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Most business executives aren’t
 trained as improvisational comedi-

 ans. Butthey shouldbe.

At least that's John Sweeney’s

: opinion. As owner of Brave New
i Workshop Theatre in Minneapolis,
| Sweeney usesimprovisational tech-
© niques to teach businesspeople to
 brainstorm more creatively and use
© humor topersuade.

“Humor works as a communica-

: tion lubricant,” said Sweeney, au-
 thor of “Innovation at the Speed of
| Laughter” He added, “It relaxes
: people and makes a message more
 acceptableto thereceiver.”
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Deliver a point with humor and it
open listeners’ minds,

i Sweeney says. They are more apt to

consider your idea if they’re smiling
when they hearit.

Evenifyoudon’t think you’re natu-
rally funny, you can still lace your
comments with gentle humor. The
key is putting business issues in per-
spective and exaggeratingto make a
point, according to Sweeney.

If you're pushing your staff to

for example, remind the team what
matters most. After urging your em-

' ployees to give 100% for the next
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two weeks, you might add, “Oh, and
1don’t want any divorces over this.”

“A little humor indicates that busi-
ness is important, but not more im-
portant than seeing your employees
as human beings,” Sweeney said.
“After emphasizing that everyone
must hit their sales goals, you might
say, ‘And one more thing: If anyone
misses your kid's soccer game,
you're fired.””

Self-deprecation goes a long way
to endear you to others and make
your weaknesses less glaring,
Sweeney says. If you catch yourself
barking orders or fretting too much,
say, “1 know I'm Type A++.”

Poke fun at yourself and you lead
others to take themselves less seri-
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ously too. Well-timed humor helps
you leaven the stress of high-stakes
situations. Workers can withstand
pressure if their leader adopts a
light tone.

“Instead of hammering your team
on how it isn’t making its goals,
make fun of it,” Sweeney said. “You
can say, ‘Because of our slow
progress, P've decided to double —
no, make that triple — your goals.’
People hear that and it’s like half-
time at a football game: It lets the
steam out.”

You can also direct your humor at
aggressive competitors to acknowl-
edge your employees’ efforts in bat-
tling a formidable rival. Mock an-
nouncements such as “I just heard
they're giving a Ferrari to every new
customer” can give your hard-charg-
ing workers a chance to laugh and
catch theirbreath.

Sweeney prefers “serendipitous
humor” over forced jokes. Short, im-
provised comments work best, espe-
cially when something unexpected
happens like the lights go out dur-
ing your speech or a bird keeps
squawking outside your window.

“The best humor refers to some-
thing everyone has experienced,”
he said. Morey Stettner




