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IT’S A 
FUNNY 
THING

How to use humor 
to delight audiences 

and improve retention
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T
he emerging speaker nervously
approached the CSP and asked
the age-old question, “Do I need
to be funny when I speak?” Most
of you reading this can join in on

the answer: “Only if you want to get paid.”
The reality is the answer really isn’t that
simple. Humor is expressed in different
ways. Our audiences are filled with an
array of different personalities, each
one living a different circumstance.
Therefore, knowing what will 
be humorous is derived from 
an awareness of who you are 
and knowing your audience.
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• Fun and enjoyment are proven ways
to build a socially connected learn-
ing environment. 

The research indicates that a greater
focus on the affective domain of adults’
learning experience, in particular, fun
and enjoyment, could prove to be as ben-
eficial and important as it is currently
considered in children's learning. Basi-
cally, information delivered with a good
dose of humor is remembered longer. 

Here’s a short explanation of what
chemically happens inside the human
body. Humor actively creates dopamine
in the brain. Dopamine is a neurotrans-
mitter, a chemical released by nerve cells,
that assists the brain’s reward and pleas-
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ure centers. Humor used well can create
pleasure in every receiver in the room. 

WHERE HUMOR LIVES
Humor doesn’t need to be a story or a
joke. It can be a picture in a slide deck,
or a word choice, or a body gesture. Ask
yourself: How can I experiment and
present this idea in a different way? Let
your audience see funny. Paint a picture
for them, live the story with your words
and body language. It’s not all about
jokes. Humor comes from more than
making people laugh. Humor can be
conveyed by merely showing your audi-
ence a lighter way to look at their lives.
There are millions (may be an exaggera-
tion) of activities that can be utilized

THE SCIENCE OF FUNNY
When you create humor, laughter and 
a sense of well-being among your audi-
ence members, you’re also creating 
a strong emotional connection with
them. A study on the impact of fun 
and enjoyment on adults’ learning 
at Federation University in Australia,
found the following:

• Both learners and teachers perceive
experiencing fun and enjoyment as a
motivator to attend classes and
acquire knowledge and skills. 

• Fun and enjoyment are mechanisms
that encourage learners to concen-
trate and help in the absorption of
learning.  

Humor can be
conveyed by

merely showing
your audience a

lighter way to look 
at their lives.
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where people have fun and learn impor-
tant concepts at the same time. 

It’s important for me to remind my
participants that they will be laughing
with one another, not at one another.
As a Certified Laughter Leader and
Trainer, it’s my responsibility to remind
my audience to always be respectful of
others, especially when engaging them
in what may seem to be nonsense. 

I make sure it makes sense and has
value for them to take home. However,
I don’t leave that to chance. I take them
on the journey and have an endpoint in
mind. I let my audience know that hap-
piness doesn’t really come from suc-
cess, but that happier people are more
successful. My journey with them is
about illuminating the connection
between humor in their day and how
happy they feel. 

A great way to utilize humor in your
presentation is by reducing tension,
especially when the unexpected hap-
pens. I had the privilege of watching
NSA member Dave Caperton use
humor to turn a circumstance that
could have ruined his program into a
learning experience. Five minutes into
his keynote, half the room went dark.
He acknowledged it happened and
made a non-offending joke, all of
which took about 15 seconds. Then, 
he continued as if the lights were on.
The room was fixated on Dave—not
the darkness. 

Let’s face it, some speakers are just
naturally funnier and quicker on their
feet than others. I heard NSA member
Tim Gard, CSP, CPAE, tell a story
about the time he fell off the stage.
From the floor on his back he said,
“Now I’ll take questions from the
floor.” I’m not sure my mind would
have worked that fast. He’s a master 
of spontaneity. 

MAKE HUMOR WORK FOR YOU
The more you want to plant humor in a
speech, the more it needs to be crafted
and practiced. It’s in the words, the
voice, the gesture, the pause. 

At my second NSA conference, I
stood in the middle of a conversation
between Mark Sanborn, CSP, CPAE,
and David Glickman, CSP, CPAE.

Mark: Hey, David, I used that joke you
wrote for me at my last presentation.

David: How’d it go?

Mark: The audience loved it. Being
right-brained, though, I need to get
more comfortable with it, so I’ll
have to practice more. 

I came away with two important 
lessons: Ask for help from the pros 
and practice, practice, practice—no
matter how long you have been speak-
ing or how successful you are. 

Know this: Sometimes you’re going
to bomb. Sometimes what you never
imagined would be so funny will get
the biggest laugh ever. This is a great
reason to record your presentations. 
I remember speaking and noticing the
audience thought a line I said was hys-
terical. I truly hadn’t planned on get-
ting that type of reaction and thought
quickly in my head, “I need to remem-
ber that.” 

You’re not going to say to your 
audience, “Hang in there, folks; that
was really funny and I need to write
that down.” Since I’m a person who
regularly forgets why I am standing in
front of a particular cabinet, I had no
idea what line that was. (Fortunately,
that brain cell did return later.) 

Here are a few ideas to assist in 
creating humor that works:

• Make sure your stories relate to 
the subject you’re presenting. 
Don’t incorporate a joke or 
story just because you like it. 

• Make it relatable. You have to 
know if your audience will under-
stand what you’re talking about.

• Be aware that your body is aligned
with what you’re saying. If you’re
being funny, for goodness sake, 
you need to smile!

• Keep a story or joke file, perhaps 
by topic. Understand it might be
years before it fits and that it might
never. (If NSA past president 
Jeanne Robertson, CSP, CPAE, 
can have a file like that, so can I.)

• Ask for help and feedback. 

• Watch and listen. There are a lot 
of funny NSA members—learn 
from them.

• Practice, practice, practice.

Don’t wait for the need for humor.
Don’t wait for a moment and then
hope for the best. It’s better to plan,
practice and enjoy. 

Julie Ann Sullivan is past president of the
NSA-Pittsburgh Chapter, professional
member of the Association of Applied
and Therapeutic Humor, and a Certified
Laughter Leader and Trainer with the
World Laughter Tour.

Ask for help 
from the pros and 
practice, practice, 

practice. 
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