
 

“Kathleen Madigan is pure in her storytelling. She can effortlessly tell a compelling story, 
make it funny without asking the audience to do any heavy lifting.”  

 

How to Write Comedy Like Kathleen 
Madigan 

 
 

Nutshell: 
Some comedians look like they’re “performing.” 

Kathleen Madigan looks like she’s just talking. 

That’s the trick. 
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Because under that conversational delivery is incredibly disciplined joke writing. 

She makes the audience do almost no work. 

And that matters. 

Because comedy dies when audiences have to think too hard. 

Who Is Kathleen Madigan? 

Kathleen Madigan was born in 1965 in Missouri. 

Irish Catholic.​
 Midwestern.​
 One of seven kids. 

That alone explains a lot of the material. 

She originally studied journalism and actually worked in journalism/publications before 
stand-up pulled her away. 

That matters because you can FEEL the observational discipline. 

She notices details like a reporter. 

 

When Did She Start? 

Late 1980s. 

Around 1988–1989. 

Rita Rudner / Paula Poundstone. 

She’s second wave club boom. 

Meaning: 
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The clubs already existed. 

The road existed. 

The machine existed. 

In fact, she started going from journalism to stand-up, because her father encouraged 
her to try stand-up. How many comedians wish they had a dad like that?  

It was the Funny Bones comedy club that guaranteed her 30-weeks of bookings. That 
helped her to make the decision to pivot to stand-up comedy. 

And that’s where she developed her craft.  

 

She Never Chased Celebrity 

She never chased celebrity the same way other comics did. 

That’s a huge distinction. 

A lot of comics used stand-up as a springboard: 

●​ sitcoms 
●​ acting 
●​ hosting 
●​ movies 
●​ game shows 
●​ celebrity branding 

Kathleen mostly chose: 

Write → Tour → Special → Repeat 

She’s basically a professional road comic who became a theater act. 

And one of the most successful ones. 
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She’s still actively touring, releasing specials, and runs Madigan’s Pubcast. Her 2025 
special The Family Thread landed on Prime Video, and she announced a 2026 tour. 

Why Didn’t She Become A “Superstar”? 
This is actually a fascinating career discussion. 

1. SHE DIDN’T CHOOSE HOLLYWOOD 

Some comics wanted: 

"Get me out of clubs." 

Kathleen seems to genuinely LIKE stand-up. 

That changes everything. 

No sitcom obsession.​
No giant acting pivot. 

Just stand-up. 

That caps mainstream celebrity—but increases longevity. 

2. Her Style Is Subtle, Not Flashy 

Hollywood rewards:​
BIG personalities. 

Extreme archetypes. 

High concept. 

Big heat. 

Kathleen’s strengths are: 

 
www.standupcomedyclinic.com Contact Us 

 

http://www.standupcomedyclinic.com
https://www.standupcomedyclinic.com/contact/


 

●​ craftsmanship 
●​ relatability 
●​ timing 
●​ storytelling 
●​ recognition humor 

That creates loyalty. 

Not necessarily tabloid fame. 

She’s more comic’s comic / audience favorite than pop culture spectacle. Very 
Midwestern in her origin, very midwestern in her stand-up. 

Let’s Get Into Some of Her Stand-Up 
 Why Detroit is the Most Optimistic City | Kathleen Madigan Standup
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Madigan’s Entire Special - Again: 1-hour 
 
 

Kathleen Madigan Story Breakdown 

"Detroit" Bit — What She's Actually Doing​
 

CONTENT WHAT SHE'S DOING 

“It took me 25 years to have enough 
say-so to finally decide where I 
wanted to tape my special.” 

Authority / status setup. Establishes career 
credibility while setting the premise. 

“They said, ‘Where do you want to 
go?’ I said, ‘Detroit.’” 

Unexpected choice / incongruity. Audience 
expects NYC, LA, Vegas… not Detroit. Surprise 
begins here. 

“Two reasons. I’m not sure I’m fond of 
all of you…” 

Benign hostility / playful superiority. Fake insult 
creates tension. 

“…and I know that in Detroit, at any 
given moment, something weird and 
bad could happen to all of you.” 

Hyperbole + dark absurdity. Paints Detroit as 
chaotic without needing detail. 

“The people in Detroit are the most 
optimistic people…” 

Expectation framing. Sounds sincere. Audience 
leans in. 

“…they’re still there.” Comedic irony / understatement / audience 
completion. Huge laugh because she says less 
than expected. 
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“Do you understand? They are STILL 
there.” 

Tag / emphasis / callback repetition. Reinforces 
punchline. 

“60 Minutes covered it. 20/20 covered 
it. The New York Times covered it.” 

Authority stacking. Builds consensus around the 
premise. 

“What’s the conversation at the dinner 
table? ‘Something’s gonna happen. 
It’s gotta turn around.’” 

Act-out dialogue. Turns commentary into scene 
work. 

“I have hope.” Character voice / emotional contrast. Optimistic 
delusion becomes the joke. 

“That Kwame Kilpatrick was crazy, but 
you move on. You find a better man.” 

Recognition shorthand + act-out + analogy. She 
avoids exposition. Audience supplies context. “Find 
a better man” anthropomorphizes the city like a bad 
relationship. 

“Normally my city and Detroit are 
flip-flopping between #1 and #2 in 
murder.” 

Self-deprecation + relatability. She joins the insult 
rather than only punching outward. 

“That’s why I feel close to you people.” Connection through shared dysfunction. 
Audience bonding. 

“At any moment, shit could get weird 
just driving down the road…” 

Tension imagery. Creates environmental anxiety. 

“But this year? No no no. Number 
one? Flint.” 

Escalation / surprise turn. Changes the target 
unexpectedly. 

“How is that possible? There’s not 
even any people there.” 

Absurd exaggeration. 

“Are they shooting people that drive by 
and counting that?” 

Dark hypothetical escalation. 
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“‘There’s another one! We’re gonna 
win this year!’” 

Act-out / personification / competition absurdity. 
Gives Flint a ridiculous motivation. 

 
 

Comedic Irony / Saying It Without Saying 
It 
(The Understatement Mechanism) 

Kathleen rarely says: 

"That’s insane." 

Instead, she lets the audience arrive there. 

Example: 

Detroit 

“The most optimistic people… they’re still there.” 

That’s brilliant. 

She never says:​
“Detroit is dangerous and economically broken.” 

She implies it. 

Audience fills in the rest. 

That’s what makes it funny. 

Another: 

“No alcohol in Afghanistan… the more I understood their anger.” 
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If this is true, what else could be true (exaggeration, reframe) 

She never says:​
“Terrorism makes sense.” 

She implies absurd empathy. 

That tension creates the laugh. 

WHY IT WORKS 

The audience gets rewarded for connecting the dots. 

That creates: 

●​ superiority 
●​ recognition 
●​ surprise 

 

✍️ EXERCISE: 

Take these premises and write them ONLY through implication: 

●​ DMV employees 
●​ airport security 
●​ HOA boards 
●​ customer service chatbots 
●​ cable companies 

Rule:​
You cannot directly state the insult. 

Example:​
Bad: 

"The DMV is inefficient." 

 
www.standupcomedyclinic.com Contact Us 

 

http://www.standupcomedyclinic.com
https://www.standupcomedyclinic.com/contact/


 

Better: 

"If the DMV ran emergency rooms, we'd all just agree to die." 

Another thing with the DMV in California is that they use this voice to call out your 
number. “Now serving G-37 at Window 13.” 

Home Depot uses the SAME voice! Customer service needed in the Paint 
Department. No wonder why Lowes is kicking the shit out of Home Depot.  

Act-Out Conversations 
(The He Said / She Said Machine) 

This is one of Kathleen’s strongest tools. 

She doesn’t just tell stories. 

She DRAMATIZES them. 

Examples: 

PBS: 

“Hey Kathleen… did you enjoy that song?”​
“Yeah…”​
“Well we’re $84 short…” 

Afghanistan: 

“What do the women do?”​
“We teach women’s rights.”​
“Do they speak English?”​
“No.”​
“Do you speak their language?”​
“No.” 
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That structure creates: 

TENSION. 

The audience anticipates collision. 

Dialogue naturally creates setup/punch rhythm. 

Why It Works 

Conversation creates: 

●​ built-in pattern & expectation 
●​ conflict 
●​ escalating absurdity 
●​ emotional contrast 

Also: 

Dialogue lets audiences FEEL smarter than characters. 

That gives more opportunity for a superiority trigger. 

EXERCISE: 

Write a fake conversation between: 

●​ TSA and a passenger 
●​ a parent and Alexa 
●​ an old person and tech support 
●​ a vegan at a BBQ 
●​ a tourist and a New Yorker 

Minimum:​
2 lines. 

Each line must escalate absurdity. 
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Incongruity Through Exaggerated 
Comparison 
(The Unexpected Association Tool) 

Kathleen constantly connects unlike things. 

Example: 

Afghanistan: 

“If sand is flying in my face, I should be holding a colorful drink.” 

Expected:​
desert warfare. 

Unexpected:​
beach vacation. 

Boom. 

Another: 

“We flew to the Bible.”​
Then:​
“The Old Testament. The bad Bible.” 

Perfect. 

Unexpected mental leap. 

Another: 

German soldiers: 

“When were THEY allowed back in?” 

Unexpected historical jump. 
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WHY IT WORKS 

Comedy loves category collisions. 

The brain expects: 

A → B 

Kathleen delivers: 

A → Z 

That unexpected exaggeration creates laughter. 

✍️Exercise: 

Complete these: 

“If this feels like _____, then it should also include _____.” 

If this is true what else can be true? Comparing it to a dissimilar idea that is also weirdly 
similar because you back out of it talk about the basic elements and use exaggeration. 

Examples: 

●​ Jury duty 
●​ Costco 
●​ dating apps 
●​ political debates 
●​ urgent care 
●​ Disneyland 

Goal:​
Create 10 absurd but logical comparisons. (Homework) 
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Character Voices / Persona Amplification 
(Voice = Character Shortcut) PBS Bit 

Kathleen’s Michigan/Midwestern voice is a secret weapon. 

That “Wellllll…” energy. 

The drawn-out skepticism. 

The matter-of-fact delivery. 

Her voice becomes character. 

Then she layers additional voices: 

●​ military personnel 
●​ PBS hosts 
●​ religious people 
●​ friends 
●​ bureaucrats 

Each voice instantly paints a person. 

Example: 

PBS old people: 

“Hey Kathleen…” 

You instantly SEE them. 

✍️ EXERCISE: 

Take a boring sentence: 

“I went to the dentist.” 
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Now tell it as: 

●​ your nervous mother 
●​ a drunk uncle 
●​ an overly confident pilot 
●​ a televangelist 
●​ a war general 

NOTE: It’s better if you create a situation where the story develops an antagonist. When 
Madigan’s PBS bit, has the announcers interrupt the John Denver concert to raise 
money for the PBS, it’s intrusive. It was kind of a Bait & Switch. It’s not really a John 
Denver concert, it’s a fundraiser disguised as a John Denver concert and that’s the 
conflict in the story. 

That’s what makes your story interesting: The conflict.  

When that happens we're more likely to laugh at the announcers. 
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