
How to Write Better Using Humor 

 Leigh Anne Jasheway 

A man walks into a bookstore. “Where’s the self-help section?” he asks the clerk. She shrugs and replies, “If I 

tell you, won’t that defeat the purpose?” —Anonymous 

Humor is an integral part of our everyday interactions, whether we’re trying to navigate a bookstore, make 

conversation with the barista at our favorite coffee shop, or talk a police officer out of a ticket. Our inherent 

desire to laugh motivates us to share funny YouTube videos and respond to text messages with an LOL or the 

iconic smiley face. Many of us even choose to get our daily news with a heaping side order of comedy from 

outlets like “The Daily Show,” “The Colbert Report” or The Onion. When push comes to punch, we’d rather 

laugh than lie facedown, weeping into the carpet. 

You may think that when it comes to writing, humor is best used only in fiction or satire. But while we think of 

comedy in terms of exaggeration or fabrication, effective humor can be just as much about creative 

misdirection—engaging readers by taking them someplace they don’t expect to go—and subtly choosing 

metaphors and words that make readers giggle without even knowing why. And a smiling reader is one who’s 

paying attention and eager to read on. 

Sociologists, linguists and biologists say that our ability to laugh and desire to do so isn’t all fun and games, but 

actually serves two essential life functions: to bond with members of our “tribe,” and to lessen tension and 

anxiety. Both of these are also excellent reasons to incorporate humor in your nonfiction. As a communication 

tool, effective use of humor can humanize you, cementing your bond with readers. It can also help your work 

stand out in a crowded market. And as advertising studies have shown, humor enhances how much we like what 

we’re reading and how well we remember it afterward. 

I’ve been teaching humor writing for 16 years, and have used my funny bone in writing everything from self-

help books to feature articles to essays to cookbook content. I’m convinced that learning to effectively use 

humor can not only enhance your work, but can make the act of writing more enjoyable, too. Trying to find the 

funnier side of things reduces the loneliness, rejection and stress of the writing life—and it boosts your 

creativity by challenging you to approach your craft in new ways. 

Even if your subject is a serious one, the subtle use of humor can both ease tension and provide a respite from 

difficult moments. I was recently hired to provide freelance assistance on a book about pornography-related 

problems. The authors felt I could make the subject less uncomfortable for readers by lightening things up here 

and there. As Eric Idle once wisely said, “Levity is the opposite of gravity.” 

So how can you use humor to write better? Read on to find out. 

Learning the Basics of Subtle Humor 
Let’s be clear: The goal in adding some humor to your nonfiction project is not about becoming the next Erma 

Bombeck or David Sedaris (unless that’s your dream). The goal is to improve your writing by using all the tools 

available to you, including comedy. Imagine where the original authors of the For Dummies book franchise 

would be today if they hadn’t decided to take a lighthearted approach. 

Whether or not you consider yourself a funny person, it’s not as difficult as youmight think to put humor to 

work for you. I’ve found that the easiest and best ways of doing so boil down to five simple comedic tools. 

1. THE K RULE 
It may sound strange, but it’s true: Words with the k sound (Cadillac, quintuplet, sex) are perceived as the 
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funniest, and words with a hard g (guacamole, gargantuan, Yugo) create almost as many grins. This may be 

because much of what makes Americans laugh today has roots in Yiddish humor, the language of which 

includes many guttural sounds—and the k and hard g are as close as English comes. The K Rule is so widely 

used by comedy writers that Matt Groening’s team once referenced it in an episode of “The Simpsons” when 

Sideshow Mel explained that Krusty (note spelling) the Clown had laryngitis from “trying to cram too many k 

sounds into a punch line.” 

The K Rule is a good convention for naming things and making word choices that will subconsciously or subtly 

amuse your readers. This tool is especially handy in crafting attention-grabbing titles or subheads. Consider this 

memorable section heading in the book You Staying Young: The Owner’s Manual for Extending Your Warranty 

by Michael F. Roizen and Mehmet C. Oz: “Your Memory: Don’t Fuggedaboudit.” 

2. THE RULE OF THREE 
Writing comedically usually requires establishing a pattern (with the setup) and then misdirecting the reader 

(with the punch line). One simple way of doing this is to pair two like ideas in a list and then add a third, 

incongruent, idea. The reason we use a list of three, and not five or 27, is that three is the number of things we 

can most easily remember (two if we haven’t yet had our coffee or been tasered awake by our boss). Here’s an 

example of a sentence using the Rule of Three: Losing weight is simple: Eat less, exercise more and pay NASA 

to let you live in an anti-gravity chamber. 

This is one of the most flexible ways to naturally incorporate humor into your narrative. It’s particularly useful 

in crafting catchy article ledes, like this opening paragraph from Jean Chatzky’s “Interest Rates Are Going Up. 

Now What?” in More: 

Let me predict a few things that will happen in the next year. Brad and Angelina will add another baby to their 

brood. The day you spend $175 getting your hair done is the day it will rain. And the variable-interest rates—on 

your savings account, mortgage and credit card—will go up. 

Here she uses two amusing, less important ideas as the pattern and throws in her point at the end, as the 

“punch.” 

3. THE COMPARISON JOKE 
As writers, we’re comfortable with metaphors, so think of comparison jokes as simply metaphors chosen 

specifically for comedic effect. Here’s an example from the late Robert Schimmel’s memoir Cancer on $5 a 

Day* (*Chemo Not Included): 

… this stupid hospital gown is riding up my ass. I try to pull it down and it snaps right back up like a window 

shade. I cross my legs and suddenly I’m Sharon Stone. 

To craft a comparison joke, simply brainstorm metaphors and then choose the one that is funniest and makes the 

point well. For example, if you want to convey that quitting smoking is difficult, you might first mentally list 

things that are tough, such as reading without your glasses, flossing a cat’s teeth, getting a teen to tell you about 

his day, getting a cat to tell you about its day while flossing its teeth, etc. Then, simply choose the comparison 

that makes you laugh. In comedy writing, we’re always our first audience. 

3. THE CLICHÉ JOKE 
If comedy relies on misdirection, what better way to achieve it than with a phrase your readers already know? If 

you write, “You can lead a horse to water …” every reader will assume you’re going to finish with “… but you 

can’t make him drink.” Taking the cliché elsewhere can be both attention-grabbing and amusing. Take the title 

of Sarah Snell Cooke’s Credit Union Times article about a credit union initiative dubbed THINK: “You Can 

Lead a Horse to Water But You Can’t Make Him THINK.” 



Don’t limit yourself to old idioms: Cliché jokes can work with any widely known catchphrase, title, lyric or 

piece of literature (say, Dr. Seuss). Lyla Blake Ward’s book How to Succeed at Aging Without Really Dying, for 

example, is titled with a play on the well-known musical How to Succeed in Business Without Really Trying. 

You also don’t need to confine your creativity to just replacing a word or two. Taking a cliché and expanding 

upon it is another useful approach. For example, on Lauren Kessler’s companion blog to her latest book, My 

Teenage Werewolf, she writes: 

I will always, always have your back. That’s the one message above all other messages (even the I love you 

message) that I want Lizzie and my two sons to hear. … How do I manage to send that message and not 

simultaneously send this one: I am available, at your beck and call, 24/7. Don’t even think about what else I 

might have on my plate or who I am as a person in addition to being your mother. I have no life other than to 

serve you. 

5. FUNNY ANECDOTES AND STORIES 
Most of the things we laugh at in real life are true stories, sometimes exaggerated for effect. In fact, experts say 

we laugh far more at these types of everyday happenings than at “jokes.” It makes sense, then, to use them to 

help illustrate your points as you write. When Your Money or Your Life authors Joe Dominguez and Vicki 

Robin wanted to demonstrate the importance of changing the way we think about money, they did so by telling 

the story of a young girl watching her mother prepare a ham to bake for dinner. As the mother cut both ends off 

the ham, the daughter asked why. Mom replied that her mother had always done it that way. When the daughter 

still insisted on knowing why, a quick call to grandma revealed the reason: “Because the pan was too small.” 

Putting It Into Practice 
Now you’ve got five basic comedic tools in your arsenal, and you’re ready to put them to use in your work. As 

with trying anything new, you don’t want to overdo it and come on too strong, but you don’t want to stifle your 

creativity, either. Here are five ways to effectively apply what you’ve learned to any kind of nonfiction work: 

1.    BE STRATEGIC. Don’t scatter jokes willy-nilly; instead, think of humor as parenthetical information. 

Many nonfiction writers find the best places to integrate humor are in titles, sidebars, visual illustrations or 

cartoons, and anecdotes to illustrate their points. For a great example of the use of visual humor, see Roizen and 

Oz’s You Staying Young. 

2.    USE IT SPARINGLY. Unless you’re writing about an inherently funny topic, you should limit the humor 

you use to selective references. Its purpose is to grab the reader’s attention and help you make points in creative 

ways. Don’t confuse the reader by coming across as a comedian. 

3.    KEEP YOUR FOCUS IN MIND. Be sure your use of humor doesn’t distract from or demean the true 

purpose of your project. Have someone read your manuscript and then give you a candid critique with this in 

mind. 

4.    LET YOUR READERS KNOW YOU’RE LAUGHING. When using humor in writing about a difficult 

subject—your own illness, for example—your first responsibility is to give your readers permission to laugh. 

Find subtle ways to let them know that not only is it OK to laugh, but you want them to. 

5.    STEER CLEAR OF SARCASM. This humor style may work in some arenas, but many readers find it 

hurtful and mean, and because it often relies on tone, it can be especially hard to pull off in writing. Sarcasm is 

a tool most of us pick up at a young age as a way of feeling better about ourselves by putting others down. I 

recommend leaving it there. 

As writers, it’s up to us to use everything we can to make sure we lasso our readers and keep them in the corral. 

Don’t let fear of being funny on the page hold you back. After all, I wasn’t class clown in high school. In fact, 

had there been such a category, I would have been voted Most Likely to Depress People (Sylvia Plath and 
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Edgar Allan Poe were my role models). But I’ve learned that an old saying is true: “If you can get them to open 

their mouths to laugh, you can get them to open their hearts to learn.” And that makes for effective writing. 
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How to Write Like a Cartoonist  

By SCOTT ADAMS  

Last weekend a French fry got lodged in my sinus cavity.  

I suppose it all started when I was 11 years old. Two of my school buddies and I were huddled on the 

schoolyard, whisper-sharing everything we knew about the mysteries of the human reproductive process. We 

patched together bits and pieces of what we had heard from our older brothers. This was problematic, because 

two of our brothers were unreliable, and one was a practical joker. And to be fair, my friends and I were poor 

listeners.  

As I later learned, we got a fairly important part of the reproductive puzzle wrong. I can't be more specific about 

our faulty information, at least not in The Wall Street Journal, so instead I will tell you a story about golf. If you 

choose to draw any parallels, that's your own fault. 

Okay, so this golfer hits a majestic drive, and follows it up with an awesome chip and an improbable putt. The 

golfer pumps his fist and dances a little jig. He turns to his caddy for a high-five and gets no response. "Wasn't 

that some great golfing?" the golfer asks. The caddy says, "Yes...but it was the wrong hole." 

Last weekend, I was visiting my tiny hometown of Windham, N.Y., enjoying dinner out with my parents, my 

sister, and two 80ish widows who are longtime family friends. One of the ladies mentioned running into an old 

schoolmate of mine who was part of the misinformed schoolyard troika of way-back-then. When I heard my 

schoolmate's name, I flashed back to that day, vividly recalling the key bit of information we got wrong, and I 

wondered how long it took my buddies to correct their mistaken understandings. I took a bite of my French fry 

and listened to the rest of the story about how this fellow hadn't changed much since he was a kid. And then one 

of the widows added, sort of as an afterthought, "He never had any children." 

Let me tell you that this was a bad time for me to have food in my mouth. The situation demanded a spit-take, 

but this was a nice restaurant, and I was sitting directly across from the two innocent widows. I clamped my lips 

shut and hoped for the best. Something sneeze-like exploded inside me. It was an unholy combination of saliva, 

potato, laughter and compressed air. I squeezed my sphincter shut, closed my eyes, and well, I don't remember 

much after that. I think the French fry hit the top of my sinus cavity and caused some sort of concussion. 

Anyway, the reason we're here today is so I can give you valuable writing tips. My specialty is humor, so let's 

stick with that slice of the assignment. 

The topic is the thing. Eighty percent of successful humor writing is picking a topic that is funny by its very 

nature. My story above is true, up until the exaggeration about the French fry in the sinus cavity. You probably 

assumed it was true, and that knowledge made it funnier. 

Humor likes danger. If you are cautious by nature, writing humor probably isn't for you. Humor works best 

when you sense that the writer is putting himself in jeopardy. I picked the French-fry story specifically because 

it is too risqué for The Wall Street Journal. You can't read it without wondering if I had an awkward 

conversation with my editor. You might wonder if the people in my story will appreciate seeing my version of 

events in The Wall Street Journal. I wonder that too. 

In the early days of my cartooning career, as the creator of "Dilbert," part of the strip's appeal was that I was 

holding a day job while mocking the very sort of company I worked for. If you knew my backstory, and many 
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people did, you could sense my personal danger in every strip. (My manager eventually asked me to leave. He 

said it was a budget thing.) 

Humor is about people. It's impossible to write humor about a concept or an object. All humor involves how 

people think and act. Sometimes you can finesse that limitation by having your characters think and act in 

selfish, stupid or potentially harmful ways around the concept or object that you want your reader to focus on.  

Exaggerate wisely. If you anchor your story in the familiar, your readers will follow you on a humorous 

exaggeration, especially if you build up to it. My story was true and relatable until the French-fry exaggeration.  

Let the reader do some work. Humor works best when the reader has to connect some dots. Early in my story I 

made you connect the golf story to the playground story. The smarter your audience, the wider you can spread 

the dots. I used this method again when I said of my aborted spit-take, "I don't remember much after that." Your 

mind might have filled in a little scene in which, perhaps, my eyes bugged out, my cheeks went all chipmunk-

like, and I fell out of my chair.  

Animals are funny. It's a cheap trick, but animal analogies are generally funny. It was funnier that I said, "my 

cheeks went all chipmunk-like" than if I had said my cheeks puffed out. 

Use funny words. I referred to my two schoolmates and myself as a troika because the word itself is funny. 

With humor, you never say "pull" when you can say "yank." Some words are simply funnier than others, and 

you know the funny ones when you see them. (Pop Quiz: Which word is funnier, observe or stalk?) 

Curiosity. Good writing makes you curious without being too heavy-handed about it. My first sentence in this 

piece, about the French fry lodged in my sinus cavity, is designed to make you curious. It also sets the tone right 

away.  

Endings. A simple and classic way to end humorous writing is with a call-back. That means making a clever 

association to something especially humorous and notable from the body of your work. I would give you an 

example of that now, but I'm still having concentration issues from the French fry. 

—Scott Adams is the creator of "Dilbert." This column features a new contributor each week on the art of 

writing and speaking. 

 

 

 

Adams, Scott. “How to Write Like a Cartoonist.” The Wall Street Journal. 9 October 2010. Web. 27 March 

2013. 

 

 

 

 

 



How To Be Funny (Or At Least Loosen Up A Bit) 
By: Taylor Davies  

I think it’s truly one of the highest compliments you can pay someone to say that they’re funny. Many people 

have a great sense of humor, but to be able to engage people with wit and make them laugh (especially in 

writing) – that’s a special quality. 

I don’t want to toot my own horn or anything, but I’ve been told a time or two that I’m a humorous writer. 

Sometimes I even make myself laugh a little with the things I write (like this). Writing comes naturally to me, 

especially the kind of writing that allows me to speak as myself, like blogging for IFB, ESD and my personal 

blog. I do it so much that it’s practically second nature, and what bubbles up on these pages is more-or-less 

exactly what would come out of my mouth (with some streamlined editing, of course). 

Some people are just naturally funny; born with the gene that gives them a comedic sense of timing and the 

ability to tell stories that end with a punch. Many people are not. And in fact, learning to write with humor and 

lightness can be one of the toughest skills to master as a writer or blogger – but one of the most powerful too! 

Even if you’re not a natural-born Tina Fey or David Sedaris, there are a few practices you can employ to shake 

out the stiffness, find the joy and even stir up a few giggles with your writing. I’m no expert to be sure, but 

here’s what I do to find inspiration, loosen up and funnel my best and most humorous self into my posts.  

My best tips for being funny & loosening up your writing: 

Read, read, read! And then read some more. 

 For all intents and purposes, this could be the only tip in this post. No blogger is an island, and you 

must, must, must read if you want to be relevant and reach people in this community. My writing style 

is a hybrid of all my favorite voices (at least it tries to be), from Fitzgerald to the Fug Girls, so I read it 

all – from books to blogs to magazines and advertisements – all the time. The more you read, the more 

voices and writing styles will file themselves away in your brain, ready to come out and play when 

called upon. 

Watch sitcoms (without laugh tracks). 

 Television shows are a perfect way to get a pulse on what’s funny now. Shows like Modern Family, 

Parks and Recreation, and 30 Rock are big hits because they tap into real life, draw on current events 

and the writers are comedic geniuses. With these shows its not about jokes, it’s about circumstance and 

personalities. You’re the star character of your blog, so draw on the experiences and relationships in 

your life. Watching shows like these can help you see humor where you might not have seen it before, 

and also get really familiar with comedic rhythm. Pay attention to the pace of speech: pauses, sentence 

length, word emphasis, etc. (I say no to laugh tracks because those kinds of shows go for the cheap 

laughs – and you’re better than that.) 

Hang out with the guys. 

 I don’t want to be a traitor to the fairer sex, but let’s be honest about something real quick: guys are 

funny. In everyday conversation they’re less inhibited, less self-aware and usually not afraid to take a 

light jab at a friend for the sake of a good belly laugh. Seriously, sometimes I plop myself down on the 

couch at my guy-neighbors’ apartment and just watch them. They’re silly and goofy, they’re casual 

and they’re not gossiping. They tell stories, recount misadventures and tease each other mercilessly. 
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It’s a kind of light and friendly conversational attitude that I think can be really helpful to draw from 

when talking about fashion. After all, you want to pull your readers in, not freeze them out! 

Think of your writing like a conversation. 

 I don’t know if you guys see it this way, but I tend to pretend that you and I are chit-chatting over coffee 

in these posts. Granted it ends up being sort of a one-sided conversation at first, but then you chime in in 

the comments and before you know it – dialog! Think about the way you talk to your best friend, your 

mom, your coworkers. How do you build suspense when telling a story? When do you breath, when do 

you pause for dramatic effect – you can indicate all these moments in writing. Employ dashes, ellipses, 

commas, new paragraphs and italics, anything to make the reader see and hear what you’re writing, as 

if you were face to face. 

Read your writing back to yourself (out loud). 

 Or better yet, read it to a friend. When you say it out loud, you’ll be able to communicate to your 

audience what kind of flow and rhythm you’re trying to achieve. You’ll also be able to spot type-o’s, 

run-on sentences and dull moments in a heartbeat. If you smile while you read something you’ve 

written, you’re on the right track. 

Put pen to paper (or fingers to keyboard, as it were). 

 Like The Fug Girls said in their PBS interview, writing is like a muscle. You’ve got to work it out, tone 

it and keep it in shape. Even if it’s just for fun and something you never intend on publishing, try to 

write everyday. Write a poem, write a diary entry, write a letter to your mom. The more you practice, the 

stronger your voice will become, and the more natural it will feel. Before you know it, muscle memory 

will kick in and you’ll be skipping through blog posts, laying down witty metaphors, breezing through 

amusing anecdotes and drawing out the perfect adjective for every look from the Jason Wu Fall/Winter 

2012 collection. 

Seriously? Relax. 

 I’m betting that if you like fashion, if you want to share your unique perspective and engage with a 

community – you’re probably a fun and cool person with great things to say. (I mean, right?) So take a 

deep breath and be yourself. Be honest and be self-aware. If getting to the punch line and putting your 

audience in stitches isn’t your thing – so what? Don’t pretend to be a writer you aren’t or don’t want to 

be! You think Tina Fey is an idiot? Great. Write from the heart, speak from your gut and get your point 

across. As long as you’re proud of what you’re publishing and you think it represents who you are and 

how you feel, well that’s the best thing you can do and all anyone could ask for!  

*Bonus tip: For those who are serious about uping their writing game, pick up a copy of the book On Writing 

Well, by William Zinsser. A friend gave me this book a few years ago and I come back to it time and time again 

to center myself, refresh on the basics and get inspired. It’s an easy read and one that will help your writing 

immensely, especially if you didn’t study journalism or writing in school. 
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David Sedaris  @ShivaPedram 26 Sep 11  

I just found the absolute perfect apartment. It is of no importance that it is also the former home of Anne 

Frank... 

David Sedaris  @ShivaPedram 26 Sep 11  

The Dutch version of Santa Claus was formally the bishop of Turkey and currently resides in Spain. This is 

utter blasphemy. 

David Sedaris  @ShivaPedram 26 Sep 11  

Writing gives you the illusion of control and then you realize it's just an illusion, that people are going to bring 

their own stuff into it 

David Sedaris  @ShivaPedram 26 Sep 11  

I'm the most important person in the lives of almost everyone I know and a good number of the people I've 

never even met. 

 

 

Prompts: 

 Create an absurd idea for a reality TV show 

 Create a ridiculous holiday to celebrate 

 You know the birthday party has gone south when... 

 Signs that there is trouble in paradise... 
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