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Introduction & Background 
What is humor? 
Humor is a funny thing.  The roots of humor have been researched and analyzed as far back as 
Plato and Aristotle.  While many animals tease and play, humor appears to be a complex cogni-
tive function which is a distinctly human function.1 Linguists, psychologists, and anthropologists 
have taken humor to be an all-encompassing category, covering any event or object that elicits 
laughter, amuses, or is felt to be funny.2   While the definition of humor varies, the overall re-
search agrees that it involves the observation of the resolution in the mind of the collision be-
tween old perception and new reality.3   The key to humor theory is “the notion of incongruity or 
deviation from expectations... the greater the unexpected deviation from normally expected oc-
currences, the greater the humor response... Humor is a form of problem solving, as incongruity 
without resolution leaves listeners confused or frustrated because they do not “get the joke.”’4 

 

What is funny?  Something is funny when it is a violation of what we currently believe but is still 
benign.   For example, seeing someone fall down stairs is funny.  However, seeing someone fall 
down stairs and get critically hurt is not funny. 
 

Abstract / Business Case 
Objective:  To evaluate the effectiveness and reasons Comedy-Based Marketing is an effective 
form of marketing. 

Results:  Humor is an effective way of engaging an audience, breaking down barriers of resis-
tance, and increasing product/service recall. 
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You Have Got to Work It! 

 

Conclusion 
Top Ten Reasons to Use Comedy- Based Marketing 

1. Humor breaks down initial objections and audience resistance. 
2. Humor can be the great differentiator. 

3. Humor aids product/service recall. 
4. Humor keeps people’s attention. 

5. Humor can cut back on the need for incentives. 
6. Humor can be a low-cost way to connect with your audience. 

7. Humor can lead to a client paying a higher price. 
8. Humor entertains instead of “pitches.” 

9. Humor can increase the likelihood of “sharing.” 
10. Humor can enhance message persuasiveness. 

 
 

Problem Statement / Introduction 
How to stand out? 
One of the problems with advertising and marketing is that the audience of the 2000’s is very 
skeptical of being “sold.”  With this discerning public, it can be difficult for a company or prod-
uct to differentiate from the crowd.  The challenge is to get an audience to open up enough to 
find out what a company/product/service can do to educate them, solve a problem they have, or 
make their life easier.  Today’s consumers want to be entertained instead of pitched.  This means 
that appealing to their emotions can lead to further engagement with a product in the future.5  
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You Must Reach Out and Touch Them with Humor! 

 

Proposed Solutions 
Introduction of Solution 
Comedy-Based Marketing is an effective solution to catching and holding the attention of to-
day’s consumer.  There is much research supporting the fact that humor helps break down objec-
tions, the need for incentives, and creates a strong product-recall relationship.  Catching the at-
tention of an audience is the first important step in marketing.  Comedy can be an extremely ef-
fective hook, like a strong headline that compels us to keep reading.6   It can persuade people to 
pay attention to something they otherwise will not.  An example of this is commercial airline 
safety videos, which have a tendency to be ignored by air travelers.  Delta Airlines has revised 
these videos so even their frequent travelers are watching now to catch the unpredictable subtle 
humor and to see what the winking woman will do next.  Grabbing the audience’s attention is not 
enough, however. 

Today’s consumer is very savvy and resistant to feeling like they are being pitched.  Part of the 
reason for this is the vast amount of ads that consumers are subjected to daily.  Prior to the inter-
net, consumers experienced advertising primarily through the television, radio and print.  Ac-
cording to President of the Marketing Firm Yankelovich, Jay Walker-Smith, exposure to ads has 
increased from approximately 500 daily in the 1970‘s to as many as 5,000 a day today.7   Humor 
helps break down audience resistance to this bombardment by creating a positive emotional in-
clination toward the product or idea.8    

According to a 1993 Journal of Marketing study that examined humorous advertising across cul-
tures, one overall conclusion was that humorous advertising is more likely to secure audience 
attention, increase memorability, overcome sales resistance, and enhance message persuasive-
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ness.  The key, according to this study, is that the humor is appropriate to the ad objectives and 
the product category.9    Many other studies demonstrate strong support that humorous adver-
tisements are more likely to be associated with brand names and product types than non-
humorous advertisements.10  

Another reason humor is effective in advertising is that it can reduce the need for incentives.  An 
effective marketing technique is to offer something to the target audience to elicit a response. 
However, if they are entertained, they are not only being offered an incentive, but also an experi-
ence.11   This can be an effective way to build and maintain a following. 

Application of Solution 
How does all of the research translate into applying Comedy-Based Marketing to a product or 
company campaign?   First, as with any marketing approach, humor should create a sale, estab-
lish trust or convey some kind of value.12   Humor for the sake of humor is not effective.  With 
that said, the question then becomes, how does a message become funny? 

Referring back to the definition of humor, one must remember that using humor does not neces-
sarily mean making someone laugh hysterically.  It can be a “win” if someone just smiles.  That 
subtle humor can be the hook, and then the rest of your content completes the job.  In today’s 
viral world, measuring the success is not always solely the sale.  Frequently, the goal could be to 
earn a like, a share, or a registration.13  

It is very important when using humor to keep the message simple by not including too much 
information.  For example, Ameriquest Mortgage’s video advertising creates everyday situations 
that the average person can identify with.  Then it stops the action in the middle of an awkward 
moment that can be easily misinterpreted.  Their consistent message is: “Don’t judge too quickly.  
We won’t.”  They want the consumer to understand that their circumstances will not be judged 
too quickly either.  The message is clear. 
 
Another key to using humor in marketing is to be sure the product is remembered and the viewer 
is not left wondering what is being sold.  An excellent example of this is the Dollar Shave Club.  
The advertisement stays focused on a simple message, that their razors are excellent for less 
money.  There is zero doubt what this company sells based on their marketing.  When they 
launched their low-budget video filled with deadpan humor, it went so viral it crashed the com-
pany’s website almost immediately after it was released, and led to $10 million in venture capital 
funding.  As of this publishing, that video has over 10 million views.   
 
An element of humor that can be very effective is to compare a product or service to something 
people already know and to make the comparison funny.  An example of this is the Galaxy Sam-
sung commercial where it is compared to the iPhone.  In this advertisement, it is assumed that 
the viewer already knows what the iPhone is capable of and humorously emphasizes what the 
Samsung does differently or better.  It also presents a generational difference and manages to 
make the iPhone appear to the phone of choice for the parents, but that the teenagers choice is a 
significantly superior smartphone.     
 
Knowing the target audience with any marketing, including Comedy-Based Marketing, is essen-
tial to a campaign.  What is funny to one person may be uninteresting, or even irritating to some-
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one else.14  While the general public may find a video funny, if the target market does not, then it 
is considered unsuccessful.  It is also key to be sure that the topic can be actually be funny.  For 
instance, a fertility clinic where people go who cannot have children would not be a good choice 
for Comedy- Based Marketing because the topic is simply too sensitive to the target audience.  It 
could actually shrink the market segment by insulting those consumers.  Be aware that if it is 
humorous at the expense of someone or at the expense of an age group, the risk might include 
losing a segment. 
 
Social media gives companies the opportunity to reach a massive number of consumers with a 
very low cost, when used effectively.  Digital video watching has increased 20% in five years.  
On average, people streaming video watch advertisements for 20 seconds with an average com-
pletion rate of 87%.15  According to the Nielsen Digital Consumer Report, between 2008 and 
2011, there was an increase of 206% of users watching video on a mobile phone and an increase 
of 66% in users watching “time shifted TV.”16   With the decrease in watching television ads due 
to the technology to easily record shows and skip the ads, an increase in online viewing has cre-
ated an emerging market that can be extremely valuable.  

 

 
 
 
 
However, the psychological response is only one part of the viral recipe. There also has to be a 
good impetus to share.  According to the Google Generation V Survey, 35% of women between 
the ages of 25 and 34 shared video with friends in the past month17 and 52% of men shared video 
with friends in the same time period.18   
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In addition, 25% of women and 40% of men actively seek out videos related to their particular 
passions or hobbies.  All of this means that it is important to spend the money in distribution of a 
video online.  Simply posting a video on YouTube will not cause it to go viral on its own.  
Enough of the right people have to see it, which can then create the viral stampede of views, 
shares and likes.19 Adding comedy to video is a key formula to video consumption.  Six of the 
top ten YouTube channels fall into the comedy category.20 

 

 
 
 
 
 
Research supports the importance of motivating viewers to share a video.  First, 14% more peo-
ple enjoy a video that has been recommended than people who find it on their own.  Second, 
brand recall rises 7% among viewers who were recommended a video versus viewers who found 
it on their own.21   Comedy-Based Marketing can increase the sharing because people like to en-
tertain other people.

 

Men 18-34 years old share and 
receive videos regularly from 

their networks. 

	  

Women 25-34 years old share 
and receive videos regularly 

from their networks.  

6 out of the top 10 YouTube Channels are Comedy Based  
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Future Direction / Long-Term Focus 
Willing to pay more for a product 
As video consumption continues to increase, the importance of entertaining and keeping the at-
tention of the audience through humor will continue to increase.  In sales, there is often a period 
of bargaining about the price of a product or service before the sale is completed. One study spe-
cifically looked at the value of humor in obtaining a higher price. They found that when the 
seller used jokes and other verbal humor, the buyer was willing to pay a higher price.22   More 
research needs to be done on whether this translates to Comedy-Based Marketing, as well as 
point-of-sale.  However, it is widely assumed that the effect of humor creating a positive rela-
tionship between the consumer and the company translates across the board.

 

Results / Conclusion 
Excellent differentiator 
Comedy can differentiate a product or service when implemented well.  Making someone laugh 
creates an emotional connection that makes the message conveyed more meaningful.23   Humor 
breaks down resistance by averting negative brand associations because it cognitively distracts 
and causes positive brand associations through its positive emotional outcomes.  The research 
supports the fact that humor promotes brand preference.24   Additionally, a study by Duncan, 
Nelson and Frontczak found that even when attempted humor fails, it promotes recall as well as 
does a serious version of the same advertisement.  However, they do caution against irritating 
target listeners because disliking the advertisement may ultimately lead to disliking the prod-
uct.25  

 

People love their video 
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What if I’m not funny?  
Comedy is serious business.  It has been established that failing at humor in marketing may re-
sult in flat or negative results.  If someone is interested in Comedy-Based Marketing but is not 
funny, or does not know how to create humorous marketing campaigns, there some things that 
can work.  An idea is to go to a local improv or comedy club to find writers. In order to find 
“funny,” work with people who spend most of their time finding the funny in life.  There are also 
companies with a track record in Comedy-Based Marketing that employ comedy writers and 
creatives that can meet most budgets.  Experience and knowledge of this field is extremely help-
ful in creating an overall marketing strategy that incorporates humor into campaigns.  An advan-
tage to this approach is that the company does not need to be local and a Google search of Com-
edy-Based Marketing will help with this. 

 
 

Appendices

Appendix A - Authors 
Marshall Chiles: Marshall has been performing stand-up comedy since 2000, after his dot-com 
business went dot-bomb.  He owns The Laughing Skull Lounge in Atlanta, Georgia, Monty’s 
Comedy Club in Indianapolis, Indiana, Laughing Devil in New York City, New York, and The 
Laughing Skull comedy Festival now in its fifth year.  Marshall is the co-founder and Chief 
Comedy Strategist for Green Room, etc. which uses comedy as a platform to help their clients 
solve problems, convert opportunities, and RULE THE WORLD!  

Caroline Massey King: Caroline’s background includes education as well as sales and market-
ing as an independent contractor in several different fields.  In October 2012, she formed Massey 
Marketing and PR, a group that helps small or new companies with marketing, PR, and business 
development.  As a natural “rainmaker,” Caroline helps connect companies and people with who 
and what they need to grow their business.  Massey Marketing develops, deploys, and manages 
web design; creates customized marketing plans and the corresponding collateral materials nec-
essary to implement them; writes, publishes and manages client blogs and white papers; and 
helps clients tap into the power of online and mobile technologies that enable small business to 
compete on a global scale.   
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