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Living the Humor Advantage: Ten Tips to Take Life Seriously and Yourself Lightly

Terry Paulson, PhD, CSP, CPAE
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“Realize that a sense of humor is deeper than laughter and more satisfying than comedy and delivers more rewards than merely being entertaining. A sense of humor sees the fun in everyday experiences. It is more important to have fun than it is to be funny." Laurence J. Peter and Bill Dana

After God created Adam and Eve, he gave them a baby. Then to keep the whole thing from falling apart, he invented humor. After they had to give back their keys to the Garden of Eden for eating the apple, God told them they would now have to work. He took back the apartment with a view but let them keep the humor to help them survive. We now have kids with no warranty or manual and work with no end, but we get to have our sense of humor as a ready sidekick to help us survive both. A humorous perspective can also be enlightening and enlivening for leaders and workers alike. Forget all that serious training you had as a child. Embrace a new word, "Neoteny," which means "maturing but retaining childlike qualities.” To start you off, here are ten tips to help you work the humor advantage in all you do.

“An outsider may be astonished to hear that one could find a sense of humour in a concentration camp…. Humour was another of the soul’s weapons in the fight for self-preservation…. It can afford an aloofness and an ability to rise above any situation, even if only for a few seconds.” Victor Frankl

"Brighten the corner where you are. You don't have to change the world, but you can brighten the corner where you are through your attitude and sense of humor." Brian Lee
"Humor is the great thing, the saving thing, after all. The minute it crops up, all our hardnesses yield, all our irritations and resentments flit away, and a sunny spirit takes their place." Mark Twain
“The neural circuits in your brain begin to reverberate. Chemical and electrical impulses start flowing rapidly through your body. The pituitary gland is stimulated; hormones and endorphins race through your blood. Your body temperature rises half a degree, your pulse and blood pressure increase, your arteries and thoracic muscles contract, your vocal chords quiver, and your face contorts. Pressure builds in your lungs. Your lower jaw suddenly becomes uncontrollable, and breath bursts from your mouth at nearly 70 miles an hour.” The Clinical Description of Laughter

1. Keep your face out of park, and it's as if others are invited to join your joy. Remember, laughter is contagious and so is cynicism. Which would you prefer to give others? You know the answer--people love to be with people who bring them joy. Don't let work mean terminal seriousness. Be ready to carry the humor burden when others are having trouble finding their own. 

“A child with a good sense of humor has nothing to fear from this world.” Anne Dillard
"The best way to cheer yourself is to try to cheer somebody else up." Mark Twain
2. Make room for laughter every day. Take your work seriously, but take yourself and problems lightly. Forget developing the "Eye of the Tiger"; try cultivating the "Eye of the Humorist." This is easy in California, but all must look for and use the humor advantage where they can find it. Be ready to say, "That's funny!" and "This is going to be a great story I can use!"

"Nothing is better than the unintended humor of reality." Steve Allen
"He deserves Paradise who makes his companions laugh." Mohammed, The Koran
3. Catch yourself being funny by asking at the end of each day, "What humor did I use that worked?" "What funny incidents happened that I enjoyed or could use?" Write down your experiences in a humor journal or diary. Write down unique stories and anecdotes from your life that illustrate key points you plan on sharing with others. Never stop collecting and expanding your collection of appropriate humor. Use files or albums to store comics, articles, ads, and anecdotes. For the computer literate, make a "humor keeper file" with a subject directory so as not to forget the humor that is worth keeping. Make a "Keeper CD" with YOUR favorite humor to listen to while you commute. Once you've started collecting humor (your "lifters" from others), leave space for the "poppers," because they are sure to follow. When you start looking for, reading, and collecting humor, you will find that humorous thoughts and spontaneous witty statements will "pop" into your mind at the most unusual times.

"If you read something often enough, no one can take it away from you.” Vera Paulson
4. Keep humor a bridge builder to smooth out even the toughest relationships. You know the ones that are tough--frustrated citizens, bosses, co-workers, not to mention, your own teens, spouses, and passing motorists. Using your sense of humor is one of the best deposits you can put into your relationship deposit account. The next meeting you attend, try sitting next to one of your “difficult” people and share the gift of laughter together.

"Laughter is the shortest distance between two people." Victor Borge
5. Avoid humor that creates laughter at the expense of others. Develop your own humor code and then keep it. Leave sarcasm and jokes that make fun of others out of your personal comedy repertoire. You don't need them to be funny, and you may hurt someone badly. A person that is made fun of may not be able to understand that underneath the kidding is love and acceptance of their value. Most experience sarcasm as a deft dagger that one can stick in, turn, remove and clean before the victim realizes they have been stabbed. Jokes are often cold and at the expense of a particular group; humorous stories allow us to share common experiences and laugh together.

"When someone blushes with embarrassment..., when someone carries away an ache..., when something sacred is made to appear common..., when someone's weakness provides the laughter..., when profanity is required to make it funny..., when a child is brought to tears..., or when everyone can't join in the laughter..., it's a poor joke!" Cliff Thomas
"Some people can make others laugh at others, some with others. Does your humor isolate or bring together?" Norman Cousins
“Couple durability found one key factor. With couples that stayed together, 5 or less out of every 100 comments made about each other were put-downs. Among couples who split, 10 of every 100 comments were insults. Hostile put-downs act as cancerous cells that if left unchecked erode the relationship. After a decade, downhill couples fling five times as many cruel and invalidating comments at each other as happy couples.” Dr. John Gottman, Univ. of Washington

6. Learn to laugh at your errors and the world will laugh with you--not at you! The safest target for your humor will always be yourself, so why not take advantage of it. A good sense of humor makes it easier to admit your mistakes; laughing at your own errors will help you get out of the rearview mirror and bounce back. Most like to be with people who are comfortable with who they are--warts, receding hairlines, and all. Kill your own version of the myth of perfection that leaves you living up to images no one can match. In this world of rapid change, the world doesn't need more people pretending to be "perfect." The white-knuckle decade needs coping models who are aware of their limitations and can admit mistakes and listen when they are wrong. Those adults usually have a sense of humor.

"It often happens that I wake at night and begin to think about a serious problem and decide I must tell the Pope about it. Then I wake up completely and remember that I am the Pope." Pope John XXIII
"I don't trust anyone who can't spell a word two ways." Mark Twain
"Laugh at yourself first, before anyone else can." Elsa Maxwell
"I didn't do it, and I won't do it again." Louis Armstrong
7. Laughter also remains one of the best natural tranquilizers that is available whenever you need it. When things are going crazy, take a trip on the funny side. Use the gift of humorous perspective for yourself and others, "Are we having fun yet?" "Is this candid camera?" "This life is a test. It is only a test. If it had been a real life, I would have been given instructions on where to go and what to do." "Some day this will be a great story!" Why cry when you can laugh? Whether you need help surviving a difficult day or a frustrating traffic jam, you may want to hold onto one of our favorite urgency breakers--"Some days you're the bug; some days the windshield!"

“You cannot keep the birds of sorrow from flying over your head, but you can keep them from building a nest in your hair.” Chinese Proverb

“I know God will not give me anything I can't handle. I just wish that He didn't trust me so much.” Mother Teresa

"Sometimes you just need to look reality in the eye, and deny it." Garrison Keillor

"Don't get mad, get funny!" Judy Carter
8. Don't suffer the sin of being a dull in the entertainment age. Try sharing humorous incidents instead of negative gossip when you talk to others. Take time to initiate and talk humor during breaks or over lunch. Keep asking the question, "What funny incidents happened to you today?" Take turns answering. Expect that the first time, few will have anything to report. When you continue, all will begin looking for humor to have something to share. You get what you consistently ask for; if you want humor, ask for it. Always be ready to say, "Now, that's funny!"

"The next best thing to solving a problem is finding some humor in it." Frank A. Clark
9. Don't send mere letters or notes, send joke mail and it will be read with a special appreciation. Effective humor unlocks a reader or listener's receptivity; it's a "grabber" that pulls people out of the noise of life to work at listening. Like the proverbial tree that falls in the wilderness and makes no sound, many communications are sent but never read or heard. True communication provides more than a stream of words; it evokes images that help others understand and retain information. A good story builds a visual image with words. When they remember your funny story, they retain your point with it. Start asking yourself: What funny stories or humor can I use that will share a lesson worth remembering? 

"I have found in the course of a large experience that common people...are more easily informed through the medium of a broad and humorous illustration than in any other way." Abraham Lincoln
“Every one of his stories seems like a whack upon my back. Nothing else--not any of his arguments or any of his replies to my questions--disturbs me. But when he begins to tell a story, I feel that I am to be overmatched.” Stephen Douglas

"You can give `AhHa's' through `HaHa's'." Allen Klein
10. Stretch your humor muscles daily. Think setups by engaging the family in mental teasers--"What if...?" "Do you ever wonder...?" "How would Candid Camera visit us today?" "What crazy bumper sticker would I like to see on my bumper?" Such questions open the mind to crazy, humorous options. Look for opportunities to take things literally and watch the humor happen. Do exactly what you are told and act it out in front of others. In summary, if you want to use humor, you have to practice, practice, practice. Practice won't make you perfect, just better. Tell your stories 70 times in a week until you have mastered the delivery, but do make sure you use more than one person. Learn from your experience what lines and setups work. After 70 times, you will remember it, and it will be ready for use whenever you need it.

"If at first you don't succeed, do what your teacher told you to do." Bumper sticker
"We have no more right to consume happiness without producing it than to consume wealth without producing it." George Bernard Shaw
"If you can't hit oil in 20 seconds, stop boring." Larry Wilde
Have you ever had days you didn't feel like doing your job? The answer is, most likely, a resounding "YES!" Keep your humor history ready to come to the rescue. Turn off the TV, the music, and the others sounds in your life and take a mental journey through your humor memories. Many of your best memories are laced with laughter. Just thinking of them will bring you joy, your own portable inner upper! Promise never to let it be a crime to remember the fun in your life together, and never be so busy that you can't take a journey down your memory lane of humorous experiences. Always keep an air of playfulness, taking time to laugh and smile daily. Let there be laughter, and let it start with you.

"...Parsons, even in his prosperity, always fretting; Potts, in the midst of his poverty, ever laughing. It seems, then, that happiness in this life rather depends on internals than externals...." Benjamin Franklin 
"Joy is not in things, it is in us." Ben Franklin
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