


with Janet Elizabeth Henderson

HUMOR CAN BE DISSECTED as a frog can, but the 
thing dies in the process and the innards are 
discouraging to any but the purely scientific 
mind.”  E. B. White
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Pick ‘n’ Mix 
plot structure

Two simple overall humor 
structures

Two simple scene structures 
that can also be used as 
plot structures.

Layer them for depth. 

Use them in a way that 
works for you and the story 
you have to tell.



• Humor in a romantic 
comedy is best structured as 
top heavy. Overall, the first 
third of the novel is funnier 
than the second and the 
second is funnier than the 
third. 

• Include one laugh-out-loud  
set piece per book. This is 
best placed in the middle of 
the book. 

• Put an amusing scene at the 
very end of the book, to end 
on a heart-warming note.

1.
The simple 

ONE SET-PIECE 
structure



Cute meet

Black 
moment

Romance 
resolved

Romance plotline

Hero’s 
character arc

Heroine’s 
character arc

Antagonist’s plotline

Humor 
plotline

Middle of book
No man’s land

90%

Antagonist’s 
victory

Character 
realizations

Start of 
romance

Character’s 
challenged

Lots of humor

Set piece

Set up everything needed 
for the main set piece

Story Set Up

Establish Character
ONE set-piece 
format



• The main romance follows 
the format of the one set-
piece structure.

• A secondary romance/plot is 
introduced with secondary 
characters at about the 1/3 
mark.

• As the main romance 
becomes more emotional 
and serious, the secondary 
plot kicks in and becomes 
more humorous.

• The secondary plot should 
have a set piece too, but it 
should take up less space 
than the main one.

• All plotlines are resolved in 
an upbeat ending.

Secondary Romance 
or

Sub-Plot Structure



Romance 
resolved

Start of 
MAIN romance

MAIN
Set piece

Set up everything needed 
for the main set piece

Story Set Up

Establish Character

Set up everything needed 
for the secondary set piece

Secondary 
set piece

Start of 
Secondary romance

Using 
Secondary 
Romance or 
Sub-Plot 
Structure

Secondary 
romance

Main 
romance

Humor plotlines only



Basic scene structure type 1: Fulfilment

1. Set up

This can take as little 
as a paragraph or as 
long as all that’s come 
before it.

2. Logical evolution

The set up is complete 
and the events are put 
in place. They’ll now 
play out according to 
character reaction.

3. The fulfilment

You’ve built expectations 
through set up and 
evolution. Now you 
exceed them in a 
dramatic finale.

Make your character take 
the situation seriously.

All through the book, 
your characters have 
referred to your 
heroine as being 
accident prone and a 
dangerous woman to 
date, because 
everyone who dates 
her gets hurt.

Your heroine goes on 
a date. She does 
NOT expect it to go 
badly. But the reader 
can see the dangers 
in the scene because 
they are EXPECTING 
them.

As expected, the 
heroine accidentally 
hurts her date in a 
spectacular fashion.

SLOW TIGHTER FAST – NO DRAG

The humor in this type of 
scene is in the fulfilment of 

anticipation.

There is no surprise 
for the reader. 

Note 
rhythm/pacing 

of scene.



Basic scene structure type 2: Pivot

1. Set up

This can take as little 
as a paragraph or as 
long as all that’s come 
before it.

2. Logical evolution

The set up is complete 
and the events are put in 
place. The reader AND 
the characters expect 
one thing to happen.

3. The pivot

Expectation is turned on 
its head when the 
unexpected suddenly, 
sharply happens right at 
the end.

All through the book, 
your characters have 
referred to your 
heroine as accident 
prone and a 
dangerous woman to 
date, because 
everyone who dates 
her gets hurt.

Your heroine goes on 
a date. She does 
NOT expect it to go 
badly. But the reader 
can see the dangers 
in the scene because 
they are EXPECTING 
them.

The date injures 
himself while trying to 
avoid getting injured.
Or
An ex turns up and 
proposes
Or…

Note 
rhythm/pacing 

of scene.

SLOW SPEED IT UP CRASH THAT SUCKER!FAST NOW

The humor in this 
type of scene 

comes from the 
reader’s surprise.



IMPORTANT!

Humor comes out of 
credible characters 

behaving believably in 
any given situation.

You MUST concentrate on developing well-rounded, 
credible characters for your humorous situations to be believed.



Readers must believe that the events 
in your story COULD happen.

Humor in romantic comedies should 
occur as a logical progression of a 
character’s thoughts and/or actions in 
relation to the overall development of 
the plot. 

The key to making something funny is 
to take that logical progression a step 
further than you would most likely 
happen in real life. Exaggeration is 
humorous. 

Credible, contextual exaggeration 
transcends cultural boundaries—in 
other words, the reader understands 
why it’s happening and can identify 
with the logic of it. 

You do this by creating well-rounded 
characters.



• Are not in on the joke

• Make decisions/act based on 
information presented to them

• Act logically FOR THEM

• Are not trying to be funny

• Will make you laugh, and cry

• Are not caricatures

• They have a goal in mind

• They are emotional and feel 
deeply

• They react seriously and 
honestly to the situations they 
find themselves in

• Suffer the consequences of 
their actions and decisions

Do NOT write 
“funny characters”.

Write believable characters.

Reminder:
Not all characters 
use the same type 

of humor.



Important!
The humor 
must NEVER 
outshine the 
romance.



Keep the humor gentle in emotional 
scenes. This type of humor will 
reinforce the emotion, not detract 
from it. For example:
• Some gentle teasing
• The couple sharing a light joke
• Amusing circumstances around 

the emotional scene
• Sex is a good place for humor!

Do NOT insert a punchline into an 
emotional scene. A punchline renders 
everything that has come before it 
part of the joke. It undercuts emotional 
depth. It will make your readers laugh 
AT your characters instead of WITH 
them.

For example:
• The Last Jedi

Everything that’s wrong with The Last 
Jedi – mostly:
• Dashing reader expectation
• Characters not acting “within 

character”
• Humor used to defuse deep emotion
• Humor used to belittle the audience
• A subplot that has NOTHING to do 

with the movie
• I could go on…



• Crescendo effect. As you build 
the emotion in a scene, 
directly reduce the amount of 
humor. Take the reader on an 
emotional journey from 
laughter to deeper feeling.

• Emotional turnaround. Cut off 
a humorous scene with a 
sudden switch to a show of 
deep emotion. Think, scenes 
where one partner does 
something funny/daft and the 
other partner laughs BUT 
THEN comforts them. Or 
laughs BUT THEN strikes out 
in defense of them.

NB: this technique is the 
opposite of the punchline. 
WHICH YOU SHOULD NOT USE!!
Seriously. Don’t get me started 
on Star Wars again.

• Bittersweet scenes. Use 
gentle humor that reinforces 
the emotion of the scene. 
Think, sharing a joke about a 
loved one at a funeral, 
something that makes you 
smile about them through 
your loss. This emphasizes 
the loss. 



WARNING!
PITFALLS 
AHEAD



You can limit this in two ways:
NEVER let your heroes make 
comments that fall into this category –
even with their male friends. It’s 
creepy!
Only have these comments between 
girlfriends and give them a context 
that makes ribald humor acceptable –
Girl’s night out, etc.

Like everything in your novel, 
humor should be there for at 
least one of three reasons: 
• To move the plot forward
• To show character 

development
• To increase tension
No matter how funny the 
scene, if it doesn’t do ONE of 
these things – cut it.

It isn’t enough to make a joke or 
write a funny scene – it has to 
happen to the right character, at 
the right time, for it to work well. 
The best humor grows organically 
from your characters.



Beware too 
much OTT

content

If you have an OTT character, 
have a more believable plot. If 
you have an OTT premise, 
have believable characters. 
One OTT character is more 
than enough for a book. 
Remember that OTT 
characters and plots need a 
foil for the humor to work, 
that’s why everything can’t be 
OTT.

Readers will go anywhere with you, 
if you build a believable world, and 
do it slowly enough for them to 
follow you into it. Starting off with 
an unbelievable premise shatters 
any attempt at world building 
before you start and will sound silly 
in your blurb. A ludicrous premise 
affects all comedy elements in a 
book, making them fall flat. It also 
undermines deep emotion, making 
it appear shallow. 
Don’t do this.

Beware 
being too 

lighthearted

Comedy/humor needs a foil to 
work effectively. Otherwise it can 
come across as shallow and silly. 
Make sure you have scenes with 
emotional depth in your book. Try 
to make your readers laugh, and 
cry – sometimes within the same 
scene. Don’t feel that the comedy 
label means you have to be funny 
all of the time. You don’t. You DO 
need to provide a well-rounded 
reading experience for your 
audience.



Ensuring the comedy in your novel 
works across country borders, 
comes with its own pitfalls. It is all 
too easy to unintentionally offend 
someone of a different culture. Here 
are some tips on how to avoid this.

• Universal humor is rooted in 
context. People from all countries 
will laugh at anything (mostly!), 
as long as they understand the 
characters and the story 
surrounding the humor. Your job 
is to build context, by developing 
your characters to the point 
where their actions—although 
funny and sometimes offensive—
are completely believable FOR 
THEM.

• Use subtle exaggeration. Build 
your scene beyond where the 
reader expects it to go.

• Use irony. This is a universal form 
of humor, but again, make sure 
it’s within context.



• Use displacement – something 
out of its everyday context. 

Like a giraffe in Trenton – NOT. 
Remember, it has to be believable. If 
the reader’s belief stretches too far, 
they are jerked out of the world 
you’ve created, and they start 
laughing at you and your book for 
being ludicrous.

Important note:

We are living in a rapidly changing 
world where things that would have 
been inoffensive a few years ago, 
are seen as offensive now. (Watch 
Friends reruns and you’ll see what I 
mean!)

Although I believe that nothing 
should be off limits to a comedian, 
you are writing a rom com, and 
hopefully one with universal appeal. 
I recommend avoiding cliched jokes 
about race, sexual orientation, color, 
equal rights, etc. 

Another things that does NOT 
translate well internationally is dark 
humor. 
Keep that for Scottish funerals.



Tips for getting humor into your books without really trying!

Puns

Don’t overdo them, 
but these can work 
particularly well 
when only one 
character, or only the 
reader, get the joke.

Contrasts

Giant hero, tiny heroine. Small 
town/big city characters. Large man, 
tiny dog. Tiny woman, large dog. Yeah, 
it’s getting ridiculous now, but you get 
the idea. Readers will find humor in 
the contrast without you laboring it.



You can put small observations/asides in your book to provide 
humor. The key to making these successful is in NOT 
EXPLAINING them. 
Overexplaining in a novel will kill everything, especially 
humor. Trust your readers to find these nuggets and enjoy 
them.

Example: A sign on a shop wall that says “all shoplifters will be 
prostituted.”

These work best as background 
noise. They aren’t explained or 
focused on. They just happen 
throughout the book.

Example:
Betty’s false teeth.

Running 

Gags

Stick it in the 

Background



Dialogue 

Tips

The basics:

• Don’t make any one character 
sarcastic/witty ALL of the time. It’s 
more annoying than funny.

• Keep bouts of banter short and snappy. 
If they go on too long, they lose their 
edge.

• Mispronunciation, wrong words etc., 
can all be effective if used sparingly.

• Make the characters take what they’re 
saying seriously.

• Keep the dialogue in character.
• Remember that humorous dialogue 

UNDERCUTS tension and emotional 
depth – use sparingly.



Ways to make 

dialogue 

funny

Banter
“The playful and friendly exchange 
of teasing remarks.”

• Don’t be mean. Readers identify with your 
protagonists. If the character is mean, the 
reader with feel mean. Readers don’t like to 
feel mean.

• Keep it in character. Don’t suddenly have 
someone throwing witty comments if it 
isn’t in their character.

• Situation appropriate - characters wouldn’t 
banter while saving each other from 
drowning. Just sayin’…

• Keep any periods of banter short and 
snappy. Don’t go on for pages.

• Remember it’s about establishing character, 
NOT proving how funny you are.

• Write sharp and fresh. Keep the pace fast. 
Don’t use clichés, unless you are being 
tongue-in-cheek.

• Remember it’s a conversation. No showing 
off by any one character – or the author.



“Banter allows the hero and heroine 
to be at odds while remaining on the 
same side of the conflict (well, 
usually). It also keeps the relationship 
from feeling too easy—since the 
characters are wrapped up in their 
competition, they don’t immediately 
melt into a puddle of loving couple-
ness, which means that the reader has 
some time to want the relationship 
before it’s realized.”
I can’t remember who said this but it wasn’t me!

Always keep in mind the function 
of the scene. Banter is a way of 
working out a power dynamic 
between characters – at the same 
time as defusing tension in a 
situation. That’s why it’s often 
used in homosocial books.

Tips for writing the actual banter:
• Choose one element for them to 

argue over through the whole book 
– Who’s the strongest, who’s the 
smartest, who’s the most accident 
prone, who’s the cutest, who’s the 
funniest, etc. And have them make 
digs at each other about it.

• Choose one remembered incident 
to bring up time and again – the 
time they were rejected, the time 
they fell in a pond, the time they 
were late and missed an important 
meeting. 

• Think of ten pithy, witty, snappy 
things you could say about those 
things. Remember to use them in 
context. i.e. “You couldn’t make a 
hyena laugh.” “You’re so weak tissue 
paper weeps for you.” “You’re so 
ugly Katy Perry would wear you.”

If in doubt Google 
jokes and comebacks 

on your topic and 
rewrite to make 

them work in 
your book.

JR Ward
Gena Showalter



Subtext

“An underlying and often 
distinct theme in a piece of 
writing or conversation.”

To use subtext for humor:
• Have what the couple are saying 

to each other at odds with 
what’s happening i.e. 
romantic/sexual tension builds 
but they voice their denial or 
the attraction.

• This works well with a 
dismissive or self depreciating 
tone.

e.g.:
“Don’t read anything into this,” he 
said as he pressed her palm against 
the front of his jeans, “I’ve been 
known to get hard watching 
Monday night football.”
“Good to know we’re both turned 
on by men in tight shorts.”



Use subtext in setting/scene for humor:
• This is where the character is put into a 

setting that is at odds with what’s 
actually going on.

• Think fish out of water scenarios.
• And situations where they are blissfully 

ignorant.
e.g. 
“So you’re here for the…dancing position?” 
Larry sat back in his chair, cocked an 
eyebrow at his partner. “Do you have any 
um, experience…dancing?” 
“Yes, ten years classical ballet.” Clara sat 
straighter in her seat. A hotel room was a 
strange place for an interview, but Larry 
and his partner seemed nice. Although, 
Larry’s beige suit looked like it come 
straight out of the seventies and Dale was 
wearing too many rings on his right hand. 
Rings that needed cleaning, two of them 
looked rusty.

Use subtext when one of your characters 
knows something the other doesn’t:
• The reader is generally in on the joke.
• Be careful that this doesn’t turn mean.
e.g.
“I’m fed up dealing with this Max guy. He’s 
yanking my chain from a distance. I’m going 
over to his fight club and I’m gonna put him 
on his ass.”
“Fight club? Max? You’ve never been to this 
bar, have you?”
“No,” he cast him a glance. “Why? Have you?”
“Oh yeah, it’s brutal.”
Sam nodded. “Good. Then he won’t mind me 
putting him on his ass in front of his clientele. 
I told him enough is enough. Tonight we fight 
it out. Like men.” 
(Max is Maxine and she runs a topless bar 
that has nightly jello fights. Something the 
reader knows.) 

Susan Elizabeth 
Phillips does this 
amazingly well.

Dream a Little Dream

Nobody’s Baby But Mine



One-liners

“A short joke or witty remark.”

Tips for using one-liners:
• Sprinkle them sparingly through the 

book.
• They can be used as a punchline to a 

scene/conversation.
• Or they can be used as a “left-field” 

observation that interrupts the flow 
of the dialogue.

• You can steal them. If you can’t think 
of your own, have a character who 
randomly quotes famous one liners.

• Be careful of the rhythm of the one 
liner or it can sound like it has a ba-
dum-cha drum effect at the end of it.

• One fun way to use one liners is to 
have someone who DOESN’T get the 
joke and takes it literally. Think Drax 
the Destroyer from Marvel’s 
Guardians of the Galaxy movies.

Nothing goes over 
my head. 

My reflexes are 
fast and I would 

grab it.

Kresley Cole
Immortals After 

Dark series



How to write a good one liner:

• Utilize exaggeration.
Let the comment be the natural development 
of a thought or comment that is taken beyond 
it’s normal natural conclusion.

• Something out of left-field.
Make a character say something that has 
nothing to do with situation. Or, is an astute 
observation on the subtext of a situation. E.g. 
“Tricky, isn't it, if you're both a moth and a sea 
captain in charge of a ship but up ahead, you 
see a lighthouse.” Milton Jones

• Use the “rule of threes”
This utilizes the rhythm and expectation of 
listing things in threes. The key to making it 
funny, it to make the last “three” unexpected. 
E.g. “This heartbreak is too much,” she wailed. 
“I need chocolate. I need ice-cream. I need a 
hitman.”

• Shatter expectations—do the 
twist.

Lead your reader somewhere, end up 
somewhere else. E.g. “The hardest 
part about my grandmother’s death 
was - making it seem like an 
accident.”

• Pun
Work well two ways – either tongue 
in cheek, where the character’s 
realize the joke is cheesy but are 
using it to tease each other. E.g. 
“Having sex in an elevator is wrong.”
“On so many levels…”
Or you can make the character 
oblivious to the pun. E.g.
“Wherever I go, I’m greeted with so 
much warmth,” said the new town 
fire chief.



If the humor you use in your book puts the reader in a position of 
superiority when they see misfortune happen to your characters, it turns 
the reader into a “mean girl.” This can leave them with an unpleasant 
reading taste in their mouths when they’re done. As in, they leave your 
books, feeling bad about themselves and your story.

Example: You fell down a hole and broke your leg, that’s so funny. How 
dumb are you?

Alternatively, if you write your humor from a position of identification, it 
increases the empathy your readers have for your characters and pulls 
them deeper into the book. This is a gentler approach, but I think it works 
much better with the overall aims of romantic comedy.

Example: You fell down a hole and broke your leg, you poor thing. I would 
have done exactly the same thing!

IMPORTANT Rom Coms make 
the reader feel 

good about 
themselves.



SUMMARY

• Know what type of Romantic Comedy you’re writing 
before you start.

• Plot the humor the same way you plot everything else.
• Have at least one, but no more than three, set pieces.
• The set-up for your set piece, or the conclusion of your 

scene, must be well established.
• Develop well-rounded, believable characters.
• Make your characters take their situations seriously.
• Make sure they behave logically FOR THEM.
• Take note of the pitfalls and try to avoid them.
• Write situational humor in a way that invites 

identification from your readers.
• Sprinkle running gags and low-key humorous 

observations throughout the backdrop of your story.
• Make your reader laugh, and cry
• Not everything in your book has to be funny.
• Limit your OTT characters and/or plot devices.
• Pay attention to pacing. The funnier something is, the 

faster the pacing—generally!
• Do not be offensive. Steer clear of contentious topics. 

Save those for your stand-up routine.
• Have fun with it. If it makes you laugh. It will make 

your readers laugh.



The End…
A copy of this presentation can be 
downloaded from:

janetelizabethhenderson.com/rwnz-writing-
romantic-comedy

You will also find recommended 
books on the topic there too.



• In it together
This type of comedy points out 
the absurdities of life and 
encourages the reader to laugh 
at them from a position of 
superiority. (Only the writer and 
reader can see how humorous 
the story is.) 
Example: Anything by Jane 
Austen.

• All in the tone
This is where the author’s voice in 
itself is humorous, but they still 
manage to achieve depth within the 
story. This one is hard to pull off 
without becoming so flippant that 
you alienate the reader. 
Example: Kresley Cole does this 
brilliantly in her Immortals After 
Dark series.

• It’s a garnish, darling
This is the type of book that has  
humorous dialogue or scenes 
sprinkled sparingly throughout the 
story. The humor in these books 
tends to be more subtle and less 
“wet-yourself-laughing.” (Although 
sometimes the odd laugh-out-loud 
scene will happen.) 
Example: Anything Susan Elizabeth 
Phillips writes.



• It’s all a farce
This is where pretty much everything 
is over-the-top and silly. The problem 
with this is that the reader won’t take 
anything in your book seriously. 
Example: Mel Brooks movies and the 
screwball comedies of the thirties.

• Counterpoint comedy
In this type of book there is 
drama, pathos and then suddenly 
a burst of comedy to lighten the 
mood. The comedy in these 
books is relevant to the story and 
can sometimes be quite dark. 
Example: Lethal Weapon movies.

Figure out what type of book 
you plan to write before you 
do anything else!

Remember, you can also 
write a combination of these 
types of books. 
Example: counterpoint 
layered with all in the tone. 


