Strategy Research Project

“Lighten Up Francis!:” A Serious
Look at Humor and Leadership
by
Colonel Eric E. Zimmerman
United States Army National Guard

Under the Direction of:
Colonel Mark W. Haberichter

United States Army War College
Class of 2016
DISTRIBUTION STATEMENT: A
Approved for Public Release
Distribution is Unlimited

The views expressed herein are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily
reflect the official policy or position of the Department of the Army, Department
of Defense, or the U.S. Government. The U.S. Army War College is accredited by
the Commission on Higher Education of the Middle States Association of
Colleges and Schools, an institutional accrediting agency recognized by the U.S.
Secretary of Education and the Council for Higher Education Accreditation .

REPORT DOCUMENTATION PAGE

Form Approved--OMB No. 0704-0188

The public reporting burden for this collection of information is estimated to average 1 hour per response, including the time for reviewing instructions, searching existing data sources, gathering and
maintaining the data needed, and completing and reviewing the collection of information. Send comments regarding this burden estimate or any other aspect of this collection of information, including
suggestions for reducing the burden, to Department of Defense, Washington Headquarters Services, Directorate for Information Operations and Reports (0704-0188), 1215 Jefferson Davis Highway, Suite
1204, Arlington, VA 22202-4302. Respondents should be aware that notwithstanding any other provision of law, no person shall be subject to any penalty for failing to comply with a collection of information
if it does not display a currently valid OMB control number. PLEASE DO NOT RETURN YOUR FORM TO THE ABOVE ADDRESS.

1. REPORT DATE (DD-MM-YYYY)

2. REPORT TYPE

3. DATES COVERED (From - To)

01-04-2016

STRATEGY RESEARCH PROJECT
.33
4. TITLE AND SUBTITLE
“Lighten Up Francis!:” A Serious Look at Humor and Leadership

5a. CONTRACT NUMBER
5b. GRANT NUMBER
5c. PROGRAM ELEMENT NUMBER

6. AUTHOR(S)

5d. PROJECT NUMBER

Colonel Eric E. Zimmerman
United States Army National Guard

5e. TASK NUMBER
5f. WORK UNIT NUMBER

7. PERFORMING ORGANIZATION NAME(S) AND ADDRESS(ES)

8. PERFORMING ORGANIZATION
REPORT NUMBER

Colonel Mark W. Haberichter
9. SPONSORING/MONITORING AGENCY NAME(S) AND ADDRESS(ES)

10. SPONSOR/MONITOR'S ACRONYM(S)

U.S. Army War College, 122 Forbes Avenue, Carlisle, PA 17013

11. SPONSOR/MONITOR'S REPORT
NUMBER(S)

12. DISTRIBUTION / AVAILABILITY STATEMENT

Distribution A: Approved for Public Release. Distribution is Unlimited.
Please consider submitting to DTIC for worldwide availability? YES: ☒ or NO: ☐ (student check one)
Project Adviser recommends DTIC submission?
YES: ☒ or NO: ☐ (PA check one)
13. SUPPLEMENTARY NOTES

Word Count: 6,397
14. ABSTRACT

A leader’s deliberate use of adaptive (positive) humor is a very powerful leadership tool. Research
strongly suggests that humor can produce tangible benefits in the emotional, cognitive, and social
contexts. It also suggests that the positive use of humor in the workplace can increase employee morale,
improve communication, relieve tension, reduce stress, and increase team cohesiveness. Despite these
benefits, the idea of humor is absent from current Army leadership doctrine and the idea of humor as an
element of leadership is frequently dismissed as incompatible with organizational culture, purpose, and
productivity and even irresponsible. This paper explores this topic through a literature review, presentation
of historic examples, examination of the Army’s long and complex relationship with humor, and a review of
previous Army leadership doctrine. This paper concludes with a recommendation to increase leader
awareness and foster a deeper understanding of humor as an effective leadership tool.

15. SUBJECT TERMS

Army Leader Development, Adaptive Humor, Humility, Emotional Intelligence, Team-building, Communication
16. SECURITY CLASSIFICATION OF:
a. REPORT

UU

b. ABSTRACT

UU

c. THIS PAGE

UU

17. LIMITATION
OF ABSTRACT

18. NUMBER OF PAGES

31

19a. NAME OF RESPONSIBLE PERSON
19b. TELEPHONE NUMBER (w/ area code)

UU
Standard Form 298 (Rev. 8/98), Prescribed by ANSI Std. Z39.18

“Lighten Up Francis!:” A Serious Look at Humor and Leadership
(6,397 words)

Abstract

A leader’s deliberate use of adaptive (positive) humor is a very powerful leadership tool.
Research strongly suggests that humor can produce tangible benefits in the emotional,
cognitive, and social contexts. It also suggests that the positive use of humor in the
workplace can increase employee morale, improve communication, relieve tension,
reduce stress, and increase team cohesiveness. Despite these benefits, the idea of
humor is absent from current Army leadership doctrine and the idea of humor as an
element of leadership is frequently dismissed as incompatible with organizational
culture, purpose, and productivity and even irresponsible. This paper explores this topic
through a literature review, presentation of historic examples, examination of the Army’s
long and complex relationship with humor, and a review of previous Army leadership
doctrine. This paper concludes with a recommendation to increase leader awareness
and foster a deeper understanding of humor as an effective leadership tool.

“Lighten Up Francis!:” A Serious Look at Humor and Leadership
Gentlemen, why don’t you laugh? With the strain that is upon me night
and day, if I did not laugh I should die, and you need this medicine as
much as I do.
—President Abraham Lincoln1
Before you read any further—particularly if you happen to be either a
professional academic or a stoic—you have to promise not to stop reading after the next
sentence.2 This paper is about humor as an element of leadership—Army leadership.
Easy-now…just take a knee, drink some water, and free your mind just a bit to take a
brief journey that seriously examines humor as a leadership tool. That uniquely human
activity that increases resilience, creativity, and trust while decreasing stress, fear, and
power distance—qualities that are arguably the very antithesis of toxic leadership, a
well-documented concern among senior Army leaders.3 Is it not curious then that
despite these benefits, the word humor is mentioned a whopping zero times in more
than 300 pages of current Army leadership doctrine?4 That beyond anecdotal
discussions and the ubiquitous senior leader advice that having “fun” or a “sense of
humor” ranks among the most important aspects of leading and serving in the Army,
there is no thoughtful deliberation on the topic?5 Some dismiss any serious
consideration of humor as a leadership or management tool as incompatible with
organizational culture, a distraction from organizational purpose and productivity, and
even downright irresponsible.6 Others dismiss the idea on the grounds that good
leaders have an innate understanding of the value of positive humor and intuitively
incorporate into their leadership style and day-to-day activities—this isn’t something that
can or should be taught.7 One is quick to realize that this is an area where
contradictions run amok. Fortunately, given the ever-increasing and -convincing body of

research regarding the value of humor within the context of the workplace and
leadership, the aforementioned and prevailing dismissive attitudes are slowly being
eroded and replaced by a much more optimistic, curious, and practical approach to the
subject.
To be clear, this paper is not suggesting that the artful use of humor will usher in
a revolution in leadership affairs, but one cannot help wonder—is the Army missing a
small but incredibly powerful element in leader development? Would leaders, both
young and old, benefit from a deeper understanding of humor and how it might be
deliberately used as just one leadership tool among many. And that gets to the primary
purpose of this essay: to demonstrate that a leader’s deliberate use of positive forms of
humor (i.e., adaptive humor—yes, that’s really a thing—and how could the Army not
embrace that moniker?) result in tangible physical, social, emotional, and cognitive
benefits that positively impact organizational climate, culture, and overall performance.8
In order to achieve this purpose, this paper begins by further establishing the
contemporary relevance of studying humor in leadership, followed by a look at both the
science of humor (review and cursory assessment of research), the art of humor (its
practical application), and an examination of humor in the Army. This paper concludes
with a modest recommendation concerning the re-introduction of the idea of humor as a
leadership tool back into Army leadership doctrine.
Contemporary Relevance
When used appropriately, humor is a leadership tool that can affect both positive
(amplifies) and negative (neutralizes) emotions associated with individual, team, and
organizational performance.9 Using this basic idea, a brief examination of humor as an
element of leadership clearly demonstrates the concept’s relevance and direct
2

relationship to two areas that continually receive much of the Army’s attention: the
concepts of mission command and organizational learning.10
Research indicates that humor is an important element in building and
maintaining cohesive teams and mutual trust, both key components of mission
command and, frankly, elements that make up the very bedrock of the Army.11 This is
accomplished through the use of positive forms of humor that enhance organizational
performance by making group interactions less intense, ultimately facilitating the
increase and maintenance of team cohesion. Further, activities associated with shared
laughter serve to promote higher levels of group identification and, ultimately, increased
levels of trust. Dan Goleman shares a story in his book Primal Leadership that
illuminates this particular idea and effectively demonstrates the impact that even a
modest application of humor can generate. As Goleman relates it—during a meeting of
top management at a large retailer, a review of the market research data clearly
indicated that the vice president for marketing had made a poor decision about a very
large advertising buy. As the executives closely examined the data, it became evident to
all involved that the marketing chief had made a mistake that cost the company dearly.
“After a long, tense moment, the silence was broken by another executive in the room,
who quipped, ‘Maybe you just didn’t have your glasses on.’ Everyone laughed.”12 While
there are certainly events that require a leader to respond negatively, directly, and
sometimes harshly to a failure or misstep, in this circumstance, a positive response to a
negative situation served to both acknowledge the error of the individual and facilitate a
seamless transition to fixing the problem. No time or energy was wasted on
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disagreement or arguing, the marketing chief’s error was implicitly affirmed, and the
team moved on with trust and cohesion intact.13
The second area involves the cultivation of a climate that encourages
organizational learning, and more importantly, the characteristics of the leaders needed
to establish such a climate. The Army aspires to be a learning organization and the
Army Doctrinal Publication on Leadership explicitly states that Strategic leaders are at
the forefront of this effort.14 Peter Senge, in his renowned book, The Fifth Discipline,
describes learning organizations as having an environment where people continually
expand their capacity to create results they truly desire, where new and expansive
patterns of thinking are nurtured, where collective aspiration is set free, and where
people are continually learning how to learn together.15 Such an environment demands
an organizational climate that is characterized by openness to new ideas, a spirit of
collaboration, and an output orientation. What does any of this have to do with humor
and leadership? These same descriptive words were used by interviewees for a
Parameters article entitled Growing Strategic Leaders for Future Conflict to describe
what they considered to be successful senior leaders. And there was one other word
used to describe these same successful senior leaders—humor. “Interviewees noted
humor as a defining characteristic of their successful seniors, with one combatant
commander seeing humor as helping leaders to embrace an ‘output
orientation…through a spirit of collaboration’ driven by ‘social energy.’”16
The Science of Humor
In order to engage a meaningful discussion regarding the practical application of
humor as an element of leadership, it is first important to establish a reasonable level of
knowledge regarding humor (a reasonable level of knowledge of leadership is
4

presupposed and outside of the scope of this paper). To achieve this end, inclusive in
the next few pages is a targeted review of the academic and scientific literature relevant
to both the study of humor in general and the study of humor as an element leadership
specifically. It is worth noting that the “shape” of the body of literature of humor research
is very similar to that of leadership research: ever-evolving definitions and inherent
difficulties in establishing a common definition; several broad, generalized, and
overlapping theories; from theory, the distillation of individualized styles of employment;
and mountains of analysis regarding the appropriate or inappropriate application and
the associated benefit or harm. Accordingly, this literature review focuses on the
following areas of research: (a) the definition of humor, (b) humor theories, (c) styles of
humor, (d) benefits of humor, (e) humor in the workplace, and (f) criticisms of humor in
the workplace. By the end of this section, you should have a general understanding of
the scholarly approach to humor and, armed with that knowledge, should be able to
begin forming an opinion about the theories and styles that could most benefit you and
your organization. If not, you can break the promise you made on page one and stop
reading.
Towards a Definition of Humor
Due to its enigmatic nature, there is very little agreement on an academic
definition of humor. To begin with, lets consider what humor is not. Humor is not an
emotion. If used correctly it certainly elicits emotion—the positive emotion of mirth.17 The
scholarly dictionary definitions are not of much use for our purposes as they are very
generalized and inclusive and ultimately convey that “humor is a broad term that refers
to anything that people say or do that is perceived as funny and tends to make others
laugh.”18 John Morreall, a leader in the filed of humor research, argues that humor is
5

more than something that just makes us laugh. “Simply put, humor is liking the mental
jolt we get when something surprises us. Or more simply, humor is enjoying
incongruity.”19 Here, the words ‘like’ and ‘enjoy’ are important qualifiers as there are, of
course, surprises that we don’t like or enjoy. Unenjoyable surprises are not to be
confused with humor.
Humor Theories
In the study of humor, context is king.20 The definition of humor cannot be fully
understood until the circumstances of its use are established. Theory provides the
necessary context. The study of humor has generated three broad and generally
accepted theoretical perspectives: superiority theories, relief theories, and incongruity
theories.21 Each of these perspectives are briefly discussed below.
Superiority theory is the oldest of the three. It can be traced back to the ancient
philosophers Plato and Aristotle but it was the writings of seventeenth century British
philosopher Thomas Hobbes that advanced the theory and it is he who is generally
credited with its modern development.22 Hobbes professed that "the passion of laughter
is nothing else but sudden glory arising from some sudden conception of some
eminency in ourselves, by comparison with the infirmity of others, or with our own
formerly...it is no wonder therefore that men take heinously to be laughed at or derided,
that is, triumphed over."23 As Hobbes writings and the very name implies, within the
context of this theory, humor is something one experiences at another’s expense and is
the gratification and enjoyment felt as a result of somebody else’s misfortune. Needless
to say, this is not considered a positive form of humor and superiority theories are
considered negative in nature.
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While superiority theory focuses on laughing at somebody else’s expense, relief
theory is based on the premise of laughing in relief of some sudden change in one’s
own circumstances, focusing on humor, and specifically laughter, as simply a release of
nervous or repressed energy.24 Famed neurologist Sigmund Freud and the popular
English philosopher Herbert Spencer have been the most influential thinkers in this
particular niche of humor study.25 In simple terms, this theory purposes that individuals
mentally prepare for an event to occur and fully invest for that specific set of
circumstances. However, when a surprise stimulus enters and significantly alters the
expected outcome of an event, laughter ensues to relieve the energy that was already
invested for an outcome that never came to fruition. The change is a welcome relief and
the humor enables one to quickly diffuse excess or nervous energy that is no longer
needed. Relief theories are generally viewed as a neutral in nature.
That brings us to the final, most recent, and most popular theoretical perspective
of humor—incongruity.26 Similar to relief theory and unlike superiority theory, this notion
of humor is not predicated on feeling better than someone else. “Incongruity theory, as
relative to the concept of humor, is based on the idea that a laughter response
associated with a humorous exchange requires the individual perception of difference in
a situation or event that in turn provokes a pleasant and sudden psychological shift of
emotions.”27 Essentially, this is humor generated as an enjoyable or pleasant response
to an unexpected circumstance. Incongruity theories are generally viewed as positive in
nature.
Humor Styles
It wasn’t until 2003 that researchers developed a peer-reviewed and accepted
method for categorizing and measuring humor effects and distinguishing those effects
7

as positive (adaptive) or negative (maladaptive)28. Humor was divided into a “2X2
approach to include two vectors; ‘to oneself or to others’ and ‘beneficial or
detrimental.’”29 This eventually led to the development of four humor styles: selfenhancing, affiliative, aggressive, and self-defeating.30
Both self-enhancing humor and affiliative humor styles are considered positive in
nature and, as such, are commonly referred to as adaptive forms of humor. The selfenhancing humor style, as the name implies, is focused inward and is concerned with
strengthening one’s self-confidence. Individuals that use this style are characterized as
having a humorous attitude toward life. “When they deal with stress or difficulty, they
inspire themselves through humor and maintain their positive awareness.”31 While
hosting the The Daily Show, John Stewart frequently employed self enhancing humor
through making statements such as “maybe I just don’t understand…” or “I’m not the
brightest guy….”32 The affiliative humor style is focused on others and is typified by
positive social interaction. “It is like a lubricant that can easily ease out interpersonal
strangeness and nervousness and instill enthusiasm.”33 The boardroom vignette from
Dan Goleman’s book cited earlier in this paper is illustrative of the affiliative humor style.
Simply put, these two styles that make up the adaptive form of humor focus on
maintaining one’s sense of humor and using humor to create a positive experience for
others.
At the other end of the spectrum is the maladaptive form of humor, consisting of
the aggressive and self-defeating humor styles. Aggressive humor finds its roots in the
superiority theory and is characterized as negative and detrimental to others. Ridicule,
sarcasm, and teasing to put other people down are common techniques used in this
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style.34 This is also the style of humor that is most often associated with the promotion
and promulgation of discrimination and sexual harassment. Popular culture is wrought
with examples of aggressive humor—think Andrew Dice Clay at Madison Square
Garden in the early 1990s—and, frankly, this is likely the reason for much of the
apprehension related to using humor as a leadership tool.
Self-defeating humor is also negative in nature but is detrimental to oneself. In
this style of humor, “The speaker appears to be over derogatory to himself/herself in
order to impress others.”35 The late comedian Rodney Dangerfield is an example of
someone using self-defeating humor by frequently making himself the butt of his own
jokes, frequently reminding his audience, “I don’t get no respect.” While maladaptive
humor is generally considered ill-suited as a leadership tool, there are those that argue
that used appropriately, self-defeating humor is effective at shortening the power
distance in an organization, should this be a desired outcome.36
Benefits of Humor
Moving from the abstract concepts of theory, form, and style, this portion of the
literature review focuses on the tangible benefits of humor. While this is an area of
relative recent study, there is an impressive amount of literature that suggests
numerous and significant benefits of humor, particularly adaptive humor. This paper
mirrors the majority of the scholarly work in this area and categorizes the benefits of
humor into four areas: physical, emotional, cognitive, and social.
There are numerous claims that humor and laughter can have positive effects on
one’s physical well-being, to include the immune system, blood pressure, heart disease,
pain tolerance, illness symptoms, and longevity. However, these claims are generally
supported with anecdotal evidence and lack rigorous empirical research in order to
9

demonstrate consistency and conclusiveness.37 One notable exception is in the area of
pain tolerance where evidence strongly suggest that positive emotion generated
through humor does result in an increased tolerance of pain.38 Pain tolerance aside,
what is clear is that the physical benefits of humor are just beginning to be understood.
This is an area that will certainly benefit from continued interest and study across
several disciplines in the medical field.
Contrastingly, the relationship between emotional well-being and humor has
been demonstrated in numerous experiments and is undeniable.39 Specific emotional
benefits include increasing positive moods; reducing stress, anxiety, and tension;
countering depression; and generally enhancing resilience. This was clearly
demonstrated in study including over 300 repatriated Vietnam prisoners of war.
Researchers were puzzled that thirty years after the war, these men displayed very few
medical, social, and psychological problems—
How can this be when other groups in history who have experienced
captivity have often shown extreme aftereffects? The answers are varied
and complex, but one thing seems clear. The Vietnam prisoners of war
had a system that worked, a system for human connection based on
control and grounded in the effective use of humor.40
Cognitive function and humor is another area where the literature strongly
suggests a positive relationship.41 One prominent researcher argues that humor
facilitates mental flexibility—as opposed to mental rigidity—that manifests in a laundry
list of abilities that could be re-tooled into an Army Operating Concept word search
puzzle: the ability to quickly shift perspectives; a higher tolerance for ambiguity and
uncertainty; novel approaches to complex problems; increased ability to adapt to
change; a higher tolerance for risk-taking; the ability to freely move between practical
and non-practical thinking; and improved ability to learn from mistakes.42 Furthermore,
10

“There is considerable evidence that exposure to humor affects other cognitive
processes, particularly memory and creativity.”43 People remember more when the
message includes some degree of adaptive humor.44 And there is a strong connection
between humor and creative thought processes of divergent thinking, reframing, and the
ability to drop restrictive assumptions.45 Who wouldn’t want some of that?
Finally, we come to the social benefits of humor of which the literature identifies
three major areas: individual and team bonding, increased interpersonal competencies,
and improved communication. Several studies indicate the value of humor in
establishing and maintaining relationships (i.e., bonding) citing that “humor is a social
activity that bonds individuals and groups together and unites them” 46 and that humor is
essential in forging and strengthening interpersonal relationships.47 Concerning
increased interpersonal competencies, studies suggest that appropriately using humor
positively effects one’s perceived gregariousness, fosters healthy relationships, and
“generates and increases trust and respect among individuals and between leaders and
followers.”48
To summarize, there is strong evidence that the use of adaptive forms of humor
result in benefits in the emotional, cognitive, and social contexts. The most questionable
and unclear area of study involves the physical benefits resulting from humor. What is
clear is that all of these areas are ripe for additional research to advance understanding
and potential applications. Next, we'll explore what the literature says about how a
leader might put this knowledge to work! (pun intended).
Humor in the Workplace
The traditional American view of work—heavily influenced by her founders’
Puritan work ethic and, later, Fredrick Taylor’s scientific management principles—is that
11

work is serious business and requires “discipline, unquestionable obedience to
authority, and full concentration on one task at a time.”49 The associated logic trail goes
something like this: humor is a form of play, and play is the opposite of work, therefore
humor has no place at work. It is only within the past two decades that “there has been
considerable interest in the potential benefits of increasing the amount of humor that
occurs in the workplace.”50 Very visible examples of this attitudinal shift include the
explosion of corporate “humor consultants” and the prolific publication of business
advice books and articles concerning humor in the workplace.51
Less visible, but much more relevant to gaining a true understanding of the topic,
is the extensive work that is being done by serious researchers and academics.
Research strongly suggest that humor in the workplace can have many positive effects.
Among these are increased employee morale, improved communication, relief of
tension, stress management, increased team cohesiveness, and improved working
relationships. Unsurprisingly, these positive effects of humor in the workplace mirror
what other studies have indicated as benefits from the use of humor in general, as
already discussed earlier in the literature review. It is, however, important to note, that in
the context of the workplace, these findings are based largely on qualitative studies
conducted by sociologists and anthropologists. Humor researcher and Psychologist Dr.
Rod Martin notes that, “Indeed, very little psychological research of any kind has been
conducted on the general topic of humor in the workplace” and that “this is a potentially
fruitful domain for industrial-organizational psychologists to explore.
While the literature reveals many proponents and favorable research for the use
of humor in the workplace, it reveals just as many critics, also armed with strong
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arguments and research data. The primary criticism is rooted in the paradoxical nature
of humor and the associated largely destructive and subversive aspects of maladaptive
humor. In a very practical sense, for every benefit and advantage of the positive use of
humor noted in the literature, there is a corresponding destructive effect that can be
elicited through its negative use. As noted previously, maladaptive humor—negative
humor that is detrimental to others or oneself—is generally viewed as unproductive in
the workplace and often manifests as disrespect, sexual harassment, bullying, and
discrimination.52 It is no coincidence that this likely conjures up visions of toxicity. And
just as good leaders must guard against actions that may result in organizational
toxicity, they must also guard against the use of maladaptive forms of humor.
Humor and Leadership
Despite broad agreement that the study of humor “has the potential of providing
significant insights into management and organizational behavior” there is still
surprisingly little research in this area.53 Based on the work that has been done, it
seems clear that when it comes to humor and leadership, there are two primary areas
the leaders should be aware of in order to facilitate organizational realization of at least
some of the benefits of humor previously outlined. First, given both the aforementioned
paradoxical nature of humor coupled with the certain presence of humor in the
workplace, leaders must work to intentionally establish a climate that encourages the
adaptive form of humor and discourages maladaptive forms. As Martin eloquently
states:
Since humor is already ubiquitous in the workplace, serving many different
functions and reflecting the social structures and power dynamics of the
organization, the task for managers seems to be not so much to increase
the level of fun and laughter, but to understand the meaning of the humor
that already exists and to attempt to channel it in productive directions.54
13

Second, leaders must at least be aware that using the adaptive form of humor—
displaying a positive sense of humor—is a powerful communication tool that can
unleash many of the benefits of humor. Additionally, studies suggest “that supervisors
who are perceived as by their subordinates to have a positive sense of humor also tend
to be viewed as effective leaders” and that subordinates who “rated their supervisors as
being high in sense of humor also reported greater job satisfaction and rated these
supervisors as having generally more positive leadership characteristics compared to
participants who rated their supervisors as low in sense of humor.”55
The Art of Humor
Taken in its entirety, the body of literature offers compelling evidence that humor
can be an effective element of leadership. Perhaps even more compelling are the
countless practical examples of incredibly prominent and greatly admired leaders who
effectively and frequently wielded humor as a leadership tool. While largely difficult to
discern whether or not these leaders appreciated the science of humor, they
nonetheless appreciated and understood the value of its artful application.
This paper began with an epigraph quoting our 16th President as he finished
reading aloud a humorous story and, at its conclusion, laughing heartedly in front of his
assembled cabinet.56 In doing so, Lincoln was demonstrating and reminding all present
of the importance of maintaining a sense of humor. This particular meeting occurred on
September 22, 1862, less than a week after the Battle of Antietam, the bloodiest oneday battle of the American Civil War. Furthermore, this was no ordinary cabinet
meeting. After making the aforementioned remarks, the President somberly presented
his Proclamation of Emancipation, which it approved and Lincoln would issue later that
day. The context of Lincoln’s actions and statements make this vignette even more
14

powerful and illustrative. “The incongruity of the comic with the solemn on this historic
occasion epitomized the action of humor in Lincoln’s character and politics.” 57
George Washington, perhaps our most famous President and widely celebrated
Army leader, frequently yet unassumingly, demonstrated a mastery of the art of humor
in leadership. Despite his largely stoic and formal public image, multiple sources—
including close friends, associates, and direct reports—saw a much lighter and more
human side. Washington “not only relished wit and humor in others, but displayed no
inconsiderable share of them himself”58 and was further described as having “a pleasant
smile and sparkling vivacity of wit and humor.”59 While there are numerous examples of
Washington’s use and appreciation of humor, his actions to resolve the Newburgh
conspiracy clearly stand out.
In March 1783, near the end of the Revolutionary War, discontent over a lack of
pay and allowances spread among officers of the Continental Army in their winter
quarters in Newburgh, New York.60 Their displeasure grew to the point that they
petitioned Congress and threatened disobedience if their grievances where not
satisfactorily addressed. Washington, alarmed at the situation and recognizing the need
to quickly quell the unhappiness, called a meeting to address the officers. He went on to
give a very eloquent and moving speech, but it was a modest use of humor—a casual,
light-hearted comment—that completely changed the mood of the gathering and
facilitated resolution:
In explaining the country’s dire financial difficulties, he read aloud a letter
written by Joseph Jones, a congressional delegate from Virginia.
Washington struggled to read this densely written text, which did not make
for scintillating specifying. He pulled his spectacles out from his pocket to
read more easily. As he did so, he casually commented to the crowd,
“Gentlemen, you must pardon me. I have grown gray in your service and
15

now find myself growing blind.” The aside profoundly moved his audience
and dissipated the tension. After Washington left the room, the officers
reasserted their loyalty to Congress and entrusted the general to negotiate
with that body on their behalf. The so-called Newburgh conspiracy was
over.61
The Newburgh conspiracy, similar Goleman’s story about the retail executive meeting
that was shared earlier in this paper, provides an illustrative example of how even a
modest use of humor can generate an incredibly powerful effect. In both instances, the
artful of use humor generated a positive response to a negative situation. Furthermore,
it served to both acknowledge the gravity of the situation, facilitate a seamless transition
to a solution, and most importantly, do so while keeping the team and trust intact.
These are just two simple examples of the power of humor in leadership and how
its artful use can unleash significant benefit. Even a perfunctory research effort reveals
numerous germane examples of prominent leaders that artfully employed humor to
great effect throughout their professional lives. Some notables include heads of state
(Winston Churchill,62 John F. Kennedy,63 Ronald Reagan64), business leaders (Thomas
Edison65 and Herb Kelleher66), and legendary Army leaders (Eisenhower,67 Patton,68
Powell69). It is this last category, Army leadership—and its relationship with humor—that
is further examined in the next section.
Humor and the Army
Humor and the Army have a long-standing and complex relationship. Even
American popular culture reveals many examples. Among them are familiar titles:
Kelly’s Hero’s, M.A.S.H., Beatle Baily, Catch 22, Hogan’s Hero’s, 1941, The Pentagon
Wars, The Men Who Stare at Goats, and—of course—the quintessential military
comedy Stripes, from which a borrowed line serves as the title of this paper. But beyond
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these romanticized fictional examples, there lies a real and distinct historical record of
humor in the Army that is worth deeper study.
While certainly not without critics regarding his research methods, it is
indisputable that S. L. A. Marshall observed many noteworthy Army leaders first hand—
both as a soldier and later as an official Army historian—over the course of five decades
and four wars (both World Wars, Korea, and Vietnam).70 A prolific writer, he published
over thirty books on warfare and leadership. Among Marshall’s observations:
To speak of the importance of a sense of humor would be futile, if it were
not that what cramps so many men isn’t that they are by nature humorless
as that they are hesitant to exercise what humor they possess. Within the
military profession, this is as unwise as to let the muscles go soft or to
spare the mind the strain of original thinking. Great humor has always
been in the military tradition.71
This tradition is further highlighted in the work of Army Major General Aubrey
“Red” Newman. Newman, a recipient of the Distinguished Service Cross and
immortalized in a popular historical U.S. Army print Follow me that depicts the
amphibious assault of Leyte island during World War II, authored a series of books on
leadership after he retired.72 The book series—Follow Me I, II, and III, sharing the title of
the famous print—recounts timeless leadership lessons gleamed largely, but not
exclusively, from Newman’s personal experiences in the Army. On just the second page
of the first chapter of the first book, Newman relays the following story, demonstrating a
leader’s use of humor to diffuse an otherwise awkward situation:
Like the time that a colonel was walking his dog on one of the Army’s
posts. As he passed a major general’s house, the general invited the
colonel in for a drink, saying, ‘Bring your dog in too.’ In the house the
colonel found another guest, a lieutenant general. As the colonel took a
sip from his drink, his dog lifted a leg and wet the trouser leg of the host
major general. In the resulting embarrassed silence the colonel said, ‘I’m
very sorry, but Bowzer has never done that before. Maybe all these stars
around make him nervous.’ Whereupon Bowzer waddled over, lifted a leg,
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and gave the lieutenant general’s trouser leg a couple squirts too. Before
the mortified colonel could think of what to say the lieutenant general said:
‘Colonel, your pooch needs instruction in military courtesy because he
treats me just like he does major generals. Tie him outside, and we’ll have
one for the road when you get back.’ That was a special situation, which
was met with easy courtesy by the lieutenant general. It illustrates the fact
that an element of human understanding and consideration for others is
an all-pervading factor in military life.73
Commensurately, the themes of humor and humility pervade Newman’s work, and he
astutely recognizes that “humor is an effective but tricky technique in command and
leadership, beneficial when used wisely and with skill, but it can backfire into a
dangerous booby trap if overworked or crudely employed.”74 He further states that “in
life and in love, as in war and in apple-polishing, there is no detailed book of instructions
on how to use humor in all situations.”75
Pete Blaber, a former operations officer and squadron commander in the Army’s
storied Delta Force, provides a more contemporary perspective. In his book, The
Mission, the Men, and Me, Blaber offers several guiding leadership principles that he
internalized while leading elite special operations forces in Afghanistan. Among these
lessons: “Make no mistake about the importance of humor and imagination in combat.”76
Blaber argues that humor is an incredibly effective leadership tool—facilitating
imaginative and creative approaches to problem solving—in even the most elite unit in
the Army.
Keeping these illustrative historical references, anecdotes, vignettes in mind, it is
fascinating to review the Army’s official position on humor in leadership. While current
Army doctrine doesn’t even mention humor, it is interesting to note that this has not
always been the case. Department of the Army Pamphlet 22-1, Leadership, published in
December 1948, under then Chief of Staff of the Army General Omar Bradley’s
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signature block, explicitly addresses both the negative and positive aspects of humor in
leadership. While it cautions heavily against the use of sarcasm, irony, profanity
(providing an exception, however, for “men whose use of profanity is so habitual that it
is recognized as entirely impersonal”), and excessive “wisecracking”—inferably,
negative humor—it encourages the use of positive humor:
Any wise leader will know that in some circumstances a certain amount of
joking and wisecracking is what the situation calls for. When there is
discouragement in the air, when exhausted troops must be called upon for
another effort, a flash of humor helps greatly. It tends to give confidence in
times of stress, even in the midst of the most confused and strenuous
combat. Indeed it is often the American way of implying sympathy and
understanding and even cooperation in the midst of difficulty.77
The idea of humor as an element of leadership also found its way into the Army
Leadership manual published in 1999, Field Manual (FM) 22-100. The importance of a
sense of humor is addressed in two separate areas dealing with direct leadership
actions. Army leaders are reminded “that optimism, a positive outlook, and a sense of
humor are infectious” and invaluable in dealing with adversity and unpopular decisions.
The manual goes on to assert that “despite the pressure of too much to do in too little
time,” effective leaders “keep their sense of humor and help those around them do the
same.”78
Recommendation
Given the history of humor in Army leadership doctrine, the long standing
traditions of humor in the military, the demonstrated effectiveness of the artful
application of humor in leadership, and the increased understanding of the benefits
associated with the adaptive form of humor, it is clearly time to bring the idea of humor
as an element of leadership back into the pages of Army leadership doctrine. The
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purpose of which can and should be relatively simple with the following limited and
achievable objectives:
1. Define and discriminate between adaptive and maladaptive forms of
humor—encouraging use of the former and discouraging use of the later.
2. Convey the potential benefits and risks of using humor as a leadership tool—
linking applicable benefits to other important Army concepts such as the
mission command philosophy (specifically the development and
maintenance of trust and cohesive teams), resiliency, and critical and
creative thinking.
3. Reinforce the enduring and demonstrated importance of maintaining a sense
of humor as an Army leader through one or two meaningful vignettes. An
example of one such vignette is this brief and descriptive account from the
late Paul Malone III. Malone was a highly regarded Associate Professor and
Assistant Dean of George Washington University, a retired Army Colonel, a
decorated Vietnam War veteran, and a graduate of the Army’s premiere
leadership course—Ranger School.79
I recall the incident vividly even today. The setting was the U.S. Army
Ranger course—an experience designed to simulate the rigors of combat.
Our class of Ranger trainees had just completed a 60-hour patrol. The
patrol had gone poorly. Critiques by the Ranger School instructors had
been extremely harsh. We were all utterly exhausted and miserable,
without sleep for almost three days and caked with mud of waist-deep
swamps. Our only desire was for rest. To our collective disbelief and
anguish, we received the order: “Prepare immediately for another patrol.”
Our sullen group moved slowly into the briefing area. The briefer, a
Ranger School instructor, appeared at the map-board. To us, he was the
enemy. His every word described further demands on our exhausted
minds and bodies. But then, something happened. Skillfully integrated into
his briefing came a joke—slightly off-color, not particularly funny, but
appropriate to the situation. Something almost magical occurred. Slowly at
first, the bedraggled group of trainees responded into what developed into
a full minute of hilarious laughter. Suddenly, the environment changed: the
Ranger instructor became a fellow man, not a torturer; the men who had
laughed together became a team with a revitalized common cause; for at
least a while, the exhaustion and discomfort of the group were forgotten.
The skillful use of humor produced a pronounced positive effect on the
behavior of some 130 people. I have watched for additional similar
examples in my professional life. Sadly, they have been few and far
between.80
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In this simple and eloquently communicated example, Malone manages to
simultaneously capture the essence—both the power and largely elusive nature—of
humor as a leadership tool. Additionally, he conveys these messages in a timeless,
easily understood, and highly-relatable fashion that likely resonate with Army leaders,
regardless of age or station in career.
The modest objectives outlined above can be easily and clearly conveyed
through the relatively modest investment of two or three pages of text in the Army’s
leadership doctrine publications. Again, these recommendations are not intended to
revolutionize Army leadership. They are simply offered as an effort to increase
awareness, spark discussion, and foster a deeper understanding of humor as an
effective and accessible leadership tool and establish the concept as an additional
element of consideration in the development of leaders.
Conclusion
A leader’s deliberate use of adaptive humor is a very powerful leadership tool.
The science of humor (collective body of research) strongly suggests that humor can
produce tangible benefits in the emotional, cognitive, and social contexts. It also
suggests that the positive use of humor in the workplace can increase employee
morale, improve communication, relieve tension, reduce stress, and increase team
cohesiveness. Beyond the science is the art—the practical application of humor in
leadership—its utility powerfully demonstrated by two of America’s greatest leaders,
Presidents Washington and Lincoln.
While there is still much about the relationship between humor and leadership
that is not fully understood, it is clearly a concept that merits deeper thought and
deliberation among Army leaders. If nothing else, perhaps after reading this paper, the
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next time a senior leader mentions the importance of having fun or maintaining a sense
of humor, it will take on a slightly deeper meaning than it had in the past. And who
knows, someday, he or she may even be able to reference Army leadership doctrine
when giving that advice.
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