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Over the past 9 years as a corporate trainer and speaker, I have taken an informal poll with my audiences as to whether they feel comfortable and competent telling jokes. About 5% of the people report that they do. Since I have observed that most people wish to experience humor at least occasionally, this suggests that the majority prefer to experience it through some other means. 

And indeed, most humorous episodes in daily life seem to occur in extemporaneous interactions, rather than in the recitation of jokes. I have come to call this kind of humor PP/IB (Participant Produced/ Interaction-Based), because it is 1) self-produced, and 2) unrehearsed and generated at least as much for the purpose of playing with the other party as performing for them. Contrast this with TPP/PB (Third Party Produced/ Performance-Based) humor, which 1) tends to rely on outside aids like jokes and cartoons, and 2) is often rehearsed and generated in order to entertain the other (i.e., the other is not required to contribute to, but only to consume the humor). 

Besides their quantitative difference, PP/IB and TPP/PB humor also appear to be qualitatively different, a fact I quickly noticed when I began performing in comedy clubs some twenty years ago. Specifically, even mildly humorous PP/IB humor (eg., ad-libbed interactions with the audience) often got laughs as big as, if not bigger than, those inspired by the TPP/PB material that had been carefully prepared, and that was by general standards funnier. Even more interesting, this laughter was also more collaborative in nature: Comedians who used mediocre TPP/PB humor were more likely to get heckled and than those who used mediocre PP/IB humor, while the second group also tended to get warmer applause.

In short, PP/IB and TPP/PB humor appear to have very different roles and effects. I propose that distinguishing features can be clearly identified when contrasting stand-up comedy to theatre improvisation. Improv is another form of entertainment that inspires amusement; yet its “rules” are often diametrically opposed to those of stand-up. These “rules” include: 

• Don't Try to Be Funny

• Focus Outward

• Make Positive Choices

These rules also apply admirably to PP/IB humor. In this session, participants will practice the rules through a series of theatre improvisation games. (Come comfortably dressed.) I hope also to briefly discuss the relevance of distinguishing between PP/IB and TPP/PB humor in research. 

