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Developing a program to add humor to an organization’s culture to open up and affirm creativity to be used as a positive change agent.

I. Introduction
I have always believed in the power of humor to positively impact almost any situation.  I have personally used the ability to see humor in every day work and personal situations as a coping mechanism and also as a way to look for creative solutions to issues.  Becoming a CCT student has helped me to be able to take the risk of adding humor to my tool kit as a positive mechanism to bring about needed change in any organization.  

Change is difficult for all.  Humor breaks down barriers and allows people to become comfortable.  

My experience in CCT 612, Seminar in Creativity, the Humor theme course, truly made me aware of how extremely crucial humor in the workplace is not only to overall productivity at work, but also to our physical and mental well being.  This led me to my resolution to seriously investigate the use of humor in the workplace.  The final outcome of my work will be a presentation I can deliver in any organization as to the creative use of humor to strengthen any and all organizations.  

However, akin to thinking “all politics are local,” it is my own personal work experiences, over many years, that initiated my resolve to develop this project to be a positive change agent.  I am hopeful to begin by presenting my initial findings to a sympathetic audience (I will discuss this in more detail later in this report).   This will allow me to further test and refine various aspects of my project.  I would then continue on with my next phase which would be using this presentation in my own work environment to initiate helpful changes to benefit the college.   

After documenting the success and failure of various aspects of my endeavors to change the culture of the college through the use of humor as a creativity catalyst, I will enhance my presentation with additional fine-tuning.  I truly want to reflect on what I believe works and what does not.  Experience is indeed a powerful teacher.  

I can then expand my presentation to become more universal. There are many aspects of the humor and creativity connection that I believe will benefit any organization or institution.  I have found verification of this belief in reading the volumes of literature I have researched.  Romero and Cruthirds, in The Use of Humor in the Workplace, have found in their own research that “…humor can foster esprit de corps …spark innovation…increase the likelihood that unpleasant tasks will be accomplished…[and] relieve stress” (Hudson 2001).  Humor is indeed a powerful tool.

I plan on presenting this project through the following steps: my case for using humor in the workplace; my own steps towards intervening in my own workplace, and finally reflection on how far I have come in this project and what lies ahead for me.

II. My Case for Using Humor in the Workplace

As I mentioned in the introduction, the main focus of my research is to use what I am finding to help the atmosphere at my own workplace, a community college.  The college is indeed a business, but we are mission driven to help the community as our bottom line.  Our mission states, “We are dedicated to creating a challenging and supportive environment where the members of our community can attain their educational and personal goals.  We strive to construct a safe and trustful environment where together we can engage in open dialogue.”  This “safe and trustful environment” is a fertile testing ground for my project.  

At the college, the interactions of all the staff, faculty, and administrators in working together for the purpose of educating the students and also providing outreach to the community are quite complex.  I feel certain that the use of humor in my organizational setting will indeed provide the creative stimulant to bring about positive change.  Humor can and will be the catalyst to affirm creativity and allow the college community new avenues to pursue for the good of all.

My case for using humor in the workplace will involve the following three-fold approach: published research, case studies, and interviews.  

1. Published Research 

There are numerous comprehensive articles and books on the use of humor in many different workplace settings to encourage cooperation and collaboration among colleagues to move the company forward in a positive manner.   Much of the literature I have been researching on the use of humor in the workplace focuses on humor as a common element of human interaction and therefore how it has an impact on work groups and organizations. (Romero & Cruthirds 2006)  

There has been a great deal written on this subject from many different viewpoints.  Current research about the creative part of using humor in the workplace to improve the overall work atmosphere and productivity is the lens I have looked through closely during my research.  The literature provides evidence that humor is linked to creative thinking (O’Quin & Derks 2002 ; Humke & Shafer 1996; Murdock & Ganim 1993).

The basis behind this statement is that humor promotes openness to new ideas by relaxing people and making them less likely to criticize mistakes or new ideas.  This leads to risk taking, which is the basis of creative thinking (Morreall 1991)  

From the very beginning of my journey into the Critical and Creative Thinking program at UMass Boston, risk taking has been a central theme of my studies and actions.  One of my beginning courses in CCT, Creative Thinking, was my first organized attempt at risk taking in a major way.  After learning to trust my classmates, I was able to be completely open and to think “out of the box’ or “out of the nine dots” as Nina Greenwald referred to our efforts to think creatively, freed of boundaries that either we or society had drawn for us.  

 The lack of sharp criticism leads to a safe environment allowing people to act on creative thinking and implement new ideas more freely (Romero and Cruthirds 2006).   An additional explanation for humor’s positive effect on creativity is that a humorous environment leads to increased creativity by instilling a contagious fun mood in which original ideas are likely to emerge. (( Ziv 1983)

Michael Kerr, in “Get Playing to Get Creative” talks about the relationship between creativity and humor.  Kerr discusses a survey by the 3M Corporation that was reported in Training Magazine, that stated that two thirds of respondents listed play or humor as their favorite was of stimulating creativity in a work environment.  In another study Kerr said “Volunteers who watched humorous videos generated more creative ideas than folks who didn’t screen funny programs.” 

William and Mary religion Professor John Morreall has been studying humor for over twenty five years. Morreall (1991) has found that “Humor promotes creative thinking, mental flexibility, the ability to cope with change…and helps us get along with each other…smoothes out rough relationships.”

The humor link to creativity in the workplace is well established.  I will continue to focus on it during my additional research into what is already published.

2. Case Studies
I will emphasize my research and discuss the documented cases of creative use of humor in organizations to achieve dramatic results in motivating staff, communicating effectively, mitigating discord, and ultimately creating a bottom line that is a win/win for both the employer and the employee. 

Mike Veeck, one of the authors of  Fun is Good, How to Create Joy and Passion in Your Workplace & Career,(Veeck and Williams 2005)  discusses some amazing case studies concerning his father, himself, and other professionals he has encountered.  In one of his chapters entitled, “Lessons from Dad” Veeck talks about living a life of creativity.  He goes on to state what he learned from his father, Bill Veeck, who was a well known baseball entrepreneur,  “ A life of creativity involves bringing out the creativity in others and seeking their opinions.  It involves lots of laughter, never taking yourself too seriously, and dealing with adversity with a smile…Let’s remember that it’s possible to be the hardest-working person and still be the one who has the most fun.”

Rick Segal and Darren LaCroix (2001) extensively examine many businesses that have profited from the use of humor as a creative force in their book, Laugh & Get Rich.  This book is written from a marketing perspective and emphasizes bottom line profit for your company by making this approach part of your corporate culture.  They say “Humor makes “cents” as an interesting play on words.  Segal and LaCroix talk about successful cases of integrating humor in business by leaders of many different companies, including the Bose Corporation, Jordan’s Furniture, and WB Mason office supply company.  All theses companies share phenomenal success in part based on their corporate culture of fun and humor as a creative catalyst.  Sherwin Greenblatt, COO of Bose Corporation has given this quote to his employees, “There is no reason why you can’t relax, laugh, and do all the things that one considers play while you are working.   I think that’s the healthiest and best mixture.  We certainly have enough stress that we can use some fun and play.” 

A case study that speaks directly to what I am hopeful to accomplish at my college is the work of Ithaca College President Peggy Williams.  Williams actually teaches a Humor in the Workplace workshop as part of Ithaca’s “LeaderShip” program.  I will discuss the Ithaca model in more depth during my actual synthesis. 

Debbie Therrien in her article “Humor at Work” published in the June/July 2004 CMA Management magazine quotes directly from the successful case study of an accounting firm.  A few years ago, Scott, Batenchuk & Co., a Burlington, Ontario based accounting firm, found itself struggling to find talented individuals to add to their smaller-sized firm. They believed that if they improved morale and created a fun place to work they would retain their existing team members and might attract new ones. Glenn Taylor, a partner in the firm, describes the process that reshaped his organization. “We included ‘having fun’ in our firm vision, created a social committee comprised of volunteers from across the firm, allocated a budget, and gave them license to be creative.” They try to inject humour into several fun events during the busiest time of the year, February to April. These activities include a pancake cook-off, where partners and managers volunteer to cook; this year at their bowling night, each person had to show up with crazy hair; a staff golf tournament; and an April 30th party. Other smaller events during the year encourage staff to get together, share conversation, and get to know each other better.  “In less than a year, fostering humour at our office has paid off in spades,” Taylor reveals. “Clients have made comments about the upbeat and friendly people we have working here, and there has been a definite positive impact on our bottom line, both in terms of recruiting and retaining people. Our employee turnover rate is now lower than the industry average.” 

These numerous studies from many different industries verify the humor and creativity connection to be used as a positive change agent in any organization.

3. Interviews
Interviewing is a powerful tool I will be using in gathering further information that I have not found in current literature.  I have devised an interview process with four parts.  

First, I will start with introductory comments thanking my prospective interviewee for taking the time to be interviewed by me for my synthesis project in my Masters program in Critical and Creative Thinking.  I will go over some basic housekeeping (release sheet, tape recorder, etc.).  I will inform them I am looking to collect their thoughts on their own personal experiences in their organizations that have affirmed their use of humor as a creative force for positive change.  

Second, I will ask all interviewees the following five questions:

1. When did you first bring humor into your organization?

2. What was happening to you and your business at that time?
3. What did you learn from your first steps that would help someone else starting out?
4. What has evolved for you and your business since you brought humor officially into your organization?
5. Could you please share some real-life examples of tools and the people who use them in bringing humor to the workplace?
Next I will have two ending questions, one asking them if they can recommend a key person who uses humor in their organization and if I can contact that individual and mention their name as suggesting I contact them for an interview.  I will then ask if there is anything we did not touch on that we could talk about concerning my synthesis.

Finally, I will close by thanking the interviewee for their time in talking with me.  I will volunteer to share my final report with them.  I will also ask if I may contact them again if any further questions arise from my research.

III. My Own Steps Towards Intervening in My Own Workplace

I have identified  the following five steps I will use in order to put my plan into action at work:

1. Learning about organizational leaders who have converted or given top-down support. - I will uncover some of this through my interviewing process as well as the research I have done thus far.  I will be talking with some of the leaders of my college to see where they stand on this issue.  I will be looking to the president of the college and the Senior Cabinet as well as some Board Members to discuss my project.  I am hopeful they will be open to instituting my findings at the college.

2. Learning about organizational members who have taken initiative – I will be interviewing Deans and Directors to see what initiatives they have taken in their own departments.  There may be a pocket of humor and creativity as a tool for positive change that exists and I am not aware of it.

3. Results of a questionnaire about current use of humor – I will be developing a questionnaire to use to survey selected administrators, staff, and faculty of the college to ascertain the current use of humor.

4. Diagnosis of my own trepidation and steps to overcome that – I have already thought through my initial hesitation as to whether this project would be accepted in my workplace and in other settings.  CCT has taught me to be a risk taker to become a change agent.  The more I get into my project and receive feedback from Peter and my classmates, the more confident I feel in this endeavor.

5. Influencing a sympathetic audience – I have presented to Nina Greenwald’s Seminar in Creativity, The Humor Component class this semester and I found a very receptive audience with lots of feedback and questions.  I certainly would like to keep in touch with my fellow 698 students to further present my project and to obtain their valuable and helpful comments.

IV. Reflection on How Far I Have Come and What Lies Ahead for Me – This is certainly the most important section for me.  I have revised my thoughts many times over this semester concerning the scope and direction of my project by using the ten phases of research and engagement.  I greatly value the comments of my professor and my fellow classmates in helping me see different paths.  I feel I still will revise my direction a few more times, after further reflection, before I settle on my final path for my synthesis presentation.

I have looked back at my original topic in September of “Adding humor to my tool kit as a change agent in the workplace” to see how it transformed into “Developing a program to add humor to an organization’s culture to open up and affirm creativity to be used as a positive change agent.”  

All of the assignments were helpful.  I am pleased I was able to basically do all of them as each one possess a unique value.  I especially  believe the personal mind map I drew helped flush out many issues that I had not thought of before in relation to my project.  The additional comments and revising my mind map were instrumental in moving me forward in my thoughts.

I purposely concentrated a great deal of my energy this semester on the process of Research and Engagement and not specifically just on my topic.  I believe the knowledge I gained from this will benefit me in all aspects of my life both personally and professionally.  

I will now be concentrating on the many parts of my project I need to finish in order to undertake my synthesis on this subject for the spring.  I have most of my work planned out as I have shared in this project report.  However, I have also learned a hard lesson that no matter how carefully I prepare and how much I think I am in control, I am not. My recent accident and other health issues have shown me to expect the unexpected.  Life itself at any given moment may propose a new challenge to be dealt with immediately.  Flexibility is the key.  May the adventure continue…
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