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in Workplace Learning

Introduction: If Nobody Remembers It,
Did They Really Learn It?

You can build the course, launch the campaign, chase completions, and
end up with all the right numbers on the dashboard.

Then, six weeks later, someone asks a
question that the learning covered,
and the room goes silent...

L&D has more ways than ever to put
information in front of people, but
access dlone doesn't turn information
into learning. The challenge is making
sure something stays with people
long enough to influence what they do
next.

For that to happen, the brain needs to
notice the information, process what it
means, store it and retrieve it again
when it becomes relevant.

And the brain is pretty picky...

Faced with a constant stream of
information, your mind is continually
filtering what deserves further attention
and what can be safely forgotten.

Relevant humour can help information
stand out by breaking the pattern the
brain expects.

When it is tied directly to the learning, it
can support attention, motivation,
information processing and recall
(zhou and Lee, 2025q).

And that's where the learning
advantage becomes interesting.
The laugh is one moment in a
much bigger process, involving
how the brain responds to
something unexpected, makes
sense of it and decides whether
that information is worth holding
onto.

Relevant humour in video content
has been linked with higher
motivation and stronger recall
(zhou and Lee, 2025b), giving us
good reason to look more closely
at what is happening beneath the
surface.

Humour can do much more for
learning than simply make it
enjoyable.
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Why Trust Us?

At Video Arts, we've spent more than 50 years exploring how
to make workplace learning worth paying attention to.

Humour and storytelling have been

part of that approach from the H
beginning. We use them to bring We sometl mes
workplace behaviour to life, turning

awkward conversations, familiar confuse being

mistakes and everyday situations into

learning people can recognise and se rious With

remember.

Rather than simply telling people what bei ng SOIem n .’ ’

good behaviour looks like, we show it
in action and let them see the
consequences for themselves.
Behind those moments sits serious
learning design.

That distinction has shaped the Video Arts
approach from the beginning: humour does
not make the learning objective less
serious; it gives us another way to make
Behind those moments sits serious that objective human, recognisable and

learning design. memorable.

4 N
Our approach combines:

@ Behavioural expertise grounded in credible subject-matter knowledge
@ Humour and storytelling designed around the learning point

@ Realistic workplace scenarios that make behaviours easier to recognise

@ Reflection and practice that help people move from watching a behaviour to
using it

s y

We've also spent time looking more closely at why this approach works. Our Laugh, Learn,
Remember session at Learning_ Technologies (Video Arts, 2026) explored the psychology
and neuroscience behind humour and storytelling in digital learning.

Effective humour in learning takes more than dropping a joke into the script; the
strongest moments are usually the ones where the humour carries the lesson.



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Duxqhpx-DUI
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Your Brain Has to Get the Joke

Humour often starts with the brain getting something wrong.

As a situation unfolds, your brain To understand the joke, the brain must
starts predicting what will happen  recognise the mismatch and reinterpret
next. Humour disrupts that what it has seen or heard until the
prediction by introducing meaning clicks into place. This involves
something that doesn't quite fit. a network of brain regions associated
That mismatch between what we  with detecting and resolving

expect and what we get is known incongruity (Vrticka, Black and Reiss,
as incongruity. 2013).

The anatomy of a joke

Something The brain

doesn't fit reinterprets
it

Expectation

Let the behaviour tell
the joke:

| trust you to
take ownership!

What does that mean for
learning?

Humour can give learners something
to work out, rather than simply another
statement to absorb.

This idea sits at the heart of
Instructional Humour Processing
Theory. When humour is directly
related to what is being taught,
recognising_ and resolving the
incongruity can become part of
processing_the learning_itself (Wanzer,
Frymier and Irwin, 2010).

5 minutes later...

Once it gets there, another process
begins: the reward of getting the joke.

The learner spots what doesn’t fit and works out
why the manager’s behaviour undermines their
message.



https://www.nature.com/articles/nrn3566
https://www.nature.com/articles/nrn3566
https://www.nature.com/articles/nrn3566
https://www.nature.com/articles/nrn3566
https://www.nature.com/articles/nrn3566
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/03634520903367238
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/03634520903367238
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/03634520903367238
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/03634520903367238
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/03634520903367238
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The Reward for Getting it

Once the brain has worked out why something is funny, there is
another part of the experience to consider: the reward of getting it.

Humour appreciation engages areas of the brain involved in reward and

recognising what feels important (Vrticka, Black and Reiss, 2013). Getting the joke
can feel satisfying, giving the brain another reason to stay interested in what is

happening.

That matters for learning. Putting information in front of someone is one thing;
keeping them mentally involved long enough to process it is another.

Humour can help create
that motivation.

As much as we find it interesting,
not every employee who arrives
at work is particularly excited to
spend half an hour thinking
about data protection,
performance conversations or
manual handling.

How that learning feels can
influence how willing they are to
engage with it. Relevant humour
in video learning has been linked
with higher learner motivation
compared with neutral
instructional content (zhou and

Lee, 2025b).

A simpler way to
think about it

1.Humour lands

2.Reward response

3.Greater motivation to engage
4.Better conditions for learning!

Dopamine plays a part in this process. It
is a chemical messenger involved in
reward, motivation and learning, and
humour can engage brain pathways
that use it. But it is one part of a much
wider cognitive and emotional
response.

Serious workplace topics can still leave
room for humour. The comedy can
come from the recognisable human
behaviour surrounding them: the
awkward response, the terrible excuse
or the manager who says exactly the
wrong thing at exactly the wrong time.

Used that way, humour can make the
experience more engaging while
keeping the importance of the learning
firmly in view.


https://www.nature.com/articles/nrn3566
https://www.nature.com/articles/nrn3566
https://www.nature.com/articles/nrn3566
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Stress is a Terrible Study Buddy

What someone learns is influenced by more than the information in front of them.

Their state of mind matters too.

Stress is part of the body’s normal response to pressure. When we perceive a challenge
or threat, the body releases hormones, including cortisol, which helps us respond to

what is happening.

That response isn’t automatically a problem. Short bursts of stress can sharpen
attention, and emotionally significant experiences can form powerful memories. But
intense stress at the wrong moment can disrupt working. memory and make new
information harder to encode or retrieve (Shields et al., 2017).

Which isn't ideal when you're asking someone to absorb something new.

Spontaneous laughter has been
associated with lower cortisol levels than
control activities (Kramer and Leitao,
2023), with the same overall pattern
remaining when researchers looked only
at randomised controlled trials.

Humour can help us reinterpret negative
experiences, changing how we respond
to them emotionally.

Positive humour has been shown to
reduce negative emotion while increasing
Rositive emotion (samson and Gross,
2012), suggesting that it can act as a form
of emotional

reappraisal.

For learning, that gives us an interesting
route into difficult material. Someone
approaching a subject feeling tense,
uncomfortable, or defensive is already
using mental resources to deal with that
response.

If stress and resilience are a bigger priority ST
for your organisation, we've got a couple of )

practical resources to help

Humour can help shift the emotional tone, making the
subject feel easier to approach without pretending the
difficult issue isn't there.

That can be particularly useful with learning around
conflict, inclusion, poor management, compliance, or
workplace mistakes. Showing a recognisable mistake,
exaggerating an unhelpful behaviour, or letting learners
spot the absurdity of a situation can lower an accusatory
tone and give them space to engage with the behaviour
itself.

That shift may matter for memory too. Across more than
6,000 participants, acute stress around the point
information is learned or retrieved has been linked with
poorer memory, (Shields et al,, 2017).

Against that wider evidence, a small randomised trial
involving 20 older adults (Bains et al., 2014) is interesting
rather than conclusive: a humorous video was followed
by lower cortisol and improvements in learning ability
and delayed recall. It doesn't prove that humour improves
memory by reducing stress, but it points in the same
direction as the broader evidence.

videoarts

The Resilience

Playbook:

How L&D and HR Can Help
s Bounce Bock Strongor..
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The Power of Recognition

Some of the best workplace humour works because it feels uncomfortably
familiar.

A manager asks for honest feedback, then spends the next five minutes explaining why every
piece of feedback they receive is wrong. You laugh because you recognise the behaviour.
Maybe you've worked with someone like that. Maybe, on a particularly self-aware day, you
recognise a little of yourself.

That recognition can be useful for learning because the brain treats information differently
when we connect it to our own experiences.

This is known as the self-

reference effect.

Information processed in relation to us tends to be
remembered more effectively than information
considered only, for its general meaning (Symons and
Johnson, 1997). Connecting something new to
existing experiences gives the brain more context to
work with and can encourage richer processing.

The same principle has useful implications for
learning. Building opportunities for learners to relate
material to themselves and their own experience can
improve learning_ outcomes (Liu and Wen, 2024).

Recognisable workplace humour creates
a natural opportunity for that
connection.

When learners see an awkward conversation, an overbearing
manager, or a painfully familiar team meeting, they already have
experiences they can compare it with. The fictional situation starts to
overlap with real working life, giving the learner a reason to reflect on
how the behaviour shows up around them.

Humour doesn't create this effect on its own. The important ingredient
is recognition. The scenario needs to feel familiar enough for someone
to make the connection.

That is particularly valuable in behavioural learning, where
understanding the principle is only part of the job. Learners also need
to recognise:

What that behaviour looks like

When it happens in practice
* When they are the person doing it.

For L&D, realistic scenarios can therefore do more than make learning relatable. They can give learners a way to
connect new ideas with situations, people, and behaviours they already
know.

And when the thought shifts from “that characteris ridiculous” to “hang on, do | ever do that?”, the learning has
moved much closer to the workplace.


https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/9136641/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/9136641/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/9136641/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/9136641/
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Stories Give Learning Somewhere to Live- The Serious Science of Funny: 09
The Neuroscience of Humour in Workplace Learning

Stories Give Learning Somewhere to Live

Recognising a behaviour makes it feel
relevant. Putting that behaviour inside a
story gives it context.

Workplace skills rarely happen in
isolation because what someone does
usually affects what happens next. Stories
let learners see those connections unfold,
rather than presenting behaviour as a
standalone instruction.

Narratives organise information into
events that unfold over time and connect
through cause and effect (Lee, Bellana
and Chen, 2020). During recall, the brain
can reinstate representations of those
events, helping us reconstruct what
happened and how one moment led to
another.

This can make information easier to work
with too. In a review involving 33,000
participants, narrative information was
better understood and recalled than
equivalent expository information (Mar et
al, 2021).

For workplace learning, that gives us an
opportunity to show what a behaviour
leads to, rather than simply explaining
what someone should do.

66 Acknowledge the
customer’s
concern before
jumping toa
solution. ”

==

Put it into a scene and the
consequence becomes visible:

An increasingly frustrated customer
explains their problem, only to hear “/
understand, but that is our policy” for the
third time. Each attempt to close the
conversation makes the situation worse.

Now the learner can see how one
behaviour shapes the response that
follows, and why a different approach
could change the direction of the
conversation.

That cause-and-effect structure is an
important part of what makes stories
useful. Narratives help us connect actions
with outcomes, and those causal
relationships play an important role in how
stories are understood and represented
(Chen and Bornstein, 2024).

For L&D, the story can demonstrate the
learning point in motion, helping people
understand what happened, why it went
wrong and what could have happened
differently.

That is where humour and storytelling work
particularly well together: the humour
helps the moment stand out, while the
story gives it meaning.


https://www.videoarts.com/learning-library/workplace-skills/
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https://doi.org/10.3758/s13423-020-01853-1
https://doi.org/10.3758/s13423-020-01853-1
https://doi.org/10.3758/s13423-020-01853-1
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tics.2024.04.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tics.2024.04.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tics.2024.04.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tics.2024.04.003

When Funny Stops Being Useful- The Serious Science of Funny: The
Neuroscience of Humour in Workplace Learning

When Funny Stops Being Useful

There is certainly a convincing case for humour in learning but
there’s also an important catch: being funny isn’t enough.

Humour can distract

Humour asks the learner to process additional
information, so the funny moment needs to
contribute something useful. When the humour is
closely related to what is being taught,

it can direct attention towards the learning
content. When it has little connection to the

subject, it can compete for that attention instead.

Course-related humour is more consistently
associated with positive learning outcomes,
while unrelated humour can become a
distraction (Zhou and Lee, 2025q).

Here's an example

Think of the difference between an employee
frantically getting out of bed five minutes before a
big meeting, treating a work-from-home day as
though normal workplace expectations no longer
apply, and an unrelated joke, simply because
someone thought things were getting a bit stale.

Both might get a laugh. Only one uses the humour

to expose the behaviour the learning is trying to
address.

Why does this matter?

TThe type of humour matters too.

Humour linked to the learning and judged as
appropriate has been positively associated with
learning, while offensive and other-disparaging
humour has not shown the same relationship

(wanzer, Frymier and Irwin, 2010). What feels
harmless to one audience can also land very
differently with another, particularly across
different cultures, experiences, and workplace
contexts.

Theories and tests to help

Aaker and Bagdonas offer a useful
practical test: think about how the
humour will make other people feel,
rather than simply whether it makes you
sound funny, and be particularly careful
not to punch down (Aaker and
Bagdonas, 2021).

That doesn’'t mean humour needs to be
completely stripped of tension or
surprise. Those qualities are often part of
what makes something funny in the first
place. The important thing is to use
them with purpose and stay clear on
what the learner is laughing at and why.

Consider this:

A useful test is whether the humour
still supports the learning once the
laughter has faded.

e Does it reveal the behaviour?

¢ Does it help explain the consequence?

e Does it make the situation easier to
recognise?

*  Willremembering the funny moment
bring the learning point back with it?

If the answer is no, the joke may be
entertaining, but it is taking up
valuable space.

For Video Arts, this is why
writing humorous learning
takes more than writing
something funny. The
comedy needs to
understand the

ehaviour it is portraying,
he audience watching it
and the learning objective
underneath it.
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The Laugh, Learn, Remember
Framework

The science gives us a useful principle to take into learning design: humour works

best when it has a job to do.

John Cleese put the Video Arts version of that principle rather neatly: “If the jokes encapsulate the
lessons, then, if they are enjoyed and remembered, the training points that the jokes illustrate

are remembered too.”

Rather than starting with “How can we make this funnier?”, start by asking where humour could
help the learner notice, understand, or remember something important.

/

Laugh - Earn attention: Humour works best
when it grows naturally from the behaviour
or situation being taught. Surprise and
incongruity can make something stand out
because the brain must notice and resolve
what doesn't fit (Vrticka, Black and Reiss
2013).

Ask:

¢ Where is the learner most likely to switch
off?

¢ |s there a familiar workplace behaviour
we could exaggerate or expose?

¢ Does the humour help draw attention
towards the learning point?

¢ Will the audience recognise what they are
seeing?

Goal: Give the brain a reason to notice.

I\ %

Learn -Make the humour carry meaning:
Humour that is connected to the material can
support the processing of the learning_itself
(Wanzer, Frymier and Irwin, 2010). That might
mean exposing a contradiction, showing the
consequence of poor behaviour or helping
someone recognise a mistake they have seen
before.

Ask:

¢ What behaviour or idea are we trying to
change?

¢ What does the humorous moment reveal
about it?

¢ Does the story show a consequence rather
than simply state a rule?

Godal: Give the brain something useful to work
out.

(Mar et al., 2021).

Ask:

behaviour difficult to forget.

/ Remember - Give the learning a route back: The final test is what survives after the course close)
Relevant humour in video learning has been linked with stronger recall (Zhou and Lee, 2025b),
while stories can help by placing information inside connected events, causes and consequences

e What is the learner most likely to remmnember tomorrow?

e Does remembering the funny moment bring the learning point back with it?
¢ Can reflection or practice help reinforce that connection?

¢ Where could learners apply the behaviour in their own working lives?

Goal: Make the learning easier to retrieve when it matters.

For Video Arts, that journey often looks like:
Watch — recognise — understand — reflect = practise = apply

Humour has a role throughout, but the purpose stays the same: make important workplace
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Make the learning worth remembering

Humour does more than make learning enjoyable. Used with
purpose, it can help earn attention, encourage people to engage
with an idea, make workplace behaviour easier to recognise and

give learning something memorable to hold onto. The science may
be serious. The learning doesn’t always have to feel that way.

See the science in action!

Get Started

Explore how Video Arts uses humour, storytelling, and behavioural
expertise to create workplace learning that people want to watch and
can put into practice.



https://www.videoarts.com/get-started/
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	That response isn’t automatically a problem. Short bursts of stress can sharpen attention, and emotionally significant experiences can form powerful memories. But intense stress at the wrong moment can disrupt working memory and make new information harder to encode or retrieve (Shields et al., 2017).
	Which isn’t ideal when you’re asking someone to absorb something new.

	Want more support on workplace stress?
	If stress and resilience are a bigger priority for your organisation, we’ve got a couple of practical resources to help
	Click one!
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	The Power of Recognition
	Some of the best workplace humour works because it feels uncomfortably familiar.
	A manager asks for honest feedback, then spends the next five minutes explaining why every piece of feedback they receive is wrong. You laugh because you recognise the behaviour. Maybe you’ve worked with someone like that. Maybe, on a particularly self-aware day, you recognise a little of yourself.
	That recognition can be useful for learning because the brain treats information differently when we connect it to our own experiences.

	This is known as the self-reference effect.
	Information processed in relation to us tends to be remembered more effectively than information considered only for its general meaning (Symons and Johnson, 1997). Connecting something new to existing experiences gives the brain more context to work with and can encourage richer processing.
	The same principle has useful implications for learning. Building opportunities for learners to relate material to themselves and their own experience can improve learning outcomes (Liu and Wen, 2024).

	Recognisable workplace humour creates a natural opportunity for that connection.
	know.


	Stories Give Learning Somewhere to Live
	Acknowledge the customer’s concern before jumping to a solution.
	Put it into a scene and the consequence becomes visible:
	When Funny Stops Being Useful- The Serious Science of Funny: The Neuroscience of Humour in Workplace Learning



	When Funny Stops Being Useful
	There is certainly a convincing case for humour in learning but there’s also an important catch: being funny isn’t enough.
	Humour can distract
	Theories and tests to help
	Humour asks the learner to process additional information, so the funny moment needs to contribute something useful. When the humour is closely related to what is being taught,
	it can direct attention towards the learning content. When it has little connection to the subject, it can compete for that attention instead. Course-related humour is more consistently associated with positive learning outcomes, while unrelated humour can become a distraction (Zhou and Lee, 2025a).
	Aaker and Bagdonas offer a useful practical test: think about how the humour will make other people feel, rather than simply whether it makes you sound funny, and be particularly careful not to punch down (Aaker and Bagdonas, 2021).
	That doesn’t mean humour needs to be completely stripped of tension or surprise. Those qualities are often part of what makes something funny in the first place. The important thing is to use them with purpose and stay clear on what the learner is laughing at and why.
	Here’s an example

	Consider this:
	A useful test is whether the humour still supports the learning once the laughter has faded.
	Does it reveal the behaviour?
	Does it help explain the consequence?
	Does it make the situation easier to recognise?
	Will remembering the funny moment bring the learning point back with it?

	Why does this matter?
	If the answer is no, the joke may be entertaining, but it is taking up valuable space.
	For Video Arts, this is why writing humorous learning        .......takes more than writing ........something funny. The .........comedy needs to ...........understand the ...........behaviour it is portraying, ...........the audience watching it ........and the learning objective .........underneath it.
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	The Laugh, Learn, Remember Framework
	The science gives us a useful principle to take into learning design: humour works best when it has a job to do.
	Ask:
	Ask:
	Ask:
	For Video Arts, that journey often looks like:


	Make the learning worth remembering
	See the science in action!


