career paths move up the proverbial corporate ladder after using these key skills to enhance their own personal charisma. Let’s be honest: we all prefer to work with people whose company we enjoy, and a sense of humor is a key tool in developing that likability.

As Angela Sullivan, head of communications for the Americas at global cloud-software developer Xero (www.xero.com), puts it, “I generally tend to keep things light, personally and professionally. I believe that making others feel comfortable, and encouraging them to smile and to have fun, is way more motivating than being super serious all of the time. I like to laugh, and I like to make others laugh too!”

Humor can help lighten up a tense situation, but it requires reading the room to make the call on whether humor could be appropriate or not. “For me, it’s a gut feeling,” Sullivan continues. “It’s not always right, as I’ve tripped over myself in the past with humor that went nowhere, but I’ve also been successful cracking a joke or two to break the ice in new situations. Don’t take yourself too seriously. There’s so much benefit to encouraging laughter day to day.”

Authenticity at work starts at the top. You’ve got to ignore your inner Jack Nicholson saying your employees can’t handle the truth. You have to trust them to do just that, or else they won’t trust you at all, and then your corporate culture isn’t toasting anything! The facts come out soon enough anyway, so just be honest from the start. As the Buddha once said, “Three things cannot long be hidden: the sun, the moon, and the truth.”

STORYTELLING

Virtually every company that engages Peppercomm expresses a strong desire to improve their corporate storytelling. But most are very conservative and cautious in terms of not saying, speaking, or sharing any word, phrase, or idea that might possibly offend or upset any one of a myriad of stakeholder audiences. We believe that you’ve got to take a stand on what your messaging is. Being overly cautious in this area leads to mundane, bland content that gets little or no attention. If you want to stand out, you have to stand up.

One key role of storytelling in a corporate culture is in the area of recruiting and attracting top talent. At Peppercomm, humor permeates our recruitment branding. For example, when we speak to candidates, our recruitment team will often share the uniqueness of our comedy training. This is internal storytelling, which our staff does every day for our clients and for ourselves. At that point, a light bulb goes off as the candidate realizes the connection between comedy and storytelling: it’s so much more than just being funny.

Sierra Buck, account executive and coordinator of our Pep Squad summer internship program, has a clear perspective on how the next generation of talent makes this connection:

In a way, everyone at Peppercomm is affected by Steve’s unique sense of humor, and we share that general sensibility with our Pep Squad candidates. That plays well with college students looking to build a relationship with a New York PR firm that is “comedy-centric,” if you will. At Peppercomm, we learn to develop our own individual comedy styles, so while we’re all influenced in some way by Steve and Clayton, we also feel free to show our own personalities during the interview process. I find that, for me, making a joke during an interview about how I spilled coffee on my dress the first day I ever met my manager (true story, by the way) humanizes me and helps the person I’m interviewing to relax.

We also get a good feel for whether candidates can walk the walk by asking them to show us why they want to be on the Pep Squad using various social media platforms. Some produce short videos that get right to the point and show us a bit of their personalities. They also show us their level of comfort with the various channels and the differences among them. These clips can serve to provide us with tremendous insight about who might fit in around here and who won’t. This isn’t to say it’s a casting call where we only consider the most extroverted, but it allows us to see people’s vulnerability, which is essential in our business. Most young people today are super accustomed to current trends in social media content, and this part of the application process gives them a chance to share that side of themselves with us.

Even my own application to Peppercomm used technology. I created a special website using WordPress. On it, I provided screenshots of mock Instagram, Twitter, and LinkedIn posts, all encompassing why I wanted to be an intern at Peppercomm. Knowing how much the firm values comedy, I positioned my Instagram photo of myself all dressed in the go-to work attire of the day: professional from the waist up, pajama pants on the bottom. (This was during the COVID-19 lockdown. Nobody wore slacks back then.) I was holding brownies and a notebook entitled “The Four Levels of Comedy.” I later heard that my self-deprecating photography showed an understanding of the corporate culture here and played a role in my being accepted to the Pep Squad program!

To this day, I try to do my part to encourage candidates to continue the tradition of using technology to show their personalities in the recruitment process.

Indeed, tailoring content with the sensibilities, sense of humor differences, and communication styles of different generations is a great way to break through to your target audience. Just like Sierra knows how to speak the language of today’s college students, you must know how your audience communicates in order for your storytelling to shine through.

As Jennifer Murtell, vice president of strategy, Asia Pacific, at Marks, part of SGS & Co., writes in her article “Anticipating the Future of Generational Insights,” “There is an inherent tension between customized brand experiences and universal, purpose-driven brand building. How can brands find their happy place, a resonant position in the landscape where every segment feels like the brand experience is uniquely designed for them?”10

It’s a great question, and one answer lies in the shared language of comedy. Murtell continues, “In broad strokes, generations deal with unique cultural contexts, seismic economic shifts, civic and political realities, and rapidly evolving technology in totally different ways.”

This disparity is reflected in their comedy preferences as well.

On a macro level, baby boomers tend to prefer clean material, jokes about current events, and wordplay. The Ford Transit Connect Wagon is a van designed specifically for this group, and their slogan? “The van for baby boomers whose idea of rocking doesn’t involve a chair.”11

Generation X came of age during a period of rebellious political incorrectness, so they generally prefer edgier comedy. In a brilliant ad by FTX starring Larry David as a founding father in 1776, in response to someone suggesting that people shall have the right to vote, Larry shouts, “Even the stupid ones?”12

Millennials’ and Generation Z’s comic sensibilities tend toward politically correct themes that reinforce their mostly progressive values. In a hilarious ad for Dunkin’, Rapunzel has no use for the handsome prince who comes to rescue her.13

Developing an understanding of generational differences when it comes to comedy is necessary for any comedian who wants to get laughs from audiences of all ages. As it pertains to your brand’s storytelling, it can be the difference between a yes and an “okay, boomer,” with a roll of the eyes that would make your teenage daughter jealous.

Remember our trivago client we mentioned earlier? Here’s another example of how a breakthrough success came from our applying our comedy training to come up with a totally unexpected punch line (well, it ended up being a pitch line to the media). Following the CEO’s appearance on CNN, we had to keep the positive buzz going—despite the fact that almost all global travel was shut down due to COVID-19.

During our Peppercomm brainstorms, we’re constantly prodding one another with unexpected questions to get our comedic juices flowing. A one-liner in one of our brainstorms became the platform for an entire campaign: With all of us stuck in lockdown, what would we give up to travel right now? We turned that question into an innovative survey of thousands of US consumers. And guess what? When we asked them what they would give up to travel, nearly 40 percent said sex!14 Media outlets went crazy for the data, landing trivago on every news desk from CNBC to Stephen Colbert.


ROI TIP from STEVE

Before our storytelling plane takes off to the next destination on your readership sojourn, we would be remiss in not shouting out our public relations colleagues at Oatly (https://www.oatly.com/en-us). For those not in the know, Oatly is the world’s original and largest oat drink company (an impressive credential to cite in anyone’s CV).

Oatly demonstrated the power of humor in storytelling in a press release! We used the exclamation point since many public relations practitioners would gag if anyone suggested they use humor in a press release. The press release is sacrosanct in the wonderful world of PR and is considered an essential and serious component in any media relations tool kit. And woe betide the publicist who doesn’t disseminate a press release that isn’t short, succinct, and anything but funny.

That axiom holds true in many cases but is dead wrong when you’re working for a brand that is attempting to outflank the competition, reach new audiences in unexpected ways, and, hold for it, craft a press release the press (read: reporters, editors, influencers, producers, the local fruit stand guy who’s on a first-name basis with Nora O’Donnell, and so on) will not only read but publish! Go figure.

As you will see (and, hopefully, enjoy a hearty and much-needed guffaw), Oatly has taken a regional approach in its latest public relations campaign and, in order to heighten awareness within the greater Philadelphia market, issued a press release to introduce its new cream cheese with the following drop-dead funny (and highly unexpected) headline, dateline, and lead sentence:

Starting Today, Philadelphians Are Invited to Be the First to Experience the New Plant-Based Product, Now Available Exclusively at Spread Bagelry and Philly Bagels

Malmö, Sweden, and Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, Feb. 22, 2023—Oatly, the world’s original and largest oat drink company, today announced the limited release of their new, forthcoming plant-based cream cheese, invented at the company’s Philadelphia R&D lab. This groundbreaking innovation was spearheaded by Oatly’s Philadelphia-based scientists, most of whom live in downtown Philadelphia, with the exception of a product developer who lives in Cherry Hill, New Jersey, but tells people he’s “from five miles outside the city.”

The rest of the press release is just as LOL funny.15

The news media loved it! Results included major coverage in food, regional, and business media.

Storytelling, both internal and external, must be vivid, honest, and equal parts funny and intriguing in order for your workplace to thrive and your external communications to produce results. At Peppercomm, we’re always looking for opportunities to inject humor into our own press releases.

At the height of the pandemic, we decided it was time to play an April Fools’ prank on the rest of the business world by introducing a new time-appropriate fashion statement for all the at-home remote workers living their lives on Zoom. Introducing, the Zoomsie, a two-part fashion statement that paired a button-down dress shirt with a comfy pair of sweatpants.16 We were shocked that the business press took this ridiculous idea seriously, but it was a strange time.17



The publicity momentarily went to Steve’s head, and he began to see himself as the Calvin Klein of COVID and contemplated opening a pop-up Zoomsie store in Times Square, but then he remembered the latter was empty.

TEAMWORK

In a healthy workplace culture, everyone in the company feels like part of the group. Everyone’s opinions are respected, and everyone’s contributions are valued. The evidence is clear that employees tend to resist change because there’s no clear communication, shared purpose, and/or connectivity. “Providing an outlet for colleagues to share and see all the information related to a task, including progress updates and informal commentary, can create an important esprit de corps,” concluded the researchers who worked on a 2015 McKinsey study entitled “Changing Change Management.”18 As Rupen Desai puts it, “None of us wants to live a life where we’re facing hardships to make life better. And that’s what most companies are asking us to do. We need ingenuity and unexpected solutions. That level of creativity can be learned by studying humor, laughter, and comedy.”

Teamwork, connectivity, esprit de corps, whatever you like to call it, is the foundation of healthy relationships and success in the workplace. Peppercomm was acquired in 2021 by a phenomenal global agency called Ruder Finn (RF). So far, the marriage is going swimmingly. In 2022, RF decided to hold its first in-person employee retreat since the prepandemic days. They invited some 250 employees from around the United States, including our intrepid crew of fifty lost souls.

About a week after the event, the RF production company created a world-class, three-minute video that captured the highlights of the two-day retreat and included several lengthy interviews with employees.19 For some reason, they chose to focus on a certain gregarious Peppercommer named Antonio who, truth be told, absolutely stole the show.

After the video was circulated to our employees, Steve simply had to break the silence by calling out Antonio on one of our weekly 12@12 meetings. “Wow, Antonio. The camera really loves you!” Immediately, the jokes started flying about our account manager’s Oscar-worthy performance and whether he’d signed with Creative Artists Agency. Everyone contributed to a hilarious cavalcade of good-natured slings and arrows aimed at our matinee idol, Antonio “DiCaprio” DeSoto. To this day, whenever Antonio posts a notice that he needs to go to the dentist, is taking a day off, and so on, invariably someone posts a quip: “He’s probably got an audition. I hear Spielberg is holding a casting call for the lead role in E.T. 2.” Antonio, like any other A-list celebrity, basks in the adulation and enjoys the constant banter. It’s a beautiful thing and a great example of how a comedy-infused culture leads to laughter in the workplace, which leads to happy employees.20

Speaking of happy employees, as of this writing, Peppercomm has managed to dodge the Great Resignation. Our voluntary turnover rate since March 2020 is an incredibly low 9 percent! The national average was 56.8 percent in 2020 and 47.2 percent in 2021,21 so this is one case in which we’re happy to be well below average.

By the way, we remain in denial that we have ever had any turnover whatsoever. We’re completely convinced that missing 9 percent simply got lost one day on their way to work. They are still part of our ongoing search-and-rescue efforts. That’s client billable, right?
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    Stand-Up Comedy

Are you kidding? Are we seriously going to learn about stand-up in a book about business? No, we’re not kidding. In fact, we believe comedy is essential to the future of work. For those organizations that want to embrace the uncertainties in the workplace amid an ever-evolving business landscape, laughter is table stakes for survival.1


LOL TIP from CLAYTON

I’ve been in the performing arts throughout my life, and stand-up comedy is the only art form I’ve ever encountered that people think can’t be taught. Perhaps because the best practitioners of it make it look so natural, some people think that you’ve either got this or you don’t. I’m perplexed by this take, so let’s explore it.

I have taught literally thousands of individuals the art of stand-up comedy through classes designed for actors who want a new skill to add to their résumés, corporate workshops designed for business leaders who want to do better at their jobs, and private coaching sessions with people from all walks of life who want to learn comedy for a wide range of reasons. Every single one of them got funnier, which proves that this stuff can, in fact, be taught.

Stand-up comedians are people who communicate effectively through laughter. We love watching Brian Regan, Ali Wong, Marina Franklin, or Gary Gulman share their thoughts and feelings in a way that makes us burst into hysterics. What these masters do is bring us into their worlds, indeed their very brains, and share what’s inside. The result is a powerful connection that can’t be achieved any other way. Performing solo, the stand-up takes the stage and shares stories, thoughts, and feelings to connect with and move an audience to laughter and much more.

Stand-up is an art form that begins with telling the truth. Long gone are the days of “three guys walk into a bar” with a contrived setup and predictable punch line. Today’s stand-up is about authentic storytelling, which is what makes the skills practiced by today’s masters of it so applicable to anyone who wants to be a better, more charismatic communicator.2



Charisma is an elusive trait, and one that is not easy to define. To borrow a turn of phrase from the late Supreme Court associate justice Potter Stewart (who was of course talking about obscenity at the time), “I don’t know what it is, but I know it when I see it.” Charisma is what makes it virtually impossible to take your eyes off a given performer. Whether it’s Lady Gaga, Katt Williams, or Taylor Swift, some people just have the “it” factor, the power to attract and keep our attention from the moment they walk in. By developing your own charisma using the same techniques employed by these A-list performers, you can grab your audience’s attention and achieve real bottom-line results in the process.

Sounds great, right? So how do we do it? Well, first off, bear in mind that charisma is mysterious and fluid. What works for one person may not work for another; so we’re sorry, there’s no magic potion here. But a team of management scholars led by John Antonakis of the University of Lausanne Business School in Switzerland certainly tried to brew one up. They conducted a study to answer the question “Can charisma be taught?” and determined that the answer is yes.3 Anyone, yes, even you, can increase your personal charisma by doing one or more of the following:


	Use metaphors. Metaphors capture an audience’s imagination.

	Use stories and anecdotes. People love to hear about your journey.

	Show moral conviction. Reinforcing shared ethical values builds trust.

	Express shared feelings. We all want to feel like someone feels the same way.

	Set high expectations. Let others know you believe in them.

	Use contrasts. Show everyone how different you are from the rest.

	Use lists. We have no idea what this means or why it builds charisma.

	Use rhetorical questions. Draw people in with guiding language.

	Animate your words. Body language, facial expressions, and tonality hook them in.



Comedians learn to develop charisma by applying these techniques on a nightly basis and finding out through trial and error what works most consistently for them. The goal is to become undeniably engaging, to be the person every audience finds interesting, compelling, and impossible to forget.

KEY SKILLS OF STAND-UP COMEDY

Great stand-up comedians know how to connect with vastly diverse audiences. The key skills that enable their charisma to heighten the effects of their performances are vulnerability, emotional fullness, and sensitivity. In this section, we’ll examine each of these skills individually.

Vulnerability

Telling the truth isn’t always easy. We all want to be loved, and you might think that the road to that end is paved with presenting yourself in the best possible light. On the contrary, stand-ups know that the opposite best resonates with audiences. As soon as you go onstage and say, “I have a problem,” you connect with everyone in the audience in a real and genuine way. No one can relate to “I have a mansion and a yacht and a perfect life at home.” Comics know this and use what’s wrong as the place to start rather than something to hide. By admitting that she doesn’t have all the answers or is otherwise imperfect, the stand-up comic endears herself to the audience because we see ourselves in her vulnerability. She’s relatable and now we all want to be her friends.

Emotional Fullness

Stand-up comedians are engaging, passionate, compelling performers. One key factor in this is their willingness to allow their emotions to come out. By bringing their whole selves to the stage, comedians are able to communicate and connect in a real and vulnerable way. Sharing emotion is not a sign of weakness but rather strength. We love watching stand-ups “go for it” with high levels of emotion because it’s almost like watching a high-wire act. The risk the performer is taking by sharing this emotional roller coaster is actually what makes the comic compelling and bonds the audience to the performance. As Maya Angelou so eloquently said, “People will forget what you said, people will forget what you did, but people will never forget how you made them feel.”

When performing stand-up, there should be present a certain fear factor. The comedian is being honest and conveying his true emotions. He’s allowing himself to be judged, baring virtually all for the audience to like, hate, admire, disparage, or resent. When the great Gary Gulman shares his thoughts on basketball, he’s actually revealing his truth about himself.4

So, I was big. I was big, and I was sensitive and soft, growing up. And when you were big, back then, you were encouraged/harassed into playing sports.

And I—I didn’t want to play the footballs, the hockeys, the contact sports, that was not for me. I fell in love with basketball almost immediately, because basketball just fits my personality. It still does. Basketball is the only sport you can practice by yourself.

I spent a lot of time practicing basketball by myself, and basketball also fits maybe because it’s the only sport where if somebody so much as slaps you on the wrist, they stop the game. Stop the game, separate everyone, and let you make two easy shots while everyone else is forced to watch quietly, as if to say, “Think about what you did.”

And I was automatic from the free-throw line, because free-throw shooting is a direct function of childhood loneliness. I have this carnival skill. If you tell me you were a good high school free-throw shooter, you can give me your high school free-throw shooting percentage, and I can tell you what time your single mother got home from work. I shot 94 percent my senior year. My mother was a night court bailiff.

When to Say When

Gary is a master of tension and release. He builds the former with truthful material designed to make us feel something for him. He releases that tension with the laughter, reminding us that he’s okay after all. Comedians must observe and sense audiences to figure out where exactly that line is. How much would be too much for this particular group of people? What one audience would consider the perfect dose of reality another would call TMI. It’s up to the performer to read the room and be willing to change course midperformance to take the audience on a trip they actually want to take.

Sensitivity

The first question an experienced stand-up will ask the emcee upon arrival at a comedy club is, “How’s the crowd?” Answers to this question can range from uptight to up-for-anything. The reason this question matters is that a great performance is actually tailored to the crowd. Every stand-up performance is unique and designed to some degree with the whims and desires of tonight’s audience in mind. The uptight 7:00 p.m. after-work crowd on a Wednesday will not enjoy the same material as the rowdy and raucous midnight Saturday bunch. It would be a huge mistake for the comic to neglect, and fail to adapt to, the different sensibilities of different audiences.

Crossing the Line

Being sensitive also enables you to see potential pitfalls before arriving at them. We believe that no one takes the stage with the intention of offending the audience, and yet it happens all the time. A lack of sensitivity, or an inability to read the crowd and make real-time decisions on what material to avoid, has been the downfall of many performers since the beginning of time. Think Michael Richards, Daniel Tosh, and Roseanne Barr for context here, and Google them at your own risk.

Whenever we first introduce the idea of learning stand-up comedy at work, we know that we should plug our ears to fight the screams of horror that follow from the voice boxes of the HR department heads we’re addressing. There is a widespread misconception about stand-up: that it must be raunchy, dirty, irreverent, vulgar, politically incorrect, and controversial. In fairness, much stand-up is like that! But your best Nikki Glaser impression isn’t going to fly in the conference room, so we take measures to quell the understandable fear the human resource manager experiences. First, we show examples from our own comedy material that are clean, funny, and business appropriate. Next, we acknowledge that every corporate culture is different, and that part of the assignment is to know where the line we don’t cross is. Finally, we love to borrow a phrase from the New York City Department of Sanitation. In their early posters designed to help people learn how and what to recycle, they made the point that anything you’re not sure can be recycled should be discarded with the regular trash: “When in Doubt, Leave It Out.”

Changing the GPS

Sensitivity also applies to the relationship between performer and audience. The best stand-ups are able to make midcourse corrections based on the feedback they’re getting (or not getting) from an audience. This could include abandoning a particular joke altogether, or possibly even going to a whole separate batch of material that is designed to fix the bad vibes in the room. Doing so humanizes the performer and rewards the fact that he addressed the elephant in the room with the audience’s sympathy. (By the way, how did that elephant get in the room anyway?) Being fair and honest about how poorly a performance is going can often win over an audience who had previously dialed you out.


LOL TIP from CLAYTON

A huge lesson that my twenty-plus years of performing on the world’s comedy stages has taught me is the value of failure. Believe me, it hurts me to the core every single time an audience doesn’t immediately take to me, but there’s a silver lining. In those moments of desperately seeking and not receiving love from a room full of strangers, I learn things about myself. Turns out, I do some of my best thinking when the fight-or-flight response kicks in, which it does whenever I’m bombing. In this state, I’m able to access my most resilient, creative brain cells because it literally feels like I’m dying! The body responds with a form of overdrive, and what may have come out as panic in my early performing days now comes out as what comics call a “save.”

I have more than thirty minutes of bombing material, jokes about how it’s not going well. “Wow, when you guys get quiet, you do it as a group. You’re all on the same page; if one person thinks it’s not funny, it’s unanimous. Most audiences laugh and clap a lot; you guys are a nice change of pace.” These punch lines were all born in real time as improvised offhand comments. They serve to get laughs while letting audiences know that I’m fine, as I’m clearly coping. But more important, they offer me the opportunity to save the set. Maybe if people can see me as a human being, they’ll give my material another chance.



An essential component of any creative endeavor is failure. The process of developing a powerhouse stand-up comedy set involves copious amounts of trial, error, error, error, and back to the drawing board. Revising material, trying different delivery styles, and experimenting with an open mind eventually leads to the gold the comic is seeking. As Oprah Winfrey once said, “Failure is another stepping stone to greatness.”

FORMS OF STAND-UP COMEDY

Stand-up comes in many forms including observational, anecdotal, put-down, blue (speakers of the unspeakable), musical, prop, and alternative comedy. For this book, we’ll focus on observational, anecdotal, and put-down comedy because they all have direct and meaningful business applications. In this section, we’ll examine these three forms from an artistic standpoint and get to the business applications later.

Observational

Observational comedy, as practiced by Ali Wong and Jerry Seinfeld, takes us inside the mind of the comic, who shares thoughts and feelings on a particular subject. We learn that no two people see life through the same set of eyes, and we laugh hysterically at the commentary.

Observational stand-up is a dialogue between the performer and the audience in which the audience only says ha. It’s up to the comic to decipher what each ha means, based on the tone and volume of the laughs but also the nonverbal communication that accompanies each one. Does the laugh imply agreement, horror, disapproval, resonance, dissonance, or something else? A great comedian knows which buttons to press and when in order to take the audience on a fantastic journey through the inner workings of his mind. Emotional fullness is the key here: the subject matters less than the comic’s feelings on the subject, as a human being’s truth is revealed in unexpected and hilarious ways.

Clayton has his own views on living life as a color-blind person:

I’m color-blind. So when people learn this about me, the first thing they say is, “Oh, you’re color-blind? What color is this?” I just told you I’m color-blind. You don’t go up to blind people and say, “How many fingers am I holding up?” Would you ask a deaf guy, “Can you hear me now?” But the best are the people who try to teach me. They’re like, “This is red and this is green.” I say, “I’m cured! Hey, nobody ever explained it like that before. Where have you been all my life? That’s red and that’s green. Problem solved!” I’m color-blind, not color-stupid!

One time another comic told me, “Wow, Clayton. The audience loved your color-blind jokes. You’re lucky because you’ve got something wrong with you. I just wish I had something wrong with me.” I said, “If you think about it, you’ve got something wrong with you too. You’re completely tactless, Carrot Top.” I still don’t like that guy. I don’t know what color his hair is, but I am not a fan.

Many participants in our ongoing stand-up workshops use the observational form when they try comedy for the first time. Often, it will be a universally shared complaint about the organization’s abysmal IT infrastructure. Or they’ll poke fun at someone in the upper echelon who insists weekly reports be in his inbox no later than 3:47 p.m. every Friday (no one knows if the titan even reads them since it’s always radio silence the following Monday). Other times, they’ll call out a particular quirk of one of their colleagues in the room where we’re holding the training.

One woman at a session we did for a pharmaceutical client noted in her stand-up routine that “Jimmy” always seems distracted on Zoom meetings. She stopped, looked over at Jimmy, and said, “Hey, he’s even distracted in live meetings. The bastard’s multitasking while I’m up here desperately trying to be funny. Thanks, Jimmy. Remind me to ignore you on tomorrow’s call.” Everyone laughed, including an embarrassed Jimbo, who put down his mobile device and was extremely attentive for the rest of the session.

Anecdotal

Anecdotal comedy, as practiced by Ronnie Chieng and Kevin Hart, is storytelling with punch lines. The performer shares true (or mostly true) tales from his life, and the audience comes along for the ride, rooting for the hero (or antihero) doing the speaking.

Anecdotal stand-up brings the audience closer to the performer due to the natural emotional investment associated with hearing about another person’s struggles, fears, or obstacles. Indeed, the best comedy stories come from situations in which the performer is the underdog, a fish out of water, or a stranger in a strange land who has a mountain to climb. Everyone loves an underdog, and the audience roots for Ronnie to figure out how to explain American life to his Asian parents or for Kevin to get revenge on his bullies. We love stars who are willing to share their insecurities, shortcomings, and truths for comic effect.

Bonnie McFarlane, veteran comic and host of the My Wife Hates Me podcast, shares an underdog story filled with insecurities and shortcomings about the time her house burned down on Comedy Central’s This Is Not Happening.5 In the piece, McFarlane wins the audience over by truthfully sharing not only the events of that fateful day but also her feelings about herself as a parent whose daughter was in danger. In a vulnerable and hilarious way, McFarlane brings this story of a five-alarm fire to life.

The key to anecdotal comedy is to keep the audience intrigued throughout your story with as many twists, turns, and punch lines as possible. The audience expects to laugh throughout the narrative, not just at the end, and in hearing Bonnie McFarlane’s fiery tale, they do.

Put-Down

Put-down comedy, as practiced by Joan Rivers and Patrice O’Neal, is poking fun at other people for comic effect. Insulting everything from people’s fashion choices to their political viewpoints, stand-ups take the liberty to be mean in the spirit of good fun.

This style of stand-up depends on buy-in from both the audience and the person being insulted, if present. Typically, the audience agrees that the person being torn to shreds deserves it for some reason. Punching up, attacking those with status, money, fame, or power, is key to pulling this risky style of comedy off. Roasting Justin Bieber at the Friars Club is actually a form of affection. When put-down humor goes well, it’s because everyone’s in on the joke, including its target. When it doesn’t go well, it’s usually because it’s too mean-spirited or the boss isn’t laughing!


LOL TIP from CLAYTON

Every year, right before the holidays, Peppercomm puts together a charity fundraiser at a New York City comedy club. The “gimmick” for this special show is that you’re going to see a group of businesspeople from Peppercomm all making their NYC stand-up comedy debuts, and all in the name of charity. I’ll be performing, too, of course, but I’m not the big draw on this night. The employee “debutantes” are.

Our public relations and digital marketing account supervisors, our information technology specialists, and even our interns get to perform material they’ve been working on with me as part of our regular, ongoing in-house comedy training. But this time, the stakes are higher than ever. It’s one thing to bounce joke ideas off the chief comedy officer in a poorly lit conference room during normal work hours, but this is different. Tonight, they’ll be on an actual NYC stage in front of a sold-out studio audience!

I relish the opportunity to help prepare these debut performers for their big night and love seeing their reactions after, one by one, they “kill.” I especially enjoy seeing the delighted expressions on the faces of their assembled families, friends, colleagues, and clients. Proceeds from the event benefit a worthy cause chosen by our employees, and the feeling in the room that night is never anything short of blissful. Who doesn’t want to contribute to a worthy cause and share a few laughs along the way?

In contrast to all these warm and fuzzies, a running gag at these events is the annual vicious obliteration of our beloved chief executive officer, Mr. Steven Cody. Steve, serving as your host for the evening, introduces each “comedian” with a warm and loving setup such as, “Our next performer is not only hilarious, she’s also one of my closest friends of twenty years and I’d be nothing without her. Please welcome to the stage my dear friend and Peppercomm’s executive vice president, Jackie Kolek!” Jackie’s opening line stands in contrast to all that sentimentality: “Thanks, Steve. Your jacket doesn’t fit and your material sucks.” The audience is delighted watching comic after comic knock the boss down a few pegs, and Steve loves all kinds of attention, so naturally he eats up the barbs as well.

Working on this show is the highlight of my year, every year.



It should be noted that many stand-up performers weave in and out of the different forms. For example, you might use observational style to talk about the Waze app on your phone within an anecdotal piece about a road trip you once took with your family. Perhaps while observing something people do that you despise, you might decide to disparage someone you know who is guilty of doing that exact thing using the put-down form. It’s not necessary to choose just one style and stick to it, but you should know what form you’re using at all times.

STAND-UP COMEDY TECHNIQUES

Comics have so many tricks up their sleeves to make us laugh. The best comedians know which trick to use and when. Let’s break down the different techniques of writing and performing stand-up comedy.

Nerves

If the idea of standing in front of a room filled with your coworkers and telling a funny story makes you feel a little queasy, good! That queasiness is incontrovertible proof that you’re a living, breathing human being. It’s natural to be nervous before a performance.

Think of all the times in your life when you felt those little butterflies in your stomach. Maybe it was the day you asked her to marry you. The day you took the SAT hoping not to have to enroll in your safety school. The day you interviewed for the job you have now. The first time you went skydiving or climbed Mount Washington (what are you, crazy?). The common thread of all these important life moments is that the outcome mattered greatly to you.

Nerves are your friend onstage. The fact that you are nervous conveys to the audience that you care about the performance, it means something to you, and you’re definitely not phoning it in. Interestingly, the audience does not see a quivering leaf or delicate flower shaking in the breeze. The nerves always come out as excitement, enthusiasm for the story or thought being shared.

There are two kinds of energy, potential and kinetic. When nervous energy is bottled up inside, it feels like sweaty palms or those damn butterflies (when is migration season anyway?) because the energy is trying to go somewhere. It’s potential energy, not unlike the taut rubber bands of a slingshot about to be fired. Once it’s released as the emcee says, “And now, coming to the stage,” it becomes kinetic energy that must now be focused. Performers learn how to use their nervousness as a kind of turbo booster to give a performance the weight it deserves. Like the black swan in the Darren Aronofsky masterpiece of the same name, the performer lets go of all nervousness, self-doubt, and introversion, allowing herself to soar to heights she could never reach without the presence of those wonderful, pesky butterflies.

Channel your nervous energy into excitement, commitment, and emotional fullness and you will breathe so much life into your performance, Natalie Portman will ask to borrow your wings.

Setups and Punch Lines

All stand-up material can be broken down into setups and punch lines. The punch line, as you probably know, is the part that gets the laugh. A great punch line is short, surprising, and shows a shift in attitude. Someone once said that comedy is pretending I’m going to give you this, but I give you that instead.

A setup reveals your subject and how you feel about your subject. Remember that emotional fullness is key to developing charisma, so don’t forget to share your feelings.

Let’s look at a classic Henny Youngman example from the late 1950s. For context, remember that this was the precursor to what later became known as the Women’s Liberation Movement, a period during which women were joining the workforce in great numbers, changing the landscape of the America we once knew. Youngman commented, “Women’s role in society is really changing; take my wife. Please!” The setup is the subject, women joining the workforce, and how he feels, optimistic. The punch line, “Please,” is short, one syllable. It also catches us by surprise and shows a shift in attitude from optimism to desperation.

Youngman and his contemporaries paved the way for today’s comedy writers, who know the best way to get a big laugh is to say something the audience couldn’t see coming from a mile away. As the multitalented comedy actor/writer/director Jordan Peele puts it, “I’m obsessed with giving the audience something they don’t see coming.”


LOL TIP from CLAYTON

I have learned in my career that the best punch lines are vivid and specific. In addition to surprising the audience, we need to paint a clear picture for them with our word choices, inflections, and body language. We see this concept in action in a segment from my 2023 comedy special, Middle Child Syndrome:

My six-year-old daughter’s a genius; she got into a highly selective elementary school for brilliant kids. I always knew, though. Last winter, we were walking in Central Park, and I said, “Honey, I think I just saw a ladybug.” She frowned, “No you didn’t. Come on, Daddy. Ladybugs hibernate. Didn’t you know that? And also, they’re not indigenous to the Northeast quadrant of the park.” I said, “Go to your room.” I’m joking—she’s not going anywhere; she’s teaching me chess. She can’t go to her room until I learn the Latvian Gambit.

This material gets laughs partly because of the mental images painted by the carefully worded punch lines. My goal is to have the audience feel like they’re taking that walk in the park with us, coming along for the ride. I only hope they don’t end up feeling as dumb as I did that day in the park.



Roll Structure

You’ve heard people say, “Don’t stop now, you’re on a roll,” or “She really had them rolling.” With all due respect to anyone who’s ever played craps, this term came from the comedy world first. A roll is a writing style in which there are multiple punch lines per setup. Examples include Bill Maher’s “New Rules” or Jeff Foxworthy’s “You might be a redneck” trope. Most modern stand-up is in this format.

The reason why roll structure is so powerful is that the audience has bought into the comic premise and is now enjoying the ride. We need not veer away from the thesis because they’re “with” us. (Does thesis rhyme with “with us”? We’ll take the points.) We’re enjoying these surprises together, and everyone gets the point. By making our feelings known in this way, we offer the audience the opportunity to absorb the evidence as we build our case. It’s a more effective method of oral communication than bombarding them with facts, figures, charts, graphs, and pretty PowerPoint slides. And it sure beats rinsing and repeating.


LOL TIP from CLAYTON

At least 90 percent of all professional stand-up comedy is written in roll structure. When I get an audience laughing, I like to keep them laughing, and that’s what getting on a roll is all about. On the aforementioned Middle Child Syndrome, I have a roll about how I feel the traditional wedding invitation template doesn’t include enough boxes for the invitee to choose from:

“There’s ‘Graciously Accepts’ or ‘Regretfully Declines.’ They should have ‘Regretfully Accepts.’ Yes, I’m very sorry to tell you, I’ll be at your wedding. I’m going but I really wish I didn’t have to. I’ll have the chicken. Or how about ‘Cheerfully Declines’? Be honest, have you ever gotten an invite and you wanted to say, ‘Not going, don’t care, screw you!’ How about a ‘Screw You’ box? How about ‘You Didn’t Come to Our Wedding So Go Suck an Egg!’ How about ‘We Never Liked You, How’d You Get This Address?’ We need an ‘Unsubscribe’ box for sure. Take me off your list!”

Comedians like to say there’s more juice left in the orange, meaning a comic idea has not been fully developed. There are some more laughs in there, so keep on squeezing.



Act Out

“Show me, don’t tell me,” read the lyrics to the song of the same title by Canadian rock powerband Rush on their 1989 double-platinum album, Presto. This song also includes the lyric “Let’s try to keep it short.” Both lyrics are excellent advice for stand-up comedians.

The act-out technique involves demonstrating, rather than mentioning, someone. Show me, don’t tell me, whatever it is you’re trying to share about that person. It could be a famous person we all know imitated in lifelike perfection (impersonation technique). More often, though, the comedian acts someone out that the audience doesn’t know. A man on the street who approached me, the cashier at Starbucks, someone who works in the research department, my spouse, or anyone else in my story.

The comic changes her voice, mannerisms, body language, and so on to demonstrate those of another character in the “scene” she’s sharing. The act out is also a great way to show (don’t tell) how you felt in a given moment: “I was like, ‘Wow, nobody ever explained it like that before! Thanks for pointing that out to me!’ as though I’d never thought of that myself.” Acting yourself out, going back in time and reliving a moment you experienced, is a great way to share a story with bonus material, the director’s commentary.

The reason this technique is so effective is that it raises the stakes for you and for the audience. Rather than passively talking about whatever your subject happens to be, you’re actively living in the emotions that the subject makes you feel. Audiences love to see a performer take that leap into another time and place and trust them to come along for the ride. Really “going for it” in an act out is inherently riskier than telling a story in a third-person detached voice, and the rewards are proportionately great. By putting yourself into the scene you’re setting, you build trust with an audience by raising the stakes for you and for them.

In his Tony-nominated one-man Broadway show Freak, the infinitely charismatic comedian John Leguizamo plays no fewer than twenty-three characters! Importantly, in between these act outs, Leguizamo addresses the audience directly, in real-time present tense. This ability to live in the moment and relive past moments is an indicator of the star performer’s undeniable talent.

We’re not expecting your senior vice president of marketing to suddenly become John Leguizamo; and to be clear, he doesn’t have to. Audiences don’t actually expect incredible acting or impersonation skills from comedians. In many ways, if the other person is impersonated badly, with over-the-top exaggeration, it ends up being funnier than if the impression were actually spot-on perfect. Don’t worry if your accent is a bit off or the voice sounds a little squeaky; the more imperfect, the better! With a bit of practice, anyone can learn and apply this important technique to add life and color to his stand-up comedy material.

If you’re ever struggling with exactly how to deliver a particular message in a powerful way, just remember the lyrics as sung by our favorite bassist, Geddy Lee, and “Show me, don’t tell me.”

Callbacks

You may have noticed that the name Elon Musk has already come up within this text. By repeatedly referencing our favorite Silicon Valley bad boy, we’re practicing what comedians know as the callback technique.

A callback is when the performer brings up a subject that has already been mentioned, either by herself, one of the other performers, or perhaps even a member of the comedy club audience. The audience laughs instinctively at the mere mention of the aforementioned because they feel like they get the joke. It’s an inside joke, of the moment and anything but rote, and the audience is on the inside. The callback is such a powerful tool that many comedians will end a long set with a well-chosen callback, essentially putting the final bow on an already beautiful package.

STAND-UP COMEDY STEP-BY-STEP

You might be thinking, “This is all well and good, guys, but how exactly does it work?” Well, fine. We’ll give you a taste of the secret sauce.

An introductory stand-up comedy training session usually lasts about three hours. We start off with a short lecture on some of the key concepts shared in this chapter. Basic skills are explored and demonstrated by the two of us. The atmosphere is typically nervous and trepidatious. We like it that way because we know what’s coming.

The next thing we do is ask everyone in the room to grab pencil and paper for a brainstorm. The prompt: Assuming you’re called upon to take the stage, what will you say and how will you say it? If the vibe in the room was nervous before, it’s borderline cardiac arrest now! Not to worry, though. We have a guided brainstorm designed to help every single attendee come up with at least one potential premise for an improvised stand-up comedy routine. During the brainstorm, we circle the room, helping everyone with the writing exercise and encouraging some to volunteer.

By now, most people need a break, so let’s take five (okay, ten) and when we come back, the room always feels energized. There’s just something electric about anticipation, and you can always feel it at this point in the session. Some people are excited to share what they came up with; others are absolutely mortified at the prospect. Everyone is as nervous as can be.

Next, to everyone’s delight, the most senior executive in the room volunteers to give this exercise—far outside anyone’s comfort zone—a go! Cheers erupt and the executive takes the microphone. A minute or two later, she is getting real-time feedback from the two of us on areas such as clarity, timing, presentation, body language, relatability, vulnerability, and so on. We each point out a few highlights we particularly enjoyed about the performance and then ask for another volunteer.

Hands shoot up and, one by one, all the attendees try stand-up comedy for the first time ever, in front of their coworkers. Each performer gets copious encouragement from us and, more important, from each other.

At the end of the session, we talk about how to use the skills learned to change the way business is conducted back at the office the next day. We also talk about how the feeling in the room evolved throughout the session and what that shift means. Then we talk about the real team building that has occurred as colleagues have shared their truths and about a million laughs with one another in the room.

A session like this one is the introduction to an ongoing program of comedy classes that we prescribe with the needs of the individual organization in mind. It all starts with laughter; where it goes from there is up to you.

KEY TAKEAWAYS


	Authenticity
Begin with the truth, feel free to exaggerate within the boundaries of your culture.

Use vulnerability and emotional fullness to connect.

Don’t worry about being funny at first; just be genuine.


	Engagement
Be in the room; break the fourth wall.

Listen and react to your audience’s responses.

Bring moments and feelings to life through demonstration.


	Sensitivity
Read the room; know what is or isn’t working and adjust accordingly.

Make educated guesses on what an audience will or won’t appreciate.

When in doubt, leave it out.
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    Improvisational Comedy

    Improvisational Comedy, or improv, is the creative process used in comedic content development of all forms. Even stand-up begins as improvised speech around a particular subject, and when it’s done correctly, it still feels like the speaker is just “riffing.” TV shows like Whose Line Is It Anyway and Wild ‘N Out feature content that is purely improvised and never edited, revised, or refined. Other programs such as Curb Your Enthusiasm are unscripted but structured, meaning the characters and plot are prewritten, but the actual spoken lines are mostly improvised. All of these shows feature experienced improvisers who seemingly create comedy magic out of thin air.

You may wonder how a person can learn to improvise and why someone in the business world would even want to. There are fundamental skills that the best improvisers all have mastered and that we think everyone in business should learn, too, including:


	How to listen and observe actively and effectively

	How to be truthful and compelling in storytelling

	How to stimulate innovative and creative thinking



The best improv teams (or troupes, as they are sometimes called) know the nuts and bolts of working as a unit to develop a story. They practice ad libitum storytelling techniques so often that finding a beginning, middle, and end as a team becomes second nature to them. Every improv exercise (or game, as we call them) has a goal, be it using five predetermined words, reaching a coherent ending, making up a song in under five minutes, and so on.

KEY SKILLS OF IMPROVISATIONAL COMEDY

Just like with stand-up, the world of improv has its own set of skills: acceptance, building, and teamwork. These skills are learned individually through the various games until incorporating them becomes second nature to the performers practicing the art. It doesn’t happen overnight but through practice and intentional repetition. Just as no golfer ever gets a hole-in-one the first time holding a club, even the most talented and dynamic performer can’t master the art of improvisation without lots of practice.

Acceptance

In improv, we say that the first idea is the best idea. With tremendous enthusiasm and openness, we accept our scene partner’s opening line as something to be treated as a given for the remainder of the exercise. When the first word in your scene partner’s mind is always yes, you feel free to explore and experiment. Because improv groups have faith in one another, they know that everyone is paddling the boat in the same direction and that land will eventually be hoed (wait, we don’t think that’s quite right).

It takes a lot of practice and experience to learn how to open one’s mind to suggestion in this way. The natural tendency, particularly among “alpha” types, is to try to control the situation, grabbing the bull by the horns. It can be scary to give someone else the power to guide the story, and many of us struggle in the beginning to rid ourselves of our own preconceived notions about how a scene should go. It’s a fundamental skill, though, and critical to anyone who wants to be a great improviser.

We particularly enjoy a certain scene from Comedy Central’s Whose Line Is It Anyway. In it, three world-class improv performers accept each other’s spoken and physical choices to keep the scene moving and drive the action, regardless of how hectic.1 By following another actor’s lead in real time rather than trying to drive the action himself, each of these masters contributes to a chaotic and hilarious team performance.

Acceptance starts with yes.

Building

Building is the act of adding on to the story in progress. It starts with listening and accepting the premise of the scene. Skillful improv performers are able to take the comic idea and add on to it with the overall objective of the game front of mind at all times.

We work with companies regularly who’ve had less than stellar results trying to apply what they learn in improv games to their corporate lives. Often, the complaint is that the games feel silly, that the business executive trying to play them simply isn’t comfortable portraying a frog in the grass in front of direct reports and colleagues. To be fair, because of the volatile and unpredictable nature of improv, some scenes do take quite ridiculous and silly turns. Not all businesspeople are comfortable with going with the flow in that way, and not all corporate cultures lend themselves to such experimentation. We respect that. Rather than trying to turn a frog into a prince (that is, a conservative and buttoned-up group into a carefree and uninhibited room full of Will Ferrells), we focus on storytelling games anyone should find firmly within their comfort zone.

One such game is the most basic improv exercise of all, the “yes, and….….….” game. The rules are simple: try to tell a coherent story one sentence (and one player) at a time using acceptance and building. We ask the participants to start off in a circle and begin with a prompt such as “I can’t wait to get to the zoo!” The goal is to compose a group narrative something like this:

ANNIE: I can’t wait to get to the zoo.

JAMARR: Yes, and we’d better hurry. It closes at four o’clock.

BONNIE: Yes, and there’s a great new gorilla exhibit I don’t want to miss.

LUCAS: Yes, and we can carpool so we can take the HOV lane!

MARIA: Yes, and the HOV lane will get us there by three o’clock.

RAY: Yes, and that’s plenty of time to see the gorillas!

So, rather than a scene wherein your senior vice president of finance has to jump up and down like a gorilla in the zoo, we have an improvised story that involves acceptance and building. We’ll get the VP into a gorilla suit in the advanced course.

Teamwork

Great improv teams are always trying to put their heads together to solve the puzzle of finding an ending for a scene that makes sense. Because there is no script, each “actor” must rely on the others onstage to accomplish the common goal. To that end, we recommend a mindset of trying to make the other performers look like stars.

If you’re working on an improv scene and you’re trying to be the loudest, funniest, and most interesting, there’s a great chance that you’re not leaving much room for your teammates to shine. While you’re chewing up the scenery, the scene is suffering, and the goal is nowhere in sight. Teamwork means leading the league in assists, not points.

By accepting, building, and working as a unit, you and your team can learn to think faster on your feet. (Where the heck does that expression come from anyway? Of course I’m standing on my feet. No, let me think faster on my rib cage.) You can learn to trust each other to throw away the script and ad-lib like the pros.

FORMS OF IMPROVISATIONAL COMEDY

Short-Form Improv

Short-form improv consists of quick exercises, games designed to teach or emphasize a particular skill such as listening, teamwork, or building. The actors create spontaneous comedy with the help of preset scenarios within the framework of the object of the particular game being played. Television programs like the aforementioned Wild ’N Out and Whose Line Is It Anyway? are actual competitions, game shows in which teams win points based on how well they play the games.

Short-form improv games are fun to play and are perfect for isolating a particular skill and drilling the fundamentals home. We already talked about one such game, the “yes, and….….….” game, which is the basic foundation of all improv. Another is the “One-Word Story” game, in which teams learn listening skills by building a narrative with a coherent beginning, middle, and end with each participant limited to only one word at a time.2 There are hundreds of these games, and the more you play them, the better your overall improvisational comedy skills become.

Long-Form Improv

Long-form improv involves building an actual scene using the various skills acquired through the short-form improv games. Long-form improv relies not on a preset construct but rather on the skills and talents of the troupe members to build and finish a complete scene with one central idea (the first one; that is, the best one). A well-performed long-form scene closely resembles a complete scripted comedy sketch, but the action and dialogue are not scripted at all but improvised.

This form of improv comedy requires a tremendous amount of teamwork to pull off. Listening, accepting, building, and concluding can happen only if all participants work together. Even one team member pushing things in the opposite direction can cause everything to break down to the point where the entire unit is unable to achieve the goal of building and finishing a complete scene.

Jackie Kolek, one of our senior leaders, takes an annual two-week vacation to Block Island, a tiny oasis off the coast of Rhode Island. During her trip one year, we were invited to pitch a major insurance company in Hartford, Connecticut, requiring Kolek, who happens to be our resident insurance expert, to join us for the pitch.

We started the pitch by introducing ourselves. When it was Jackie’s turn, she said, “I just flew in here from my vacation on a tiny, eight-seater plane. Please don’t let the fact that I risked my life to be here factor into your decision.” The room immediately erupted into laughter, and we were awarded the business shortly thereafter.

By learning the skills of long-form improv, you will gain the confidence to trust your own storytelling abilities and make it up as you go along.

Harold Scenes

The crème de la crème of the improv genre is the Harold. A Harold begins with a prompt, often a single word. The prompt inspires a collection of scenes that make up a complete piece, similar to a three-act play with a set structure. Each scene is revisited and improvised twice more with the intention of connecting the three in a natural, organic, and surprising way. If you’ve ever noticed how the plot and subplots of virtually every Seinfeld episode intertwine, now you know why. That brilliant show’s creators had their equally brilliant actors turn every germ of a premise into a full Harold, and the best ones eventually became the scripts of one of the funniest television series of all time.

Of course, acquiring the skills necessary to perform a successful Harold takes years of time, energy, and dedication. We’re not suggesting that your company has to eventually become adept at building an improvised three-act play, of course! But understanding the structure and concept of the form can help drive your company’s internal and external storytelling to new heights of creativity, clarity, and engagement.

TOOLS OF IMPROV

The “First-Best” Rule

Improv teams create magical moments in real time before a live audience. They don’t have time to argue about, or debate, the pros and cons of this idea or that suggestion. In order for spontaneous scene creation to occur, the team must agree on one idea, and that idea is the first one presented. This is called the “First-Best” Rule of Improvisation. No matter how ludicrous, unexpected, or different from what one actor originally had in mind, the first idea is the one we’re going with! This is powerful because it eliminates the game of tug-of-war that would otherwise typically ensue.

The Positivity Rule

In order for the action of a scene to build, flow, and advance, the characters in it need to want to be there. Think of a stereotypical on-set prima donna asking her director, “What’s my motivation, dahling?” In improv, your motivation has to be a common goal with your scene partners. What are we trying to accomplish? The Positivity Rule states that beginning with abundance and optimism raises the ceiling on where the scene can potentially travel. Imagine a scene is about a vacation wherein some characters are lamenting not having money to afford travel and others are unable to get the PTO required to join the trip. That scene’s going nowhere. Now imagine the same scene, but this time, the sky’s the limit. Now we have characters who are talking about exciting adventures with fascinating people in exotic locations and action can move forward. Negativity and deprivation are absolute scene killers and must be avoided.3

Bold Choices

The best improvised scenes feature fearless actors taking big risks and giant leaps of faith, trusting both their teammates and the audience to follow them wherever they go. If everyone is timid due to inhibitions, fear of messing up, or other insecurities, the scene is likely to be boring and safe. Bold choices are a hallmark of strong improv.

In a classic scene from Wild ’N Out, the hilarious Maddy Smith showed tremendous bravery in displaying her less-than-impressive dance skills.4

Audiences love seeing a performer take that risk, but the other side of the coin is that the performer trusts (a) the audience and (b) the other performers to accept the risk she takes in making such a strong choice and run with it. Don’t ask permission; don’t be timid. In improv, you just have to go for it!

Statements, Not Questions

A good improviser knows how to make bold choices and take responsibility for pushing a scene forward. With few exceptions, this means that when you speak, do so with a definitive, declarative voice. We don’t ask questions in improv because doing so puts all the pressure on your teammates to make a choice and possibly a mistake. Fear of failure has no place on the improv stage, so take a chance!

Asking a question usually signals insecurity on the part of the improviser. Most questions can be loosely translated to “what are we supposed to do?” That’s unhelpful to the scene because now not only must your partner make the strong choice you were unwilling to make yourself, but she also must simultaneously pull the questioner back out of his confused limbo. This detracts from the scene in lots of ways, so don’t do it.

Another type of question we sometimes see new improvisers ask is the denigrating type—for example, “Why did you do that?” This question also halts the progress of the scene because your scene partner now has to justify her choices rather than furthering the plot. Often, scenes that take this unfortunate turn become scenes about two characters who don’t actually like or approve of each other. At best, the question highlights holes in the developing plotline rather than working to plug them. At worst, it derails the action with an attack that calls for a defense, and now we’ll never get to the zoo.

Make statements. Be positive. Be bold, uninhibited, and brave.


ROI TIP from STEVE

    Improvisational Comedy has trained me to listen and adapt on the fly to what is occurring in the room.

In one instance, a prospect reacted to our presentation by saying, “I found your thoughts glib and superficial.” Ouch!

Instead of panicking, I improvised on the spot by saying, “Excellent. That’s exactly what we were hoping you’d say since you have a product that, let’s face it, isn’t aimed at the next generation of Einsteins. To be blunt, it’s glib and superficial, so why not enact a program that meets your target audience exactly where they are?”

That stopped the executive in his tracks. He jingled about ten dollars’ worth of coins in his pocket, paced around a bit, and said, “That’s positively brilliant. I never thought of connecting with a low IQ target audience by using low IQ tactics. Let’s do it!”

They became loyal clients for seven years, but the real value is in the callback. To this day, virtually every time Clayton writes a “thought leadership piece” for us, I let him know immediately that I find it glib and superficial.



Active Listening

In improv, we’re always striving for what we call active listening. We learn to observe each other’s words and actions in such a way as to actually feel something with each word our scene partner says. The best improvisers listen with the whole body, not just the ears. What does this mean?

Active listening is zeroing in on the words your partner is saying and intentionally tuning into the emotions behind those words.5 Great actors of all kinds listen to understand rather than listen to respond. It’s not about waiting impatiently for your turn to speak. When you listen with your whole body, you are able to sense the exact feeling that your teammate is trying to convey and even feel the same way yourself.

By being so attuned, we enable ourselves to become fully immersed in an improvised moment without any preconceived ideas about what should happen next. When you’re truly feeling your partner’s expressiveness, you can react honestly not to what you thought she was going to say or what you think she meant. You react empathetically to her feelings, and that enables the entire scene to breathe organically and build in such a way that neither of you knows who’s leading because you both are! It’s a beautiful thing to behold, and to great improv performers, it’s second nature. Their practice, games, and drills build this skill to the point where they’re not even consciously thinking about the fact that they’re using it anymore. Active listening should always be the goal.

SOME IMPROV GAMES

The tools of improv are the games we play to help us master the key skills of storytelling. In this section, we examine just a few (in reality, there are hundreds) of these games and how we apply them to different business challenges.

First Letter Last Letter

The object of this game is to have a coherent conversation with a beginning, middle, and end that all make sense. Players speak in one complete sentence per player, with the next player obligated to start his first sentence with the last letter the last player used. More accurately, the game should be called “First Sound Last Sound” because English is weird, and this isn’t a spelling test. A successful round of this game, might look like this:

BOB: I can’t wait to go to the party tonight.

MARIELLE: Totally. I’m going to wear my new shoes!

NYJAH: Zeke is picking up the pizza.

LEE: Understandably, he may be late.

BOB: Take it from me, he’ll be there early.

MARIELLE: Even if he has to take the express train.

NYJAH: Never be late for a party when you’re the one bringing the pizza!

This game teaches a key component of active listening, the skill of waiting until your scene partner is finished speaking before you start. The beauty of it is that it’s impossible within the boundaries of the game to begin before you should. After all, who knows what that last letter will be until it’s uttered.

So often in business, theater, and life, we are all too eager to jump in and make our own brilliant and salient point before the person who is talking has had enough space to finish her thought. If someone on your team has a nasty habit of interrupting or speaking without building on what was already being said, First Word Last Word will be difficult for that person. Through repeated failure, though, it becomes clear which team members should spend extra time working on active listening and waiting until someone else is finished to speak. This game builds listening skills because you literally can’t play without them.

Excuses

The object of this game is to have all players contribute to a project, in this case a narrative that builds on itself. The director starts by asking one player a question in an accusatory tone, such as, “Why are you late?” or “Why didn’t you take out the garbage?” That player immediately improvises an excuse. Right away, the next player must build on the excuse and add to it. One variation of this game involves charades, with another group acting out each excuse in turn. Another variation sees our director choosing a winner: the team who gave the best (most plausible, most ridiculous, most original, and so on) excuse as a group. An example of a successful round of Excuses might look like this:

DIRECTOR: Why are you late?

BESSA: The bridge collapsed on my way to work.

ORION: Yes, I think it was caused by the bonfire.

MEGAN: I saw that too. And the river was completely frozen, so no ferry service.

XUAN: Yes, and the president needed the helicopter.

ZIK: I know. He called me to ask for the keys.

EMMI: Definitely. And the trains were delayed due to slime.

AMY: Yes, it was seeping through the walls.

MARLON: Some say it was part of the melting bridge.

BESSA: So I couldn’t get here on time!

Excuses is a great game for building a narrative. Collaboration and listening are absolutely essential so that everyone’s ideas are duly supported. Teams that need help building and continuing in brainstorms or other content creation sessions often find success warming up as a team with a fun round or two of Excuses.

Cocktail Party

The object of this game is to have multiple storylines connect to one another as part of a larger narrative. Players are divided into groups of two and assigned numbers, pair 1, pair 2, and so on. Paired-up teammates stand close together as though having separate private conversations at a cocktail party. The director shouts out a number and the corresponding pair begins a dialogue during which other pairs pantomime continuing their own conversations. In fact, though, the pantomiming pairs are actively listening to the conversations the unmuted are having. Eventually, the director no longer shouts any numbers, and the scene grows organically.

To achieve the goal, the stories must become interwoven so that the narrative makes sense. A successful round of Cocktail Party might look like this:

DIRECTOR: Pair number three!

THOMAS: I had blueberry pancakes for breakfast today.

JILL: Ooh, my favorite! I just tried that new pancake place on Rosemont Road. So good!

THOMAS: The wife and I have been meaning to go, but her allergies are awful right now.

DIRECTOR: Pair number one!

RAHEEM: I volunteer at the animal shelter right near where you live.

BART: Yeah, the Kitty Kat Kastle! We adopted our cute little Bengal tiger from there.

RAHEEM: I hear those guys can be a bit feisty.

DIRECTOR: Pair number two!

CASSIE: This wine is such a strange color. I’ve never seen this shade before.

LORETTA: That’s because it’s made from blueberries, not grapes.

CASSIE: Fermented blueberries! What will they think of next?

DIRECTOR: Open dialogue!

BART: (to Raheem) They’re very unusual, but I love unusual creatures.

LORETTA: (to Cassie) A bit unusual maybe, and some people are allergic to blueberries.

JILL: (to Thomas) It’s so unusual to develop a blueberry allergy at her age.

RAHEEM: (to Bart) I hear if you feed them blueberries, they calm right down.

CASSIE: (to Loretta) My friend Thomas has unusual taste in wives and pancakes.

THOMAS: (to Jill) Yeah, that’s why she had to quit working at the Kitty Kat Kastle!

This sample game would be considered a win because the teams were able to tie their stories together in so many ways. The word unusual keeps appearing, as do the themes of blueberries, Bengal tigers, and allergies. Still, the conversations each stand on their own, separate from the conversations the pairs are ostensibly not overhearing.

This game teaches valuable skills such as group thinking, collaboration, listening, and building. It’s a more advanced exercise that we use with teams who already have the basics of improvisation under their belts. Teams who excel at Cocktail Party are great storytellers, active listeners who work extremely well together and know how to help others shine. Teams who don’t excel at games like this one may learn something from playing them, about how and where their internal communication structures collapse and what they can do to repair them.

IMPROV COMEDY STEP-BY-STEP

By now you’re saying, “Can’t wait to try some of this stuff. How does it work?” Wait, you mean you weren’t saying that at all? Well, could you please say it now, followed by something else bold and positive to accept, build, and continue?

An introductory improv comedy training session, like its stand-up counterpart, usually lasts about three hours. We begin with a lecture, if you will, all about improvisation and what the key skills are. The two of us demonstrate acceptance, building, bold choices, and active listening. We’re quite an improv team, the two of us.

After introducing some key skills, we always like to demonstrate the wrong way to do things. One of us will kill a practice scene by saying, “Yes, but….….….” which basically means no. We’ll show what happens when someone accepts but doesn’t build. We highlight some of the pitfalls that exist for anyone who is just starting to learn improvisational comedy skills.

Next, we divide the group into small improv teams and work with them on a few short-form games, including the ones mentioned in this chapter. With an emphasis on the importance of failure, teamwork, and bold choices, we give each group feedback on the skills demonstrated, with a good mix of praise and constructive criticism.

After a break, we try some long-form scene work and again focus our feedback not on the acting abilities or performance quality of the participants but rather on how well they’re applying the key skills. This is because we’re not looking to start a new TV show to pitch to HBO; we’re looking to improve how we do things back at the office.

At the end, we always like to get a conversation going specifically about how acceptance, building, and teamwork can be used in whatever business sector the group normally inhabits. Sometimes, during this postexercise discussion, key pain points of the overall company will come out, and real conversations about how to address them spontaneously ensue. Once a group is thinking as a team, it’s easy to keep them doing so.

A session like this one is typically the second module in an ongoing program of comedy classes that we prescribe with the needs of the individual organization in mind. Building on the stand-up skills acquired in the first session, which help you discover and develop what is funny about yourself, this module teaches you how to create comedic content on the fly as a team. It’s a lot of fun, for sure, but the real value comes from learning to apply the lessons of improvisational comedy to make you better at your job.

KEY TAKEAWAYS


	Acceptance and building
Start with yes to get things going.

Accept others’ ideas and build on them.

Drive the action of the scene with bold choices.


	Active listening
Listen with your whole body.

Focus not just on your teammates’ words but also their feelings.

Remain open to possibilities you hadn’t even thought of yet.


	Storytelling
Establish a clear and vivid setting.

Drive the action through complication.

Find a way to end the scene that resolves the complication.
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    Sketch Comedy

    Sketch Comedy consists of scripted short stories (sometimes called skits or vignettes) performed by a company of actors. While it has its roots in the vaudeville tradition, the form really began to take shape in the early 1950s with Sid Caesar and Imogene Coca’s Your Show of Shows. By the natural order of things, it evolved into other hilarious TV programs including The Carol Burnett Show, In Living Color, Inside Amy Schumer, and that juggernaut, which will likely never die, Saturday Night Live. In the in-person arena, sketch comedy thrives in live performance spaces such as the Groundlings Theatre, the San Francisco Sketch Fest, and the Upright Citizens Brigade Theater.

Sketch comedy often involves social and political commentary, wild and over-the-top recurring characters, and exaggerated impressions of well-known public figures from the towns of Hollywood and Washington. Many sketch comedy performers are also adept at stand-up and improvisation. Great sketches are often written (or at least cowritten) by the performers themselves. Sometimes a sketch idea is lifted directly from a stand-up comic’s material. Sometimes it comes from the outcome of an improv game. Regardless of how or why a comic idea is born, if it’s scripted and performed as a short scene (either on video or on a stage), that’s a sketch.1

Great sketch comedians have mastered some important key skills that we think every businessperson should learn, including:


	How to be truthful and compelling in storytelling

	How to get a conversation back on course

	How to display authenticity, empathy, vulnerability, and transparency



KEY SKILLS OF SKETCH COMEDY

As with stand-up and improv, there are key skills required for success in sketch comedy: thesis, observation, and relatability. These skills are learned and developed through the composition and performance of short vignettes. As with all types of comedy writing, the revisions are where the real magic happens. If you really enjoy having a creative toy to tinker around with and keep improving, the world of sketch comedy will quite literally keep you entertained for the rest of your life!

Thesis

The thesis is the point that the sketch is trying to make. The point of Jim Carrey’s Fire Marshal Bill is that fire safety education is unnecessarily terror based, or at least it was in Jim’s personal experience as an elementary school student in Canada in the 1970s. When a great comedian is confronted with something as bizarre, confusing, and over-the-top as the local volunteer fire department’s visit to Jim’s third-grade class was, the seed of a great sketch comedy character is born.2 When a sketch comedy writer has something to say, he says it through his characters.

Observation

In order to arrive at a strong thesis, a comedy creator must first be a keen observer capable of noticing the elements of a person or situation that are not obvious to everyone else. Then, in order to illuminate the point, he uses exaggeration so that these elements are so glaringly obvious as to be hilarious.

We covered Jim Carrey’s fire marshal, but Carrey and the rest of the In Living Color cast merely paved the way for Comedy Central’s Key and Peele, whose social commentary was delivered in a perfectly exaggerated package on each excellent episode. One of our favorite sketches from comedy masters Keegan-Michael Key and the aforementioned Jordan Peele is called “Substitute Teacher.”3 In it, we again find ourselves in a classroom, but this time the fish out of water is the substitute teacher, Mr. Garvey, whose background in gritty inner-city classrooms reveals an unusual dynamic in his approach to an assignment in the suburbs.

While never coming off as heavy-handed or even a little bit preachy, Key and Peele present a clear point of view about the differences in inner-city versus suburban schools. The commentary is actually a somber one, that classroom management techniques in different neighborhoods vary far more greatly than perhaps they should, to the detriment of inner-city students’ education. Key’s portrayal of Mr. Garvey makes us laugh out loud while simultaneously considering and lamenting the status quo. The illumination of this valid social commentary via one fantastic comedy skit is as brilliant as it is sobering.

Observation means seeing things as they are as well as how they should be. The biggest laughs come from the feeling that someone just turned a light switch on in a room where you didn’t even know they were off. The best comedy turns reality on its head and causes us to laugh, sure, but more importantly it makes us self-reflect in a way that simple statements of fact or opinion never could. As our favorite Chilean poet-diplomat, the late Pablo Neruda, famously said, “Laughter is the language of the soul.”


LOL TIP from CLAYTON

Observation is at the heart of all comedy, be it stand-up, improv, or sketch. Comedians constantly ask themselves questions like, “What’s wrong with this picture?” or “How does this make me feel?” in their ongoing efforts to find a thesis that will strike a chord with audiences. A question like, “What do I wish I could change about this?” can lead to a powerful train of thought that leads to laughter and applause. A big reason people go to comedy clubs or watch sketch comedy on television is an interest in hearing a refreshing take on a topic. From areas as politically charged as capital punishment laws to something as superficial as the latest flavor of Pop-Tart, comedians have strong opinions about everything under the sun, and their audiences are hungry for unique perspectives as well as toaster pastry treats.

Did you know they have a “frosted chocolate cupcake” flavor now? So good.



Relatability

Every time an audience laughs, the laugh means something. Whether it’s, “Wow, I never thought of that before,” “Holy cow, I can’t believe you just said that,” or “The same thing just happened to me last week,” hidden within every ha is a statement of what about the performance the audience finds relatable. The more relatable the comic idea, the more connected to the scene the audience feels. The best sketches touch on areas that strike a chord and inspire emotions in addition to laughter.4

A classic sketch from The Kids in the Hall features Bruce McColloch as the incredibly intense boss of a busy office.5 The boss character, despite being incredibly over-the-top, is relatable because it’s an exaggerated depiction of someone we all know on some level. By sending up an office stereotype, the Kids get big laughs at the expense of someone most of us think really deserves it. Take it down a notch, boss man!

FORMS OF SKETCH COMEDY

Parody

Parody means comedy built around the framework of an existing construct or other preexisting material. The audience’s familiarity with the target is typically key to making the joke work. SNL used the parody form in a clever commercial sketch poking fun at rival network CBS.6 In the sketch, we see a commercial for a fictional sitcom called Broken that panders to Emmy voters in hopes of garnering at least a nomination for Best Comedy. The twist is that the show is not funny at all but touches on the sort of themes that tend to get nominated during award season in all categories. This parody works so well because it lampoons CBS, commercials, and the Emmys all at once! The trite ad format, “Coming this fall to CBS,” is so familiar that viewers can instantly latch on to what precisely the joke is and laugh along with the hyperbole that follows.

Song parodies are also very common and relatively easy to create. They work best when everyone already knows the song and the singer very closely follows the original lyrics, changing them just enough to make the song funny. Another secret here is copying the vocal stylings or other trademarks of the original artist in a silly way. The undisputed heavyweight champion of this style for forty years running is Weird Al Yankovic.7

Whether you’re spoofing a song, a movie trailer, or something else, the parody form relies on the creator’s keen powers of observation to notice what is so ridiculous or remarkable about the target. Once that is done, a thesis can be established, and then an exaggeration of the trademark elements of the original can ensue.

Inversion

In the inversion form of sketch comedy, a character is presented doing the opposite of what would normally be expected. Examples include Phil Hartman’s Unfrozen Caveman Lawyer,8 Blake Bennett’s Baby Boss,9 and the unforgettable Damon Wayans as Homie da Clown.10 The comedy in inversion comes from our surprise in seeing an expected character do the unexpected. It’s pretty easy to dream up your own inversion. How about a depressed cheerleader, a tobacco-spitting redneck with a PhD in nuclear physics, or a yoga instructor with a terrible temper? All of these characters have potential for hilarity.

Exaggeration

Exaggeration is taking the familiar and distorting it, particularly at its extremes. Examples include Dave Chappelle’s over-the-top portrayal of Rick James11 to pretty much everything they ever did on Portlandia.12 Once observation has occurred, a thesis can come through in a clearer and more relatable way through the effective use of exaggeration. By exaggerating what’s funny, unfair, boring, hypocritical, backward, silly, unusual, clever, or wrong about our subject, we shed light on these qualities through the exaggerated sketch.

TOOLS OF SKETCH COMEDY

Brainstorming

When you first set out to write a comedy sketch, you need to brainstorm to answer questions like the Five Ws (who, what, when, where, and why) but also to figure out the desired length and tone of your piece. We like to start with our thesis. What are we trying to say? And then, we figure out how to say it. The brainstorming process is a success if it helps you come up with ideas for a setting, plot, or a character or two. These can all be very rough ideas to be fleshed out later, or in some cases they’re more vivid. A few important things to remember in brainstorming are:


	Accept all the creative and wild ideas.

	Build on other participants’ ideas.

	Don’t criticize other collaborators’ ideas.

	Aim for quantity over quality.

	Make the brainstorming session visual.



Improvisation

Once we have a thesis, a character, a setting, and maybe a few other elements loosely in place, we continue the brainstorm on our feet in the form of an improvisation. We’re basically going to practice long-form improv here with the goal of discovering the key elements of our eventual script: premise, complication, escalation, and payoff. We’ll discuss these elements next, but for now keep in mind that the skills of improv explored in the previous chapter—acceptance, building, and teamwork—apply here.

Premise

The premise is the comic idea behind the sketch. It should be clear what time and place we’re in and what’s happening in the first five or ten seconds. Two cheerleaders practice during non-school hours,13 an inner-city version of Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood,14 a woman shops in an upscale clothing store.15 The audience must be able to identify the premise of a sketch almost immediately.

Complication

In all types of fictional narrative, some sort of obstacle must present itself. This obstacle, the complication of the story, is the driving force behind the action of the scene. The cheerleaders are actually awful at cheerleading. Mr. Rogers has a neighbor who threatens to call the police and end the TV show. Our shopper realizes the store is only for very thin women and can’t find anything in her size. Through complication, we show the audience what problem we want to address in the sketch through our characters and their reactions to the obstacle.

Obstacles are necessary to drive a scene, but they needn’t come in the form of a villain or an outside force. Often in comedy, the character has a flaw that is the obstacle she tries to overcome to comic effect. On Portlandia, recurring characters Toni and Candace take themselves too seriously to take a joke, have healthy relationships, or even sell one single book, ever.16 The comedy comes from the relatability of the characters and how much trouble they have overcoming their obstacle of just being too serious for their own good.

Sketch comedy is wide open in terms of genre, setting, plots, characters, and styles.

KEY TAKEAWAYS


	Strong point of view
Find a clear opinion and a way to express it.

Ensure that your message resonates with your audience.

Create unexpected or ironic ways to share.


	Exaggeration
Use broad characters and plot to drive points home.

Take familiar elements and expand or distort them.

Have a tongue-in-cheek tone and trust them to get it.


	Storytelling
Play with surprising settings and premises.

Make the day a significant one in the character’s life.

Get to the complication early; the laughs come from the struggle.







Part Three

The DIY of LOL

How to Use Comedy Skills in Business
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    Stand-Up Comedy in Business

Back in Chapter 5, we looked at how comedians develop material and performances to provide great, memorable experiences for the audiences. In this section, we’re going to focus on how you as a business leader can leverage the skills of stand-up to expand the depth and breadth of the conversations critical to engaging with your stakeholder audiences. Comedians have charisma, and let’s be honest, most of your job descriptions don’t include that word. But they absolutely should, considering the many diverse audiences with whom you and your brand must engage.

Charismatic individuals, regardless of whether they’re in the public, private, or nonprofit sectors, have the innate ability to attract attention and deepen relationships. By understanding the magnetism that goes along with charisma, you and your organization can break through the sea of sameness and outflank your competition. Research shows that the average human being’s attention span is 8.25 seconds, shorter than that of a fish.1 In order to keep all eyes on you, therefore, you’ve got to be compelling and charismatic in less time than that. After all, there are plenty of fish in the sea, and the clock is ticking.

Charisma is, of course, not limited to entertainers. Quite a few politicians, business leaders, and others exude charisma. We’d include such notables as John F. Kennedy, Ronald Reagan, Steve Jobs, Daymond John, and Jim Cramer in our list of most charismatic nonperformers.

JFK, for example, was noted for using witticisms to deflect negative or irrelevant questions in his many White House press conferences.2 And when Jobs was at the helm of Apple, the company never even held a single press event. Instead, Jobs would take the stage when the time was right and absolutely dazzle those in attendance (as well as millions watching a live stream) as he unveiled the company’s latest product.3 Sadly, the same approach didn’t work out quite as well for Jobs wannabe Elizabeth Holmes.4

Whether it was Kennedy explaining why he was penalizing the steel companies for an outrageous price hike or John explaining how he became an entrepreneur selling hats on the street corner, we simply couldn’t take our eyes off either. And that, dear reader, is the closest we can come to defining charisma. Believe us when we say: mastering the art of stand-up comedy, or even just trying it a few times, can help you enhance your personal charisma, whatever the hell that is.

APPLYING KEY STAND-UP COMEDY SKILLS TO BUSINESS

Great stand-up comedians know how to connect with vastly diverse audiences. As we explored in chapter 5, they do so by embracing vulnerability, emotional fullness, and sensitivity. In this section, we’ll look at these skills again, but this time from a business standpoint.

Vulnerability

Vulnerability in business means admitting one is not omniscient. There’s always room for improvement, after all. Admitting that one doesn’t have all the answers or has made a mistake, once thought a deadly error in the business world, is now expected. Ignore vulnerability in today’s corporate climate at your own risk.

One need only look back a few years to the cringeworthy efforts of chief executive officers from Big Tobacco, the Big Three automakers, Big Pharma, and of course Wells Fargo to see how poorly the old-school, autocratic “It’s good to be the king” mentality no longer wins in court or, critically, in the court of public opinion.

In almost every instance where CEOs, their legal beagles, in-house PR shills, and other posse members sit across a video- and still-camera–filled chasm that separates them from righteously angered and shocked Senate or House representatives, they either provide one-word answers, roll their eyes, say they have no knowledge of any wrongdoing, plead the Fifth, or all of the above.

Many of today’s CEOs know the importance of vulnerability, especially in the immediate aftermath of a mega crisis. Stonewalling is no longer accepted and will, in fact, backfire. Every single constituent, from a local farmer whose pig mysteriously went belly-up after sipping contaminated water to an institutional investor who stands to lose billions as a result of his investing in the wrong company at the wrong time (think Silicon Valley Bank), expects an admission of fault, an apology, a willingness to fix whatever happened, an assurance it will never happen again, and a closure that will either see the offending executive suffer a severe financial penalty and/or don an orange jumpsuit and relocate to a Sing Sing cell alongside Johnny One Tooth and He Loathe Me. (Note: He Loathe Me does not suffer fools or cellmates gladly but Johnny One Tooth will mix up a mean bowl of pasta if he takes a liking to you.)

Doing the right thing, being vulnerable and admitting when you haven’t, is a risk you must take to attract and retain the best and brightest in today’s corporate jungle. We’ve seen a few examples of CEOs actually admitting fault and accepting blame at the same time they’re announcing downsizings. One is Stripe CEO Patrick Collison, who shouldered full responsibility for having overexpanded during the 2020 pandemic. In a heartfelt email to all employees being laid off, Collison shared, “There’s no good way to do a layoff, but we’re going to do our best to treat everyone leaving as respectfully as possible and to do whatever we can to help.” And he backed that up with a virtually unprecedented package of support services that included a minimum of fourteen weeks of severance pay, six months of health care, and career support that included a first-of-its-kind alumni network for those affected by the changes.5 It takes a vulnerable and authentic CEO to shoulder the blame for misreading market conditions, admitting that he expanded too quickly and didn’t anticipate the unexpected.

Embracing vulnerability while simultaneously holding herself accountable may leave a CEO open to criticism, but it also engenders loyalty, admiration, and, most important, trust from every key stakeholder. Citigroup CEO Jane Fraser told Fortune CEO Daily in November 2022, “I view empathy as a hard skill. It’s not soft. This isn’t about being nice. This gives you a competitive edge. Empathy in our workforce has enabled us to attract and retain an extraordinary group of people in our organization. We have become an employer of choice. People want to work here because of the positions we’ve taken.”

Beyond the recent seismic downturns in sectors across the board, we’ve all witnessed and experienced the Great Resignation, Bare Minimum Mondays, Quiet Quitting, and its evil (or good) cousin, Fast Firing. While there’s no surefire way to retain employees who simply want to do something completely different, a comedy-based culture can certainly help mitigate the damage.

At Peppercomm, we’re currently working with a number of Fortune 500 corporations that have experienced turnover rates in excess of 40 percent. In each instance, our number one goal is to demonstrate how committed each organization is to the personal and professional health and well-being of every employee. And, trust us, bringing employees together who remain separated by a remote work culture can put the brakes on mass resignation.

Emotional Fullness

As we explored in chapter 5, the best performers are eager and willing to share their true feelings with their audiences. This can be a daunting thought for many leaders who are accustomed to keeping things close to the vest. Sharing emotion is not a sign of weakness but rather strength. Of course, it must be done in the appropriate way and with the sensibilities of one’s corporate culture front of mind. You can’t share all things with all people, but finding moments to let your emotions breathe can be liberating for you and your stakeholders.


ROI TIP from STEVE

I plumbed the depths of my emotional fullness to deliver spontaneous remarks to my employee base on the day we announced our acquisition by Ruder Finn, one of the world’s largest public relations firms.

I was joined in our Manhattan conference room by Kathy Bloomgarden, the most excellent chief executive officer of RF.6 After Kathy spoke about how important Peppercomm was to her firm’s existing and future planning, she turned it over to me.

I quickly enumerated the myriad business benefits of being acquired and being allowed to remain a separate brand with a separate P&L and remaining in our existing building. I then spoke about what the liquidity event (as we stock analyst types are wont to say) meant to me personally.

I told my employees that I’d always considered Peppercomm to be my third child (after Chris and Catharine, respectively). And just as I had carefully and gently nurtured, encouraged, embraced, chastised, and adjusted my love for my children, I did the same with Peppercomm. I shared with the Peppercommers what I’d been telling every employee since our founding in 1995: “Peppercomm will always be Peppercomm’s most important client.” I stressed how important it was for me to do the right thing for myself, the right thing for my employees, and the right thing for Peppercomm.

I said I felt the RF acquisition had achieved all of those objectives. And, as I closed my brief remarks, I ended by saying, “The two most important moments in my life were watching Chris and Catharine being born. Knowing that I’ve done the right thing for my third child, I can look each of you in the eye and say that selling Peppercomm now ranks as 2A on my Top Ten list.”

I teared up, as did many of the Peppercommers standing a few feet away from me (or it could have just been the reaction to the semitoxic emissions from our heating system), when I ended by saying, “I am so happy for each and every one of you.”

And that heartfelt, emotional fullness created the exact response I’d hoped for. While there were the usual questions about benefits and the reporting structure, all my employees knew I was thinking of them and ensuring that everything they loved would stay the same and a whole new world of opportunities would be awaiting them, courtesy of Ruder Finn. And that’s exactly how things have worked out since the acquisition.



In Collison’s aforementioned email to the laid-off employees, he expressed his feelings fully and openly. The phrases “I’m sorry,” “taken pride,” “it pains us,” “we care,” “we appreciate,” “regret two very consequential mistakes,” and “today is a sad day” all appear in the heartfelt note filled with the language of emotions. The fact that it was accompanied by the unprecedented severance package served to punctuate the fact that Collison meant every word he wrote that day.

Unfortunately, many business leaders still equate vulnerability with weakness. The fact remains there are countless Elon Musk and Jamie Dimon types out there who think emotional fullness is best expressed by an impersonal email terminating fifteen thousand employees right before Thanksgiving.7 Or like David Solomon, CEO of Goldman Sachs (which recorded record revenues of $59.3 billion in 2021), deciding that his employees should no longer be given free coffee at the office.8 They need to shell out four dollars for their café latte. Now that’s what we call empathy and putting people ahead of profits. Not!

On the other hand, a great example of a CEO who is open and self-deprecating is Reed Hastings of Netfilx, the Yin to Musk’s Yang. “I take pride in making as few decisions as possible, as opposed to making as many as possible.”9 Hastings trusts his employees and empowers them to take risks, provided they’re willing to own their mistakes and learn from them. Which CEO would you rather report to?

When to Say When

Just like stand-up comedians, businesspeople need to “be in the room” to determine exactly when to turn their emotional fullness on, off, or shift into neutral. Determining exactly how and when to put the pedal to the metal on your feelings in a business meeting is a very tricky proposition for the uninitiated. You first need to bring your authentic self to any meeting.


ROI TIP from STEVE

I had the misfortune of witnessing a top executive going a bridge too far in sharing his feelings with a reporter from Crain’s Chicago Business. We had media trained the executive, and the goal was to properly position his company as a new competitor to local banks in the Windy City. He nailed every single message point but failed to put the brakes on his enthusiasm. As we were walking to the elevator, the reporter said, “Gosh, I love your office space.” Our exuberant client volunteered, “Oh, well we’ve just taken a lease on thirty-five thousand square feet on Michigan Avenue.” As a result of this lapse in judgment, instead of getting the headline we wanted, CCB ran with the headline from hell: “XYZ Announces Relocation Plan.” They did relocate and the executive was fired before he could pack his bag for the move. He lost his cool, let his guard down, and blew our one shot to make a big splash in the market.



Whenever we first introduce our stand-up comedy training program to a new company, we first insist on buy-in from the very top. After a brief lecture on the theories of comedy and some demonstrations of a few key skills, we ask the CEO, CHRO, CMO, or CCO to take the stage. This disarms the other employees in the room because it shows that the boss is invested, is in on the joke. The leaders recognize the importance of learning these skills and are willing to get their hands a little dirty to show everyone in the room that they take their work very seriously, but perhaps don’t take themselves too seriously.

Often, a top executive’s performance is dynamic and inspiring. Many times it isn’t. In the end, the fact that this person just attempted to learn a new skill right before our very eyes, and risked abject failure and life-altering humiliation in the process, is the win. By taking this risk, the leader demonstrates empathy (and, obviously, the all-important aforementioned tenet of stand-up, vulnerability) and removes any perceived barriers others might assume exist. (For example, Is it cool to walk into the boss’s office with an idea?)

In one recent training session, the newly minted CEO of a multibillion-dollar international powerhouse stood in front of his direct reports and told them about his life growing up as the son of a vicar in jolly old England. In the midst of puberty, the tale went, his voice was changing, and parishioners routinely mistook him for his father. In one unfortunate case, a parishioner asked him to deliver the service for the burial of a recently departed loved one. His direct reports laughed out loud at the comedy of errors. Hearing the story really humanized this leader to his entire staff, many of whom were actually meeting him in person for the very first time.

Emilia Bunea, PhD, witnessed a leader taking a chance on a high-risk joke when she worked as CFO of a health care company. In her article “Can Humor Make You a Better Leader?” Bunea writes:

In a progress meeting on building a new hospital wing, the project manager brought dire news: the passageway between the new and the old wing was one inch too low, and ambulances could not go through. I started running numbers in my mind; this would mean serious rework and budget overruns.

There was a moment of silence while everyone was busy panicking, until the operations director mused: “Have you tried Vaseline?” The roar of laughter that followed defused the tension and allowed the team to start brainstorming on creative ways to solve the problem instead of competing on who best deflects the blame.10 That joke became legendary in the company. But had the CEO, who was also present, frowned instead of joining in the Vaseline-induced laughter, the Ops director’s rise to the top would have needed a great deal more lubricant.11

In the end, you have to be yourself. If you’ve traditionally been seen as an introvert by your peers, you cannot suddenly become Michael Che at the next weekly Zoom check-in call. Instead, you really need to embrace the tenets of stand-up comedy as described in these chapters and figure out exactly what level of authentic emotional fullness is appropriate to you. How much of your unique sense of humor should you bring to each meeting?

Diandra Binney, US head of communications at Xero, likes to share a little of her own funny side at work:

As with many jobs, there are certain actions that repeat themselves week after week. Comedy training provides the green light to make those moments lighter, memorable, and more meaningful. After getting to know a new internal client, I try to start every call with either a funny anecdote about something that’s happening in pop culture, a current event, or my own life (which has its fair share of absurdity). I find this approach serves to disarm my colleagues and start us off with a laugh before getting into more serious matters. It makes everyone smile and feel more at ease, and encourages everyone to be lighthearted during what might otherwise be just another status call. It also deepens relationships in the long run.

Keep in mind, dear reader, that Diandra had been trained in comedy for many years before ever injecting it into conversations with her coworkers. This takes time. Rome wasn’t built in a day. And some would say Penn Station should never have been built at all.

Sensitivity

We have explored how comedy performances are tailored, to some degree, to specific audiences. From doing stand-up, Steve has developed the sensitivity required to take the temperature in business settings great and small as well, and adjust accordingly.


ROI TIP from STEVE

We’re often invited to participate in what’s known in our industry as “cattle calls.” We know going into these presentations that we’re up against four or five top competitors and will have about ninety minutes to seal the deal.

Before beginning our presentation, I always try to read the room by gauging the vibes of the client-side attendees. Instead of asking them about sports or the weather, I’ll test their openness to laughter. I do so by addressing the very real possibility that something will go wrong with our PowerPoint technology. “Please raise your hands and let me know if part of your selection process will be based on our technology prowess. If so, we might as well leave now because I guarantee one of the videos or charts we’d like to show you won’t work.”

That sort of unexpected statement elicits one of two responses that enables me to anticipate the tone of the meeting: blank stares or laughter from someone on the client side. In the former case, I know we’re sailing into a category-five hurricane. But when I hear that first chuckle, I know I’ve struck a chord and invariably the person who laughed will share her own horror story about a tech SNAFU.

In other instances, we’ve entered a prospective client’s conference room only to find copies of the leave behinds from other agencies who had gone before us scattered across the table. That’s a very bad sign since it sends an immediate signal that the prospect doesn’t respect the time and effort that went into each firm’s presentation.

So, on the occasions where that’s occurred, I’ll ask the senior decision maker, “Do you mind if we flip through the presentations made by our competitors to make sure we don’t suggest some of the same ideas?”

Again, that will elicit one of two responses: Either (a) the chief communications officer will laugh and ask someone to clear the table, or (b) respond with a shrug of the shoulders and say, “Do as you please.” The latter response usually leads me to end the meeting right then and there because we want to enjoy the client teams with whom we partner (and avoid a-holes at all costs).



In 2020, Peppercomm had to repitch the MINI USA account to retain them as a client. We went back to MINI’s breakthrough “Not Normal” campaign to challenge our account team in our brainstorming process. We developed ideas through the lens of being “not normal” and asked the team to share ideas around a storyline of what would be not normal for this car brand.

We built stories as a team, one word at a time. The goal was to arrive at ideas that connected with prospective customers who saw themselves as outside the norm. The team storytelling brought us to a theme of Unconditional Love and initiatives including: an adoption and reunion event for all dogs named Cooper; a hunt for D. B. Cooper12; and a Where to Get Off campaign making MINI the Michelin Guide to roadside fine dining no matter where you are in America.

Due in part to our sensitivity and having our fingers on the pulse of the client and their customers, Peppercomm was re-signed as MINI’s agency of record, a position we still enjoy as of this writing (fingers crossed and axles greased).

Crossing the Line

Earlier, we talked about our favorite slogan, “When in doubt, leave it out.” Still, within businesses, there is often an understandable reticence to introduce stand-up training for fear that it may cross the boundaries of diversity, equity, and inclusiveness. Obviously, nobody wants the comedy training to do permanent damage in these incredibly sensitive times, and we’re not advocating for that either. In fact, our academic cohort, Malcolm Frierson, addresses this very real concern at length in the afterword to this remarkably sensitive and carefully constructed book, which we hope will never offend any person, place, or thing, now or at any point in the past or future.

Rob Duda, Peppercomm’s automotive and transportation strategist and gearhead par excellence, picked the wrong time and place with the wrong prospect and learned a valuable lesson about listening first and taking the temperature before going for laughs:

We had a highly anticipated new business pitch with the entire corporate communications team for a global tire manufacturer. We thought it was a no-brainer to open the presentation with some stand-up comedy material. They seemed friendly and laid back in our initial discussions, so I gladly volunteered to regale them with some jokes of my own, since I was going to be their main day-to-day account lead if we won the business. What better way to break the ice, especially since I had just used this material onstage and had absolutely killed? Unfortunately, in this instance, the only death was our chances of winning these tire guys as a client.

I confidently launched into what I thought was a surefire routine revolving around my love for meteorology. Barometric pressure, cloud cover, warm fronts, all great punch lines, right? Crickets.

When I finished my “set,” we moved on to our PowerPoint presentation, but clearly I had already sucked the air out of the room, and it wasn’t coming back. When we reached the end of our presentation, the prospect thanked us for our time and energy but informed us that theirs was a “humorless” culture, and we simply wouldn’t fit in.

We were as deflated as four flat tires. But it’s always darkest before the dawn, and believe it or not, we were contacted within a month by their direct competitor, who hired us and remains one of our major clients even to this day.

As we mentioned, an essential component of any creative endeavor is failure. Today’s employees want the workplace to be a safe space wherein they are not only allowed to fail but encouraged to learn through experimentation and share the lessons learned (good, bad, and ugly) with peers. A study published in the Journal of Managerial Psychology found that the use of “employee humor” about undesired results can lead to “workgroup cohesion, health, and coping effectiveness, as well as decreased burnout, stress, and work withdrawal.”13 In other words, learn to laugh it off, because failure is an extremely important part of the process.


ROI TIP from STEVE

My employees routinely see me fail or not elicit any laughter when I perform onstage. I embrace that apparent setback since it shows that I’m very comfortable with failing (as long as I’ve learned a lesson from bombing). And, invariably, I do learn one or two new things I know to never repeat. I firmly believe that learning from one’s failures is a key attribute common among all successful people. In fact, many legendary figures past and present failed again and again until they finally got it right. Thomas Edison famously said, “I haven’t failed. I’ve just found ten thousand ways that won’t work.” Other notable failures:


	Michael Jordan was cut from his high school varsity basketball team in 1978.

	The Wright brothers failed for two years to build a plane that would stay aloft before finally breaking through in 1903.

	Marie Curie’s fingers were literally burned and scarred from working with radium on her way to winning the Nobel Prize for Chemistry in 1911.

	Jay-Z’s music was turned down by every major record label in the US before he cofounded a label, Roc-a-Fella Records, in 1995.

	Aubrey Plaza was rejected by Saturday Night Live in 2003 but guest hosted in 2023.

	Stephen King pinned all of his rejection letters to his wall.



I believe that my own openness about my failures and weaknesses has served as a true catalyst in our internal communications at Peppercomm. Thanks to the training and my always sending around emails with ideas that are routinely rejected by account team members, I love to not only poke fun at myself but encourage all our employees to follow suit.

Just like comedians know how to handle bombing, executives need to have the ability to redirect a meeting that’s obviously going south. Case in point: If our big idea is met by deafening silence, I will often stand up, walk around the conference room table, and say, “I know you adored our big idea. In fact, I can see the wheels inside your heads spinning right now. You’re thinking to yourselves: ‘What an amazing concept! I know exactly how we can implement it.’”

If that doesn’t elicit at least a smile or two, I’ll know we’re toast and signal my team to wrap up the presentation right then and there.

In other instances, though, I’ve “saved” the near-death experience and converted it into a beautiful long-term relationship.

And I’m not the only one. Years ago, my colleague Ann Barlow, Peppercomm’s West Coast president and senior partner, had been endeavoring to get an introduction to Panasonic. She says:

We had strong consumer electronics experience, and it was clear to me that Panasonic was looking to up their game, maybe with a new agency. One late afternoon, I called one of my executive contacts at Panasonic for the thirty-seventh time in an attempt to set up a meeting. It happened to be Halloween, and his assistant had left early to take her kids trick-or-treating, so I finally got through to him. He listened to our credentials and ideas, and agreed to meet. I was thrilled to finally have the door open, or at least cracked, and I gathered all my colleagues to help get everything ready for the big pitch.

Our team prepared for several weeks, conducting research, developing insights and ideas, and coming up with what we thought was a very solid plan. When the big day arrived, six of us entered a large boardroom to meet with their team. They sat along one side of an aircraft carrier–sized table, and we took our seats on the other. To say the setup was intimidating would be like saying Kanye West is opinionated. With a deep breath, I kicked off the presentation by thanking the Panasonic executives for their time. I then leaned forward to gesture to the slide being projected and almost instantly my chair slid out from under me!

In a terror-induced feat of speed and dexterity, I somehow grabbed onto the giant conference table and held on for dear life, managing to remain upright as my chair skidded back several feet. I stood up, took hold of the chair, steered it back in front of the table, and took my seat. With a deadpan expression, I explained that we at Peppercomm believe icebreakers are an important way to start a meeting.

We won the business.

Still another member of our executive team, Melissa Vigue, knew how to keep her sense of humor in the face of an embarrassing fall:

I’m standing in one of those football field–sized conference rooms at a major restaurant holding company preparing to facilitate a brainstorm for some thirty-five-plus senior executives. It was my first interaction with these casual food superpowers, and I’d forgotten to pack my contact lenses and wasn’t used to wearing my glasses at that point.

Confidently sauntering toward a large group of the most important people in the room, the clients I desperately wanted to impress, I failed to notice one of those super handy “brainstorm starters” we like to use in these situations, a.k.a. a Tonka toy truck. I stepped right on the toy, rolled my ankle along with the truck and a whirligig office chair in my path of destruction, and let out an alarmed squeal on my way down to the carpet. I crashed spectacularly into a glass wall, which thankfully didn’t break but absolutely reverberated from the strain of the collision, only partially covering the sound of the string of expletives escaping my mouth. My glasses went flying off my face and hit the CCO right on the forehead. A collective gasp filled the room followed by ten seconds of absolute silence, accentuating the fact that all eyes were squarely on me.

I jumped up spryly and announced, “Now that I have your attention, let’s get started!” The relief and laughter that followed broke the ice immediately, followed by a round of applause. I like to think I added some pizzazz to what otherwise could have been an extremely dull meeting. You’re welcome.



FORMS OF STAND-UP COMEDY

Observational

Earlier, we emphasized the importance of emotional fullness in observational stand-up comedy. At Peppercomm, we saw the emotion of comfort in action at one of our weekly in-person staff meetings. Steve happened to glance over to a far corner of the conference room and asked the young account supervisor who had sardined herself into the nook why she didn’t want to sit in one of the chairs closer to the screen showing twenty-five of our remote workers. She responded by saying, “I really like this corner a lot.” Steve replied, “Understood. And duly noted. Team: from now on, the southeast section of this conference room will be forever known as ‘Keri’s Corner.’” Since then, no one has sat in that corner, even when Keri is traveling or out sick. We even have a little sign designating it as Keri’s Corner. It’s an inside joke that we all love, and it keeps a smile on everyone’s face, especially Keri.14

[image: image]

It may not seem like much, but using observational humor in the workplace not only can be incredibly funny and binding, but it can establish new shared experiences that are inside jokes known only by you and your colleagues. In our opinion, that’s more binding than Elmer’s Glue. (Ever wonder who Elmer was or if he ever inhaled his own product?)

Anecdotal

We’ve learned that anecdotal stand-up is typically based in underdog stories. A great place to start is “What’s your most embarrassing story?” Audiences love to hear about our, shall we say, humbling experiences. Our friend and Accenture chief communications officer Stacey Jones has never performed stand-up comedy, but if she did, she might draw from a meta experience she once had in an alternate universe:

We all know that learning to use new technologies is a must, but it can also be daunting and extremely humbling. About a year ago, I was interviewed about, and in, the metaverse just as I was learning to navigate it, and we had a whole filming plan in place. Everyone was nervous about how it might go, including the film crew, the organizers, all of us.

The interviewer and I ventured onto a basketball court in the metaverse, where I started to feel pretty confident. After all, back in the day, I was quite the basketball star. But that was real life; in the metaverse, I could barely find the basket! It was like I was throwing bricks, and I missed every shot spectacularly, not even close. I started laughing at the silliness of the situation. Soon the entire crew joined in because, trust me, seeing me try to sink those meta baskets was….….…. funny. I think all the laughter put the team running the filming at ease, though, and ended up setting a great “human” tone to the whole filming experience.15

Our own executive vice president and chief client officer, Maggie O’Neill, is the Peppercomm version of a star who was fearless enough to share an uncomfortable truth in a major new business pitch:

I had just had my appendix removed two days before the new business pitch. While I probably should not have traveled, I did; but that’s a work-life balance story for another day. Kicking off the meeting, I raised the issue of my fragile health right away, to put everyone at ease. I also let everyone in the room know that:


	I may need to stand during the meeting because of the pain, so please don’t freak out.

	Our team had a secret word to use if I needed to exit (Pellegrino).

	I would likely not die (my doctor’s words, not mine).



Letting the prospect in on the joke, if you will, not only set up a more relaxed atmosphere, but it also revealed an authentic, personal story that helped us connect in a very human way with everyone on the other side of the table. We only said Pellegrino once and won the business. They became our largest client.

Using anecdotal comedy, sharing funny and authentic stories in an amusing and vulnerable way, differentiates you and your brand. It can also ease tensions and remove barriers that might exist between you and successfully closing a deal, getting a budget approved, or just helping others to smile and relax. It can even help you get a free bottle of Pellegrino or Pepto-Bismol, depending on how much trouble your GI tract is giving you, post-appendectomy.

Put-Down

We’ve discussed how put-down humor is delicate and requires buy-in from not only the audience but also the target. On social media, put-down comedy reigns supreme. We happen to be big fans of companies that embrace this particular technique in their external storytelling, keeping the tone light and fun while building a strong social media presence through well-constructed and well-placed zingers. Our favorite example is Wendy’s, the undisputed first lady of fast food. The shtick, if you will, is that Wendy is sassy, irreverent, and unapologetic when replying to other social media accounts, especially those representing competing fast-food chains.16 The results are hilarious but also measurable versus direct competitors. Wendy’s Twitter following is 3.9 million compared with 1.6 million and 850,000 for KFC and Arby’s, respectively. Put-down humor can be a great form of revenge, a dish best served hot with a side of fries.

Companies regularly ask us to help them come up with some “roast” material to be performed at the retirement dinner for a high-level executive. The first question we ask is always, “Does she know she’s going to be roasted?” If you’ve ever seen this sort of performance on TV, it may look like the person being eviscerated isn’t expecting the awful things that her friends are saying about her. But the whole point of a roast is to punch up at someone who can definitely take a joke! As Chris Rock learned at the 2022 Academy Awards, if the target of your joke isn’t expecting the punch line, the comic himself can receive an actual punch in the face!


ROI TIP from STEVE

We love put-down humor at Peppercomm, but even we can miss the mark at times, and I’m guessing that’s not unique to our organization. It’s a tricky thing to pull off, and I’m the first to admit when it’s time to take one in the L column.

One night after a company happy hour, we all shared stories about one senior executive I will call Hank, who always seemed to lose or forget something. Sometimes it was his briefcase, other times his laptop. And, on one memorable occasion, he even forgot to bring his luggage back home from an overnight trip to Washington, DC. Who does that?

Regardless, whenever Hank finally realized he’d made a big mistake he would cry out, “Oh fudge!”

So I had the not-very-bright idea of collecting all the “Oh fudge!” stories (and there must have been at least twenty-five), having them professionally bound in a handsome leather booklet and enlisting Doshia, a very willing middle manager (who had contributed two stories of her own), to preempt our summer party with a special event.

I grabbed the microphone, got everyone’s attention, and asked Doshia and Hank to join me at the podium for a presentation. I handed the microphone over to Doshia, and she began reading the first story. By the time she got halfway through the second tale, I realized I’d made an egregious mistake. I hadn’t alerted Hank that we’d be sharing some of his more memorable mishaps. If looks could kill, the book you’re reading today would have a single author instead of two. I quickly pulled the plug (literally) and asked the band to strike up a suitable tune. I think they played “Taps.”



If that weren’t bad enough, Steve really learned his lesson regarding the misuse of put-down humor in an internal management committee meeting in our New York office.


ROI TIP from STEVE

We had just won a major assignment from one of the Big Three automakers. Our job was to heighten awareness of the client’s trucks in the great state of Texas. One of my partners was so eager to share the news that she blurted out, “Hey, everyone, we just won ‘Trucks for Texas!’” One of our other executives asked, “How big is Texas?” He was wondering how large the budget for Trucks for Texas would be. I replied, “If memory serves, Texas is the third-largest state in the nation.”

Laughter filled the room at my sarcastic quip, but none from my colleague to whom it had been served. He was equal parts humiliated and furious, his face redder than the Lone Star State in an election year. Realizing I had failed to clue him in ahead of time as to the size and scope of the assignment, I pulled him aside to apologize. He wasn’t having it and suggested I stick a cattle prod deep in the heart of Texas.

I never meant to embarrass one of my peers in front of all his direct reports, but that’s exactly what happened in the conference room that morning. As a mea culpa, from that day forward, I was extra careful to not even mention the Dallas Cowboys, Lance Armstrong, or barbecued brisket in his presence ever again.



STAND-UP COMEDY TECHNIQUES

Setups and Punch Lines

We have examined how clear setups and surprising, vivid punch lines are keys to performing stand-up, but they’re also fundamental to breaking through the information overload that constantly bombards and distracts us.

The best brands understand how to use the power of the unexpected to craft campaigns that are shared and, critically, remembered. “Most brands do the expected and, as a result, bore their audiences. The most successful campaigns engage the audience in a new or unexpected way with a certain intelligence, a certain creativity, and a certain juxtaposition that elicits the response ‘Oh, I never expected that,’” said Rupen Desai. “Think of breakthrough campaigns that used slogans, tunes, or aphorisms that eventually became part of the lexicon, beginning with Alka-Seltzer’s ‘Plop, Plop, Fizz, Fizz,’ to Wendy’s ‘Where’s the Beef?’ to Bud Light’s ‘Whasssssup?’ chant.” These campaigns have all far outlived their life expectancy, in part because of the unexpected nature of their punch lines.

“The ALS Ice Bucket Challenge17 is a great example of a truly bizarre idea that circled the world many times over and became the gold standard for countless other campaigns aimed at raising money for social causes,” Desai added.

Several years ago, Peppercomm was tapped by financial services firm Genworth to create a communications program designed to educate Americans on how they can save more money. The challenges we faced were twofold: First, the conversation around saving money was old and cluttered with many brands offering solutions for how to save more. Second, research showed that most Americans simply weren’t in the habit of saving money. How could we help to change that?

Delving into the research, we learned that 71 percent of Americans felt they “did not have enough money to contribute to savings.” In reality, many were spending large amounts on nonessentials such as fine dining, flashy jewelry, and expensive coffee. Leveraging this insight, we decided to flip the savings conversation on its head with a lighthearted program that served to both educate and inspire.

The campaign we created was called National $tart Out $avings Day. We developed a list of ten things Americans could do to save more money. To bring this concept to life, we first calculated what luxuries people were spending their hard-earned cash on and discovered a sizable portion of disposable income was going toward expensive coffee. There were other categories, of course, but this one really caught our attention and gave us the same boost as a triple espresso! We knew we were onto something rich, aromatic, and newsworthy, so we got to work.

We designed a cardboard mailer in the form of a coffee cup in a box, which contained a packet of instant freeze-dried coffee from arabica beans. We mailed our paper coffee cups to members of the media. The enclosed letter read: “Is this cup worth $30,000? It could be.”

The morning of our launch, local news anchors across the country held up their coffee cups to the cameras, asking the viewing audience, “Could this cup be worth $30,000? Find out after these messages.” The campaign was an overwhelming success and created millions of media impressions in the markets most important to Genworth’s future success. Talk about a buzz!

Act Out

Dynamic comedians can embody any number of characters onstage through the act-out technique, and doing so keeps their audiences rapt, not to mention in stitches. The fact that you’re having fun and demonstrating (rather than just telling) draws people in and makes them remember you.


ROI TIP from STEVE

We’ve seen clienta act out in hilarious ways. In one instance, the CMO of a global automotive company actually became her Greek American mom chastising her when she was twelve. To make matters worse, they were the only Greek family in an otherwise Irish American school district. As the CMO related the struggles of trying to fit in back in her prepubescent years, she shared with us her mother’s ranting: “Why do you wear dat denim jeans clothing? Deess izz not how vee dress! Why aren’t you wear dee traditional blue and white of dee homeland? Are you don’t proud to be Greek? And why you didn’t share dee souvlaki I cooked at your friend sleepover? You tink day don’t like my food? All day do is eat corned beef or some-teenk?!!”

Her colleagues laughed out loud and, critically, the act out further humanized a very senior executive in front of her direct reports.

In another instance, a junior associate took the “stage” and decided to become his boss, a senior executive who had already performed and was still in the room. In fact, he was just a few feet away from the associate, right in the front row. “Yeah, I’m going to have to ask you to, yeah, work all day Saturday to complete the, yeah, first draft of that whitepaper that’s due in, yeah, three months’ time. And also, set aside some extra time Sunday because, yeah, I’m gonna need five thousand words by Monday morning. And, yeah, I’ll get you my edits within three or four weeks, yeah, after my extended vacation.”

Of course, the executive was the sort to easily laugh at himself, so the put-down/act-out combo landed right on the nose. The room erupted in such strong laughter, it actually built and built until it turned into enthusiastic applause. We comics call this phenomenon an “applause break.” I’ve never gotten one.

I take every opportunity, whether onstage or in a client’s conference room, to apply the act-out technique in sharing my disdain for United Airlines. I act out the pilot, “This is Captain Cody here in the cockpit.” Then I act myself out, responding, “Where else would he be calling from, baggage claim? The cloud we just passed?” Then as the pilot, “I have good news and bad news. The good news, is thanks to strong tailwinds, we’ll be arriving a full thirty minutes ahead of schedule. The bad news is the folks at Newark ATC have been forced to close the airport due to weather, so we’re being rerouted to Schenectady. Oh, and one other thing. Thank you for choosing United. We know you have other options.” And then, back to myself, “Other options? What other options? I’m at thirty-five thousand feet on my way to Schenectady. What options do I have? Put on a parachute and kick open the emergency exit?”



Callbacks

Comedians use the callback technique to build rapport with audiences by creating the warm and cozy feeling of being inside of an inside joke. At Peppercomm, we have learned to build on each other’s running jokes at work.

Our internal Microsoft Teams channel is designed to offset the avalanche of emails and enable one-to-one and one-to-many conversations about everything from individual client needs to human resource activities to some facts and figures one of our teammates felt everyone would enjoy and/or learn from. It’s designed for this purpose, but it also lends itself beautifully to sharing callbacks with our teammates. Here are two examples:

The Battle of Birkenstock

Last summer, one of our employees known as Robert the Younger (because we had another employee named Robert who happened to be older than RTY) decided to wear a pair of Birkenstocks to the office. And he wore black socks. This did not go unnoticed, and sure enough, someone snapped a pic of RTY, posted it on our Teams channel, and asked the burning question: “Who in God’s name would wear Birkenstocks in the office?”

One would think someone had just posted that Des Moines has more rats per capita than Manhattan. The pushback on one side, and support on the other, were incredible. All of a sudden we had a Red State versus Blue State civil war erupting between Birkenstock lovers and haters. But, and this is key, it was all done in a very fun, friendly, and collegial way with RTY laughing right along with everyone else.

Now, if the word ever comes up in a random conversation, the Teams channel will once again refight the Battle of Birkenstock. We’re not willing to pick a side here one way or the other; we prefer to stay neutral. But why would anyone wear Birkenstocks in a professional office setting?

A Slay Ride

Every six months, our leadership team holds an all-hands meeting to show every staff member our current financial condition. We’re not required to do this, but we make it a rule because our culture values openness. Here, that extends all the way down to being transparent about how the business is doing.

During a recent meeting, we were happy to report that our revenue was skyrocketing. As our staff made up of millennials and Gen Zers began smiling and nodding, one of our senior vice presidents looked out at them and declared, “Way to go, people. You slayed, kings and queens!” There was a slight pause of disbelief, and then everyone burst into laughter. Our SVP, a Gen Xer, had picked that moment to surprise everyone with an unexpected punch line. A person born when Carter was president had just busted out a phrase no one over the age of thirty-two had any business uttering. The room was deadass shook, ong.

Like any good comic, our SVP read the room. He knew his audience, so he took a chance on a roll. This fifty-something dazzled us with his impressive Gen-Z vocabulary: glow ups this, cap that, and of course, slay everything. We all reveled in seeing him less as Larry King and more like Zach.

To this day, 90 percent of people in our agency, of all ages, use slay correctly.

KEY TAKEAWAYS


	Authentic storytelling
Always begin with the truth.

Share your true thoughts, feelings, and opinions.

Make sure your emotional fullness comes through.

When in doubt, leave it out.


	Team building
Laugh together while getting to know your coworkers personally.

Share true feelings and opinions to build stronger bonds and trust.

Cheering each other on creates a positive atmosphere.

Experience and accept coworkers’ vulnerabilities and imperfections.


	Presentation skills
Read the room: know what is or isn’t working and adjust accordingly.

Make yourself, and not your PowerPoint slides, the star of the show.

Develop your charisma and your sense of humor simultaneously.
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    Improvisational Comedy in Business

In Chapter 6, we examined improvisational comedy and some of the skills its best practitioners have. Improv is team comedy, and improv comedians are all team players.

What if every division of your company were loaded with employees that had the art of teamwork so fully mastered? Imagine if your colleagues and you were capable of spontaneous innovative thinking and real-time, on-the-spot collaboration. What kinds of unexpected and strategic breakthrough ideas might materialize in that environment, and how might they improve your organization’s top- and bottom-line results?1

Let’s look again at the key skills of improv: acceptance, building, and teamwork. But this time, we’ll focus on their business applications.

ACCEPTANCE

Acceptance in the business world is unfortunately not always accepted. There are still far too many top-down, autocratic cultures that extinguish a creative thought as soon as it’s mentioned. We unfriend those types of clients and instead choose to work only with senior management teams that are open and ready to accept acceptance.

Years ago, we had a financial services client who was so demanding and insensitive that, by today’s standards, he would be considered downright abusive. His reputation had preceded him, but as our agency was still growing, we decided to make a deal with the devil, a.k.a. this particular CEO. We charged him a substantial retainer, fully expecting a few bumps in the road. We had no idea what a wild ride we would be in for, indeed.

This, shall we say, “difficult” client had engaged us to work with him and other executives in areas such as media training and crisis management. After a few months of hard work, we demonstrated strong measurable results, despite the fact that our entire team was absolutely exhausted from being berated by him on a daily, if not hourly, basis. On one not-so-fine occasion, this executive missed a scheduled appearance on a major business television network to discuss earnings expectations, due to no fault of ours. We weren’t in charge of his day-to-day schedule. In fact, the mistake was made by his head of internal communications, who just so happened to be his girlfriend, and is now his wife. He ranted and scolded us, the not-guilty party, for forty-five minutes straight, calling us every name not in this book.

After cooling off for a day or two, we called this special client up to inform him that Peppercomm would no longer be subjecting our people to this type of treatment. We let him know that, going forward, we would be insisting on at least a modicum of respect. This infuriated him, and he screamed directly into the phone, “That’s complete and utter bullshit!”

We no longer have a relationship with that man, his wife, or his company, thank God, but this brutal story has become part of Peppercomm folklore. To this day, every once in a while when someone shares a small, innocuous piece of inconsequential new information, one of us will yell, “That’s complete and utter bullshit!” The line always gets a big laugh around here.

Acceptance is the key to collaboration. A 2021 study by the Workforce Institute found that 89 percent of the four thousand employees surveyed felt “heard” at work.2 That’s a great number, obviously, but going deeper into the study, 86 percent felt that people in their organizations were not heard equally. This tells us that employees still feel there is some kind of ceiling between them and the top. It gets worse: 75 percent of employees surveyed reported that they did not feel their input was considered in essential areas such as workplace safety, benefits, and requests for time off. A full 40 percent felt their input, though heard, did not lead to anything actionable at work.

A close examination of this data reveals that, although employees technically feel heard, executives are not actually listening in any meaningful way. There is a massive difference between hearing and listening. Employee engagement is about acceptance, taking opinions and ideas into account, and making real changes based on the feedback.

This is certainly an area in which most C-suites need to improve in order to retain their valued employees and keep morale high. How would you feel if, upon being asked to share your opinions and feedback on workplace safety and compensation, you were essentially ignored by those at the top who had solicited your feedback in the first place? “Why did you ask for my feedback if you’re not going to use it to effect any kind of positive changes for me?” is a common, recurring theme and a major pain point among businesses in all industries that we see on a near-daily basis.

Acceptance starts with yes.

BUILDING

Building is the act of adding on. Start with yes, and go from there.


ROI TIP from STEVE

At Peppercomm, we’re addicted to “yes, and….….….” to the point where it comes in basically every conversation about every topic. The results are often at first ridiculous, but eventually we get somewhere. Here’s a recent example:

Ann: I still haven’t heard back from that West Coast client about the budget increase.

Maggie: Yes, and it’s been over a month.

Steve: Yes, and if you don’t get that budget increased, you’ll be gone in a month.

Tara: Yes, and that’s the kind of thing we need to put in writing first.

Maggie: Yes, and the budget request has also been in writing for quite some time.

Steve: Yes, and I’m writing the thirty-day notice as we speak.

Ann: Yes, and guess what client just emailed me with a budget approval.

Maggie: Yes, and all’s well that ends well.

Tara: Yes, and, Steve, please stop threatening the partners.



With our clients, however, we take a gentler, and less ominous, tack.

The power of collaboration and the “yes, and….….….” approach led Peppercomm to develop a PR campaign for the Alliance for Lifetime Income (ALI, not to be confused with the self-proclaimed “Greatest of All Time,” Mr. Ali). This group of twenty-four insurance companies had a goal: improve the perception of annuities as a retirement vehicle. Make annuities interesting? That’s a job even Ricky Gervais would struggle with. On top of that, they asked us to help Americans understand how annuities remove risk from their retirement programs and do it in a fun way. Paging Ricky G!

We didn’t have the budget for the fees normally charged by the creator of The Office, so we were on our own. We came up with Retire Your Risk, a program that emphasized the risks inherent in life on Earth by spotlighting three death-defying individuals: a stunt driver, a volcanologist (nice work if you can get it—red hot benefits), and a shark whisperer (whose whispers were often not well received ten thousand feet under the sea).

In order to highlight the risks of these three noble professions, we created a virtual reality bus that enabled consumers to experience them firsthand. People would see our bus, try on our VR goggles, and see how tame their lives were by contrast. More importantly, we helped the average American make the connection to remove risks from their retirement years by buying annuities now.

So, who’s ready to hop into a shark tank and go for a dive? The line starts here.


ROI TIP from STEVE

Another line that doesn’t get as many laughs but won us several awards and drove record sales for a tire manufacturing client is, “Below 44.” We were sitting around our client’s conference room table trying to brainstorm a way to get Americans to pay attention to inflating their tires during the winter.

We played improv games to see what might lead to an E-ZPass to the solution. In the middle of the “yes, and….….….” game, the client CEO said, “Yes, and once the temperature dips below forty-four degrees, you must inflate your tires for safety reasons.” I jumped up. “That’s it. Let’s go online right now and find out when each of the fifty states typically first experiences temperatures below forty-four degrees Fahrenheit.” I knew the idea I had was a winner.

On the day that each state’s temperature dipped below forty-four degrees (as one might expect, the northern states dip below forty-four first and places like Florida and Hawaii finish last, climate change notwithstanding), we blitzed all local media in that state with safety alerts, urging them to inflate their tires now. This PR campaign, dubbed Below 44, received extensive coverage in each state but also in national print and broadcast media. Most important, the tires rolled off the assembly line like an avalanche in Alaska.



TEAMWORK

Teamwork is essential. Some even claim it makes the dream work.


ROI TIP from STEVE

We were in a very high-pressure situation. As is so often the case in industries such as PR and advertising, our relationship with a major client was put up for a mandatory periodic review. We were in a position of having to defend award-winning work. If, God forbid, we lost the account, it would impact the entire agency. We’re talking potential catastrophe here, so it was all hands on deck.

We traveled to Philadelphia for our one shot to plead our case in person. We had several members of our executive team set to give presentations, and we also brought along several junior members of our staff, including our day-to-day account lead, Rebecca. To make matters worse, Rebecca found herself in the unenviable position of kicking off the entire meeting. She was more nervous than a ninth grader singing the national anthem at Citizens Bank Ballpark. Further exacerbating Rebecca’s plight, the rest of us anxious executives were incessantly drilling her with unhelpful and counterproductive tips, such as “Don’t forget to smile,” “Don’t cross your arms,” “Make sure to look the president in the eye.”

Poor Rebecca looked as though she’d swallowed all the cheesesteaks in Philly. She stood in front of the selection committee, her hands quivering and her forehead shining. I was doing my best to telepathically channel my best FDR: “Come on, Rebecca. The only thing you have to fear is fear itself.”

Rebecca stumbled over every other word for about a minute and then decided to call an audible and kicked a punt that would make the Eagles proud. “Maggie has so much insight about this. Maggie, why don’t you share what you were telling me earlier?” Thankful that Rebecca hadn’t fainted so far, Maggie jumped in and made some very astute comments. Having regained her composure, Rebecca confidently chimed in, “That’s a great point, Maggie, and we should also add key market events tied into the client’s favorite charity. Let me show you all the chart on slide 4.” From there, Rebecca metamorphosed into a monarch butterfly and flapped her wings at just the right points through the remainder of the meeting.

We retained the business, and Rebecca’s looking forward to playing kicker for the Eagles next year.



By accepting, building, and working as a unit, we create content as a group we could never create on our own.

FORMS OF IMPROVISATIONAL COMEDY

Short-Form Improv

Developing skills through short-form improv games allows you to isolate what exactly you’re trying to learn. We find that so many short-form improv exercises are quite useful in our business dealings. An organization that struggles with content creation? We have them “yes, and….….….” each other multiple times until they learn to brainstorm like the pros. A company where listening is rare and interrupting is commonplace? We drill them on the “One-Word Story” game and highlight where the breakdowns happen, until their minds are open to what their teammates are trying to say.

We had a client that manufactured a wellness device. Don’t ask us what a wellness device is; our answer will make you sick. Regardless, our assignment was to provide media training for two nervous engineers (think, super introverted) who had trouble completing a sentence, even when speaking to each other. These two science-y types were assigned by their company’s senior management to be the lead spokespeople for the upcoming Consumer Electronics Show (a convention that would make Woodstock look like a company picnic, and did we mention it’s in Las Vegas?) and they weren’t ready. You know in Penn and Teller, how Teller doesn’t talk? These guys were both Teller.

We took these brainy engineers through a series of short-form improv games and reengineered their minds. Suddenly, they settled in; to our great surprise, they both had incredible stories. We then accelerated the training by having them sit together in an imaginary car on their way to Vegas for the show.

We started off with a travel-related prompt and, zoom, they were off to the races, whipping through several imaginary speed traps and hairpin curves along the way. These two “yes and….….….”-ed each other over three thousand imaginary miles, and we learned about them and their company all along the way. They shared the message of their brand in terms that even we could understand. Sure, they went off topic at one point when one admitted to having smuggled their girlfriend in the trunk, but it’s always the quiet ones, amiright? We think we heard a knock coming from the imaginary back of the imaginary car.

When they actually arrived at the show in real life, they “won” every media interview. Yes, and….….…. they even made the Top Products List in Time magazine. And you can catch their act every Friday at 8:00 p.m. at the Park MGM, where they now open for Wayne Newton. “Danke schoen, darling, danke schoen….….….”

Long-Form Improv

Long-form improv involves building an actual scene.

In business, we use this form of improv to help companies who are ready to take their external storytelling to new heights. By improvising and guiding one another toward finding the various conclusions in fictional improvised scenes, companies become better at collaborating to share corporate messaging. This can apply to press releases and other mass emails, live interviews with the press or their industry-specific trade publications, and even their television and radio advertising, which is necessarily driven by corporate missions and the messaging thereof.

We also use the lessons learned in long-form improv to adjust our script to ever-changing conditions. Sometimes we throw away the script altogether, as we did in the case of what Steve calls, in homage to the classic Seinfeld episode of the same name, “The Soup Nazi.”


ROI TIP from STEVE

I was happy that I had developed my improvisational skills on the day I had to connect with one of the most egotistical and narcissistic CEOs I’ve ever had the misfortune to meet.

We had been contacted by a Texas-based software company whose CMO said they’d already conducted due diligence and decided Peppercomm would be their ideal partner. They asked us to put together a sizable program, fly from NYC to Austin, and present our ideas to the megalomaniacal chief executive officer. The annual retainer was a hefty one, so we agreed.

When we arrived in the Lone Star State, the CMO met us in the conference room and told us that Ted, the CEO, had a very important and unexpected meeting with the mayor. As a result, we’d have to cut down our two-hour presentation to forty-five minutes and get right to our “big” ideas.

We agreed and shuffled into the conference room. And we waited. And waited. At long last the CEO’s executive assistant came in pushing a cart that contained a large bottle of Perrier, a soup bowl, silver spoon, and a large container of some sort of substance. She proceeded to set the CEO’s place setting and ladled a heaping portion of what looked and smelled like gazpacho.

Finally, His Royal Highness arrived.

He sat down and began to slurp his soup. We looked at the CMO with a WTF expression on our respective faces. The CEO glanced up and said, “Proceed with your ideas while I eat. I’ll let you know if I have any questions.”

This was complete and utter bullshit. (See what I did there? That’s what we call a callback.) So I looked the software genius in the eye and said, “You know what, Ted, we flew down late last night in order to meet with you (on our own dime), haven’t had breakfast, and are absolutely starved. How about we all have some of that soup and then we’ll share our ideas.”

What came next was a pause more pregnant than the Old Woman Who Lived in a Shoe. The Soup Nazi put down his spoon, looked at me, and asked, “Do you have any idea how important I am?” I shrugged my shoulders and said, “I know how hungry we are. Why don’t we end the meeting now. You finish your soup, and we’ll go across the street and order that restaurant’s finest bowl of pasta e fagioli. Good luck in your search.”

Not used to such pushback, the egomaniacal CEO paused, smiled, called his executive assistant, and told her to fetch five additional bowls for us. He also told her to tell the mayor he’d be late. We proceeded with the pitch and were awarded the business.



By learning the skills of long-form improv, you will gain the confidence to trust your own storytelling abilities and make it up as you go along.

TOOLS OF IMPROV

The First-Best Rule

Every Thursday at Peppercomm, we do something special we call “Food for Thought.” We feed our employees in exchange for having them participate in one of our many brainstorming sessions. We brainstorm over lunch on everything from our newest client’s immediate challenge (and completely impossible demand) to coming up with a title for a business book to be published by HarperCollins! In fact, with the latter, a team of thirty-plus brainstormers came together to nail down the ideal title. The first idea was, “How about something using LOL?” Immediately, we all began throwing out suggestions that included the acronym, and eventually our senior vice president, Paul Merchan, blurted out, “The ROI of LOL!” As a group, we all knew we’d found a winner.

We always use the First-Best Rule to get things going.

On one memorable occasion, we came together to brainstorm ideas to mark the twenty-fifth anniversary of the first Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles movie, which, along with Gone with the Wind and Citizen Kane, usually finds its way into the American Film Institute’s Top 50 of All Time. We were vying to become the agency of record for the four Italian Renaissance painters, and their favorite reporter, April.

We started this brainstorm off with a turtle-related prompt, the word green. The first idea was, “Oooh, let’s turn the conference room into a replica of a sewer!” Everyone gave the enthusiastic “Yes!” And they added on a very special “Cowabunga!” because everyone knew that the film itself is set in New York’s famously foul underground. Ideas flowed off this first-best one, including serving pizza (the only thing the turtles ever eat) to the client decision makers.

When they arrived at our office, we ushered them into our conference room-turned-sewer, replete with slimy, fake pipes everywhere, ominous and drippy sound effects, and signs like TOXIC WASTE and UNION SQUARE adorning our walls. The conference room was a hellish, underground sinkhole even Beelzebub would have found a bit disconcerting. We threw the best sewer-themed pizza shell-abration ever, and the client was dazzled!

We won the business and delivered like Domino’s. We hired four actors to portray the turtles and make media appearances on TV and radio. They also made personal appearances outside of famous NYC landmarks such as Grand Central Terminal, Yankee Stadium, and the Guggenheim Museum. They were the talk of the town and received more camera time than even their animated counterparts on the big screen. We even convinced the mayor to light up the Empire State Building in “turtle green” on the day of the anniversary.

We created such a bond with these reptilian clients that Leonardo even stopped by last week for a slice of pizza before ducking back into the 33rd Street subway.

Starting off any brainstorm with first-best will help you come out of your shell.

The Positivity Rule

In order for the action of a scene to build, flow, and advance, the characters in it need to want to be there.

We also apply this concept to our meetings with clients, prospects, sales forces, or angry mobs that might be picketing outside our offices. Positivity determines the success of these meetings, so we have to keep it top of mind.

In fact, we’re playful about it and created the Name Game. Before the start of any session, each of us bets a dollar that the others can’t be the first to find a way to inject an SAT word like zeitgeist, truncated, or antepenultimate into an otherwise matter-of-fact meeting. This game keeps us on our toes and smiling as we try to see who can navigate the business conversation and somehow find a logical way to say, “You know that resonates with the zeitgeist of the moment.” We stifle our inner laughs, but it always energizes the rest of the session, especially for whoever wins all those dollars.

Bold Choices

The best improvised scenes feature big risks.

We recently worked with one large professional services firm that was reuniting seventy-five global marketing and communications managers from around the world in (where else?) Disney World. (What is the allure of Mickey, Minnie, et al.? We just don’t get it.) This was the first time the managers were getting together in the aftermath of COVID-19. In any event, we were working with individuals who ranged in age from twenty-two to seventy-two. Some had been with the firm for thirty years. Others had joined only thirty days prior. And others had been hired just as the pandemic began. So, in addition to many never having met face-to-face, there was also a significant perception that long-term employees had an inherent career path advantage since they already had established face-to-face relationships with the top decision makers.

Our assignment was to change perceptions, break down silos, and get the group to see each other as colleagues who, while they may come from different age groups and geographies, shared a common goal in excelling in their individual jobs and supporting the mission, values, and purpose of the corporation.

This firm faced a challenge being felt by workforces across all industries. Over the past two years, the firm had hired approximately thirty new people to their sixty-person communications team. The majority of the team had never met each other and were struggling to build connections and a sense of collaboration. At the same time, the organization was facing a considerable amount of change. Legacy employees were resistant to changing old ways of doing things, and new employees were frustrated by a lack of willingness to try new things and openness to creativity. According to a pre-session poll, 30 percent of respondents said they were only “somewhat comfortable” sharing information and ideas across teams, and only 50 percent reported that new ideas were “very well” received internally.

Enter the chief comedy officer!

Peppercomm conducted a half-day interactive workshop that applied the key skills of improv to speed the path to trust, foster a sense of community, and disrupt traditional patterns of thinking to open minds to new ways to boost creativity, collaboration, and problem-solving. Through a series of interactive workshops, the team indeed opened their minds to ways of working and had some fun along the way.


LOL TIP FROM CLAYTON

One of the best parts of my job is watching businesspeople lose their inhibitions, allowing their creative minds (rather than their analytical minds) to flourish and lead their progress. Because we never focus our improvisational comedy development sessions on silly games that make corporate professionals uncomfortable, they, in turn, get comfortable.

We like to warm up with a few groupthink games. In a room full of actors and other creative types, you can have them start out crawling on the floor, making animal noises, singing songs they haven’t written yet, contorting their faces—the sky’s the limit with a group accustomed to theatrical norms. But with corporate groups, I always like to reassure them that whatever they’ve heard about improvisational comedy training is not going to happen today. I say, “Listen, everyone. Nobody’s going to be asked to do anything uncomfortable. We’re not going to ask you to try to get the silly type of laughs. We’re not trying to find out who the zaniest person among you is. We’re here to learn some new skills, but only within your personal boundaries.” This little speech of mine always has an effect you might find surprising. After I deliver it, the participants actually lose their inhibitions and start making bold choices.

Whereas trying to drag someone kicking and screaming to an area far outside her comfort zone inevitably results in engaging her strongest defense mechanisms, allaying her fears helps her relax. No longer worried that she’ll be asked to “perform,” our businessperson opens up and is able to, yes, give a performance, but in a truthful way that is not based on pushing her own boundaries to their limits. Instead, she learns how much progress is possible within her natural comfort zone. Within this growth mindset, the business professional comes out of her shell and takes the types of risks that are (a) needed in order for the games to be successful and (b) absolutely appropriate for a corporate training exercise.

After spending the day with this group, I could see major improvements to the way that they were working as a team. Listening skills were front and center. Acceptance of ideas, even seemingly outlandish ones, became the norm rather than the exception. Their commitment to learning something new, combined with the safe space we created for them to feel comfortable experimenting, resulted in bold choices that made the improv games come to life. By the end of the day, the sense of collaboration and unity were nothing short of palpable.



After our full-day visit, we asked the participants to take another survey, in order to measure progress and results. This time, more than 90 percent of participants reported that the session had opened their mind to new ways of collaborating and contributing with their team, 87 percent reported that the session had helped build trust with their teammates and fostered bonds that will carry into their work moving forward, and more than 80 percent reported that they had learned skills that would help them feel more comfortable sharing opinions and ideas with their internal clients.

One participant commented, “We accomplished more in one five-minute exercise than we have in any hour-long Zoom meeting in the past two years. The connectivity and collaboration were simply awesome!”

Active Listening

Active listening is critically important to any business executive, particularly in a selling situation. It’s fundamental to be in full listening mode and wait for the one word or clue that might indicate a customer’s want or need that your organization is uniquely qualified to provide. The very best salespeople do this naturally, and just as well as their improv counterparts. But for the rest of us in this dog-eat-dog business world in which we coexist, active listening is a critical skill fundamental to both the individual’s and the company’s future success.3


ROI TIP from STEVE

Because I’ve worked so hard to learn the art of active listening, I was once able to not only overhear a client’s problem but present an immediate solution that quickly morphed into a brand-new service offering.

At the end of a long day, the client’s team and mine all met for a well-deserved cocktail. As we imbibed another round of sauvignon blanc, they started opening up about their unresolved problems. One was they didn’t feel they had first-person knowledge of what their respective customers felt and thought about a given product.

I jumped in, “Hey, we just happen to have a service offering in which Peppercommers put themselves in the shoes of customers and actively enter your retail locations and report back to you about the experience. Critically, we also provide PR solutions to help solve those challenges.”

One client put down her vodka soda, looked me in the eye, and said, “Steve, you had me at shoes.” This client then hired us for a separate project in which we took a deep dive into five of their most important markets and experienced the good, bad, and ugly of trying to buy their products, and we told them what doesn’t work from a buyer’s standpoint and how to fix it.

The secret sauce here is that we managed to listen well enough to get the voice of the customer into the conference room. It was the first of many successful outcomes we have had with our Audience Experience service offering.



Active listening also helped Steve save the day once amid a last-minute change of plans.


ROI TIP from STEVE

BRENDAN AND TED’S EXCELLENT ADVENTURE

By way of quick background, we had agreed to deliver a half-day presentation to a company that belonged to the Association of National Advertisers (ANA). Our firm had struck a deal with ANA members to hold free workshops in which we’d discuss various public relations topics. In exchange, and assuming they liked what they’d heard, the member firms would then hire us to handle their PR.

We had one successful session after another. And a very important one was coming up that I’d be leading along with one of our up-and-coming executives I will call Ted Bonkers. But, as is sometimes the case, Ted had a last-minute emergency with an existing client and couldn’t attend. This was problematic since the ANA firm had already passed out bios of this coauthor and Ted and were expecting the two of us (and, thanks to the client demand, that was no longer going to happen). So, at the eleventh hour, a different midlevel executive I’ll call Brendan Byrne agreed to step in and “be” Ted for the half-day session (which was held in some godforsaken spot halfway between Philadelphia and Pittsburgh).

I arrived on time for the workshop, but Brendan (a.k.a. Ted) was late. So I proceeded to kick off the proceedings and, after about thirty minutes or so, Brendan finally arrived. As he walked into the prospective client’s conference room, I announced, “Ladies and gentlemen, please give a big hand to the ‘late’ Ted Bonkers.” Brendan flushed fifty shades of red, took his place next to me on the stage, and I continued.

But there was one very big problem. Brendan forgot that he was supposed to be Ted. So, every time I handed the next part of the presentation over to him, I’d say something like, “Okay, Ted, why don’t you talk about best practices for scoring an article in the Wall Street Journal,” and there’d be complete silence.

But by actively listening to the guy who wasn’t actively listening, I was able to step up and say something to the effect of, “Ted’s been known to experience stage fright from time to time, so why don’t I handle this part?” After this had happened three or four times, Brendan finally settled down, did a great job with the remaining slides, and, believe it or not, we won a nice project.

Now, years later, whenever I run into Brendan, I always greet him by asking, “So, how’s it going, Ted?”



Our friend and M&T Bank Chief Marketing Officer Francesco Lagutaine, whom you may remember from chapter 1, has much to say about active listening:

It goes all the way back to who I am and where I come from. I’m multicultural, that’s the cool word these days, right? I was born Italian, but by the time I turned eighteen, I had lived in Egypt, Iran, and Australia. When we arrived in Australia, my parents just dropped me off at school three months into the term. I could barely speak playground English and knew nothing about Australian culture at all! I happened to be the only kid that had jeans and a T-shirt on, in a school of boys rocking shorts and ties. I stood out like a great white shark out of water (they have those Down Under). That was a brutal welcome, right?

I have lived abroad my entire career. You develop a sixth sense for listening, because you immediately need to observe and adapt to the givens in order to survive in these shark-infested waters. You don’t just listen to what people tell you; you have to listen to what people tell one another in order to understand the rules of engagement across different cultures and settings.

What today we call active listening is the exact same skill I learned all those years ago on the playground. It helps tremendously in my profession even today. I developed a heightened sense of awareness of the things that people do without thinking, subconscious mannerisms and nonverbal indicators. As it pertains to comedy, I always love the great comedians who have the talent to observe and imitate something people do and then work it into their comedy material. It’s just incredibly funny to me, and if I’m being honest, I see just a little bit of my multicultural, chameleon self in them.

A big part of active listening, for me, is understanding the time and place for those who report to me, those on my level, and even my CEO. In the latter case, it’s not that he never laughs, it’s just an element of respect. I’m intentionally a lot less funny with him. It’s about observing and respecting how an individual wants to engage. It’s true for engaging up, down, and across the many layers of our whole business. I use humor less whenever I pick up on the fact that someone is just not comfortable with that type of communication. Some in the banking sector are simply not comfortable with joking around at work because finance is serious business, and that’s okay by me. It’s active listening that enables me to find those cues and adjust accordingly. After all, humor is all about timing, right?

Clearly, Francesco sees the value of active listening. He also knows a thing or two about sensitivity, acceptance, building, teamwork, and storytelling. Plus, he loves making people laugh. Clayton’s lucky that Francesco’s so successful in the banking world; otherwise Clayton would surely find himself losing stand-up gigs to our favorite Italian Australian Iranian Egyptian American funnyman.

KEY TAKEAWAYS


	Innovation
Make bold choices and take big risks.

Accept others’ ideas and build on them.

Create a safe space where failure is valued.

Active listening helps you feel and elicit emotions.


	Attracting and retaining talent
People want to be in an environment where creativity thrives.

Collaboration builds rapport and morale.

Running jokes bind us together and create camaraderie.

Inclusion in the elements of change creates stronger teams.


	Internal and external storytelling
Begin and end with the truth.

Communicate to find creative links between different thoughts.

Tailor your story to connect to the right audience at the right time.

Find original ways to embed improvisational techniques at work.







10

    Sketch Comedy in Business

In Chapter 7,  we learned about sketch comedy and how it can help you learn:


	How to be truthful and compelling in storytelling

	How to get a conversation back on course

	How to display authenticity, empathy, vulnerability, and transparency



In this chapter, we’ll focus on the various uses of sketch comedy skills in the boardroom, conference room, and the press room.

KEY SKILLS OF SKETCH COMEDY

As we mentioned earlier, the keys to sketch comedy are thesis, observation, and relatability. Just as comedians and sketch writers apply these skills to their work, businesses can improve their internal and external messaging through a better understanding of them.

We use sketch comedy in a variety of ways at Peppercomm. It helps with our external storytelling efforts, recruitment, and many other areas. The video sketches that we have produced in-house have garnered us attention and awareness that we otherwise couldn’t have gotten. By sharing our personalities using this fun and accessible form of comedy, we have differentiated ourselves in a crowded industry, and the results speak for themselves. We’ve won countless awards for our workplace culture and innovative breakthrough campaigns in the past few months:

Wins

PR Daily’s 2023 Top Agencies

Ragan’s Best Places to Work 2023

Ragan’s Best Client/Agency Team of the Year 2023

PR Daily 2022 Top Agencies

Bulldog Awards: Captain Sandy Yawn Boating Safety Campaign

Crain’s NY 2022 Best Places to Work

Ragan Communications Dynamic Do-er: Maggie O’Neill

PRNews Top Women in PR: Jackie Kolek

PRNews Agency Elite Top 100

Finalist/Honorable Mention

PR Daily Digital Marketing & Social Media Awards: Captain Sandy Yawn Boating Safety Campaign

SABRE Awards North America: Trivago Stamford Beach

SABRE Awards North America: Dole Malnutrition Labels

Ragan’s Media Relations Awards: Dole Malnutrition Labels

PRNews Platinum PR Awards: Dole Malnutrition Labels

Content Marketing Awards: Captain Sandy Yawn Boating Safety Campaign

Ragan’s PR Daily Awards: Binance Big Game

We have even built and presented live comedy sketches as new business pitches that led to our winning numerous major assignments over the years, including automaker MINI USA, French manufacturing conglomerate Saint-Gobain (https://www.saint-gobain), and even then Tonight Show owner General Electric.


ROI TIP from STEVE

We were invited to pitch General Electric’s Imagination at Work campaign, with one of the goals being to make the stodgy GE look cool to college and university students who might otherwise choose to work for Microsoft, Google, or Apple Computer. We knew we were in the competition of our lives and would be up against the biggest and best PR firms in the world, so we did something completely unexpected.

Employing all of the tactics of sketch comedy, we decided to resurrect Thomas Edison (who founded GE in 1892) and have him run for president on a new third-party platform we called The Imagination Party.

Those of us who were leading the pitch in front of the various C-suite suits set up the premise. We then had one of our minions, who had dressed in historically accurate garb (think velveteen waistcoat with pearl buttons and matching britches) and donned a wig to “become” Edison, stride into the meeting and deliver his announcement that he’d tossed his straw boater in the ring. His speech covered all of the key goals the Imagination at Work campaign asked us to address including a whistle-stop tour of critical GE markets in a train drawn by a GE locomotive engine. The decision makers were beyond dazzled and—as soon as Edison had finished his remarks, bowed, and left the room—hired us on the spot.

Winning business this quickly, in the middle of a presentation, is as rare as being struck by lightning (by the way, we considered including noted lightning enthusiast Benjamin Franklin as Edison’s running mate, but he was busy at work proofing the latest edition of Poor Richard’s Almanack and thus unavailable). Without our creative approach to this pitch, Peppercomm would have been eaten alive by the larger and more established firms, and GE would have pulled the switch on our electric chair faster than you could say, “Haste makes waste.”1



Leaders have to be able to shift their messaging in volatile times and present it in the best possible light in prosperous times.2 Many of the business leaders who work with us express worry and trepidation about making connections with customers as well as employees. In a survey of more than forty-four hundred global CEOs conducted by PriceWaterhouseCoopers, 40 percent admitted to thinking their businesses will not be viable in ten years’ time.3 Today’s C-suite leader is looking to communicate her brand’s history and competitive position as clearly as possible to build a deeper understanding for analysts, investors, and shareholders. She wants to know how to share her company’s story and engage with the next tier of customers.

Many of the answers to the pressing questions this executive faces may be found in a very surprising place, the world of sketch comedy.

THESIS

Having a clear message, a specific point of view, is essential in sketch writing. At Peppercomm, we were once invited to an industry conference in which all the attending agencies were asked to present a video about themselves. The purpose of these videos was for each of the leading agencies to get a better understanding of how they might collaborate if one excelled in a certain area, but another did not. Essentially, these were short video sales pitches through which each agency would be putting their proverbial best foot forward.

Our singular goal was to wake everybody up with our video and underscore how very different we were from the mainstream. We knew every other agency in attendance would present a clip of a stiff executive in a pressed wool suit nervously saying, “Here at XYZ, we work hard for our clients. Now I’m going to give you a tour of our office and introduce you to every single employee here on the seventeenth floor.” Hoping to avoid a similar snoozefest, we created a no-holds-barred political attack ad against our own firm.4 We were the hit of the night, and our fake partisan propaganda parody poking fun at Peppercomm pinpoints the particular peck of pickled peppers….….…. Oops. We mean, uh, they liked it.

Ever since the other agencies saw that attack ad, we’ve been receiving requests for the various services we provide. Our self-deprecating comedy sketch led to our receiving multiple subcontracting opportunities and numerous new business leads in the short term. Our thesis was that we’re uniquely equipped to generate ideas and content that get attention due to our sharp comedy skills and innovative thinking. In the long term, others in our industry have come to regard us as the home of irreverence, an agency that is willing to take risks that other agencies will not. While much of our work has nothing to do with comedy, humor, video production, or destroying your political opponents with vicious propaganda, making our mark that day has had lasting effects well beyond the laughter it produced.

We take pride in our role as rebels with a cause. In fact, some would say that Steve is quite the iconoclast,5 but he sees himself more as the John Lennon of PR. You say you want a revolution?

OBSERVATION

Comedy creators notice the elements of a situation that are not obvious to everyone else. They illuminate the point in a variety of hilarious ways, leading us to see things their way.

We referenced the legendary Chilean politician Pablo Neruda’s famous quote “Laughter is the language of the soul” earlier in this text, but if Neruda had seen the 2019 TV spots from Peloton, the late South American’s soul might be using some choice language of its own. Three points for the first reader who can tell us the Spanish translation of “What were you thinking!”

In the ad, a husband gives his wife a Peloton exercise bike for Christmas.6 The wife instantly expresses equal parts joy and nervousness about using the state-of-the-art technology in her fitness routine. The internet instantly expressed equal parts shock and outrage over the sexist, body-shaming ad campaign. Katie Way of Vice called the spot “a bleak portrait of a woman in the thrall of a machine designed to erode her spirit as it sculpts her quads.” The ad campaign was yanked almost immediately under the weight of the criticism, and the agency who produced it has been spinning its wheels ever since.

What Peloton did wrong is obvious now. Hindsight is always 20/20, and we can see that instead of putting themselves into the bicycle shoes of their target audience, Peloton raced to complete the campaign like the final stages of the Tour de France. As we all know, haste makes waste, and in this case, very bad taste.

You have to know your audience and what they’ll think of your observations, because, in this day and age, they’ll definitely let you know.7

In the end, it’s a cautionary tale. What began as a well-intentioned ad campaign designed to boost sales around the holidays ended in a doomsday ride for the brand, which would go on to hit many more potholes in subsequent years. A bumpy ride indeed.

RELATABILITY

Years ago, when we were the agency of record for discount apparel giant TJ Maxx, they revealed unceremoniously to us via email that they were considering replacing us. Our contact there used the phrase “playing the field” with regard to entertaining a pitch presentation from a much larger, global agency. Having been thus put on notice, we were encouraged to share a document stating our case for why the retailer should stick with Peppercomm. We did not share a document.

We spent the afternoon writing a sketch based on a 1970s-style reality dating show and called it A Perfect Match. Rather than pleading our case as to our ability to compete with larger agencies with bullet points, type fonts, or flowery language, we turned the whole ridiculous ask into a sketch comedy video unlike anything they’d ever seen.8 They divorced us a few weeks later anyway, despite claiming to have absolutely loved the creativity of our video. Alas, the CFO decided to take our budget and allocate it instead to upgrading TJ Maxx’s IT infrastructure. This remains the only instance in recorded history of Peppercomm losing a piece of business to software.

Regardless of that outcome, working on projects like this one brought us all together as a team and allowed us to have a great time at work, despite being asked by a client to grovel at their feet.

We’re often asked by clients to help them figure out clever, memorable ways to observe their fiftieth, hundredth, or in one memorable case, four hundredth anniversaries, the aforementioned Saint-Gobain. (The founder of this French conglomérat actually built the mirrors at the Palace of Versailles. How about that for an opening act?) Many PR firms and advertising agencies also look to find special ways to commemorate their respective milestones in their corporate trajectory.

In 2010, for example, Peppercomm sought to find the best way to mark our own fifteenth anniversary as a firm. We invited employees at all levels to help us collaborate on the project, and someone suggested a comedy sketch, a fictitious film trailer for a movie that would never actually be made. This promoted an amazing round of brainstorming that culminated in the production of Fifteen, a video starring our staff that excerpted and spoofed classic films such as Star Wars, Casablanca, and A League of Their Own while subtly espousing the virtues of our beloved place of business in PR areas such as employee engagement, measurement, and coverage.

This video was sent out in place of a traditional holiday greeting card in December 2011. It received rave reviews across the board from clients, prospects, and potential hires. Since our employees were all the cocreators and stars of this ridiculous sketch, it burst the thermometer in terms of building trust and teamwork (not to mention morale) internally among the troops. The sense of overwhelming pride we all took in the finished product was in no way reflective of the actual end result.9 That said, it was a runner-up for Best Trailer at the International Greenland Film Festival (not a real thing). Again, this isn’t about turning your office space into 20th Century Fox Studios or Netflix; it’s about bonding, collaborating, and telling your story in an innovative and impactful way.

Relatability is key to any comic idea, of course, and when it’s missing, well, to paraphrase the eighteenth-century Scottish poet Robert Burns, the best laid plans of mice and men can cause an absolute avalanche of criticism on Twitter. Case in point, the luxury fitness brand Equinox decided in late 2022 to swim upstream when all its competitors were going in the opposite direction. To wit, when every other fitness center was pushing to sign up new members whose goals for the new year included getting into shape, Equinox launched an ad campaign titled, We Don’t Speak January. They thought it was cool.

Their message was, “It’s not you, it’s January,” calling the month of January “a fantasy, delivered to your door in a pastel colored box. You are not a new year’s resolution.” In short, they were refusing to accept any new members in the busiest month of the year for any gym company, and the reaction was swift and severe: “No one who actually cares about fitness goes to Equinox. Rich people just have a biological need to waste money,” tweeted one user in January. Another added, “Didn’t realize a health club would be so vehemently against people trying to improve their health and well-being.” Needless to say, Equinox pulled the ad campaign faster than an Olympic sprinter can pull a hammy.

FORMS OF SKETCH COMEDY

Parody

Parody means comedy built around the framework of an existing construct or other preexisting material. The audience’s familiarity with the target is typically key to making the joke work. In the Fifteen video we just discussed, we spoofed a typical Hollywood movie trailer. We exaggerated elements found in a typical trailer, such as catchy one-liners, quoting rave reviews, and even the ever-so-trite opening, “If you only see one movie this year.”

We employed long-form sketch comedy techniques in a parody video we used for promotional purposes and to attract new business.10 In order to introduce and perhaps differentiate Peppercomm from our closest competitors, we spoofed the familiar tone of shows like Dateline and 20/20 Investigates and followed over-the-top investigative reporter Clayton Fletcher on his mission to uncover Peppercomm’s “sleazy underbelly” as only a top-notch journalist could.

The video, however tongue-in-cheek, reflects Steve’s belief that there actually is a sleazy underbelly to public relations. Our leading trade publications routinely overlook everything from fraud to CEOs who say one thing and do another, and are just generally, well, sleazy. Our observation and our thesis are very clear from the moment the premise of the video is established.

The other not-so-well-kept secret in public relations is that the elite firms often receive preferential treatment from those same trade publications. The more these firms spend, the more press they receive. Separation of church and state (that is, editorial and advertising) simply doesn’t exist in the world of PR trade media, and that is what made this video particularly impactful for those in the know who saw it. We had the guts to subtly call out the bad actors and not see the PR world through rose-colored glasses.

Finally, this video brought our team together in a new way. None of it was actually scripted, but the script was built in progress through improvisational techniques. Clayton reacted honestly to each person his undercover reporter character “interviewed,” and the comedy was born in real time and captured by our not-so-excellent camera. Our employees loved sharing it with friends, family, and the occasional stranger on the J train.

Inversion

When a character is presented doing the opposite of what would normally be expected, you’re probably in the middle of an inversion sketch.

In business, companies use inversion to create funny commercials and advertising campaigns. A great example is the gecko lizard who represents GEICO. Rather than hopping around and catching flies on his tongue, the mild-mannered reptile spreads the word about low-cost collision coverage. Nobody saw that one coming!

At Peppercomm, we include inversion in our creative thinking. A brainstorm for a client looking for a concept might go down a path like this:

MAGGIE: How about a baseball team?

STEVE: Yes, and the coach is a Zen Buddhist.

CAROLINE: Yes, and when his team loses, he does inspirational quotes.

JACKIE: “We may have lost the game, but we gained enlightenment.”

And even though the final PR campaign may end up having nothing to do with baseball or Buddhism, ideas in the brainstorm often lead to something the client ends up loving. The key is to use inversion as a possible tool to mix things up creatively.


ROI TIP from STEVE

I thought it would be fun to one day discard my corner office and suit and tie, and exchange jobs with our receptionist, Kelly. I would do her job for the day, and she would do what I do (sit in conference rooms pretending to care, go to the gym, take a nap on the couch, and go home early).

I slipped into Kelly’s chair at the reception desk and began coping with a switchboard whose lights rivaled Times Square on New Year’s Eve, employees all simultaneously placing lunch orders, and clients announcing themselves to meet with Tim. I began downing a toxic mix of TUMS, espresso, and some prescription painkillers I found in one of Kelly’s desk drawers. I was overwhelmed beyond belief: “How do I order lunch, how do I transfer a call, and who the hell is Tim?” And all of this before 11:00 a.m. By the time 4:00 p.m. rolled around, I was ready to roll out, but not before checking Kelly’s desk drawer one last time for the road.

By contrast, Kelly reported that she’d just had one of the best days in her two-year career at Peppercomm. She felt revitalized, rejuvenated, and ready to take on whatever the regular CEO decided to throw at her the next day.

He threw her a 15 percent raise.



Exaggeration

Exaggeration is a powerful communications tool in business. The late Tony Hsieh, founder and CEO of Las Vegas–based online retailer Zappos (www.zappos.com), used the exaggeration technique to address backlash to his company’s announcement that they were moving to a holacracy. A holacracy is a management style in which traditional functions of managers are eliminated and job titles are replaced by roles that individuals acquire. When this change was first announced, the employees were frantic; 18 percent of the workforce took the next train out of Sin City. They decided this thing that happened in Vegas should stay in Vegas without them! They collected their severance packages on the spot rather than seeing how this holacracy stuff would play out.

Top business media eviscerated Hsieh and Zappos, with Harvard Business Review decrying “the latest trend in self-managing teams” as “bossless” and “a naive social experiment that ignores how things really get done” and Business Insider predicting failure because “we’re social beings, and social issues get in the way of logic sometimes.” The latter even went so far as to doubt the sincerity of the move, speculating, “Holacracy at Zappos could be more of a nominal rebranding—or as [MIT Sloan School of Management professor Jan] Klein says, ‘window dressing’—than anything else.”11

In an era when the average CEO under such extreme pressure from all sides would have adopted a bunker mentality, Hsieh took the road less traveled and did the unthinkable: he was funny.

Hsieh collaborated with the “survivors” to produce a hilarious, self-deprecating video spoofing the idea of a holacracy and the disproportionate hysteria surrounding the announcement.12 Hsieh directed and starred in this employee-produced comedy piece wherein he wakes up from a dream in which the company has fallen into complete chaos, just like the press had predicted it would.

The benefits of this use of exaggeration were immediate:


	It allowed employees a little face time with the boss to work together in a creative setting. Working with the CEO on a mission-critical project is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for the average employee. There is no doubt they immediately shared the outcome with family and friends, saying, “My job and my boss are pretty cool.”

	It told employees that everything’s going to be fine. When faced head-on with change, humans have a bad habit of gravitating to worst-case-scenario thinking. The video’s exaggerated “sky is falling” theme demonstrates how irrational that idea is.

	It delivered a strong recruiting message: This is a fun and engaging place to work. Do you want to be part of a culture where innovation lives or not?

	It calmed the fears of supply chain partners, customers, and other businesses who may have thought Zappos was gambling too much with its future and was one dice roll away from going bust. This also quelled unease on Wall Street.



As is always the case, there are two sides to every story. We had a very different Zappos experience. By way of background, Peppercomm’s business development director had had a series of outstanding conversations with then senior facilitation developer Vanessa Lawson, who had indicated she was ready to sit down and collaborate with us on a multiphased, long-term comedy integration program for Zappos employees at all levels. We were beyond pumped and hopped on the first flight heading west from JFK.

The next morning, we arrived at Zappos HQ with a spring in our step that would make Ginger Rogers blush. This was a big-time chance with a big-name brand, and we were eager to make a great impression and hit the jackpot in Vegas. As soon as we told the receptionist we were scheduled to meet with Vanessa, she told us the latter was unfortunately out sick. Improvising on the spot, we asked if any of her direct reports were in the office. The response was swift and severe: “No.” Scrambling, we then asked to speak to Vanessa by phone. We crapped out again: “No.”

Seeing the obvious distress on our faces, the receptionist offered us a tour of the office and a signed copy of Hsieh’s autobiography, Happy at Any Cost. Unhappy at that moment, we gave it one more shot, imploring the receptionist to call Vanessa and reschedule our meeting for the following morning? No dice.

We returned to NYC with our tails tucked between our legs, having wasted a good ninety-six hours of billable time and substantial out-of-pocket expenses on a fruitless trip to Nevada. Our business development director was outraged and sent countless emails and follow-up calls to Vanessa, all of which were met with profound silence.

We’d love to channel Hsieh and make our own hilarious sketch comedy video about our experience dealing with this “fun and creative” company, but we haven’t, out of respect for the dead.

TOOLS OF SKETCH COMEDY

Brainstorming

To refresh your memory, a few things to remember in brainstorming are:


	Accept all the creative and wild ideas.

	Build on other participants’ ideas.

	Don’t criticize other collaborators’ ideas.

	Aim for quantity over quality.

	Make the brainstorming session visual.



Premise

The premise is the idea behind the sketch, which your audience should ideally be able to identify within the first few seconds.


ROI TIP from STEVE

FOR MANY YEARS, I penned a daily blog called RepMan. On most occasions, I shared my views on crisis communication, reputation management, and the like. But as I became more comfortable with using humor in business, I decided to incorporate a little fun into the repertoire.

In an ongoing premise that became very popular with my readers, I delved into the dangerous area of politics through the perspective of my beloved pit bull, Mick. Mick Cody became a political crusader who believed in civil rights for all canines. He was adamant that dogs should have an equal say in areas such as Roe v. Wade, the death penalty, and that every street corner should have a fresh, clean fire hydrant. He was elected our nation’s first congressdog in 2014. Sadly, his political career came to a barking halt when TMZ raised one leg and leaked a sexting scandal involving a local feline. Mick felt he’d been framed and set up for failure by his rival, Seamus Romney, a.k.a. Mitt’s Mutt.13



KEY TAKEAWAYS


	Strong point of view
Find a clear opinion and a way to express it.

Ensure that your message resonates with your audience.

Have facts to support your viewpoint.

Create unexpected or ironic ways to share.


	Connection with authenticity
Use characters and plot to find relatable themes.

Speak the language of your audience.

Meet your audience where they are.

Exaggeration leads to messaging going viral.


	Sensitivity and mindfulness
Be in the moment and for the moment.

Lampoon the expected by doing the unexpected.

Play with surprising settings and premises.

Plan the scenario in advance to test your tone.
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BOTTOM-LINE RESULTS

This book has been a lot of fun to write, and we sure hope it’s been fun to read, but we’re in the business section for a reason. You want to see results, so let’s talk about how what we’ve explored can elevate your organization to new heights of success and happiness.

EMPLOYEE ATTRACTION AND RETENTION

If we had a dollar for every executive who said he wanted to attract the best and brightest (B&B for short), we’d be competing with Branson and Musk to be the first billionaires on Mars. Today’s job candidates not only want to work in a forward-thinking environment; they’re demanding it. Every C-suite should know that their most important asset is either typing on a laptop or riding up and down a Hudson Yards elevator. Despite the copious amounts of evidence we’ve presented herein supporting the power of laughter, most leaders have yet to embrace its obvious benefit in the workplace. You can differentiate yourself from them and attract those B&Bs by getting with the times and in touch with your funny bone at work.

ENHANCED CONNECTIVITY, COMMUNICATIONS, AND MORALE

Whether it’s a packaged goods company, an accounting firm, a practice of doctors and nurses, a defense contractor, or a coalition of sidewalk fruit stand vendors, comedy makes a difference. We’ve seen incredible results teaching skills heretofore known only to performing artists to executives and employees at all levels. Barriers and silos that had existed for months, years, or even decades disappeared. Connectivity improved among those who disliked each other or simply didn’t want to meet or collaborate with one another. Storytelling skills are elevated and taken to results-producing levels. As for the effect on team morale, the proof is in the pudding. We’ve won more workplace culture awards than Nadal has grand slams. By practicing the techniques included in this book, you, too, can ace the opposition and be best-in-class in your industry.

ENHANCED WORKPLACE CULTURE

Instead of trying to convince everyone (including yourself) your workplace culture is healthy (we’re like a family here; we always have so much fun), use the skills in this book to make it so. For every company that makes the Fortune “Most Admired” list,1 there are a million that don’t. If you keep the fundamentals of TOAST front of mind and review the measurables we shared in this text, you’ll have everything you need to make a compelling case that you’re healthier than any of your competitors (HDL cholesterol levels/restless leg syndrome notwithstanding).

PRESENTATION SKILLS

Statistics show that 75 percent of humans would rather die than speak in public.2 The what/when/why/how that we’ve shared in these chapters will help you not only overcome that fear but look forward to the next big speech, new business pitch, or annual budget review with the boss. Communicating effectively, borrowing techniques from the greatest comedians, will allow you to look forward to something that 75 percent of humans fear more than death. No stats available on what percentage of armadillos are worried.

LISTENING SKILLS

Have you listened to a word we’ve said up until this point? If not, you’re in the majority. Most business executives we know are very poor listeners. In these pages, we have shared tenets of comedy that will be the Q-tip to your ear canal. Listening is a lost ark that Indiana Jones himself couldn’t find today, but we promise it’s more important now than ever. Become an empathetic, vulnerable, active listener and you’ll avoid all the snake pits and oversized boulders that work in the modern era will throw at you when you least expect it. Your workplace will be a haven of connectivity and not a temple of doom.

EMPATHETIC LEADERSHIP

Depending on whom you ask, empathetic leaders are either multiplying faster than rabbits or they’re disappearing faster than civility in our public discourse (remember when they used to say, “Don’t talk about religion or politics?”). Empathy means being open to admitting fault. It means accepting blame when things don’t go your way. It means learning from those around you. It means the best idea always wins. It means letting the whole organization celebrate every win. It means even a meanie can change; after all, the end doesn’t always justify the means.

TEACHING THE POWER OF DIY

While we’d love to be your strategic partner, we know that hyperinflation, budget concerns, the heightened cost of living, and that new seventy-two-inch flat-screen you just installed may make that impossible. We’re hoping that these pages have given you at least a blueprint for how to implement real change in your business. And we’re always just a quick phone call away—unless Steve’s on an ice climbing trip in Antarctica or Clayton’s headlining in Tupelo. Then you’re on your own. What did you think DIY stood for anyway?

REINFORCING THE PURPOSE OF A PURPOSE-DRIVEN ORGANIZATION

There was an 1849-like gold rush to be “purpose driven” at the height of the pandemic. As we’ve seen, however, more than a few CEOs somehow confused the words purpose and profit (and profited handsomely as a result). But while their personal net worth glittered, their company’s reputations took a beating that even “Iron” Mike Tyson would admire. These despicable gold diggers were called out in public for this, and some were asked by their boards to hitch the first stagecoach headed east. The fourteen-karat brilliance of using comedy is that it enables you to hold your organization accountable for their purpose-driven commitments. While your reason for being may be serious, keep your sense of humor while sharing your purpose as a team, because there’s gold in them thar hills!

EMBRACING CHANGE WITHIN THE ORGANIZATION

Nobody wants to change. Getting the average employee to change is harder than getting your phone to cast to your television. (The phone may be smart but we sure aren’t. Steve hasn’t been able to figure out a single piece of technology since the printing press.) Comedy can be a gateway to easing the tensions that come with the natural resistance to change. It can be your direct message to make change seem more natural and let your organization know WhatsApp! By plugging in to the marketplace and gaining a competitive advantage, you’ll do to your competition what the DVR did to television commercials: you’ll speed right past them.

USING COMEDY AS A STRATEGIC DIFFERENTIATOR TO EVERY STAKEHOLDER AUDIENCE

Every human being is as unique as a snowflake. Every audience you want to connect with, too, is unique. They may not appreciate the implication of being called snowflakes, so don’t do that unless you want the cold shoulder. Winter is coming to those brands that fail to recognize that their target audiences want to have their uniqueness recognized. It makes them feel cozier than a cup of hot cocoa at a ski lodge in Aspen. To differentiate yourself from your competition, you need to make sure your audience gets you, your purpose, your message, and your mission. If you do that, they’ll feel cozy and connected to you. Use your unique sense of humor to connect with them or else you’ll be left in the cold.
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SELF-ASSESSMENT DIAGNOSTICS

Is any book worth the parchment it’s printed on unless it includes a self-assessment tool that bemuses, befuddles, and bewitches you? We think not! Here’s our version of that particular form of torture (please forgive your coauthors; our editor’s forcing us to do this part).


	Am I able to laugh at myself?
Always

Never

Depends on if the Mets are mathematically eliminated from playoff contention yet


	Am I open to constructive criticism?
Always

Never

Only if it’s of someone else and not me


	Do I see the humor in everyday life?
Always

Never

Depends on whether I’ve been sideswiped by a bus


	Am I a team player?
Always

Never

Actually, there is an i in team


	Does your CEO display empathetic leadership?
Always

Never

Depends on how his stock options are doing


	Does your CEO include every layer of the organization in decision-making?
Always

Never

Yes, but only six months after the decision’s been made


	Does your CEO surround herself with the best and brightest minds?
Always

Never

Well, I work here, don’t I?


	Does your CEO embrace innovative thinking?
Always

Never

Only in regard to that new addition on his beach house


	Is your CEO purpose driven?
Always

Never

He gets driven to the office every day in a limo. Does that count?


	Does your organization really feel like a family?
Always

Never

A dysfunctional one, sure!


	Is your organization set in its ways?
Always

Never

Our CFO uses an abacus


	Does your organization’s culture embrace diversity, equity, and inclusion?
Always

Never

Insert the word begrudgingly and you got us


	Does your organization’s storytelling resonate with stakeholders?
Always

Never

The only resonance around here is the boss’s MRI







Afterword

Breathing New Life into Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion Training

DIVERSITY TRAININGS ARE NOT FAILING; LEADERS ARE

A January 2023 opinion piece in the New York Times posed the question “What if diversity training is doing more harm than good?” Before choosing to spend a few minutes engaging the author’s ideas, I wrestled with the potentially absurd thinking that brought the article into existence. First, I quickly juxtaposed the word diversity with other important trainings across industries. I could not imagine anyone questioning whether increased emphasis on safety training might create more negative than positive outcomes. Similarly, I reasoned that few would dare suggest a reduced focus on client service training at the risk of being met with near ridicule. And what about technology training—the kind that continues to go over the heads of some employees who would absolutely destroy that stupid all-in-one printer/copy/fax machine if they were to ever find themselves in the building undetected and alone? There is no way any manager would seriously entertain the notion to simply stop producing the accompanying instructional sheets, emails, and videos as a method to solve the issue.

Second, I thought about quitting—literally bypassing the article title’s frustrating reminder that many of us who champion DEI initiatives have no small number of colleagues who question and/or devalue our efforts. But this would have been too easy. I do not subscribe to the idea that diversity training should necessarily make people uncomfortable; I believe that learning can be fun under the facilitation of creative and resourceful leaders. Yet I do not support the practice of preventing or avoiding the awkward interactions that sometimes arise in DEI discussions.

The New York Times opinion piece challenged me to spar with widespread pushback against the evidence that DEI initiatives can make work environments more productive. It communicated the idea that diversity training that “threatens dominant groups’ sense of belonging or makes them feel blamed may elicit negative backlash or exacerbate biases.” Unfortunately, this rationale is rooted in logic that presumes a problematic dichotomy from the start. Effective diversity training should center on togetherness—the strength of the whole when all team members feel safe, welcomed, and valued. But how?

The most helpful starting point for leaders responsible for improving workplace climates is understanding the meanings of diversity, equity, and inclusion and properly inserting them as meaningful components of a successful work culture.

Diversity refers to variety and the differences therein. Employee diversity can cross many categories, including country of origin, family and ethnic background, race, sex, age, culture, professional background and training, religious or political beliefs, and personality.

Equity refers to the existence of policies, practices, and institutional messages that work to eliminate unfair differences in outcomes. The end goal is for all team members to enjoy the opportunity to improve their lives devoid of gaps in opportunity and resources.

Inclusion refers to the value and practice of genuinely welcoming traditionally excluded individuals and/or groups into processes, activities, and decision/policy making in a way that shares power.

There are additional core definitions that should be added to a brief diversity introduction/language guide (please do not make people take quizzes!) to establish common understanding.

LEADERSHIP REQUIRES ACTION

When faced with challenges, effective leaders move from understanding to commitment to action. More employees will be motivated to embrace the value of diversity in the workplace when they see genuine investment from those in the C-suite, and this improvement in culture can happen even more readily if leaders develop a clear, definitive program of the “how.” The central idea of this book is that the “how” should include laughter.

Leadership involves change. Team members across industries are willing to be challenged in new ways, and leaders driving change should be equipped with new knowledge, new tools, and new courage. Not because they have to but because they want to—the difference is easily recognizable.

DEI works best when there is a cross section of leaders and teams that combine to form a critical mass that realizes the benefits of diversity in the organization. When people from historically disadvantaged groups feel seen, heard, and valued in the workplace, the likelihood of that work environment achieving measurable gains is increased.

EGGSHELLS AND EGGHEADS ARE BAD FOR BUSINESS

Recently, an African American woman in a large organization reached out and shared her refusal to speak during her team’s biweekly diversity sessions. The woman’s self-imposed silence centers on the potential consequences, including the derailment of her career, for speaking openly and honestly. If she were to explain to her fellow team members and managers that their response to the murder of George Floyd has proven more performative than genuine, and that previous calls for greater attention to DEI well before Floyd’s murder were ignored or dismissed, would she not be labeled as problematic or “not a team player”? As the only person of color on her team, the African American woman has given false responses for over two years on surveys that purport to measure the DEI climate within her organization. The mandatory pre-survey demographic questions (for example, length of time with the company, remote work status) make it easy to determine her identity.

Leaders with deep vocabularies might call this a conundrum, but I prefer to recognize it as a hot mess. We should seriously consider how many people across industries who want to improve their work environments are instead fearful of their thoughts being unwelcomed or attacked. Sadly, despite biweekly opportunities to voice questions and concerns in diversity sessions, the African American woman in the current example feels so unsafe that she continues to mask her frustrations and concerns.

Leaders must understand that many people from historically disadvantaged groups can enter diversity sessions with little interest in and incentive for being fully present. Their reluctance is often tied to executives’ strategy of “volun-telling” people from historically disadvantaged groups to lead the company’s diversity efforts and, as is often the case, speak on behalf of their disadvantaged group. Umm, sick day, please? Muslim team members should not be responsible for educating their coworkers about Islam and making them feel comfortable with potential business partners who share their faith. If individuals from disadvantaged groups are not being given a choice and compensation for the added responsibility of diversity work, it can be particularly harmful to team morale.

Leaders establish the identity of the group. In this regard, diversity trainings are not failing; leaders are. A helpful lesson that leaders can learn from comedians is the art of establishing oneness with an audience. When common communication barriers between executives and employees are removed, it helps create an environment of trust and cooperation. This is the point at which effective diversity trainings should begin.

In a healthy work culture, an African American woman should feel safe to identify the failures of her organization’s response to demonstrate its stated DEI values. Muslim employees should not feel pressured into attending and leading diversity sessions primarily because of their religion. It is an effective leader’s responsibility to build a climate that makes all team members feel understood or important enough that leaders are invested in achieving understanding. Again, the premise of this book is that humor should be a part of these communications and larger processes.

While laughter is an effective tool in diversity trainings, its use is not intended to make fun of anyone’s race, gender, religion, sexuality, ability, or national origin. For example, when humorous self-deprecation is used as a tool in building positive working relationships within an organization, it should never be coupled with comparison to any specific team members or people in their larger disadvantaged group.

For leaders who wish to engage their teams in a diversity discussion that is sure to include laughter, consider an old West African practice. Chiefs would occasionally host public gatherings and allow village members to make fun of their stewardship. (Some believe this is the origin of “the dozens,” a verbal comedy sparring contest popular in African American communities.) In today’s world, this practice can be modified and coupled with technology to promote team building and diversity awareness at once.

To get started, give team members time to anonymously share thoughts on DEI in the workplace from your perspective. Encourage exaggeration. Next, use Comic Life 3 to create a magazine using your facial expressions to demonstrate team members’ assessments. Present the finished product to your team during its next diversity session. Note that some anonymous notes received may need to be filtered out of the magazine that’s created, but your funny introduction using the magazine will have brought the team together in laughter and made possible an easier transition to discussing a concerning submission or other business. Plan your “performance” ahead of time as much as possible, but keep in mind the probability of needing to just go with it!

Unfortunately, many leaders and participants in today’s DEI trainings are either checking a box or faking enthusiasm to protect their positions. If more leaders focus on creatively constructing the “how” to make these sessions more genuine, efforts are likely to become more meaningful.

One large organization recently placed a moratorium on the use of DEI policies in its hiring practices, arguing that positions filled using criteria other than merit result in reduced organizational effectiveness. First, the term diversity hire is incredibly offensive to individuals from disadvantaged backgrounds who meet or exceed the requirements of their roles. Second, this type of attack against DEI policies in hiring practices rejects the notion that a workforce reflective of the ideals of diversity, equity, and inclusion is merit worthy. It is quite apparent, then, that far more diversity training is needed, not less. And if more leaders leverage humor in mediating the current divide, more people will “get it.” But, please, not without laughter.
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