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Who Am I Kidding? 
What Project Leaders Can Learn from a Stand-Up Comedian 

I'm struck by how laughter connects you with people. It's almost impossible to 
maintain any kind of distance or any sense of social hierarchy when you're just 
howling with laughter. Laughter is a force for democracy. - John Cleese 

 
 
 
Abstract  
 
This study is to call attention to the techniques that stand-up comedians knowingly and 
systematically apply and how those techniques can be of use to the project leader.  
A great stand-up comedian utilises certain principles both in writing of material as well as in 
his/her performance.  There is some basis of research on humour and management but 
surprisingly little has been written about the connection between project management and the 
art of stand-up. The research question was What can the project leader learn from the stand-
up comedian? Inviting Judy Carter, a well-known comedienne, to Iceland, where she set up 
two leadership workshops in Reykjavik University, as well as hosting an open talk, explored 
this question.  Judy Carter, who has extensive experience in motivational speaking, both for 
leaders as well as hosting stand-up comedy workshops for comics, introduced some ideas that 
I hypothesise could be useful for project leaders, such as the art of self-deprecating humour in 
management, conflict resolution through humour and thinking outside of the box. The 
experiment was observed in a participatory way; participants gave their feedback at the end 
of each session and responded to a survey immediately after the workshop. The results gave a 
convincing indication that stand-up techniques can be a helpful addition to the project 
manager’s toolbox. 
 
 
Introduction 
 
 “Serious business” is hardly what comes to mind when people think about stand-up comedy. 
Many may picture a casually, bordering on sloppily dressed individual, standing on a small 
stage in a seedy pub, mike in hand, telling often crude jokes, with a response that ranges 
anywhere from dead silence or even booing to roaring laughter. The stereotypical project 
leader is perhaps a well-put-together, logical and results-oriented person armed with a Gantt 
chart, ensuring all team members are on board to deliver the task at hand. The project leader 
has to establish connection and authority with a team of different individuals with personal 
power using a specific code of conduct or the IPMA Competence Baseline, empowering the 
team to deliver the desired results. 
This thesis will set out to establish that there is more to stand-up comedy than goofing around 
and these two seemingly different professions have more in common than it would appear at 
first glance. I have been dabbling in stand-up comedy for a few years. Soon after joining the 
MPM program, I started seeing parallels between stand-up comedy and project management. 
I also began noticing how some of the techniques I had researched in stand-up comedy could 
be of use to the project leader.     
A successful stand-up comedian knowingly and systematically applies certain principles both 
in material writing as well as performance. With humour at the forefront, stand-up comedy 
requires discipline, openness, an observant mind, an ability to anticipate, prevent and deal 
with unforeseen situations, as well as an aptitude for both reading and connecting with the 
audience. Most of us would agree that humour, in general, is an inseparable part of human 
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existence, much in the same way as love, anger, joy and grief. Humour plays a big part in our 
daily lives and it is an important tool in the armoury of the leader. The IPMA Competence 
Baseline (ICB) has incorporated humour into the behavioural competences’ part of the 
competence eye. Positive psychology is field of study that has become increasingly popular 
in the last decades. In the last 10 years, more has been written on humour and management, 
as well as on the positive physio- and psychological effects humour and laughter. There is 
evidence to support that humour increases energy and well-being (Dienstbier, 1995, 19, 255–
67). 
Even though the stand-up comedian is usually not telling stories in the classical sense (and in 
fact avoids it, for the most part), one of the most characteristic methods of stand-up comedy 
is personalising the most mundane things and finding the humour in situations where he 
himself is usually the main character. Goffee et al. on authentic leadership point out that the 
effective leader engages others with stories, anecdotes, and by personalising their 
communication and thereby connecting with the team on an emotional level (Goffee et al., 
2006 p. 164-167). Furthermore, the newer leadership styles both that of the charismatic and 
transformational leader styles acknowledge the value in making events meaningful for team 
members with emphasis on values and emotions (Yukl, 1999, 285-6). Even though it may not 
be the main objective of the project leader to be funny or make people laugh, engagement is a 
fundamental goal of both the stand-up comedian and the project leader. In a way, they are 
both trying to connect with their respectable “audience” right from the beginning and keep 
the connection alive throughout the lifetime of the set or project. The person who delivers 
with humour is therefore considerably more likely to succeed in engaging a team; to have 
them listen with an open mind to what is being said, than someone who delivers a message in 
a dry and factual manner.   
With this in mind, authenticity is the sister of truth and authenticity can be achieved through 
personalisation, often using self-deprecating humour and charisma.  After having attended the 
workshops of Judy Carter, there were a number of themes that stuck out as especially 
relevant in this context and they will be explored in this thesis.  I will argue that these 
concepts and techniques are an important part of effective leadership. The truth concept; the 
use of self-deprecating humour; listening and saying yes; conflict resolution using a stand-up 
comedian approach and the impact of conscious storytelling as well as the power of contrary 
thinking will be explored in relation to the successful leader. Data extracted from the post-
workshop survey will then serve as means of supporting the claim that this is a field that 
should be studied further and to greater extent.   
 
 
Proposition 1  
Using your own main stories (self-disclosure) along with self-deprecating humour increases 
your authenticity and likability as a leader. 
 
Proposition 2  
Project leader embodying the fearlessness and the “yes, and” attitude of a stand-up 
comedian gains an advantage in solving problems — in thinking outside of the box — in 
addition to skills that are helpful in conflict resolution.  
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Literary Review 
 
On Humour, Leadership and Stand-up Comedy 
 
Effective communication is at the centre of all leadership. Flauto’s study of the link between 
leadership and communication competence suggests that effective communication is the 
single most important factor in successful leadership (Flauto, 1999, p. 86).  Holmes (2007) 
goes on to say, that “workplace interaction is fundamentally about spoken and written 
communication, and for those involved in leadership positions, spoken communication 
clearly predominates” (Holmes, 2007, p. 5).  How is stand-up comedy defined? 
 

Stand-up comedy is the art, initially developed in the United States, of 
humorous dialogue presented before an audience. The talk itself is memorised 
and, today, usually expressed in a spontaneous conversational manner, as if the 
performer were speaking to friends (Stebbins, 2014,  p. 3).                    
 
[Stand-up comedy is] the purest public comic communication, performing the 
essentially the same social and cultural roles in practically every known 
society, past and present (Mintz, 1985, p. 71).  

 
Many stand-up comedians believe that they need more self-confidence than their colleagues, 
who can hide behind characters and costumes. Most stand-up artists perform in their own 
name. Their delivery is often so natural that the audience is frequently under the impression 
that they are improvising and making things up on the spot. However, in most cases their act 
is carefully prepared and organised. Those who are able to perform their written material in 
this nonchalant way are more likely to strike a chord with the audience than other performers 
(Jónsson, 2011, p. 57 & 87). 
In section 4.4.3.3. of A Guide to the Project Management Body of Knowledge (onwards 
referred to as PMBok Guide) addresses the importance of being able to pick and choose from 
means of communication depending on the situation (PMI, 2013, p. 71). At the essence of 
leadership are people. The project leader will benefit from being familiar with various ideas 
whether it is utilizing ideas and concepts found in philosophy, psychology or even the 
dramatic arts.  Different methods, styles and means of communication and being able to vary 
those and apply where needed are therefore a considerable asset for the project leader. 
Humour can have a positive effect on communication if it is used in the right manner.  
 

The release of tension through humour often facilitates cooperation and 
decision-making. Humour is a powerful tool to decrease tension in situations 
where conflicts threaten to arise. Provided it is used in the right way, at the 
right time and with respect, humour can also facilitate communication”  (PMI, 
2013, p. 71).   
 

That is to say, according to project management guidelines, humour can be of importance. 
“The most effective leaders, then, use humour freely, even when things are tense, sending 
positive messages that shift the underlying emotional tone of the interaction”(Goleman, D., 
Boyatzis, R. E., & McKee, 2013, p. 35). 
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Truth, Engaging the Audience and Story-Telling 
 
Judy Carter’s workshop “Managing with your story” taught certain methods on how to 
incorporate your personal story (i.e. your truth) into your speech to engage and empower as 
well as deliver a message to those who are listening (in the case of project management, e.g. 
the team members, stakeholders and clients). Much has been written on the self-awareness of 
the project leader and the importance of truthfulness and direct communication (Jónasson & 
Ingason, De Maschia, Project Management Institute). In PMBok Guide section 4.4.4.5 it 
says, “Share own vision and goals in order to gain the engagement and commitment of 
others” (PMI, 2013, p. 74). Even though stand-up comedy is often quite outrageous and 
performed with feeling, truth is at the core. Steve defines comedy as the following: “Comedy 
is the art of telling the truth about what it’s like to be human” (Kaplan, 2013, p. 14). The 
stand-up comedian is direct and what makes him or her so funny is that he or she manages to 
tell the truth in such a way that is often brutally honest and shockingly self-revealing. Mintz 
(1985) describes the way the stand-up comedian “works the room” by finding a shared value 
and then goes on to establish “his or her comic persona, discussing personal background, 
lifestyle and some attitudes and beliefs” (Mintz, 1985, p.78-9). “Knowing his or her personal 
talents and accepting limitations creates a feeling of personal worth” (PMI, 2013, p. 64).  
 
Truth is arguably a powerful component in both stand-up comedy and project leadership.  
According to Sharon de Maschia (2012), authentic leadership is about being yourself and 
being true to yourself regardless of which leadership model you are using (p. 34).  Bill 
George starts his book Authentic Leadership: Rediscovering the Secrets to Creating Lasting 
Value by saying that the essential part of each leader is in fact authenticity and revolves 
around being yourself rather than emulating some ideal leader and this is best done by having 
a genuine wish for serving, empowering and connecting with people (George, 2004, p. 10-
12).  
 
According to Halpern & Lubar (2003), telling a good story is an effective way for the leader 
to capture the audience or fellow team members, using emotions, acting out voices etc. 
“Stories lift both the speaker and audience into the realm of full-bodied life and feelings. 
They touch both the head and the heart” (p. 176).  
The link between self-disclosure and connecting with people has indeed been established 
through research. “Self-disclosure is a critical aspect of relationship-building and, in general, 
higher levels of self-disclosure lead to increased liking for the discloser” (Collins & Miller, 
1994). C. Cooper discusses the importance of self-disclosure and its positive implication in 
building relationships in the workplace in the article Elucidating the bonds of workplace 
humour: A relational process model. Her findings support the theory that self-disclosure, 
when personal information is disclosed at the right time and at an appropriate level, it 
increases likability through perceived similarity. Her conclusion is that knowing humour 
theory and how it plays a significant part in the work environment can be valuable knowledge 
for leaders and organizations (Cooper, 2008). 
 
 
Self-Deprecating Humour 
 
One of the most important messages of Judy Carter’s book The Comedy Bible is that you 
should first and foremost make yourself the target of your jokes. One could argue that this is 
the most daring and exposing way of self-disclosing. 
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Everybody likes to work for a leader who has a good sense of humour […] 
people like to work with people who don’t take themselves too seriously. Poke 
fun of yourself. One of the reasons many people get fired is because of 
inappropriate joking; one way to counteract is that there is someone who you 
can joke about, that is yourself (J. Carter, personal communication, April 24, 
2017). 

 
Carter argues that by poking fun of yourself you immediately make yourself likeable and by 
admitting and, in fact, embracing your own defects you establish a deep connection with the 
audience. Let us consider this for a moment in relation to Barack Obama, the former 
president of the United States and the current president, Donald Trump. Political views aside, 
who is more likeable? Is it the former who frequently showed his human side, made fun and 
talked openly about himself or the latter? Most of us would agree that Mr. Trump is a man 
who is unable to laugh at himself, frequently takes jabs at anyone or everyone with 
derogatory and racial comments, and behaves much like a bully. 
Holmes, who has written much about humour, analysed the use of humour in Maori culture 
where the cultural ethics of the Maoris do not support boasting and self-promotion. In order 
to navigate the delicate waters of negotiation and leading successfully the leader frequently 
applies deprecating humour to diffuse situations and support mutually satisfying relationships 
between leader and team members (Holmes, 2007).  
It is, however, important to note that even self-deprecating humour can be used in a way that 
becomes counter-productive. Robert E. Wood et al. discuss how humour in the work place 
can be a double-edged source in their article, Humour in organisations: No laughing matter. 
It is also noteworthy that self-deprecating humour is considered a negative type of humour 
according to their review. That is, if applied in excess it can backfire with undesirable 
consequences. In their observations, they categorise humour into four main groups and 
emphasise that humour can be either negative or positive. There are many things to consider, 
such as gender differences, status issues, culture, ethnicity and race. “High levels of self-
defeating humour may also be used to mask negative feelings and anxieties or to avoid 
dealing constructively with a problem (Martin et al., 2003; Kuiper et al., 2004).”  
 
Humour and joking have had a bad rep almost all the way throughout history. It has mainly 
been considered a method for establishing superiority by putting others down and a defence 
mechanism of the ego (Freud, S., Freud, A., & Strachey, J., Jónasson, & Ingason, Morreall, 
J). Nevertheless, in using humour, it is safest to use self-deprecating humour to connect with 
others because using other types of humour can certainly offend, especially in the workplace. 
One technique Judy Carter taught in the workshop “Managing with Comedy” was to applaud 
your shortcomings by announcing a negative trait followed by a loud “yay.” This method can 
be extended to a project manager response to a mistake made in a project or teamwork. The 
PMBok Guide (2013), section 4.4.6.5. offers guidelines for recognising and even embracing 
errors to facilitate learning following a mistake: “In some cases, the individual leading the 
team can even promote behaviour that increases the chance of errors, if the project needs 
innovative ways to overcome problems and difficulties” (PMI, 2013, p. 81). 
 
 
The “Yes and ...” for Problems and Conflict 
 
Judy Carter talked about the power of the “yes, and ...” as a method to deal with difficult 
people. The stand-up comedian often has to improvise, especially when dealing with a lively 
audience.  



	 7	

The first rule of improv is “listen and say yes.” Ronald A. Berk (2009), who describes the use 
of improv technique in teaching and breaks down improv into seven main components: 
“Trust, acceptance, attentive listening, spontaneity, storytelling, non-verbal communication 
and warm-ups” (Berk, 2009, p. 31-32). Bruno and Ley’s study (2007) of the importance of 
the leader’s value system in relation to his leadership style concluded that the effectiveness of 
the leaders depends partly on how appropriate their leadership style is to the situation in 
which they operate (Bruno & Ley, 2007, p. 679). Many similarities exist between the teacher 
and the project leader. This gives credibility to the importance of a flexible leader, one that is 
prepared to “switch it up” and try different methods to get the desired results. A study 
conducted by Yoerger, M., et al (2017) finds that extraversion and openness are positive 
traits, which counterbalance negative meeting habits in the sense that those who fall on the 
higher end of the extraversion and openness spectrum tend to be more assertive, less irritated 
by counterproductive behaviour and overall more dominant (Yoerger, M., Crowe, J., Allen, 
J.A. and Jones, J., 2017, p. 203–223). To lead a group you need to engage your audience, 
provide valuable information in a format that suits your team members and as a leader you 
have to stand out in such a way that your audience will listen, much like the teacher. The 
stand-up comedian has to think on his feet and be prepared to deal with unforeseen 
interactions with the audience. Sometimes there are difficult members of the audience or 
even “hecklers.” So-called “heckling” is when somebody in the audience (the heckler) starts 
to interrupt with comments and thereby tries to make himself the spotlight of the act. The 
danger with heckling is that if the heckler is successful, the audience immediately forms an 
alliance with the heckler, much like classroom kids, where the boisterous child undermines 
the teacher by saying something mean and/or preferably funny that embarrasses the teacher. 
The audience seldom realises that, by laughing at the heckler, they have formed an opposition 
against the comedian. If the heckler succeeds once, he is bound to succeed again. It is 
therefore of paramount importance for the stand-up comedian to deal with the heckler as soon 
as he starts up (Jónsson, 2011, p. 59 & 67).  
 
Kotter talks about how difficult individuals can be detrimental to team work and building the 
coalition for change (Kotter, 2012, p. 61-63). 
 

Prevention [of conflicts] includes pre-empting conflict topics, keeping team 
members with conflicting characters or interests in separate teams and/or 
delegating conflict-sensitive items to specific people (Project Management 
Institute, 2013, p. 85). 

 
We can deduct that the project leader could draw from the stand-up comedian the flexibility, 
listening skills and the ability to take things as they come to be able to change the course of 
action in a project in case of unexpected events.  

 
Everything is problem solution; in managing projects a lot that gets in the way 
is conflict. You stand between the client and the team. When you come on 
stage you will always have someone who wants to bring you down. The same 
thing happens when you are managing people (J. Carter, personal 
communication, April 27, 2017). 

 
The yes, and rule, as well as improving communication can also be useful for the project 
leader, who wants his team members to get “unstuck” and see new possibilities. Halpern and 
Lubar describe how improv technique was used to build up on existing idea by requiring 
team members to say “yes, and” rather than the usual “yes, but”. In this way improv 
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technique can serve as a tool to generate better ideas or ideas that would never have seen the 
light of day under normal circumstances (Halpern and Lubar, 2003, p. 58-61).  
       
 
Contrary Thinking – Thinking Outside the Box 
 
According to some sources Aristotle said that the secret to humour is surprise. This has been 
widely disputed during the ages, i.e. whether this should be attributed to the abovementioned 
Greek or if there is any truth in the theory. However, one of the techniques Carter taught was 
how to practice contrary thinking by finding and connecting opposites in a novel way to 
spark creativity and produce laughter.  
 

The reason people laugh is because the linear is interrupted through a surprise, 
and to be able to do that you have to understand what is called contrary 
thinking. Having a positive attitude about the negative is actually contrary 
thinking. You take that aspect of comedy and play into management that’s 
when you get, you understand, that will train your brain so that will set you 
apart from the pack (J. Carter, personal communication, April 27, 2017). 
 

The stand-up comedian is always trying to find connections between things where there 
seems to be little or no apparent connection. Connecting concepts in an innovative way is 
what makes the audience laugh and is an example of contrary thinking. Contrary thinking 
style, i.e. non-linear thinking style, is associated with creativity, insight and intuition whereas 
linear thinking is associated with rationality, logic and analytical thinking. The findings of 
Vance, C. M., Groves, K. S., Yongsun, P., & Kindler, H. research assert that when managers 
consistently apply only one thinking style, they are not operating at full strength and 
flexibility, and as a result organizational performance will inevitably suffer.  

 
In fact, we have found that through effective sharing and interaction among 
participants in our training process, those with predominant nonlinear styles 
can help the linear thinkers build greater awareness and thinking style 
flexibility, and vice versa (Vance, C. M., Groves, K. S., Yongsun, P., & 
Kindler, H., 2007, p. 179-180).  

 
One of the main three theories on humour is the incongruity theory, which states that for 
something to be funny it needs to be incongruous in some way, i.e. there must be something 
that does not add up or surprises. The anthropologist Mary Douglas wrote a critical essay on 
jokes, where she explored Freud’s theory on humour as well as the incongruity theory. She 
says, “A joke is a play upon form. It brings into relation disparate elements in such a way that 
one accepted pattern is challenged by the appearance of another which in some way was 
hidden in the first” (Douglas, 1978, p. 93). In consideration of the foregoing, many a good 
veteran in comedy have advised against analysing jokes or even humour, per se, stating, 
according to their own experience, that explaining a joke is like dissecting a frog; you 
understand it better but the frog dies in the process. 
 
The stand-up comedian needs to apply keen observational skills to train the brain to find 
funny connections. There is to say, most stand-up comedians are people watchers with 
genuine interest in people and human nature. The effective leader needs to be interested in his 
team members, as is firmly stated in the ICB, “Motivating an individual requires the project 
manager to be aware of the person’s skills and experience, their personal attitudes, 
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circumstances and their intrinsic motivations” (IPMA Competence Baseline Version 3, 2006, 
p. 90).  
 
 
Research  
 
Method 
 
The aim of the study was to find out whether and how stand-up comedy methods could be of 
aid to the project leader in his development of communication and leadership effectiveness. 
Qualitative methods were used where workshop participants were asked to complete a 
Survey Monkey questionnaire (http://www.surveymonkey.com) after having attended the 
workshops Managing with Comedy and Managing with your story by Judy Carter.  
 
The premise of Managing with Comedy as set up by Judy Carter:  

• Openings: How to make them love you in 17 seconds 
• Comedy Writing Formulas 
• How to make any subject funny (even the most boring) 
• How to create comedy material from your life experiences 
• Techniques to conquer the fear of performing 
• How to turn the crazy characters in your family into material 
• How to deal with hecklers in life and onstage 

 
The premise of Managing with Your Story was to make leaders funnier and thereby more 
effective and engaging; in Judy Carter’s own words:  

• Using stories to communicate your message and inspire others 
• Storytelling structure 
• Making your points using stories 
• Finding extraordinary stories in an ordinary day 
• Three essential stories you need for business 

 
The workshops were held in Reykjavik University on the 26th and 27th of April 2017. The 
number of participants in Workshops 1 and 2 were 48 and 35 respectively.  
 
Participants were asked to provide background information, i.e. gender and age, as well as 
providing information on project management knowledge/experience, and a job title.  
 
The questions that participants in both workshops were asked to answer were as follows:  
 

1. What were the three most useful techniques you learnt in the workshop?  
2. What did you learn about leadership/management in the workshop? 
3. How important is humour/laughter in the work environment? 
4. Can you use stand-up techniques in leadership/management? 
5. If yes, how? 
6. How likely is it that you will use the techniques presented in the workshop in your 

work environment? 
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In interpreting the results, I broke down individual feedback, where needed, and sorted each 
response into seven categories: Self-deprecating humour, Storytelling/Self-Disclosure, 
Contrary thinking, Yes, and, Other techniques, General/Positive, and Negative.  
 
 
Limitations 
 
Although well intended, this study had rather poor participation rate as well as containing a 
relatively uniform body of MPM students and graduates; enrolment proved more difficult 
than had been expected. Even though online surveys can attain response rates equal to or 
slightly higher than that of traditional modes, Internet users today are constantly bombarded 
with messages and may therefore have limited tolerance to survey emails.             
  
Little in-depth material was acquired since participants’ answers were brief and included 
little detail. The study could possibly have been improved had the participants been notified 
in advance and asked specifically to provide as much information as possible. Furthermore, 
the lack of an interviewer to clarify and probe could possibly have led to less reliable data.  
 
In addition, study design limitations should be considered; including more quantitative 
questions on specific techniques could have given a clearer picture. Although considering 
other limitations, the response rate might then have consequently suffered. Lastly, the way I 
categorised the results was an objective way of going through the responses and is my 
personal interpretation of the answers. Other researchers might have done it differently. All 
of the above may have played some part in underpowering the overall results. 
 
 
Results  
 
Below are results from scenario analysis of the workshop participants’ responses. All 
participants received the same survey, however, given the difference between the two 
workshops, they were analysed separately, from now on referred to as Workshop One and 
Workshop Two. 
 
 
Workshop One – Managing with Comedy  
The response rate of the whole survey was 58 percent. 
 

 
 

 
 

Participants 

Women 19
Men 9
Other 0

Background

MPM degree 14
Studying MPM 3
Project manager without an MPM degree 4
Manager 6
Other 4
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Open-ended question number 1:  
 
What were the three most useful techniques you learnt in the workshop? Twenty-one 
participants answered this question. Responses are individually broken down, where needed, 
into the categories below. 
  

 
 

 

 
 
 

#1 Make fun of yourself

#2 Make fun yourself, your situation, but not others 

#3 Use shortcomings to engage people 

#4 It's important to make fun of yourself, don't take yourself too seriously

#5 Make fun of yourself

#6 Self-mocking

#7 Make fun of yourself

#8 Make fun of yourself

#9 Make fun of myself

#10 Make fun of yourself

#11 Self-mocking humour

#12 Make fun of yourself

Self-deprecating humour 

#1 To tell a story,

#2 The personal aspect

#3 To use humour systematically in stories 

#4 Use your bad days for a fun story

#5 Journey / not just facts,

#6 Telling stories

#7 Put your message in a story

Storytelling/self-disclosure

#1 Make fun of a known problem 

#2 Use humour to diffuse difficult situations and to lighten the atmosphere

#3 See the funny in everything

#4 See the humorous in your own life

#5 If I make a mistake I should use it to my advantage

#6 Not to take things too seriously

#7 Opening with humour in difficult situations, using humour when things are tough

#8 To be fearless  (not exactly a method but was clearly indicated)

#9 Respond with humour

#10 Find the humorous sides to the "negative"

Contrary thinking
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Open-ended question number 2:  
 
What did you learn about leadership/management in the workshop? Sixteen participants 
answered this question. Responses are individually broken down where needed into the 
categories below. 
 

 
 

#1 Yes but 

Yes, and... 

#1 Don't overuse, everything has its time and place

#2 Say when the joke is over

#3 Opening with  ‚ I know what you're thinking—

#4 Speak in first person when telling a story

#5 The number three in joke writing

#6 If ?????? were a Latin word...

#7 17 seconds

#8 Timing

#9 Small, small, big

#10 Kick off meeting

#11 Re-defining frustrations, act out

#12 Speech training

#13 7 step sales pitch 

#14 How to get the attention of the audience

Other techniques

#1 All useful

#2 Can't categorize

General/positive

#1 Nothing comes to mind :(

Negative

#1 A leader who makes fun of himself is a better leader. However, everything has its time and place.

#2 People put more trust in those who know how to make fun of themselves

#3 Not to take myself too seriously

#4 How you can establish yourself as a leader without being to serious or overbearing 

#5 You shouldn't take yourself too seriously 

#6 How to make fun of yourself

Self-deprecating humour 
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#1 How to use funny stories to get your message across

Storytelling/self-disclosure

#1 To have humour

Contrary thinking

 < none >

Yes, and... 

#1 How you can practice taking control in meetings/conversations 

#2 The importance of controlling the situation

#3 Try finding out what others are thinking

Other techniques

#1 A leader can be light-hearted and nice

#2 Human communication controls success, wherever you are

#3 Perhaps not a lot in this field but a nice addition nevertheless

#4 New and creative and above all fun ways to succeed 

General/positive

#1 Not much, unfortunately

Negative
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Quantitative question number 1: 
 

 
	

• 73.1 percent said very important.  
• 26.9 percent said rather important.  

 
 
Quantitative question number 2: 

 

 
 

• 92.3 percent said Yes 
• 7.7 percent said No 
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Open-ended question no. 3 (optional). Responders to the “If yes, how?” part of the 
question “Can you use stand-up techniques in leadership/management?” were 11 in 
total. 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

#1 Make fun of circumstances and yourself. 

#2 Making yourself more human, make fun of yourself and thereby getting people to relax allowing 
them to express their ideas and opinions

#3 You establish a stronger connection with people by f. example making fun of yourself

Self-deprecating humour 

#1 Humour is a powerful way to get the message across, become part of the group etc.

Storytelling/self-disclosure

#1 Lighten the atmosphere and thereby office morale
#2 Diffusing, get people's attention and engage people and avoid becoming just the boss/specialist

#3 If people are able to connect with you easily, in a relaxed manner instead of from fear, it's more 
likely that your subordinates will come to you with ideas

#4 The technique can be used to show different responses to surprises or unforeseen circumstances

Contrary thinking

< none >

Yes, and... 

#1 Connecting better with people and lighten the atmosphere when dealing with challenging matters
#2 Get people's attention, mostly

#3 Engage people, spark interest, increase team engagement and increase job satisfaction, which leads 
to a better project

#4 Much easier to motivate people with positivity and humour and get the most out of people

Other techniques

< none >

General/positive

< none >

Negative



	 16	

Quantitative question number 3: 
 

 
 
• 38.5 percent said Very likely 
• 42.3 percent said Rather likely 
• 19.2 percent were Neutral 
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Workshop Two – Managing with Your Story 
The response rate of the whole survey was 69 percent. 
 

 
 

 
 
 
Open-ended question no. 1:  
 
What were the three most useful techniques you learnt in the workshop? 16 participants 
answered this question. Responses are individually broken down, where needed, into the 
categories below. 
 

 

 
 

 
 

Participants 

Women 15
Men 8
Other 1

Background

MPM degree 9
Studying MPM 4
Project manager without an MPM degree 2
Manager 1
Other 1

< none >

Self-deprecating humour 

#1 Heart story
#2 Health, wealth and relationship connection
#3 Heart story
#4 Using  "Act it",
#5 Mess to success story 
#6 Heart story 
#7 Heart story 
#8  How to use your own story and the "mess" to message
#9 Act it
#10 How you can use your story
#11 My story
#12 The heart story and the credibility story

Storytelling/self-disclosure

#1 Using humour to improve communication

Contrary thinking
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Open-ended question number 2: 
 
What did you learn about leadership/management in the workshop? 14 participants answered 
this question. Responses are individually broken down, where needed, into the categories 
below. 
 

 
 

#1 < none >

Yes, and... 

#1 How to make people love you in 17 seconds
#2 The elevator speech
#3 Reading the crowd
#4 Speech techniques
#5 Giving speeches, deliver the right message, elevator speech
#6 Give thanks and elevator speech
#7 Elevator speech
#8 17 seconds
#9 Reading and engaging the audience
#10 Opening 
#11 Building elevator speech, engaging the room
#12 Get the crowd in 17 seconds
#13  17 seconds, elevator speech
#14 How to open and talk
#15 Pitch and the importance of engaging the crowd
#16 Get people's attention from the beginning
#17 Elevator pitch, how to start a speech

Other techniques

< none >

General/positive

< none >

Negative

< none >

Self-deprecating humour 
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#1 How important it is to connect to a subject on a personal level and deliver it to the "audience"
#2 To be more open and engage people in a more light-hearted way
#3 Use humour, myself and my own experience

Storytelling/self-disclosure

#1 How much power humour has and how you can use it to make people more co-operative in a
project 

Contrary thinking

< none >

Yes, and... 

#1 Listening to staff
#2 Be prepared, use humour where it's appropriate, try to get the right message across 
#3 Speak to the recipient, reading the crowd
#4 Understand what others are talking about
#5 Dramatic arts are useful to get peoples attention
#6 Showing interest in others engages them
#7 Showing interest is always the key
#8 Perhaps little other than how to get attention while speaking

Other techniques

#1 That everyone can do it

General/positive

< none >

Negative
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Quantitative question number 1: 
 

 
 
• 61.1 percent said Very important 
• 33.3 percent said Rather important 
• 5.6 percent said Not important 

	
 
Quantitative question number 2: 
 

 
 
• 88.9 percent said Yes 
• 11.1 percent said Don’t know 
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Open-ended question number 3 (optional). Responders to the “If yes, how?” part of the 
question “Can you use stand-up techniques in leadership/management?” were 10 in total.  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
  

< none >

Self-deprecating humour 

#1 By using mess to success to encourage people. Get the message across.
#2 Build self-confidence, inspire others

Storytelling/self-disclosure

#1 Creating team spirit, both in the beginning as especially in difficult situations
#2 By reading the audience (employees, environment and other managers)

Contrary thinking

< none >

Yes, and... 

#1 How work the crowd

#2 Reading the group and deciding on an approach with regards to the team, in order to engage team 
members

#3 Listening to the room, take in what the "audience" has to say
#4 Engaging people 
#5 Get attention

Other techniques

#1 People, who laugh together creates a unified positive experience that can help the team

General/positive

< none >

Negative
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Quantitative question number 3: 
 

 
 
• 44.4 percent said Very likely 
• 50 percent said Rather likely 
• 5.6 percent were Neutral 
 
 
Discussion 
 
My research set out to highlight different stand-up techniques and how they relate to project 
management and leadership, with reference to relevant literature in psychology, leadership- 
and humour studies. Main themes in stand-up techniques were pinpointed in relation to 
Carter’s workshops. Verbal accounts with Carter were also taken into consideration. A quick 
survey including both open- and closed-ended questions was then sent out to workshop 
participants.  
There were number of stand-up techniques taught at the workshops. Of the categories that I 
used the most prominent themes that appeared in results were self-deprecating humour, 
storytelling, and contrary thinking.  
It needs to be emphasised that no survey taker specifically mentioned contrary thinking or 
thinking outside of the box, although many talked about finding humour in every situation, 
which I interpreted as an aspect of contrary thinking. In interpreting the results, there was 
indeed a thin line between “contrary thinking” and “other techniques.” Furthermore, many of 
the responses in “other techniques” included methods for a great performance and getting the 
attention of the audience. This was much more prominent in Workshop Two, which is 
understandable since that workshop focused more on specific business techniques, such as 
the elevator speech and perhaps less on stand-up comedy.  The “other techniques” category 
was also significant in response to the “If yes, how?” part of the question “Can stand-up 
techniques be used in management/leadership?” where many made note of various audience 
techniques. One could therefore argue that it would have given cleaner results to include one 
category named “engaging the audience”. However, one of the main points of this thesis was 
to emphasise how self-deprecating humour, self-disclosure and storytelling can help with 
connecting with your team (i.e. audience), which goes to say that categorising the answers 
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with that additional category would still have proven difficult. As previously stated, the 
categorisation was objective and the lines quite blurry at times. With that in mind, the main 
conclusion that clearly holds water is that stand-up techniques can indeed be used in 
leadership and management. What was perchance most surprising was that the category “yes, 
and…” was hardly mentioned; somehow that concept did not quite get through, although I 
am certain it can be taught to greater extent in project management and with good results. It 
is also worth noting that participants in the survey were extremely positive towards stand-up 
techniques and the workshops, which shows that people were generally happy with what they 
learnt, although it needs to be considered that there is some possibility that those who were 
less satisfied simply ignored the survey.  
That said, given that the results showed that the great majority of participants in both 
workshops found humour to be important in the workplace; thought stand-up technique could 
be used in management; as well found it rather likely or very likely that they would use the 
techniques, strongly indicates what has already been established in the literary review, that 
humour is an important part of who we are and how we relate to other people, at work and 
elsewhere. “In neurological sense, laughter represents the shortest distance between two 
people because it instantly interlocks limbic systems” (Goleman, D., Boyatzis, R. E., & 
McKee, 2013, p. 10). Moreover, considering the literature on project management, project 
management guidelines and the competence baseline where the behavioural part of the 
competence eye makes up for one third of the code of conduct it can be deducted that the 
behaviour of the leader is extremely important and how the leader conducts himself is of 
uttermost importance. That said, humour needs to be used carefully and in a considerate way.  
 

The person who gets promoted is the one who has leadership excellence. Most 
stand-up comics are extremely insecure, depressed and yet they are able to 
stand in front of a crowd. What if project managers could do that? Stand-up 
comedians don’t wait for the confidence to present itself; they connect with the 
audience by embracing their insecurities. You get a personal platform by not 
being boring. Learning to present your ideas in a way that is funny, that way 
you’ll be remembered and your ideas will be repeated (J. Carter, personal 
communication, April 27, 2017). 

 
In other words, adopting certain nonchalance about yourself, stepping up and portraying your 
faults can be incredibly liberating and help with your leadership skills. Adam Grant talks 
about “stepping your worst foot forward” in his book The Originals where he describes how, 
when you are presenting an idea, i.e. to investors, it can actually help to carefully list what is 
wrong with your idea, instead of giving the usual sales pitch. Given that the idea/project is 
good, this helps your audience relax and makes you trustworthy (Grant. A, 2016, p. 68-79). 
 

In the workshop when people discovered that they had to participate and do 
comedy, they were scared to death and I could see in that moment, who would 
be leaders and who wouldn’t. Getting up and taking the risk of failure is the 
key to success; you can’t have success without the willingness to participate. 
To have a successful career, you need to get up and if you fall on your face, 
you still have to get up. That’s the only way to become a great leader; to reveal 
in public a defect, because comedy is something different. They learned in the 
workshop how much risk-taking comedy is. They learned about themselves 
and how to transform — turning problems into punchlines, at the bottom of 
project management — is chaos. When things fall apart, having humour at 
those stressful times can help to diffuse some of that stress and coming to a 



	 24	

solution rather than coming from fear (J. Carter, personal communication, 
April 27, 2017). 

 
Looking back on the propositions of this thesis there is enough evidence to support further 
studies on the subject. In Proposition One, I hypothesised that using your own main stories 
(self-disclosure) along with self-deprecating humour would increase your authenticity and 
likability as a leader. Although hard to prove with unquestionable doubt, this study gives 
considerable indication that this may indeed be case.  
In Proposition Two I hypothesised that a project leader embodying the fearlessness and the 
“yes, and” attitude of a stand-up comedian gains an advantage in solving problems thinking 
outside of the box and being, in addition to skills that are helpful in conflict resolution. This 
study may not have given a clear indication of this, nevertheless the results from the survey, 
once again, point to the conclusion that there is something to this hypothesis.  
Sigmund Freud did not have high opinion of jokers. “[People] though not remarkable in other 
ways, are well known in their circle as jokers, one may be surprised to discover that the joker 
is a disunited personality, disposed to neurotic orders” (Freud, S., Freud, A., & Strachey, J., 
1973 p. 142). 
In a society where we all seem to have self-image problems and nobody feels that they are 
good enough, not even successful leaders, there is something refreshing and cathartic about 
adopting techniques and drawing knowledge from venues not usually associated with 
management. Perhaps the new leadership style is that of the imperfect leader, a leader who is 
humble, painfully self-aware and inspires others by being unafraid, not only to speak up but 
also to let others see him in all his glory, with all his faults, shortcomings, painful backstories 
and neuroses. That said, I would like to make the words of one survey taker my own 
“everything has its time and place”.  So, as to answer the question posed at the front page of 
this paper — I am definitely kidding myself. 
 
 
Conclusion 
  
In conclusion, we are all trying to become better leaders, be it at home, at work or in life in 
general. The project manager benefits from being open to innovative ideas for improving his 
effectiveness as a leader. Borrowing from the stand-up comedian seems to be, perhaps an 
example of contrary thinking, which is arguably positive in light of the abovementioned, or 
perhaps it is just a natural evolution of the proactive and creative leader of the future to 
explore different fields of communication and methods for engaging and empowering team 
members. Having studied stand-up techniques in a project management context; “knowing 
thyself” seems to be what it comes down to; being human, accepting ones deficits and using 
them to one’s advantage is something that we all could take to heart and become better 
project managers, not to mention better people and members of society. The impact of this 
study, would perhaps be to create course material based on the aforementioned categories and 
selected stand-up techniques to include in future MPM programs in Iceland, as well as 
abroad. I am confident that a deeper study of humour and stand-up specifically, and how it 
relates to leadership, could be of valuable use in the field of project management.  
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