
ON HUMOR AND HUMOR IN ADVERTISING 

by 

PAUL SURGI SPECK, B.A., M.A., Ph.D. 

A DISSERTATION 

IN 

BUSINESS ADMINISTRATION 

Submitted to the Graduate Faculty 
of Texas Tech University in 

Partial Fulfillment of 
the Requirements for 

the Degree of 

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 

Approved 

Accepted 

December, 1987 



yoi 
T3. 
;'987 

Wo./;?<!• 

Vol. 1 
(L 0 p • '^ 

copyright 

Paul Surgi Speck 

1987 



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

Aside from the assistance provided by individual members of my 

committee, several past and present faculty in the Marketing Area at 

Texas Tech provided me with timely information, assistance and/or 

support. I particularly wish to thank John Burnett, Jim Wilcox, 

Shelby Hunt, and Bert Valencia. Paul McGhee, Tech's resident humor 

specialist, helped me locate some valuable articles that were 

otherwise unavailable. 

The College of Business at the University of Tennessee-Knoxville 

provided significant support in the collection and analysis of my 

data. Various members of UTK's Statistics Department went out of 

their way to assist me. 

Finally, I must acknowledge the unswerving and loving support of 

my wife and children. They patiently endured my long march into the 

night and often assisted in the mundane and onerous tasks required for 

science to progress. 

11 



11 

ix 

xi 

xvi 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

ABSTRACT 

LIST OF TABLES 

LIST OF FIGURES 

LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS xix 

VOLUME I 

1. THE PURPOSE AND SCOPE OF THIS STUDY 2 

1.1 The Purpose of this Study 2 

1.2 The Significance of the Subject 3 
1.3 The Limitations of Previous Research 4 
1.4 Outline for a Solution 6 

2. A MULTIDIMENSIONAL MODEL OF HUMOR RESPONSE 13 

2.1 Clarifying the Scope of this Research 14 

2.1.1 Humor and Its Associated Concepts 14 

2.1.2 Relevant Traditions of Humor Research 16 

2.2 A Review of Research on Humor Response 18 

2.2.1 Research Concerning the Cognitive 

Aspects of Humor Response 18 
2.2.2 Research Concerning the Social 

Aspects of Humor Response 29 
2.2.3 Relief Theories of Humor Response 39 
2.2.4 Play Signals and Humor Cues 47 
2.3 A Multidimensional Model of Humor Response 57 

2.3.1 The Incompleteness of Current 
Humor Response Theories 57 

2.3.2 The Fundamental Question of 
Humor's Dimensionality 60 

2.3.3 An Overall Model of Humor Response 74 

2.4 Further Comments on Humor Response 90 

111 



2.4.1 Comments on Humor Stimuli 91 
2.4.2 Comments on Humor Processing 101 
2.4.3 Humor Effects 115 

3. AN ELABORATION LIKELIHOOD MODEL OF 

HUMOR'S COMMUNICATION EFFECTS 125 

3.1 The Elaboration Likelihood Model 125 

3.1.1 The Purpose of an Elaboration 
Likelihood Approach 127 

3.1.2 The Basic Features of ELM 129 
3.1.3 An Elaboration Likelihood Model of 

Humor's Communication Effects 132 
3.2 The Communication Effects of Humor Under 

Various Processing Conditions 134 

3.2.1 Humor Effects Within 
Message Dominant (CRP) Ads 134 

3.2.2 Humor Effects Within 
Humor-Dominant (HDP) Ads 145 

3.2.3 Humor Effects Within Other 
Peripheral Route (PRP) Messages 163 

3.2.4 Summary 174 

4. A SEMIOTIC TAXONOMY OF HUMOROUS MESSAGE TYPES 176 

4.1 The Humorous Message Taxonomy 176 

4.1.1 Rationale for Developing a Humorous 
Message Taxonomy (HMT) 176 

4.1.2 What Is an Appropriate Basis for 
the Humorous Message Taxonomy 178 

4.1.3 Semiotic Principles 179 
4.1.4 The Relationship of Semiotics to Theories 

of Humor and Humor Processing 184 
4.1.5 Using Semiotics to Decompose Humor's 

Significance Within a Message 185 
4.1.6 Constructing a Taxonomy of Humorous 

Message Types 186 

4.2 An Analysis of Primetime Advertising 
Using the HMT 190 

4.2.1 How Frequently Is Humor Used 191 
4.2.2 Frequency of Repetition 193 

IV 



4.2.3 Humorous Message Types Observed 193 
4.2.4 Comparison of these Results to Earlier 

Surveys of Humor in Television Ads 198 
4.2.5 Summary of this Content Analysis 200 

5. A REVIEW OF PREVIOUS HUMOR EFFECTS RESEARCH 202 

5.1 Research on the Effects of Humor in Speech, 
Journalism, Communications and Psychology 202 

5.1.1 Four Literature Reviews that Shaped Current 
Generalizations About Humor Effects 203 

5.1.2 A Reanalysis of Earlier Literature in 
Light of the HMT 209 

5.1.3 A Summary of this Reevaluation 225 

5.2 Research on the Effects of Humor in Education 227 

5.2.1 The Age of the Audience 228 
5.2.2 Research on the Educational Effects of 

Humor on Adult Audiences: A Matter 
of Pedagogical Relevance 230 

5.3 Research on the Effects of Humor in Advertising 238 

5.3.1 Experimental Research 239 

5.3.2 Correlational Research ~̂~̂  251 

5.4 A Summary of Findings 252 

VOLUME II 

6. RESEARCH HYPOTHESES AND METHODOLOGY 256 

6.1 The Primary Experiment 257 
\ 

258 
263 
265 
269 
276 
279 
284 
285 
288 

6.2 Operationalizing the Independent Variable 290 

6.1.1 
6.1.2 
6.1.3 
6.1.4 
6.1.5 

6.1.6 
6.1.7 
6.1.8 
6.1.9 

Global Propositions 
Specific Propositions 
Experimental Design 
Independent Variable 
Nuisance Variables Included in 

the Analysis Model 
Dependent Variables 
Subjects 
Experimental Procedure 
Data Analysis 



6.2.1 Selecting Ads to Operationalize 
the Independent Variable 290 

6.2.2 The Assignment of HMT Types 
Within Each Treatment Sequence 313 

6.2.3 The Assignment of Product Categories 
Within and Across Treatment Sequences 325 

7. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION: INFORMATION PROCESSING 

VARIABLES 330 

7.1 Introductory Comments 330 

7.1.1 Observations Used in this Chapter 330 

7.1.2 Measures that Are Reported in this Chapter 331 
7.1.3 A Comment on the Use of Projective 

Interest Measures 333 
7.1.4 Strategies Used to Control for Prior 

Experience 334 
7.1.5 The Organization of this Chapter 335 
7.2 Measures of Attention 335 

7.2.1 Overall Attention 336 
7.2.2 Initial Attention 339 
7.2.3 Sustained Attention 342 
7.2.4 Projected Attention 348 

7.3 Wearout Variables 355 

7.3.1 Overall Wearout 356 
7.3.2 Initial Wearout 362 
7.3.3 Projected Wearout 365 

7.4 Measures of Comprehension 372 

7.4.1 Descriptive-Comprehension 374 
7.4.2 Message-Comprehension 381 
7.4.3 Humor-Comprehension 387 

7.5 The Effect of Humor-Dominant Commercials on 
Attention, Wearout, and Comprehension: A Summary 401 

7.5.1 General Humor Effects 404 
7.5.2 Treatment Level Differences 406 
7.5.3 Dimensional Differences 414 
7.5.4 Concluding Remarks 419 

VI 



8, 

8. 

8. 

8. 

8. 
8. 
8. 
8. 
8. 
8. 
8. 
8. 
8. 
8. 

,1. 

,1 . 

.1 . 

.2 

.2. 

.2, 

.2. 

.2, 

.2. 

.2. 
,2. 
.2. 
.2. 
.2, 

.1 

.2 

.3 

.1 

.2 

.3 

.4 

.5 

.6 

.7 

.8 

.9 

.10 

8. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION: ATTITUDE MEASURES 421 

8.1 General Remarks 421 

Measures that Are Reported in this 
Chapter 421 

Observations that Were Used in this 
Analysis 422 

Organization of this Chapter 423 

Measures of Attitude Toward the Ad and Attitude 
Toward the Source 423 

Likableness of the Message Source 425 
Emotional 428 
Positive 429 
Attractive 433 
Enjoyable 436 
Effective 439 
Knowledgeableness of the Source 442 
Trustworthiness of the Source 446 
Informative 449 
Clear 452 

8.3 Product-Related Attitudes 457 

8.3.1 Change in Product Knowledge 459 
8.3.2 Change in Perceived Product Quality 462 
8.3.3 Change in Intent to Use the Product 465 

8.4 A Summary of Humor's Attitude Effects 467 

8.4.1 General Humor Effects 470 
8.4.2 Treatment Level Differences 472 
8.4.3 Dimensional Differences 476 

9. GENERAL CONCLUSIONS 481 

9.1 Research Propositions 481 

9.1.1 Global Propositions 481 

9.1.2 Specific Propositions 488 

9.2 The Significance of These Findings 490 

9.2.1 Theoretical Significance 490 

9.2.2 Practical Significance 492 
9.3 Limitations 497 

vii 



REFERENCES 502 

APPENDICES 

A. FORMULAE FOR HI, H2 AND H3 521 

B. QUESTIONNAIRE 528 

C. INSTRUMENT USED BY TRAINED PANELISTS IN 

THE PRETEST OF ALL COMMERCIALS 555 

D. DESCRIPTIONS OF THE THIRTY EXPERIMENTAL ADS 559 

E. DESCRIPTIONS OF THE TEN TREATMENT SEQUENCES 573 

Vlll 



ABSTRACT 

The generalizability of previous research on humor in advertising 

is challenged because of conceptual and operational problems involving 

HUMOR and HUMOROUS MESSAGES. To remedy this, the author proposes (1) 

a multidimensional model of humor response, (2) an elaboration 

likelihood model of humor's communication effects, and (3) a semiotic 

taxonomy of humorous message forms. An application of this taxonomy 

to previous research and to primetime advertising demonstrates that 

the type of humorous message that is generally studied by researchers 

(message-dominant) differs significantly from the type of humorous 

message typically used by television advertisers (humor-dominant). 

An experiment was designed (1) to study these humor-dominant 

message forms, (2) to determine the incidence of general humor effects 

(G-effects), effects related to particular humor types (HT-effects) 

and effects related to underlying humor dimensions (D-effects), and 

(3) to demonstrate the value of the humorous message taxonomy. Each 

of 182 subjects viewed ten ads in an incomplete but balanced factorial 

design. The design included five humor-dominant message forms (HTs) 

and a nonhumorous control (NHC). Five examples of each message type 

were included (one from each of five product categories). Thirty 30-

second ads were used to operationalize the 6 x 5 design. In all, 1424 

observations were analyzed. Dependent measures included attention, 

comprehension, attitude to the source, attitude to the ad, attitude to 

the product, and attitude toward product purchase. 
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ANOVA and ANCOVA results suggest (1) that humor significantly 

affects all measures of communication effectiveness, (2) that humor 

effects are generally but not universally positive, (3) that the five 

HTs exhibit five distinct patterns of communication effects, (4) that 

they evidence a combination of G- and HT-effects, and (5) that results 

based on an analysis of humor-dominant ads differ in several ways from 

research that was based on message-dominant ads. 

These findings suggest that it is very important for researchers 

and practitioners to distinguish among humorous message types. 

Apparently, different humor types are more likely to enhance (or 

diminish) specific effects. If an advertiser desires to make one 

communication effect paramount, he should use the humorous message 

type that is most likely to produce that effect. In short, specific 

advertising objectives should dictate the kind of humor employed. 

This research provides some initial understanding of the differential 

benefits (and risks) associated with the five humorous message types 

most frequently used on television. 
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CHAPTER 1 

THE PURPOSE AND SCOPE OF THIS STUDY 

Does humor influence the effectiveness of a television ad? 

Fundamental contradictions plague humor appeal research. Practice is 

at odds with research, and research itself is inconsistent. The 

conundrum is this: humor, which some practitioners believe to possess 

unique communicative power, demonstrates little consistency when 

researchers catch it in the mason jar of modern science. Are 

practitioners totally wrong or do scientists need a better jar? 

1.1 The Purpose of this Study 

Previous research on humor in advertising has been very 

inconsistent. A review of this research suggests that the lack of 

consistency may result from definitional and conceptual problems 

related to the current research model. The chief purpose of this 

project is to develop and test a new research model for analyzing 

humor's communication effects. 

In order to develop a better conceptual model, the author 

reexamines the concept of humor, the relationship of humor to various 

types of message processing, and the relationship of humor to various 

aspects of the message. Subsequently, he develops (1) a multidimen

sional model of humor response, (2) an elaboration likelihood model of 

humor's communication effects, and (3) a taxonomy of humorous message 

forms. Using this Humorous Message Taxonomy (HMT), he evaluates and 

compares the types of humorous ads actually used on television to the 
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types of humorous messages generally researched. As it turns out, the 

message form most frequently studied (humorous elements embedded 

within a serious structure) is very different from the ad form most 

frequently observed on television (serious elements contained within a 

humorous structure). 

Since the type of ad most frequently used is a humorous message 

form that has been little studied, an experiment is designed to 

examine the communication effects of such ads. In a narrow sense, 

this experiment provides insight into an important but little studied 

message form (humor-dominant ads). In a broader sense, it provides a 

partial test of the proposed model and the HMT taxonomy. 

1.2 The Significance of the Subject 

The central question addressed in this dissertation is "Does 

humor influence the effectiveness of an ad?" This question is of 

practical significance to advertisers and marketers because (a) the 

incidence of humor in television advertising is very high, (b) the 

cost related to this humorous advertising is very high, (c) many 

advertisers believe that humor is an effective advertising tool, (d) a 

better understanding of humor's communication effects could improve 

message effectiveness, and (e) a better understanding of humor's 

communication effects could reduce the cost of advertising. 

Furthermore, this question is of theoretical significance because 

(a) there is no consensus that humor does influence the effectiveness 

of a message, (b) there is no consensus regarding the mechanisms which 

might explain how humor might affect a message, (c) there is no 



consensus that humor's hypothesized effects are beneficial, and (d) a 

clearer understanding of humor's communication effects could lead to a 

better understanding of other advertising appeals, such as, fear 

appeals, music, and animation. 

Finally, this research takes on additional significance since the 

number of nonproprietary "humor appeal" studies conducted by marketing 

and advertising researchers has been very small (see section 5.3). 

1.3 The Limitations of Previous Research 

Humor is widely employed by advertisers who believe that it has 

various beneficial effects (Herold 1963, Phillips 1968, McMahan 1975, 

McMahan 1976, Ross 1976, Januz 1977, Industrial Marketing 1979, 

Wolinsky 1980, Cadwell 1981, Chemical Week 1981, Marketing News 1981, 

Patrick 1982, Zip/Target Marketing 1983, Tiegel 1986). Academic 

researchers have so far found only limited evidence to support these 

beliefs or to justify current levels of use. For instance, much of 

the academic research on humor in advertising has found either 

negative or nonsignificant effects (Cantor and Venus 1980, Murphy, 

Cunningham and Wilcox 1979, Gelb and Pickett 1983, Brooker 1981, 

Lammers et al. 1983 and Madden 1982). Likewise, research on humor's 

communication effects which has been conducted in other academic areas 

(such as, psychology, speech, and education) is also very inconsistent 

(Markiewicz 1974, Gruner 1976, Zillmann and Bryant 1983). 

This general failure to find consistent empirical support could 

result from several factors. First, humor simply may not be helpful: 

it may have no effect, or only a very limited effect (perhaps on 



attention), or even a net negative effect (perhaps due to distraction 

or accelerated wearout). Second, it could be that the beneficial 

communication effects of humor appear only under circumstances which 

are difficult to reproduce in experimental settings. To be effective, 

humor appeals may require a very relaxed environment, low task-

involvement, simple messages, and multiple exposures. 

Third, the lack of evidence could also result from the practice 

among humor appeal researchers of using message forms that accommodate 

the needs of traditional experimental design. Humor researchers have 

generally employed humor manipulations which facilitate the creation 

of straight forward (humor-removed) controls. As a result, the 

humorous messages employed in most research are SERIOUS STRUCTURES 

THAT CONTAIN SOME EMBEDDED ELEMENTS OF HUMOR. This message structure 

may be appropriate for the study of humor's effect on speeches, 

classroom lectures and textbooks, or even for the study of humor's 

effect in commercials that are otherwise nonhumorous, but it may not 

represent typical humorous TV commercials. Rhetorically and 

structurally, many humorous ads are just the opposite, that is, they 

are HUMOROUS MESSAGE STRUCTURES THAT CONTAIN SOME EMBEDDED ELEMENTS OF 

INFORMATION. Although both message forms employ humor, it is unclear 

that HUMOR WITHIN THE MESSAGE manipulations should be used to 

operationalize MESSAGE WITHIN THE HUMOR ads. 

Finally, there is considerable variance in the way researchers 

define and operationalize humor. There has been no consistent attempt 

to distinguish among humor types, even types so disparate as satiric 

and nonsatiric humor. To make matters worse, findings from studies 



using particular humor types are frequently generalized (in subsequent 

reviews) to all humorous communications. In short, there is a 

persistent de facto treatment of humor as a unidimensional construct, 

when there is substantial theoretical and empirical work (from the 

humor response literature) which suggests just the opposite. If humor 

is multidimensional, then researchers should not necessarily expect 

results to be consistent across different types of humor. Instead, 

they should identify different humor types and examine the 

communication effects specific to each type. 

This research assumes (not as fact but as a basis for discovery 

and research) that practitioners are not wrong, that humor appeals can 

enhance the effectiveness of ads, and that at least some of these 

benefits should be observable in research settings. In this author's 

opinion, previous humor effects research has been encumbered by 

conceptual and operational problems that limit the generalizability, 

if not the validity, of previous work. These problems generally 

involve the independent variable, and their solution requires that one 

broadly reconsider two fundamental issues regarding the nature of 

humorous ads: whether there are different types of humor and whether 

there are different types of humorous message. 

1.4 Outline for a_ Solution 

In short, the initial question (Does humor influence the 

effectiveness of an ad?) remains essentially unanswered. Nor can it 

be properly addressed until humor appeal research adopts a more 

complex model of humor's communication effects. The conceptual model 



implied by much previous research (see figure 1.1) assumes (1) that 

humor is unidimensional, (2) that the effect of humor is invariant 

across different sorts of message processing, and (3) that structural 

differences in the form of an ad do not affect message processing. 

THE -
MESSAGE 

HUMOR 

(The Effect of Humor 
on the Message) 

-> MESSAGE 
PROCESSING 

-> MESSAGE 
EFFECTS 

Fig. 1.1. The research model frequently used in current 
humor appeals research. 

By contrast, this dissertation suggests that research into 

humor's communication effects requires a fuller and more complex 

conceptual model (see figure 1.2). This expanded model implies (1) 

that humor is multidimensional, (2) that humor is a family of related 

The Semiotic 
Relationship 
Between Humor ^ 
and Message 
A 

THE 
MESSAGE-

HUMOR 1, HUMOR 2 
AND HUMOR 3 

A 
(Multiple Processes 
and Multiple Effects) 

Central 
Route or 

Peripheral 
Processing 

MESSAGE 
-^ EFFECTS 

Fig. 1.2. The proposed research model for humor appeals 
research. 
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phenomena which involve somewhat different processes that produce 

somewhat similar effects, (3) that the effect of humor largely depends 

on the type of message processing employed, and (4) that the specific 

relationship of humor elements to message elements determines the 

potential influence of one on the other. 

The current research model requires conceptual modification in 

several areas. Chapters 2 to 4 address these conceptual issues. 

Chapter 2 presents evidence concerning the multidimensionality of 

humor. Chapter 3 discusses message structure, message processing and 

their implications regarding the effect of humor. Then, using the 

theoretical foundation laid out in chapters 2 and 3, chapter 4 

develops a taxonomy of humorous message types. 

Chapters 5 to 8 test the descriptive and experimental value of 

the proposed model. Chapter 5 reviews several bodies of literature 

concerned with humor's communication effects. Chapter 6 describes an 

experiment designed to consider those humorous message forms most 

relevant to television advertising. Chapter 7 reports experimental 

results related to processing measures. Chapter 8 reports 

experimental results related to various attitude measures. 

Different models of humor response have been proposed to address 

different types of humor. By and large, these individual models are 

not sufficiently integrated nor sufficiently general to address all 

the humor types encountered in advertising. Consequently, the author 

must first develop an appropriate model of humor and humor response. 

This model must be robust enough to accommodate all species of humor 

and yet complex enough to account for significant differences in their 



effects. Theoretical and empirical support for this model is drawn 

primarily from humor response research. Since humor response research 

is very interdisciplinary, the literature reviewed in chapter 2 

represents a wide range of traditions and disciplines. 

After thoroughly reviewing this humor response literature, the 

author suggests (1) that humor is a multidimensional construct, (2) 

that there are three distinct subspecies of humor (HI, H2, H3), (3) 

that each subspecies involves the subject in a different level of 

processing, (4) that the three underlying humor dimensions (H1-H3) 

occur in five humor type combinations (HT1-HT5), and (5) that each 

humor type has a different potential for influencing a message. The 

final part of chapter 2 suggests that this multidimensional model of 

humor response is consistent with Freud's work on jokes and several 

major theories from social and cognitive psychology, including 

schematic processing, social judgment theory, variable perspective 

theory, and balance theory. 

Chapter 3 suggests that differences in message processing can 

influence the significance of humor within the message. Using the 

Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM) of attitude change developed by 

Petty and Cacioppo, the author suggests that the effect of humor in 

the message and therefore the effect of the humor on the message is 

partly determined by the processing style adopted by the subject 

regarding the ad itself. It is argued that ad structure and 

processing cues related to the ad influence the style of processing 

and that style of processing (central route or peripheral route) 
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largely determines the subject's interpretation of the humor's 

meaning. Within this ELM framework, the many potential effects of 

humor are discussed and an elaboration likelihood model of humor's 

communication effects is developed. In short, chapter 3 argues that 

(1) different types of humor (2) under different message conditions 

(3) involve several learning and persuasion processes (4) which 

produce a variety of communication effects. Chapter 3 outlines a 

number of these possibilities. 

Chapter 4 develops a taxonomy of humorous message forms. This 

Humorous Message Taxonomy (HMT) incorporates the fundamental 

conceptual distinctions introduced in chapters 2 and 3. The HMT is in 

part an operationalization of the Communication Effects Model, 

reducing it to a form more suited to descriptive and experimental 

research. Semiotic principles are used to develop this taxonomy. 

Semiotics (the general science of symbolic communication) allows 

researchers to directly address the question of how humor (one coded 

substructure within the ad) affects the meaning and the raeaningfulness 

of the message (another coded substructure within the ad). From a 

semiotic perspective, the total significance of humor with respect to 

the message is a function of its syntactic [sign to sign], semantic 

[sign to referent] and pragmatic [sign to sign-user] relationships. 

Semiotic distinctions are used to develop a taxonomy of humorous 

message forms. Each cell in this taxonomy represents one prototypic 

way that "the meaning of humor" can relate to and affect "the meaning 

of a message." In the last part of chapter 4, the HMT is used to 

classify a large sample of television ads. This analysis suggests (1) 
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that only a limited number of humorous message types are actually used 

by advertisers, (2) that the message types most frequently used are 

humor-dominant, and (3) that these types involve all five humor types. 

Chapter 5 reviews empirical research on humor's communication 

effects. From a historical perspective, it is important to understand 

just how much current beliefs about humor in advertising are based on 

research from other academic areas. Literature from speech, 

communication, psychology, education and advertising is considered. 

In all, seventy-six studies are classified according to the Humorous 

Message Taxonomy. This analysis underscores two facts: (1) when works 

are classified using the HMI, results are moderately consistent within 

humor type, and (2) those HMT types which are typically researched 

(message-dominant forms) do not match those most commonly used by 

television advertisers (humor-dominant forms). 

Chapter 6 describes an experiment which tests a portion of the 

proposed taxonomy and, indirectly, a portion of the theoretical model 

which underlies that taxonomy. Using hypotheses drawn from chapters 2 

through 4, student subjects were exposed to five types of humor-

dominant (HD) ad. Although humor-dominant ads are the humorous 

message forms most frequently used on television (as reported in 

chapter 4), they are seldom studied by researchers (as reported in 

chapter 5). 

Three questions lie at the heart of this experiment. Are HD-ads 

more (or less) effective than nonhumorous ads? Are some HD-ads (HTl-

HT5) more (or less) effective than other HD-ads? And if there are 
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significant differences observed across HD-types, do these differences 

correspond to underlying humor dimensions (H1-H3)? Real ads were 

employed to strengthen external validity. Much of chapter 6 concerns 

the independent variable and its operationalization, the use of real 

ads, and various strategies adopted by the researcher to avoid 

difficulties which might otherwise result from the use of real ads. 

Chapters 7 and 8 report and discuss the experimental results. 

Chapter 7 considers general humor effects (G-effects), humor treatment 

effects (HT-effects) and dimensional effects (D-effects) related to 

processing variables (attention, wearout and comprehension). Chapter 

8 considers G-effects, HT-effects and D-effects related to attitude 

measures (attitude to the source, attitude to the ad, attitude to the 

product, and attitude to product purchase). Each chapter includes a 

discussion and summary. Two results chapters are used (1) because of 

the large number of variables discussed, (2) because of the 

distinction between processing and attitude variables, and (3), most 

importantly, because data analysis in the two chapters is based on two 

different sets of observations. 

Chapter 9 offers concluding remarks, summarizes evidence 

concerning the global and specific propositions, discusses the 

generalizability of these findings, considers the theoretical and 

practical implications of the results, and recounts the many 

limitations associated with humor research in general and this study 

in particular. 



CHAPTER 2 

A MULTIDIMENSIONAL MODEL OF HUMOR RESPONSE 

Chapter 1 suggested that some of the contradictions regarding 

humor's communication effects may result from the limitations of 

theoretical models employed by previous researchers and that 

experimental results might be improved by adopting a more complex view 

of humor's relationship to the message. Specifically, humor research 

is wanting in four areas: (1) in its need to define, explain and 

operationalize humor response; (2) in its need to recognize 

significant differences in the way consumers process messages—at 

least in so far as these differences could influence humor's 

communication effects; (3) in its need to account for the variety of 

ways in which humor elements might relate to message elements; and 

(4) in its need to study humor from several theoretical perspectives, 

thus acknowledging that humor's communications effects may result from 

more than one underlying process. 

Chapter 2 addresses the first of these four problem areas: 

difficulties related to the definition and explanation of humor 

response. In studies of humor's communication effects, humor has 

generally been treated as a unidimensional construct. This has been 

the case even when individual researchers acknowledged the limitations 

of the "unidimensional" approach. This custom of treating humor 

unidimensionally is partially explained by the fact that no 

experimentally and theoretically appropriate multidimensional model of 

13 
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humor response has been available to communication and advertising 

researchers. Accordingly, the purpose of this chapter is to develop 

an integrative model of humor response that is general enough to 

accommodate various species of humor and yet complex enough to account 

for significant differences in their effects. To achieve this, 

several existing models of humor recognition, humor comprehension and 

humor appreciation are integrated into a general model of humor 

response. Some definitional issues are addressed in section 2.1. 

Recent developments in humor response research are reviewed in section 

2.2. An integrative model is presented in section 2.3. Finally, 

section 2.4 further develops the basic model by viewing it in the 

context of broader psychological traditions. 

2.1 Clarifying the Scope of this Research 

Before reviewing various traditions of humor theory and before 

developing an integrative model of humor response, it is important (1) 

to distinguish "humor" from those phenomena with which it is often 

confused and (2) to comment on different kinds of "humor research." 

2.1.1 Humor and Its Associated Concepts 

Since the remainder of this chapter will attempt to define what 

humor is, it is important—at least broadly—to clarify what humor is 

not. Humor research can focus on three different aspects of humor: 

(1) the formal characteristics of humor stimuli, (2) those mental 

events related to the processing and appreciation of humor, or (3) 

those ludic behaviors frequently associated with humor response. 

Together these three perspectives constitute an S-O-R (Stimulus-



15 

Organism-Response) view of humorous phenomena. Unfortunately, 

researchers often adopt a conceptualization of "humor" which is 

limited to one specific area. Worse still, in each of these areas, 

humor is often confused with concepts which need not be related to 

humor and are at most subprocesses or characteristics of humor—not 

humor itself. 

Humor should not be confused with properties (like irony and 

incongruity) that characterize many humor stimuli (S). Since irony 

and incongruity also occur in nonhumorous contexts (including tragic 

irony and paradoxes) and since it is not certain that either is 

required to produce all humor, irony and incongruity are neither 

necessary nor sufficient causes of humor and should not be 

automatically associated with humor (much less equated with it). 

Similarly, humor should not be directly linked to laughter, 

smiling, arousal or other responses (R), which often result from 

humor. Laughter and smiling can arise from other causes, such as, 

nervousness, a desire to conform or influence, nonhumorous pleasure, 

arousal, or even habit (Giles and Oxford 1970, Foot and Chapman 1976). 

Even when these behaviors are related to humor, the level of 

physiological response may not correspond to the level of humor 

appreciation (Eysenck 1960). Although some research has recently 

distinguished between the physiological characteristics of humorous 

and nonhumorous smiles (La France 1983), laughter and smiling still 

cannot be interpreted as per se evidence of humor appreciation. 

Nor should humor processing (0) be confused with associated mental 

activities, such as, creativity, discovery, problem solving, schematic 
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elaboration, pleasure seeking, play or judgment. Humor may share 

certain characteristics with each of these, but humor is not the same 

as discovery, puzzle solving or play. A complete explanation of humor 

must link humor to associated processes and distinguish it from them. 

Nor is humor the same as satire (which is an atypical and 

socially complex form of humor), or wit (which refers to mental 

quickness or any demonstration of that quickness—humorous or 

otherwise) or comedy (which is a subspecies of humor) or a host 

of other concepts with which it is frequently equated. Much of this 

confusion arises from the use of terminology which is drawn from 

everyday language and therefore subject to the vagaries of 

nonscientific usage. Despite such problems, this researcher has 

elected not to altogether abandon common terms. Rather, he will 

retain certain terms (such as, humor, wit, and comedy), but (1) each 

term will be carefully redefined and (2) additional "labels" (such as, 

HT3 or HI) will be associated with each term in order to maintain 

theoretical distinctions. Hopefully, the use of familiar terms will 

assure readability, while the use of specialized codes will assure 

conceptual rigor. 

2.1.2 Relevant Traditions of Humor Research 

Social scientists engage in several kinds of humor research, 

including research into the creation of humor, the developmental 

aspects of humor, various humor response processes (recognition, 

comprehension and appreciation), and humor's communication effects. 

Each of these areas is potentially relevant to marketing and 
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advertising. For instance, how do "creatives" develop humorous copy? 

What kinds of humor are appropriate for pre-school audiences? Why do 

ad viewers respond differently to different forms of humor? What 

effect does humor have on an advertiser's message? Although each of 

these questions suggest research that is relevant to advertising, this 

dissertation is primarily concerned with humor's communications 

effects, and only secondarily, as a_ means to that goal, with the study 

of humor response. This study is not directly concerned with 

developmental issues or questions concerning humor creation, although 

it is hoped that this discussion might be of use in other areas. 

Chapter 2 is specifically concerned with theories of humor 

response. Humor response includes several closely related but 

distinct streams of research: 

1. Studies of "humor recognition" (What prompts a person to 

process stimuli as humor?). 

2. Studies of "humor comprehension" (How does a person process 

or interpret humor stimuli?). 

3. Studies of "humor appreciation" (Assuming that someone is 

motivated and able to process stimuli as humor, what determines 

whether or not the humor "works"?). 

Recognition, comprehension and appreciation represent successive 

phases in the overall humor response process. In order to develop a 

general model of humor response, this chapter draws on research from 

all three areas. Research on "humor recognition" is closely related 

to research in humor- and play-cue theory. Work in this area draws on 

research in learning theory and developmental psychology. Research on 



18 

"humor comprehension" is closely related to research on information 

processing, problem solving and incongruity-resolution. Work in this 

area is based on cognitive and information processing traditions. 

Research on "humor appreciation" is closely related to arousal and 

involvement research. Reference group, social judgment and prejudice 

studies both in social psychology and sociology are relevant. 

Previous studies of humor's communications effects have mainly focused 

on the cognitive aspects of humor comprehension. This study intends 

to take a more comprehensive approach. 

2.2 A Review of Research on Humor Response 

Various traditions of humor research are surveyed by Monroe 

(1951, chap. 8-18), Keith-Spiegel (1972), McGhee (1979, chap. 1), and 

Morreall (1983, chap. 2-4). Modern theories of humor response 

generally fall into three major schools: incongruity theories, 

superiority theories and relief theories. Together these three 

approaches address the cognitive-perceptual, affective-evaluative and 

psychodynamic dimensions of a subject's humor response. The following 

review considers each of these traditions, as well as the growing body 

of play- or humor-cue research. These four areas provide all the 

components needed to construct the integrative model of humor response 

outlined in section 2.3. 

2.2.1 Research Concerning the 
Cognitive Aspects of Humor Response 

Classical cognitive theories. Cognitive approaches to the study 

of humor generally date from the 18th and 19th centuries. Early 
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theorists include Beattie (1776), Priestley (1777), Kant (1790), and 

Schopenhauer (1819). All of these writers felt that incongruity is 

central to humor. While Schopenhauer felt that incongruity alone was 

sufficient to account for humor (classical incongruity theory), 

Beattie suggested that humor required, not only incongruity, but a 

resolution of perceived incongruity (classical incongruity-resolution 

theory). Kant felt that humor required a combination of incongruity 

and relief. For reviews of classical and contemporary cognitve humor 

theories, the reader should consult Keith-Spiegel (1972), Morreall 

(1983, chap. 3), Rothbart (1977), Suls (1983) or McGhee (1979, pp. 10-

14). The work of these early writers (1) established the importance 

of perceived incongruity, (2) questioned whether incongruity is a 

necessary condition for all humor (Beattie), and (3) questioned 

whether incongruity is a sufficient condition for humor (Beattie and 

Kant). By identifying key issues, these early writers profoundly 

influenced subsequent research into the cognitive aspects of humor 

response. Modern cognitive theories of humor response fall into two 

broad groups: modern incongruity theories and modern incongruity-

resolution theories. 

Modern incongruity theories. Modern incongruity theorists 

represent an assortment of theoretical perspectives, yet in one way or 

another they agree with Schopenhauer that humor requires that 

expectation be disconfirmed by perception. Maier (1932) proposed a 

gestalt model. Supposedly people begin to order the humorous material 

in one way but suddenly perceive an unexpected configuration that 

replaces the looked for meaning with unlocked for meaning. This 
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perceptual displacement, often precipitated by a punchline in verbal 

humor, is—according to Maier—the essence of humor. Other configural 

theories are offered by Schiller (1938), who proposes that jokes are a 

variety of problem-solving, and Bateson (1953), who views humor 

appreciation as an instance of figure-ground reversal. In Bateson's 

view, those structural elements which are initially perceived as being 

background suddenly become the center of focus (figure) and those 

which are initially perceived as being central become part of the 

background. Gestalt theories emphasize perceptual shift and the 

perceptual contrast effected by that shift. 

In 1964 Koestler proposed his theory of 'bisociation.' According 

to Koestler, humor and other bisociative processes require that an 

idea is perceived in two mutually incompatible associative contexts. 

Bisociation occasions abrupt shifting from one thought matrix to 

another, and the pleasure of humor is largely the delight associated 

with these mental leaps. 

To put it differently: people laugh because their emotions 
have a greater inertia and persistence than their thoughts. 
Affects are incapable of keeping step with reasoning; unlike 
reasoning, they cannot change direction at a moment's 
notice. (Koestler 1980, p. 7) 

More recently, Nerhardt (1970, 1976, 1977) has argued that humor 

is "a function of divergence from expectations" and "the greater the 

divergence of a stimulus from expectation . . . , the funnier the 

stimulus" (1976, pp. 57, 59). Nerhardt and others used several 

ingenious experiments involving weights to explore whether mirth 

responses and perceived humor are directly related to perceptual 
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divergence (see Suls 1983 for a complete review). Nerhardt's data and 

various replications support the 'divergence from expected range' 

model. Dekers and Kizer (1975) offer an alternative explanation of 

these findings based on Helson's (1959, 1964) 'adaption level' theory. 

In summary, contemporary incongruity theories of humor response 

(1) are primarily concerned with perception and (2) are supported by 

empirical evidence which suggests that incongruity alone is sufficient 

to explain at least some instances of humor appreciation among adults. 

Modern incongruity-resolution theories. Although work by 

Nerhardt and others suggests that incongruity alone may account for 

some forms of humor, most researchers in the cognitive tradition would 

agree with Suls that among adults "most humor, particularly of a 

verbal form, has an incongruity-resolution structure" (1983, p. 47). 

This biphasic incongruity-resolution approach was advanced 

independently by Jones (1970), Schultz (1970, 1972, 1976, 1977) and 

Suls (1972, 1977, 1983), and adopted by others, especially McGhee 

(1972, 1976, 1979). According to Shultz, besides incongruity 

there exists a second, more subtle aspect of jokes which 
renders incongruity meaningful or appropriate by resolving 
or explaining it. Within this framework, humour apprecia
tion is conceptualized as a biphasic sequence involving 
first the discovery of incongruity followed by a resolution 
of the incongruity. The mechanism of resolution is appar
ently necessary to distinguish humour from nonsense. 
Whereas nonsense can be characterized as pure or unresolv-
able incongruity, humour can be characterized as resolvable 
or meaningful incongruity. (Shultz 1976, pp. 12-13) 

Rothbart and Pien (1977) argue that Shultz's requirement of 

complete resolution is too restrictive. They suggest that much humor 

appreciation involves only incomplete resolution. For instance. 
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Question: "Why did the cookie cry?" 

Answer: "Because its mother had been a wafer so long." 

In their explanation of this joke-riddle, Rothbart and Pien suggest 

that 

There are two elements of incongruity, the fact that cookies 
don't cry and the initial incongruity or surprisingness of 
the answer to the riddle. The answer contains its own 
resolution—the phonological ambiguity of 'a wafer' (i.e., 
away for), but also adds the incongruity of a cookie having 
a mother. (Rothbart and Pien 1977, p. 37) 

Accordingly, these authors conclude that the cognitive aspects of 

humor should 

be seen as a function of (a) the number of resolved 
incongruous elements, (b) the number of incongruity elements 
remaining unresolved, (c) the degree of incongruity in each 
element, (d) the difficulty of resolution, and (e) the 
degree of resolution. Increases in the first three factors 
should lead to increase in humor appreciation, while the 
difficulty of resolution may be curvilinearly related to 
humor . . . (Rothbart and Pien 1977, p. 38) 

The matter of complete versus incomplete resolution aside, it 

should be clear that these incongruity-resolution theories differ 

significantly from incongruity theories. While incongruity approaches 

emphasize interruption, perceptual contrast and playful confusion, 

incongruity-resolution approaches emphasize reintegration, insight and 

the discovery of meaning. For this reason, incongruity-resolution 

theories are frequently based on information processing models. 

Suls' incongruity-resolution theory (1972, 1977, 1983) resembles 

information processing, problem-solving and schematic processing 

models. Strictly speaking, it is a theory of humor comprehension, not 

a theory of humor appreciation. According to Suls, a humor-perceiver 

moves through two distinct stages. First the perceiver attempts to 
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interpret the humor stimuli in a straightforward manner, but his 

expectations about the joke stimuli are disconfirmed when he 

encounters an incongruous element (often the punch line) which could 

not be predicted from the narrative schema that he initially 

formulated. Second the joke-perceiver "engages in a form of problem 

solving to find a cognitive rule which makes the punch line follow 

from the main part of the joke and reconciles the incongruous parts" 

(1972, p. 82). Joke-processing is then a special instance of (1) 

information processing, (2) problem-solving, and (3) textual 

interpretation. In an iterative process, the joke-perceiver tests 

various semantic, logical and experimental operators and compares the 

resulting transformed schema to the incongruous outcome. When 

correspondence is achieved, the joke-perceiver 'gets' the joke. If 

the necessary rule or operation cannot be found, the incongruity 

remains unresolved and the joke-perceiver remains puzzled. If, 

however, the joke is understood, there are two distinct pleasures 

implied by Suls' model: (1) the pleasure of raised arousal brought on 

by the first stage, and (2) the pleasure of lowered arousal associated 

with the second stage. 

Suls' model generally parallels those offered by Shultz and 

Jones. These two-stage models of incongruity-resolution have been 

strongly supported by several streams of empirical research. 

Berlyne's (1969, 1972) neurophysical research into arousal mechanisms 

provides some support for a two-stage pattern of 'arousal boost' 

(rapid rise) and 'arousal-jag' (rapid decline) related to the 
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processing of 'collative' elements in humor stimuli. Further, humor 

studies in lateralization (reviewed in McGhee 1983) indicate that 

for normal populations left- and right-brain processing styles 

differentially perform incongruity recognition (left hemisphere) and 

incongruity-resolution (right hemisphere). 

Shultz and Horibe conducted a number of studies that directly 

tested the two-stage incongruity-resolution model by using several 

forms of humor stimuli (forms with elements needed for both 

incongruity and resolution, forms which produced incongruity but not 

resolution, and forms which produced resolution but not incongruity). 

Figure 2.1 illustrates three forms of a joke used in the study. 

Original form: Call me a cab. 
You're a cab. 

Resolution Call a cab for me. 
removed form: You're a cab. 

Incongruity Call me a cab. 
removed form: Yes, ma'am. 

Fig. 2.1. Three forms of a children's joke 
(from Shultz and Horibe 1974). 

Shultz and Horibe found that for adults and children above the age of 

seven, the greatest humor was associated with the form that contained 

both structural elements (incongruity and resolution). This finding 

was constant across several forms of humor stimuli: cartoons (Shultz 

1972, 1974b), children's jokes (Shultz and Horibe 1974) and humorous 

riddles (Shultz 1974a). Shultz does not claim that an incongruity-

resolution structure exists in all humor, but he does suggest that it 

accounts for "vast samples of humour" (1976, p. 14). 
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The work of Wicker, Thorelli, Barron and Ponder (1981) provides 

evidence of a different sort in support of the two-stage incongruity-

resolution model. By factor-analyzing the perceived dimensions of 

humor stimuli, Wicker and his colleagues (1) determined that both 

incongruity and resolution are necessary for most humor, and (2) that 

the influence of affective elements, such as painfulness and anxiety, 

is "mediated by incongruity-resolution mechanisms" (p. 367). 

Finally, an older line of research represented by Zigler, Levine 

and Gould (1967) and McGhee (1971, 1976, 1977, 1979) empirically 

investigated the importance of cognitive challenge and mastery in 

humor appreciation. Generally, these authors conclude that humor 

appreciation not only requires comprehension, but that it also 

requires a level of cognitive challenge appropriate for the cognitive 

development, style and experience of the perceiver. According to this 

view, maximal enjoyment accompanies optimal cognitive challenge (not 

too hard, but not too easy). Although these finding do not directly 

support the two stage incongruity-resolution model, they do provide 

additional evidence that the pleasure of humor is at least partly 

linked to problem-solving processes. 

Developmental-cognitive theories of humor. The theme of maximal 

cognitive challenge is evidenced in much of the work on the 

developmental aspects of humor response. Shultz (1976) summarizes his 

own research which associates developing humor appreciation with (1) 

the transition from Piaget's period of pre-operational thought to 

Piaget's period of operational thought, and (2) a child's increasing 

ability to recognize ambiguity. Shultz concludes that 
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1. Infant smiling is generally characterized by the mastery 

associated with normal assimilation, but that infant games (peek-a-

boo, tickling games and chasing games) "possess a biphasic sequence 

involving arousal and the reduction of uncertainty" (1976, p. 34). 

2. Children from 18 months to 7 or 8 years, a period that 

approximates Piaget's preoperational period, are "able to appreciate 

pure incongruity without having to first resolve it" (1976, p. 26). 

3. Older children and adults prefer humor with an incongruity-

resolution structure and the "appreciation of the resolvable aspects 

of jokes coincides with the development of concrete operational 

thought at about 7 years of age" (1976, p. 34). 

McGhee has also conducted extensive research into the 

developmental aspects of humor appreciation (for summaries see McGhee 

1977 and McGhee 1979). Like Shultz, McGhee adopts a Piagetian 

perspective. Unlike Shultz, McGhee does not consider infant smiling 

or infant games to be humorous activities. According to McGhee, 

incongruity-resolution humor requires (1) the development of symbolic 

play and (2) an ability to recognize play signals based "on a high 

level on certainty that the incongruous event could not (or at least 

does not) occur as constructed or encountered" (McGhee 1977, 30). 

McGhee identifies four stages in the development of cognitive humor 

appreciation: 

1. Humor in action-based discrepancy during object-image 

matching. This stage begins at age two and includes pretense, as when 

a child uses a stick as a telephone. 
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2. Humor in discrepant identification of objects. This develops 

later in the second year as a child's verbal skills advance. As in 

stage 1, the child pretends, but here the pretense is effected 

through language rather than action. 

3. Humor in violation of language-mediated class concepts. 

Between 3 and 4, the child begins to attain relative mastery over 

various class concepts related to ordinary experience. To the extent 

that these classificational schemata become fixed, violations of the 

expectations associated with each schema provide opportunities for 

humor. Throughout this stage, which lasts "until age six or seven, 

the child's humour remains very perceptually oriented" (1977, p. 33). 

This stage approximates Shultz's second stage. 

4. Operational thinking and the humor of multiple meanings. 

With the onset of concrete operational thought at six or seven, the 

child is finally able to appreciate humor that requires reversibility 

in thought and dual interpretations. This stage is the same as 

Shultz's third stage. 

McGhee's first and second stages primarily involve self-

instigated humor events, while his third and fourth stages allow one 

to comprehend humor events which are instigated by others. Shultz and 

McGhee see only minor developmental changes occurring after the 

concrete operational transition. McGhee (1977, p. 35) concludes that 

concrete operational thinking enables the child to 
understand and appreciate forms of verbal humour based on 
ambiguity of meaning, and generally perceive humour in more 
abstract forms of incongruity. As the child approaches 
adolescence, the perceptual features of objects and events 
become decreasingly important as contributors to humour. 
However, earlier bases for humour are not totally lost. 
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Lest one conclude that cognitive development, experience, 

increasing confidence about an ever-widening set of class concepts and 

an inexhaustible need for cognitive challenge results in adults who 

are primarily concerned with sophisticated wit, consider the following 

warning offered by Zillmann (1977). An analysis of humor in prime-

time American television found that 58% of all prime-time comedy humor 

and 62% of all comedy-variety show humor was 'blunt' humor (Ball, Best 

and Freud, as reported in Zillmann 1977). Blunt humor includes 

physical humor and direct insults; humor incidents that involved any 

subtlety were classified as 'refined.' As Zillmann concludes, 

we have to face up to the fact that . . . a good portion of 
successful television comedy is rather blunt. Having a good 
time with humour apparently does not depend upon great 
cognitive capabilities and skills. (Zillmann 1977, p. 292) 

Based on a study that he conducted with Assadi, Zillmann suggests that 

the appreciation of refined humor deteriorates significantly with 

moderate alcoholic consumption, while the appreciation of blunt humor 

rises (reported in Zillmann 1977). Apparently anything that sup

presses sympathetic activity and cerebral competence effectively 

lowers the joke processing capability of a viewer and produces a 

temporary shift in humor taste. These results suggest an important 

qualification be added to the cognitive challenge literature: 

whenever circumstances impair our cognitive faculties, our taste in 

humor is likely to devolve to a less challenging level. Although 

Zillmann's remarks focus on the effect that social drinking may have 

on humor preferences during primetime television, physical, mental, 

and emotional exhaustion could produce similar effects. 
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In summary, two distinct models of cognitive humor response are 

supported by the literature: an incongruity model (such as Nerhardt's) 

and a two-stage incongruity-resolution model (such as Suls'). The 

incongruity model generally applies to humor appreciation before the 

age of seven, although Pien and Rothbart (1977) report incongruity-

resolution among four- and five-year-olds. The incongruity-resolution 

model generally applies to adults and children over the age of seven, 

though McGhee and Zillmann argue that we never lose our ability or 

desire to respond at more primitive levels. 

2.2.2 Research Concerning The 
Social Aspects of Humor Response 

The social/sociological approach to humor is represented by 

several distinct streams of research (see review articles by Martineau 

1972, Zillmann 1983, Chapman 1983, Fine 1983 and Apte 1983). Three 

research streams are relevant to this discussion: (1) conceptual 

works that outline the social functions of humor, (2) conceptual and 

empirical works on disparagement humor, and (3) studies concerned with 

the facilitative effect that contextual cues have on humor response. 

The social functions of humor. Influenced by functionalist 

approaches from sociology and anthropology, several authors have 

advanced models which describe the variety of functions humor can have 

in different social settings (Martineau 1967 and 1972, Giles, Bourhis, 

Gadfield, Davies and Davies 1976, Bourhis, Gadfield, Giles and Tajfel 

1977, and Kane, Suls and Tedeschi 1977). 

The model by Kane et al. (1977) focuses exclusively on humor 

initiation rather than humor response. The model offered by Giles et 
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al. (1976) combines several approaches (motivational, arousal theory, 

incongruity-resolution and relief), including the social motives that 

underlie a person's decision to use humor and the social dimensions 

surrounding a listener's response. Briefly, Giles and his colleagues 

suggest that encoders generally employ humor for four reasons: (1) to 

create or maintain in-group solidarity, (2) to assert superiority or 

to attack, (3) to gain the decoder's approval, or (4) to divert the 

decoder's attention. 

Those models offered by Bourhis et al. (1977) and by Martineau 

(1967 and 1972) are broader and concentrate on structural variations 

in the social setting, as these variations occasion different uses for 

humor. Although Martineau's model has been generally well-received 

(La Fave et al. 1976, Kane et al. 1977, McGhee 1979, Chapman 1983), it 

has not led to much empirical testing. Nonetheless, his model does 

provide a robust framework for discussing the social aspects of humor. 

Instead of directly addressing the the social uses of humor, 

Martineau 

identifies some conditions under which the functions of 
humor can be further specified. In particular, the model is 
constructed on a basic framework of intragroup and 
intergroup structural settings: (1) humor analyzed totally 
within the group; (2) humor analyzed in an intergroup 
situation, but with focus on the internal structure of one 
group; and (3) humor analyzed in an intergroup situation 
with focus on the interaction and relationship between the 
two groups. (Martineau 1972, pp. 114-115) 

Within these three conditions, Martineau identifies four key 

variables: the actor, the audience, the butt of the humor and a 

judgment (either esteem or disparagement) which represents "how the 
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humor is actually perceived and judged by the audience" (1972, p. 

115). Martineau constructs a twelve-cell framework by considering the 

four possible functions within each structural condition. Martineau 

then proposes twenty hypotheses concerning various social functions 

which humor can have under specific cell conditions. For example, he 

suggests that when intragroup humor is judged as disparaging an 

outgroup, it should (a) increase morale and solidify the ingroup 

and/or (b) foster a hostile disposition towards the outgroup. 

Writing about the political consequences of humor, Powell (1977) 

suggests that "the process of distinguishing 'deviance' from 

'normality'" is the central purpose of all humor. "Thus, the entire 

'humour experience' is . . . a commentary on order." And "any target 

of humour [being deviant] is a target of invalidation." Powell 

proceeds to link political power and political order to conventional 

humor. "Conventional humour," he concludes, "can be regarded as 

fundamentally ideological." Powell's stress on valid and invalid 

categories of order takes on considerable significance when viewed 

from a developmental perspective. Compare Powell's comments to those 

of McDowell (1979) who conducted a field study to determine why 

children use riddles. McDowell concludes that riddling reflects a 

child's aptitude for correctly handling cultural and conceptual 

categories. Specifically, by constructing riddles, children 

purposefully violate categorical boundaries in order to determine 

conceptual limits. And by testing the limitations of a category, 

children calibrate their understanding of the category itself. In 

short, riddling—and presumably other forms of humor—allow people to 
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safely validate internalized concepts during periods of knowledge 

acquisition. Although Powell's concern is with politics and 

McDowell's is with childhood, the underlying idea that humor can be 

used to safely calibrate and verify newly acquired knowledge could be 

extended to all sorts of developmental and socialization processes. 

The socialization function of humor is evidenced in a number of 

studies. For example, Cantor (1977) studied the reactions of males 

and females to jokes where the sex of the victim and that of the 

dominator were manipulated. In two studies (first in 1970 and again 

in 1975), females rated anti-female jokes (male dominates female) as 

significantly funnier than anti-male jokes. Apparently, even educated 

co-eds in the 70's (from Pennsylvania and Wisconsin) were socialized 

to accept a humorous value system that supported the cultural bias of 

male dominance. Similarly, middle class Negroes (those most 

integrated into the dominant white culture) have been found to 

appreciate anti-Negro jokes as much as whites do (Middleton 1959). 

Studies concerning preference for deprecating versus self-deprecating 

humor (particularly Coser 1960 and Zillmann and Stocking 1977) suggest 

that people in subordinate occupational roles (junior hospital staff 

members in Coser's study) or people in subordinate social roles (women 

in the study by Zillmann and Stocking) use significantly more self-

deprecating humor—apparently to acknowledge and maintain established 

pecking orders. 

Finally, it should be noted that the social consequences of humor 

are not limited to reinforcing power, conflict and hierarchical 
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relationships. Although much humor concerns large group affiliation 

(nationality, race or sex) or formal group affiliation (occupational 

pecking order), much everyday humor pertains to and symbolically comes 

to characterize small group relationships. Fine (1977, 1983) terms 

"the localized culture of a group its ideoculture," which is the 

"system of knowledge, beliefs, behaviors and customs shared by 

members" (1983, p. 170). Ideoculture humor can occur in various 

contexts: at home, in recreational associations or at work. 

Frequently, it expresses itself in what Apte (1983) calls "joking 

relationships." For instance, Pilcher (1972) studied joking behaviors 

demonstrated by a community of longshoremen from Portland. Although 

their mutual workplace jests were characterized by insults, 

obscenities and cursing, these were clearly understood as signs of 

affection and apparently served as a mechanism for releasing tension 

and channeling aggression during hard and sometimes dangerous tasks. 

The joking relationship of Pilcher's longshoremen evidenced all of the 

characteristics that Fine outlines as marking ideoculture humor: (1) 

it was comprehensible to the group [it employed slang common to the 

group], (2) it observed group taboos [it was never used in front of 

women or children], (3) it served an important function [it helped 

them to cope with work related tension], (4) it reinforced social 

relations [it affirmed friendships], and (5) it was triggered by group 

activities [it was generally prompted by work related events]. 

Disparagement theories of humor. Modern disparagement theories 

descend from a tradition of moral and social judgment dating back to 

Aristotle and Hobbes. Premodern and nonempirical developments in this 
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tradition are reviewed elsewhere (Monro 1951, Kieth-Spiegel 1972, 

Zillmann and Cantor 1976, La Fave 1976, Zillmann 1983, and Morreall 

1983); the present discussion will concern only its modern, empirical 

development. Briefly, the evolution has been from an "affiliation" 

formula (Wolff et al.) to "reference group," "identification class" 

and "vicarious superiority" models (early, middle and late La Fave) 

and finally to "disposition" theory (Zillmann and Cantor). After 

outlining substantive points in this development, this section will 

(1) comment of efforts to analyze disparagement humor in terms of 

contemporary homeostatic and social judgment theories and (2) report 

on the consensus among researchers that disparagement humor models—by 

themselves—do not serve as complete models of humor response. 

Wolff, Smith and Murray (1934) developed an "affiliation" model 

of superiority humor based on William James' (1890) distinction 

between affiliated and unaffiliated objects. Although "affiliation" 

could be acquired, created or imposed, acquired affiliations (spouses, 

friends) were considered strongest. Wolff et al. (1934) reasoned that 

since the disparaging of affiliated objects was tantamount to 

vicarious self-disparagement, mirth must exclusively involve the 

witnessing of "an unaffiliated object in a disparaging situation." 

La Fave has published nine articles on disparagement humor. 

Strongly influenced by Sherif, La Fave initially proposed a "reference 

group" model (1961, 1967), then a model using "identity classes" 

(1972) and most recently a "vicarious superiority" theory (La Fave, 

Haddad and Maesen 1976). Despite minor changes and new terminology. 

La Fave's various models are substantially alike. 
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Let S believe J is a joke in which identification class A is 
victorious over identification class B. Then the more 
positive S's attitude towards A and the more negative S's 
attitude towards B, the greater the magnitude of amusement S 
experiences with respect to J. (La Fave, Haddad and Maesen 
1976) 

An 'identification class' is "a special type of attitude-belief 

system" (La Fave et al. 1976), and attitudes possess both emotive and 

cognitive dimensions (the subject's conception of the class and his 

feeling towards it). La Fave's work moves beyond Wolff's model in 

several ways: (1) by testing subjects' affillative attitudes, La 

Fave's operationalizations offer more than face validity; (2) instead 

of opposing positive attitudes to nonpositive. La Fave contrasts 

positive attitudes to negative; (3) unlike traditional superiority 

humor theory. La Fave suggests that some mirth results directly from 

subjects witnessing the benefaction of a positive disparagers. 

Drawing from their work and that of others. La Fave, Haddad and Maesen 

(1976) cite substantial empirical evidence in support of their model. 

Zillmann and Cantor (1976) and Zillmann (1983) argue strongly 

that despite the importance of La Fave's research, his model has 

several major weaknesses. Specifically, they suggest that 

1. "The reference group theory of humor is nothing but a highly 

restrictive version of the affiliation formula" (1976, p. 97). 

2. "For all intents and purposes, an identification class is 

precisely what Sherif has defined as a reference group" (1976, p. 97). 

3. "Since dispositions are used to validate classification," a 

disposition model "renders conceptualizations in terms of groups and 

classes superfluous" (1976, p. 103). 
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4. La Fave's model—being dichotomous—does not allow degrees of 

affiliation. 

5. It focuses on enduring affiliations and thus treats attitudes 

as though they are static. 

6. It violates its own theoretical foundation (that all mirth is 

derived from superiority) by suggesting that the subject's positive 

attitude towards the disparager (goodwill and heightened self-esteem 

regarding vicarious benefaction) is a source of mirth. 

Accordingly, Zillmann and Cantor (1976) offer a "disposition" 

model which is broad enough to accommodate reference group and 

identity class theories as specific cases. Further, they replace a 

dichotomy of affect with a continuum of attitude, they define 

dispositions as more temporary and dynamic than enduring attitudes, 

they emphasize the key role of negative sentiment (resentment), and 

they deny that the witnessed benefaction of a favored disparager has 

more than a secondary, moderating effect on a subject's humor response 

(which is caused by witnessing disparagement). Despite these 

qualifications, the Zillmann and Cantor formula is—in substance— 

strikingly similar to La Fave's: 

1. The more intense the negative disposition toward 
the disparaged agent, the greater the magnitude of mirth. 

2. The more intense the positive disposition toward 
the disparaged agent, the smaller the magnitude of mirth. 

3. The more intense the negative disposition toward 
the disparaging agent, the smaller the magnitude of mirth. 

4. The more intense the positive disposition toward 
the disparaging agent, the greater the magnitude of mirth. 

Mirth, then, is said to vary proportionally with the 
negativeness of the affective disposition toward the 
disparaged party and with the positiveness of the affective 
disposition toward the disparaging party, and jointly so. 
(Zillmann 1983, pp. 91-92) 
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Zillmann and his colleagues have published ten articles on superiority 

humor and amassed considerable empirical support for their model. 

Much of this literature is reviewed in Zillmann and Cantor (1976) and 

Zillmann (1983). It should be noted that La Fave's 1976 article 

addressed many of the questions raised by Zillmann and Cantor (1976); 

his final formula is even more consistent with theirs. 

Each of the disparagement humor theories reviewed above assumes a 

triadic relationship, akin to Freud's (1960) paradigm (joke-teller, 

joke-hearer and victim). Noting that this lst-2nd-3rd party 

disparagement relationship implies a noncontradictory set of cognitive 

and affective relationships, Goldstein (1976) suggests that Heider's 

(1958) p-o-x model of cognitive balance is an appropriate theory for 

analyzing disparagement humor and that such a theory is generally, if 

indirectly, supported by the findings of La Fave and others. La Fave 

et al. (1976, p. 67) may have been thinking of Heider when they talk 

about humorous pleasure arising from "a homeostatic steady state when 

a positive (+) IC [identity class] is believed to win or a negative 

(-) IC is believed to lose." Goldstein's use of Heider is rather 

superficial (intended to prepare for or encourage follow-up research). 

Although Goldstein himself never completed the model and no one else 

took up the task, it seems inappropriate to conclude, as Chapman 

(1983) does, that the p-o-x paradigm and balance theory do not have 

"potential for broad application" (p. 150) to disparagement research. 

(This author will propose a more developed Heiderian model later in 

this chapter.) 
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Besides the possible relevance of cognitive balance theory to 

disparagement humor, La Fave et al. suggest that the Sherif-Hovland 

social judgment model (Sherif and Hovland 1961, Sherif et al. 1965 and 

La Fave and Sherif 1968) could help to explain perceived incongruity. 

Specifically, the notion of "discrepancy" as a perception way out of 

the subject's "latitude of acceptance" would provide a quantifiable 

measure of relative incongruity, and therefore potential humor. La 

Fave and his colleagues note that this view is similar to Nerhardt's 

(1970) concern with expected range and Deckers and Kizer's (1974) 

emphasis on adaptation level. 

Humor cues. Researchers generally conclude that disparagement 

theory alone does not provide a_ complete explanation of humor response 

(La Fave et al. 1976, p. 89; Zillmann and Cantor 1976, p. 109; Zillmann 

1983, pp. 97-98; and Morreall 1983, p. 14). According to Zillmann, 

although disparagement can motivate enjoyment. 

It will not produce amusement . . . unless humor cues are 
part and parcel of any disparagement. . . . Disposition 
theory proper, then, might be considered a theory of humor 
facilitation (or humor impairment) rather than a theory of 
humor per se. (Zillmann 1983, p. 103) 

Whatever the nature of these cues, Zillmann (1983) suggests that they 

operate—a la Freud's joke-work—to liberate mirth by occasioning a 

misattribution of the subject's motive. The result is temporary 

"moral amnesty"—an opportunity for the respondent to shirk "full 

responsibility for his affective responses" (Zillmann and Cantor 1976, 

p. 110). While Zillmann and Cantor (1976) and Zillmann (1983) adopt 

Freud's "principle of confusion" to explain the function of these 

humor cues. La Fave (1976) looks to incongruity theory to fill out his 
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superiority/self-esteem approach, which "as heretofore conceived could 

not provide the sufficient conditions of a theory of humor" (La Fave, 

Haddad and Maesen 1976). In brief, superiority theories generally 

require that some other condition is met to facilitate humor. This 

topic is addressed in a later section. 

2.2.3 Relief Theories of Humor Response 

Humor has long been viewed as a mechanism that allows relief from 

some kind of strain or the release of some pent up emotion. 

Shaftesbury (1711) reasoned that comedy allows free-spirited men to 

escape from various constraints which would otherwise imprison and 

control them. Shaftesbury's view combines Hobbesian superiority 

theory with the idea of 'relief from constraint.' Kant's (1790) 

famous description of laughter as "an affection arising from the 

sudden transformation of a strained expectation into nothing" 

underscores the role of relief, as well as incongruity. These early 

works still exert a profound—if indirect—influence on modern 

research. For instance, Pollio's (1983) work demonstrates a 

Shaftesburian perspective, while Rothbart's (1973, 1976, 1977) 

closely parallels Kant's idea of general relief. 

Spencer (1860) was the first to propose an 'excess-energy' 

theory of humor. According to Spencer, laughter serves as a safety-

valve, channeling off surplus energy generated by the humor 

experience. Spencer's influence is apparent in many later theories, 

including Freud's (1905) description of humor as psychological 

catharsis, Berlyne's (1960) notion of 'arousal-jags' and Koestler's 
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(1964) theory of 'bisociation.' Classical and contemporary relief 

theories are reviewed in Keith-Spiegel (1972), Morreall (1983), McGhee 

(1983b) and Rothbart (1977). 

This section reviews the evolution of relief theories of humor. 

Although all of the theories touched on here involve the central idea 

of relief, significant differences emerge once one asks what it is 

that humor is supposed to relieve. For Kant (1790), relief is relief 

from an expectation. For Spencer (1860), it is relief from surplus 

energy. For Freud (1905), it is relief from the exertion of energy 

ordinarily required to repress socially unacceptable feelings. For 

Berlyne (1960, 1972), relief is relief from uncomfortable levels of 

arousal. For Rothbart (1973, 1976, 1977), it is relief from the fear 

and anxiety which often accompany arousal. 

These differences are significant. Although Freud's focus is on 

motives, like Berlyne and Spencer, he emphasize physiological 

mechanisms tied to arousal. On the other hand, Rothbart refocuses 

attention on the interpretive act. That is, until recently relief 

theories assumed that humorous relief was directly linked to arousal 

relief. Rothbart's work challenges this assumption. This work will 

go further by suggesting that arousal and relief humor are distinct 

and by specifying the nature of their relationship. Finally, although 

some kind of relief is clearly involved in incongruity humor (as 

resolution) and in superiority humor (as triumph), this section 

discusses theories of humorous relief absent considerations of 

incongruity and superiority. 
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Spencer (1860) viewed laughter as a physiological safety valve, a 

mechanism for the release of pent-up nervous energy. Freud (1905), 

who adopted Spencer's central idea, concludes that jokes, comedy and 

humor "arise from an economy in expenditure" of energy involving 

inhibition, thought and feeling, respectively (p. 236). In each case, 

unlooked for economy results in a temporary excess of energy which 

produces euphoria. Although subsequent critics generally keyed on 

Freud's idea of catharsis (temporary relief from specific 

inhibitions), relief plays a much broader role within Freud's overall 

theory. In fact, though Freud used Spencer's neurophysical theories 

to bolster his arguments, Freud's model stands on its own once these 

Spencerian elements are removed. 

Modern writers (Berlyne 1972 and Morreall 1983, chapter 4) 

conclude that the original 'energy release' hypothesis 

is not viewed very favorably nowadays, mainly because the 
underlying notion of a quantity of pent-up "nerve-force," 
"energy," "excitation," or "tension" that demands release 
receives little support from our present knowledge of how 
the nervous system works. (Berlyne 1972, p. 52) 

Nevertheless, Berlyne (1972, p. 57) concludes that "Freed from its 

dependence on an archaic conception of 'psychic energy,' this view 

[Freud's economy of psychic expenditure] can be reinterpreted in more 

modern terms of arousal." 

Berlyne's (1960, 1969, 1972) work provides the basis for most 

modern arousal theories of humor. Berlyne proposed that three types 

of stimulus properties contribute to the arousal potential of any 

stimulus: psychophysical properties (such as size, duration and 

intensity), ecological properties (including the associative value of 
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various stimuli for specific individuals) and collative properties 

(like novelty, incongruity and complexity). Berlyne argues that 

changes in the arousal level, rather than the arousal level itself, 

account for the quality and intensity of affective responses. 

Altogether, Berlyne suggests that three types of arousal change can 

lead to pleasure: (1) the reduction of arousal from an uncomfortably 

high level to a more comfortable range, (2) a sudden boost in arousal 

which is closely followed by an anticipated reduction, and (3) 

moderate increases in arousal that activate the brain's reward system 

without activating its aversion system. Berlyne's theory is often 

represented as an inverted-U function where pleasure first rises and 

then falls as arousal increases. . With regard to humor, Berlyne 

suggests that pleasure generally results from arousal boosts (moderate 

increases) or arousal boost-jags (increases followed by sudden 

reductions). Berlyne further argues that stronger forms of humor 

(those which produce laughter rather than smiles) always involve jags 

(arousal reductions). 

Subsequent physiological studies do not support Berlyne's view 

that humorous pleasure is associated with sudden reductions in arousal 

(there is no observed 'jag' effect). By using jokes with distinct 

bodies and punchlines and by taking various physiological measures of 

arousal, Godkewitsch (1972, 1976) found that arousal was "induced by 

the punchlines, rather than reduced by them" (1976, p. 130). In most 

instances, only modest arousal was associated with the processing of 

joke-bodies, and strong arousal was not observed until subjects 
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experienced the punchline. These findings, which were subsequently 

replicated, are entirely opposed to Berlyne's boost-jag hypothesis. 

As McGhee concludes after reviewing work by Godkewitsch and others, 

"greater amounts of induced arousal are associated with increased 

enjoyment" (1983b, p. 19). That is, in normal humor contexts, 

Berlyne's inverted-U does not apply; instead, one observes a positive 

monotonic relationship between pleasure and humorous arousal. 

Although Berlyne generally argues that humor (especially humor 

that produces laughter) requires an arousal jag effect, he does allow 

that some humor may not be a function of arousal shifts alone. If 

premonitory cues 

set up an appropriate level of anticipatory arousal, 
preparing [the subject] to cope effectively with what is 
probably impending, [there are occasions] when the estimate 
turns out to be wrong and the person in question finds his 
degree of mobilization, of arousal, was too high. (Berlyne 
1972, p. 58) 

Humor, Berlyne says, can supply such occasions, "situations in which 

laughter is precipitated by the abrupt removal of intense fear or 

anger" (1972, p. 59). In these statements, Berlyne provides a link 

between the most durable elements of Freud's theory and the most 

recent generation of relief theories. 

Building on this distinction between arousal (a physiological 

state) and fear (an emotional state), Rothbart (1973) proposed an 

'arousal-safety' model of laughter. According to Rothbart (1973, 

p. 249), "laughter occurs when a person has experienced heightened 

arousal but at the same time (or soon after arousal) evaluates the 

stimulus as safe or inconsequential." Confronted by arousing stimuli. 
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people increase their attention and judge the stimulus "in terms of 

its potential harm" (p. 250). 

At the point of judgment, there appears to be a 
transformation of arousal from a tense preparation for 
action and evaluation of the situation (the orienting 
response), to emotional activity: distress and flight or 
laughter and approach. (Rothbart 1973, p. 250) 

Not all transformations of arousal lead to laughter—only those judged 

safe or inconsequential. If the situation is judged consequential, it 

induces a problem-solving attitude which disallows the playful 

disposition required for laughter. In simi, stimuli effective in 

inducing fear are apparently capable of evoking laughter. Whether 

fear or joy results does not depend on arousal, which rises in either 

case, but on the person's judgment of how the heightened arousal 

should be interpreted. 

Rothbart (1973, 1976) initially drew support for her theory from 

the child development literature, especially work by Sroufe and Wunch 

(1972) and Lewis and Brooks-Gunn (1973). Physiological evidence is 

cited in Rothbart (1977), where she compares her model to recent works 

by Schultz (1976) and Apter and Smith (1977), who provide additional 

theoretical support for the arousal-safety hypothesis. 

Schultz (1976), for instance, discusses peek-a-boo, tickling and 

chasing games in young children and concludes that each game 

produces a great deal of laughing and smiling in very young 
children. Each can be characterized by a biphasic sequence 
of arousal induction (based on uncertainty) and arousal 
reduction. The arousal induction phase in each game appears 
to involve an ethnologically relevant social interaction. 
The theme of this interaction is abandonment by the primary 
caretaker in the case of peek-a-boo and predatory attack in 
the cases of tickling and chasing. (Schultz 1976, p. 33) 
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Although Schultz does not abandon the terminology of arousal 

reduction, he emphasizes a sequence of uncertainty, judgment and 

interpretation that parallels Rothbart's model. Citing unpublished 

data, Schultz notes that such laughter occurs only in games involving 

the disappearance or appearance of persons, not inanimate objects. 

Finally, Apter and Smith (1977) and Apter (1982) propose a theory 

of 'psychological reversal' which is generally consistent with 

Rothbart's position. Apter and Smith (1977) propose that people have 

radically different preferred levels of arousal depending on whether 

they are engaged in (1) problem-solving activities or (2) nonproblem-

solving/aesthetic activities. In a 'telle' or problem-solving state, 

people prefer to lower arousal. In a 'paratelic' or nonproblem-

solving state, people prefer to increase arousal. According to Apter 

and Smith, humor involves the following sequence: (1) people are 

ordinarily in a telle or problem-solving state, (2) unexpected stimuli 

increase arousal, (3) experience of this arousal in the telle state 

produces tension, (4) stimulus and contextual cues quickly shift the 

person from a telle to a paratelic state, and (5) the sudden 

experience of heightened arousal in a paratelic state produces humor. 

Significantly, tension is not relieved by a reduction in arousal 

level, but by the person's decision to adopt a different (nontelic) 

point of view. This paratelic shift parallels Rothbart's judgment 

that a stimulus is safe or inconsequential. 

Rothbart (1977) and Apter and Smith (1977) list conditions which 

appear to promote safety judgments and paratelic shifts. Apter and 

Smith focus on particular stimulus properties ('identity synergies') 
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which are so self-contradictory that they signal a playful escape from 

normal logic. But Apter and Smith also allow that contextual cues and 

other forms of meta-communication help to induce paratelic shifts. 

Rothbart (1977) proposes that safety judgments are influenced by (1) 

familiar surroundings, (2) internal cues (self-perception), and (3) a 

variety of external cues, especially those originating with the 

stimulus source. Play signals and humor cues are the subject of the 

following section. 

In its most recent form then, relief theory suggests that at 

least some humor involves: (1) heightened arousal and (2) a play cue 

which allows the subject to make a judgment so that he can (3) 

experience heightened arousal (4) without fear of unpleasant 

consequences. This sort of humor apparently develops in children 

before incongruity humor (which requires additional cognitive 

development) or incongruity-resolution humor (which requires symbolic 

play). Finally, although McGhee (1977, pp. 27-29) argues that the 

phenomenon of infant laughter described by Rothbart, Schultz and 

others is not 'authentic' humor, this author suggests that it is. 

Although arousal-safety humor is different than incongruity-resolution 

humor, it does not follow that arousal-safety humor is not a kind of 

humor. Such a conclusion would assume, as McGhee does, that all humor 

requires the sort of symbolic play that characterizes incongruity 

recognition and resolution. Furthermore, although arousal-safety 

humor may develop in infants, Rothbart, Apter and Smith, and Schultz 

all suggest that it remains a rich source of humor throughout life. 
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2.2.4 Play Signals and Humor Cues 

Researchers from all three traditions conclude that another 

ingredient—variously referred to as play cues, play signals, humor 

cues or a joking context—is absolutely required before humor response 

of any sort can begin. Humor cues are not part of traditional 

incongruity, superiority or relief theories, yet no model of humor 

response can be complete without taking them into account. 

McGhee (1979), whose cognitive and developmental perspective is 

strongly influenced by Piaget, discusses the importance of play 

signals. Play signals allow people to shift out of an ordinary 

processing mode (where incongruous phenomena are dealt with using 

'reality assimilation') into an unusual processing mode (where 

incongruous material is subject to 'fantasy assimilation'). While 

reality assimilation can pressure an individual to alter his cognitive 

schemata or expectations regarding perceived stimuli, fantasy 

assimilation is symbolic play and does not result in schematic change. 

Instead, it allows one to temporarily ignore the usual rules for 

matching events to schemata. According to McGhee, play signals are 

needed to 

communicate to the person pondering over the incongruity 
that "this is not a situation to be taken seriously." 
Again, such signals are necessary, but not sufficient, 
conditions for humor. In the absence of a play signal, an 
attempt will be made to make sense out of the incongruity in 
a realistic or adaptive fashion—a condition incompatible 
with humor. (McGhee 1979, p. 47) 

Although McGhee allows that these cues are sometimes provided by 

the stimulus itself or a playful context, he particularly stresses the 

role of the humor source in signaling his or her intent to the second 
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party (1979, p. 71). These source related signals can be as 

involuntary as a smile, as simulated as an exaggerated gesture, or as 

conventional as a stock introduction. They can even occur postplay as 

assurances that the preceding activities were meant as play (p. 73). 

McGhee points out that play cues, as such, are not exclusively human, 

that play cues and play—but not humor—are observed in many animal 

species (pp. 94-95). 

Rothbart (1976) generally agrees with McGhee's emphasis on source 

related cues, especially cues which imply that the source is 

nonthreatening and, therefore, that the purpose underlying the event 

is safe. Implicit in Rothbart's remarks is a suggestion that source 

related cues are of primary importance for younger children (1976, p. 

40), but that context related cues are of greater importance to adults 

(pp. 51-52). McGhee suggests that humor response becomes less cue 

dependent as a person improves in his ability to judge reality (1979, 

pp. 71 and 129). If this ability to judge reality is tantamount to 

"reading the situation," then McGhee and Rothbart may be in 

substantive agreement. The development of inferential skills 

apparently allows adults to ascertain the intent of the humorous 

party. Perhaps secondary conditioning (contextual cues) serves in the 

place of primary conditioning (source related cues). Although 

Rothbart mentions only the source-determined aspects of the context 

which serve as secondary cues (techniques, artistic forms and media 

associated with humor), she implies that other aspects of the 

setting—cues which are not determined by the humor source—may also 
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have a place in cuing humor response (1976, p. 51). Humor creators 

might recognize that a given situation, mood or context is potentially 

humorous and seize the opportunity. In such cases, humor cues found 

in the environment are supplemented and reinforced by others 

determined by the humor source. Still, participant-determined 

contextual cues are more common. As Tabachnick (1974) observes, adult 

play is highly ritualized, frequently involving (1) set times, (2) 

special places, (3) constant participants and (4) a constant leader 

who—by assuming responsibility for the event—frees other 

participants to enjoy their play. 

Chapman and Foot have conducted numerous experiments regarding 

the effects of social contexts on children's mirth responses 

(laughter, smiling, physical excitation and eye contact). These are 

reviewed in Chapman (1973, 1976 and 1983) and Foot and Chapman (1976). 

With respect to the present discussion, their findings can be divided 

into two parts: (1) the effects of the context or setting, and (2) 

the effects of witnessing the mirth responses of other people. 

Foot and Chapman (1976, p. 207) report "a very strong and 

unexpected experimenter effect upon the responsiveness" of their 

subjects. Despite procedural efforts to minimize experimenter 

effects, video recordings of the experimenters revealed a clear 

difference in the frequency and intensity of intermittent pretrial 

smiles and laughter. The children in the study responded positively 

to the one experimenter's mirth, demonstrating "the extent to which 

children take their cue concerning what is appropriate behavior in the 

situation from the adult" (p. 208). In this case, the adult who 
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provided the cues was neither the humor source nor a fellow humor 

respondent—indeed, the humor stimulus had not as yet been presented— 

rather he was a symbol of authority within the experimental setting 

whose personal behavior somewhat implied how subsequent events should 

be interpreted. In Rothbart's terms, the experimenter's mirth gave 

subjects reason to judge the situation safe. In a different study. 

Chapman reports that "children subjected beforehand to experimenter-

determined interaction laughed only 20% as much as those in the self-

determined, open-ended interaction, and they smiled less than half as 

much" (1983, p. 143). The mirth response of young subjects was 

apparently affected by the relative formality (a cue for seriousness) 

or informality (a cue for playfulness) of the social context. 

Finally, Chapman reports that a subject's mirth response can be 

inhibited by an awareness that he is being "observed by someone in an 

objective manner" (1983, p. 142). The perception that one is being 

judged or tested apparently evokes apprehension and a serious set that 

is inappropriate for humor response. 

In a second group of studies. Chapman and Foot investigate the 

mirth facilitating functions of witnessed mirth responses, 

particularly laughter and smiling by other members of the humor 

audience (Chapman 1976, 1983 and Foot and Chapman 1976) and canned 

laughter (Chapman 1973). Foot and Chapman (1976) use Tolman's (1968) 

social facilitation theory to suggest how a companion's mirth might 

facilitate one's own mirth response: 

it may serve as an eliciting stimulus for the subject 
[Tolman's reflexive influence]; it may focus the subject's 
attention upon . . . the humour stimuli [Tolman's perceptual 
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influence] . . . ; it may make him generally more reactive 
to humour [Tolman's motivational influence]; it may serve as 
a means of disinhibiting his responses [Tolman's 
disinhibitory influence]. (Foot and Chapman 1976, p. 192) 

In their various studies. Chapman and Foot find consistent 

evidence that a companion's mirth does significantly increase a 

subject's laughter, smiling and eye contact (Chapman 1976). Chapman 

concludes that in the context of their studies companion laughter 

functions more as a reflexive and motivational influence (suggesting 

conformity and arousal effects) and less as a disinhibitory or 

perceptual influence. Significantly, he does allow that companion 

mirth responses might serve these other functions under other 

circumstances. Chapman (1983) further reports that the size of the 

audience (small groups are best) and the prior relationship between 

the subject and the companions (established friendships are best) also 

facilitate a subject's mirth response. This group size influence 

seems consistent with Rothbart's emphasis on safety; and friendship 

effects, with her emphasis on familiarity or trust. 

Although most of the research by Chapman and Foot employs 

children as subjects, two of their studies used adults (Chapman 1973 

and 1976). These findings generally support their other studies: 

first, with adults, the presence of an unresponsive companion 

significantly lowers a subject's mirth response, and second, with 

adults, canned laughter increases mirth response and stimulus recall— 

but does not significantly affect humor ratings or intellectual 

appreciation. In the first case (Chapman 1976), nonresponsive adult 

companions provided nonhumorous cues that apparently lowered the 
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subjects' confidence that fantasy assimilation was the appropriate 

processing mode. In the canned laughter experiment. Chapman concludes 

that the facilitative effect of canned laughter is probably not 

derived from its conformity or disinhibitory influence, but that "the 

laughter background was itself a stimulus for mirth" (1973, p. 575). 

Since humor evaluations were unaffected by canned laughter. Chapman 

decides that canned laughter provides laughter stimuli which subjects 

distinguish from humor stimuli. All in all, the work of Chapman and 

Foot suggests that audience-related cues are an important subset of 

overall contextual cues, especially as regards the cuing of 

behavioral/mirth responses. 

Chapman and Foot also report a significant sex difference in 

several cue related experiments (Chapman 1983 and Foot and Chapman 

1976). For instance. Chapman (1983) concludes that the girls who 

participated in their research "seemed to concentrate more on the 

social elements of their environments, while the boys . . . 

concentrated more on the humor per se." (p. 146) Since girls 

expressed more overt mirth in the presence of (1) responsive boy 

companions or (2) responsive adults, or when they were physically 

positioned (3) nearer to each other or (4) farther from the 

experimenter (Foot and Chapman 1976, p. 209), it is likely that this 

heightened female sensitivity to social context is linked to the 

perceived authority (males, adults and experimenters) and the value 

attributed to group membership, approval and support. This 

sensitivity regarding authority and grouping seems to parallel 

Rothbart's emphasis on safety and familiarity. 
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A similar differential use of contextual cues is reported by 

Leventhal and his colleagues (see Leventhal and Mace 1970, Cupchik 

and Leventhal 1974, Leventhal and Cupchik 1975 and 1976, Leventhal 

and Safer 1977, and Leventhal 1979). The two experiments reported in 

1974 studied the self-perception of subjects regarding their own mirth 

responses. Cupchik and Leventhal found that females use their own 

mirth responses in evaluating the funniness of a stimulus, while males 

do not. Leventhal and Cupchik (1975) report that contextual cues 

that facilitate male and female mirth response also positively affect 

perceived funniness, but only for females. The authors suggest that 

while males use audience laughter for information about cartoon 

quality which is distinct from their own evaluations, females base 

their evaluations on a combination of perceived quality and perceived 

mirth response. Leventhal and Cupchik (1976) further suggest that 

this differential use of contextual- versus stimulus-related cues 

stems from a fundamental difference in processing, that females rely 

on emotional cues for right hemisphere holistic processing, while 

males require objective cues for left hemisphere objective processing. 

An experiment that fed male and female subjects humorous material and 

canned laughter through either the left or right ear provides strong 

support for their dual processing theory (Leventhal and Cupchik 

1976). In subsequent articles (Leventhal and Safer 1977 and Leventhal 

1979), Leventhal offers a model of humor appreciation and emotional 

response that provides a framework for understanding how contextual 

cues (such as canned laughter and audience response), internal cues 
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(such as kinesthetic feedback from laughing and smiling or the self-

perception of affective states), and objective cues related to the 

humor stimulus are integrated by various subjects. As Suls (1983) 

says after reviewing Leventhal's work, the dual process model offers a 

reasonable explanation of why contextual humor cues in the absence of 

humor stimuli can still evoke a mirth response (as when a giddy 

audience laughs at "anything"). 

Finally, we must consider those cues provided by the humor 

stimulus itself. McGhee (1979, p. 73), Rothbart (1976, p. 51) and 

Suls (1983, pp. 50, 54) each note the cuing function of the formal 

and structural properties of humor stimuli. Implicit in their 

comments is the thought that prior humor experience conditions 

subjects to recognize the gestalts of recurring humor forms before 

they commence with actual processing. Similarly, 

in developing the disposition mode, Zillmann and Cantor 
(1972) stipulated that, for disparagement to be funny, the 
individual must recognize the type of an incident or the 
format of a presentation as humorous. (Zillmann and Cantor, 
1976, p. 104) 

The formal properties of humor stimuli are discussed at length by 

Freud (1960) and Berlyne (1969, 1972). Freud distinguishes between 

tendentious and nontendentious elements in a joke. Nontendentious 

elements, subsumed under the concept of the jokework, are rather 

innocuous stimuli associated with formal techniques, such as 

condensation, substitution, and displacement. Similarly, Berlyne 

(1969, 1972) distinguishes between ecological and collative variables. 

Berlyne's collative variables (novelty, surprise, incongruity, 

strangeness, ambiguity, etc.) closely parallel Freud's nontendentious 
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elements. However, Freud and Berlyne postulated very different 

theories as to how these formal properties (as cues) facilitate humor 

response. Berlyne felt that collative elements produced increased 

arousal which set the subject up for resolution and decreased arousal. 

Freud's explanation of the role of these formal elements (joke-

technique) is altogether different and in recent years has been 

adopted, tested and promoted by Zillmann and his colleagues as a key 

part in their disposition/misattribution model of humor response. 

According to Zillmann, 

The presence of innocuous humor cues . . . removes the basis 
for the anticipation of social reproach in that the overt 
expression of mirth can be attributed to these humor cues. 
This attribution—or more accurately, this misattribution— 
thus "justifies" and "legitimizes" the normally censured 
open enjoyment of the disparagement of detested entities. 
As amusement, joy in response to tendentious elements is 
virtually liberated by the presence of nontendentious 
elements of humor. (Zillmann 1983, p. 101) 

Further, "in the absence of mirth-liberating humor cues the individual 

is forced to hold back the expression of enjoyment" (p. 103). 

Zillmann does not argue that the misattribution function of stimulus 

cues proceeds without humor cues serving other functions; instead, he 

suggests that humor cues and humor miscues are both essential to 

disposition humor: 

stimuli drawn from the so-called collative variables and 
stimuli that signal playfulness (or lack of seriousness) are 
both necessary to elicit smiles and laughter. Both types of 
stimuli, it seems, are necessary to convert the resentment-
motivated enjoyment of disparagement into amusement. 
(Zillmann 1983, p. 104) 

In summary, play signals or humor cues have been discussed by 

many humor response researchers. Although these cues are not 
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generally treated as part of standard humor response theories 

(incongruity, superiority or relief), researchers frequently suggest 

that humor cues are â  necessary but not a_ sufficient condition for 

humor response. While some researchers emphasize (1) the importance 

of cues related to the humor source (McGhee), others have studied (2) 

cues related to the setting or social context (Rothbart, Chapman and 

Foot), (3) cues related to the observed responses of other respondents 

(Chapman and Foot, Leventhal and Cupchik), (4) internal cues related 

to the subject's own affective and behavioral response (Leventhal and 

Cupchik), and (5) cues embedded in the humor stimulus itself (Berlyne, 

Freud, Zillmann and Cantor). 

Despite the increasing attention to humor cues, three major 

questions have not been adequately addressed. First, as Suls (1983) 

points out, the play cue discussion can easily degenerate into 

circular reasoning (what people perceive as humorous is what they 

perceive as humorous). Suls suggests that we can escape the logical 

circularity of this position by adopting, k la Rothbart (1973, 1976), 

the view "that humorous stimuli must be interpreted as safe or 

nonthreatening" (Suls 1983, p. 54). Second, although numerous 

researchers discuss cues within the contexts of their own specific 

interests (McGhee in reference to 'fantasy assimilation,' Chapman and 

Foot in regards to 'mirth response,' Zillmann and Cantor in regards to 

'dispositional humor'), no researcher has proposed a general framework 

for the discussion of humor cues. 

Finally, with the exception of some comments by McGhee (1983, pp. 

126-129) and two studies by Brown (Brown, Brown and Ramos 1981, and 
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Brown, Wheeler and Cash 1980), there has been no discussion of how 

people become conditioned to various humor cues. McGhee's comments 

actually pertain to reinforcement and modeling that could explain why 

"some individuals initiate more humor than others" (McGhee 1983, p. 

126). Still, his remarks could also apply to the development of humor 

response and cue recognition. Although parental modeling is assumed 

to play a key role in the development of humor skills and humor 

values, McGhee notes that there has been no attempt to empirically 

document parental influence on humor skill development. The studies 

by Brown and others were designed to distinguish 'imitation learning' 

from social laughter. These authors obtained evidence that imitation 

learning exists apart from social facilitation effects. The authors 

then suggest that children may learn to value laughter and may learn 

what to laugh at by imitating adult models. Although much progress 

has been made in the exploration of play signals and humor cues, given 

the consensus of opinion about their pivotal role in humor response, 

more research is warranted. 

2.3 A Multidimensional Model of Humor Response 

2.3.1 The Incompleteness of 
Current Humor Response Theories 

Many researchers suggest that individual theories of humor 

response (incongruity, disposition, and relief theories) cannot serve 

as complete explanations of humor response. This section reports some 

of these reservations in order to suggest the need for conceptual 

synthesis. For instance, Suls wonders, "whether incongruity or 

incongruity-resolution theories should be considered models of humor 
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comprehension or models of humor appreciation" (1980, p. 52). In any 

case, he concludes that cognitive models alone "are incomplete" (p. 

53). McGhee concurs, "Incongruity is considered here to be a 

necessary but insufficient prerequisite for humor" (1979, p. 42). 

LaFave, like McGhee, suggests that "perceived incongruity at best is a 

necessary condition of humor, clearly not_ sufficient" (1976, p. 86). 

Pepicello and Weisberg (1983, p. 74) agree. While incongruity is 

generally thought at best a necessary but not sufficient condition for 

humor, incongruity-resolution seems neither necessary nor sufficient. 

For instance, Schultz (1976) found that nearly half of the verbal 

jokes he analyzed did not involve incongruity-resolution. 

In brief, incongruity theories offer an incomplete explanation of 

humor response. Worse still, according to Pollio (1983), they may 

mischaracterize the overall nature of humor: 

Unfortunately, cognitive theories tend to consider 
incongruity and its resolution as purely mental acts 
and thereby come to undervalue—or even exclude entirely— 
the embodied, total-person response, (p. 226) 

Zillmann's (1977) concern is more down to earth than Pollio's. Noting 

that most of the humor which appears in prime time television 

programming is "blunt" rather than "refined," Zillmann suggests that 

the recent preoccupation with cognitive humor response models may be a 

result of (1) the extensive use of college student subjects and (2) a 

general tendency among academics to disregard evidence "that general 

audiences fail to appreciate complex, sophisticated humour" (p. 292). 

Whether Zillmann's suggested causes do, in fact, explain the recent 

popularity of cognitive approaches is uncertain. What is clear is 
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that researchers within that tradition (Suls, McGhee, and Schultz), as 

well as those from other traditions (LaFave, Pollio, and Zillmann), 

agree that incongruity and/or incongruity-resolution cannot fully 

explain most humor response processes. 

Similarly, proponents of disparagement theory conclude that 

disparagement explains only part of the humor response puzzle. LaFave 

(1976) states that "a superiority-self-esteem approach . . . could not 

provide the sufficient conditions of a theory of humour" (p. 89). 

Zillmann and Cantor (1976) point out that without taking into account 

other aspects of the humorous situation (in this case, the jokework or 

technique), it is impossible to distinguish between humorous 

disparagement and nonhumorous disparagement. As Zillmann (1983) says. 

There is, consequently, no assurance that amusement will 
come from witnessing disparagement under the most 
appropriate dispositional circumstances. Such basal insight 
is of enormous consequence. It shows, essentially, that 
disposition theory proper is a theory of enjoyment, not of 
amusement and humor . . . . It shows that the unamended 
theory is incomplete as a theory of humor, (pp. 97-98) 

A similar conclusion is reached by Morreall (1983), who concludes 

that superiority theory "could not serve as a comprehensive theory of 

laughter, for there are cases of both humorous and nonhumorous 

laughter that do not involve feelings of superiority" (p. 14). 

Apparently, although superiority certainly plays an important role in 

some humor, it is neither a necessary nor a sufficient cause of humor. 

The most recent generation of relief theories was initially 

applied to a very narrow form of humor. As originally discussed by 

Rothbart (1973) and Schultz (1976), it concerned a particular kind of 
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laughter observed in very young children. In Rothbart's later work 

(1977) and in that of Apter and Smith (1977), the model is generalized 

to apply to humor appreciation at all ages. McGhee argues strongly 

that the phenomenon discussed by Rothbart and others is not humor at 

all. As mentioned earlier, McGhee's somewhat narrow assumptions may 

need to be relaxed. Still, his objection points up a potential 

weakness in Rothbart's conceptualization, specifically, arousal and 

safety occur in play generally, not just in humor. 

Many activities besides humor are characterized by arousal and 

pleasure (discovery, exploration, aesthetics and play). If Rothbart's 

model is to stand, it must somehow distinguish between humor and play. 

Finally, even if Rothbart's model is allowed as a model of humor 

response, it is clear that cognitive and dispositional elements must 

be involved to achieve the levels of arousal normally associated with 

humor response, for—in most instances—the pleasure produced by 

relief alone is limited. 

In sum, all three of the major approaches to humor response are 

incomplete. Arousal and incongruity are at best necessary (but not 

sufficient) conditions for humor. Superiority is neither necessary 

nor sufficient. Researchers in all three traditions suggest that a 

complete explanation of humor response requires some combination of 

these various elements. 

2.3.2 The Fundamental Question 
of Humor's Dimensionality 

The limitations of previous theory may result from a 

misunderstanding of humor's dimensionality. Dimensionality involves 
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two separate issues. First, to what extent does humor response 

involve different subprocesses? Specifically, should cognitive, 

social and relief components be considered both separately and 

together in order to understand humor response? Previous comments 

concerning the incompleteness of prior theory suggest that humor 

response cannot be explained in terms of any single dimension. But 

there is a second and still more profound question concerning humor's 

dimensionality. Are there several kinds of humor? If there are 

several different kinds of humor, how do they differ? Should we even 

speak of "humor" or does the use of that global term obfuscate the 

issue? Consider for instance the general desire among researchers to 

identify the sufficient and necessary causes of humor. If, on one 

hand, humor is conceived as a single phenomenon, then a researcher's 

failure to observe a particular element (e.g., superiority) in all 

cases of humor suggests that that element (superiority) is not a 

necessary condition for humor. If, on the other hand, humor is 

conceptualized as a_ family of related phenomena made up of several 

distinct humor species, then the failure to observe a particular 

element in all types of humor does not imply that that element is not 

necessary for one or more humor types. 

In the preceding section, it was suggested that humor is 

multidimensional in the first sense (that is, that cognitive, social 

and relief dimensions all play a role in humor response). This 

section will suggest that humor is also multidimensional in the second 

sense (that is, that there are—in fact—several kinds of humor). 
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More specifically, this section examines evidence concerning the 

multi-dimensional nature of laughter, smiling and arousal since such 

evidence supports the view that humor too is multidimensional. 

The dimensionality of laughter and smiling. In her 

extensive review of previous literature, Keith-Spiegel (1972) reports 

that laughing and smiling 

have been viewed as manifestations of the same phenomenon 
with the smile often described as a "weak" laugh, an 
incipient laugh, or the aftermath of laughter as the 
person begins to relax, (p. 18) 

She notes, however, that others believe that laughing and smiling 

sometimes reflect different underlying processes. Pollio (1983) 

maintains the second position. He identifies smiling with a 

"invitation to bond" and laughter with "momentary release from social 

and/or personal restraint" (pp. 221-222). He associates laughter with 

superiority and incongruity humor, forms of humor which require 

transcendence of the individual over limits which actually or 

potentially constrain one's sense of freedom. Pollio links smiling to 

bonding and recognition. Unlike laughter, smiling is specifically 

directed towards other people. This inter- versus intra-personal 

distinction suggests different underlying purposes. In Pollio's view, 

"Laughing and smiling are seldom different levels of the same 

response" (1983, p. 229). For him, they indicate different but 

related processes. 

Keith-Spiegel (1972) suggests that the dimensionality of laughing 

and smiling may go much further than the simple distinction between 

laughter and smiling. 
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There are "different" laughs (titter, giggle, belly laugh, 
chuckle, roar, etc.) just as there are different smiles 
(grin, smirk, sneer, the "Mona Lisa," etc.). Laughter and 
smiling may not only have "levels of intensity" within 
themselves, but the various types of each may also reflect 
entirely different purposes, (p. 19) 

The dimensionality of smiling is the focus of work by Ekman and 

Friesen (1978, 1982) and LaFrance (1983). Ekman and Friesen (1978) 

develop a Facial Action Scoring System (FACS) which decomposes facial 

movement into 44 distinct action units ("cheek raiser," "lid 

tightener," "cheek puffer," etc.). Using FACS scoring, Ekman and 

Friesen (1982) identified 19 different kinds of smile. After 

reviewing this work, LaFrance (1983) expresses the hope that 

more precision may be obtained in testing hypotheses about 
the causes or functions of humor. If, for example, one is 
interested in testing the notion that humor represents 
"masked aggression," a facial expression representing a 
blend of happiness and anger may be more evident than one 
indicating pure happiness, (p. 9) 

The dimensionality of laughter has been discussed by several 

theorists and researchers. Only the works of Giles and Oxford (1970), 

Foot and Chapman (1976), and Pollio, Mers and Lucchesi (1972) are 

reported here. 

Giles and Oxford (1970) distinguish among seven types of 

laughter: humorous laughter, social laughter, ignorant laughter, 

derisive laughter, anxious laughter, apologetic laughter, and laughter 

in response to tickling. Foot and Chapman (1976) add two categories 

to Giles and Chapman's list: the laughter of joy and ambiguous 

laughter—the last being a strategy for gaining time (and therefore 

additional information) before one publicly commits oneself in a 

potentially dangerous situation. These nine types of laughter fall 
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into two broad categories: (1) laughter related to social perception 

(social laughter, ignorance laughter, apologetic laughter and 

ambiguous laughter), and (2) laughter related to intrinsic mental 

activities (humorous, derisive, anxiety/relief, tickling, and joyous 

laughter). Setting aside those forms of laughter that pertain to 

social facilitation (the first category), one could argue that the 

five remaining laughs correspond to four different kinds of pleasure: 

1. Humorous laughter (cognitive humor). 

2. Derisive laughter (dispositional humor). 

3. Anxious laughter (relief humor). 

4. Tickling and joyous laughter (safe arousal or play). 

Pollio, Mers and Lucchesi (1972) approach the question of 

laughter's dimensionality very differently. In several studies using 

oscillographic records of audience laughter in response to various 

humor stimuli, these authors identified three patterns of laughter 

(early, middle, and late risers) based on differences in the 

amplitude, duration and latency of the audience's laugh response. 

While some humorous material generally evoked "early riser" laughter, 

other stimuli produced more "middle riser" patterns. Although the 

authors could not explain this difference, the difference itself and 

its recurrence across several studies support the view that different 

laugh patterns may relate to different underlying response processes. 

Pollio and his coauthors wonder 

whether each component of laughing relates to one or more of 
these aspects of humorous situations. So, for example, 
latency might relate to the cognitive difficulty of a joke; 
amplitude, to the emotional arousal of a joke; and duration. 
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to a combination of factors involving both emotional arousal 
and the social approval or disapproval afforded a laugh once 
underway. (Pollio, Mers and Lucchesi 1972, p. 235) 

The multidimensionality of laughter and smiling provides strong—if 

indirect—support for the multidimensionality of humor. Finally, as 

LaFrance (1983, p. 8) says, "Smiling and laughter are fundamental yet 

complicated human responses. . . . Humor research to date has tended 

to sidestep this complexity but not without cost." 

The dimensionality of arousal and humor. Other authors have 

asked similar questions concerning the dimensionality of arousal. 

It seems. . . unwarranted to postulate unidimensionality of 
arousal on an a priori basis, and it is certainly unwise to 
impose such unidimensionality on data instead of extracting 
it from empirical results. (Godkewitsch 1972, p. 148) 

As previously mentioned, Berlyne identifies three types of arousing 

stimuli: collative, ecological and psychophysical. Godkewitsch (1972) 

reports empirical support for complexity (a collative property), 

hedonic tone (an ecological property) and stimulus discrepancy (a 

psychophysical property) as sources of humor-related arousal (p. 146). 

While complexity and other collative properties seem associated with 

cognitive humor response and hedonic tone and other ecological 

properties with dispositional response, stimulus discrepancy (a 

psychophysical property) is consistent with safety-relief theories of 

response. 

The three part division of humor suggested by the dimensionality 

of humor stimuli is supported by Godkewitsch's (1974) factor analytic 

study of adjective-noun pairs (ANPs). Godkewitsch used a manipulation 

of semantic distance to operationalize perceived humor. Factor 
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analysis produced three significant factors. Varimax rotated factor 

loadings of Godkewitsch's rating scales and correlations of estimated 

factor scores with important dependent variables appear in table 

2.1. Two aspects of Godkewitsch's analysis are pertinent to this 

discussion: the structure of his factor loadings suggests that mirth 

response has three significant underlying dimensions, and these 

factors relate somewhat independently and in various combinations to 

various categories of mirth (wittiness, humorousness, and funniness). 

The underlying dimensions of humorous arousal (Fl, F2 and F3). 

Godkewitsch's three factors somewhat parallel Osgood's three 

dimensions (activity, evaluative, and potency). Factor I ("perceived 

semantic distance") resembles Osgood's activity dimension. It 

consists of items akin to incongruity. The more IMPROBABLE, PECULIAR, 

STRANGE, or INAPPROPRIATE an ANP, the more COMPLEX it appears, the 

more LOOKING TIME (processing time) it requires, the more FACIAL 

REACTIVITY it produces, and the more WITTY it appears. Factor II 

("hedonic tone") resembles Osgood's evaluative dimension and is 

consistent with the evaluative character of dispositional humor. 

Thus, more PLEASURE, less DISCOMFORT and less TENSION are associated 

with PERCEIVED HUMOR and FUNNINESS. Factor III ("cortical arousal") 

parallels Osgood's potency dimension. ALERT and POWERFUL ANPs are 

related to PERCEIVED FUNNINESS. In sum, Godkewitsch's factor 

structure suggests that mirthful responses involve three factors: (1) 

perceptual incongruity, (2) evaluative pleasure, and (3) affective 

arousal. 
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TABLE 2.1 

VARIMAX FACTOR LOADINGS OF GODKEWITSCH'S RATING SCALES 
AND PRODUCT-MOMENT CORRELATIONS OF FACTOR SCORES 

WITH HUMOR-RELATED DEPENDENT VARIABLES 

Rating Scales 

1. Improbable-Probable 

2. NAA Peculiar-
Ex Peculiar 

3. NAA Strange-
Ex Strange 

4. Inappropriate-
Appropriate 

5. No Pleasure-
Ex Pleasure 

6. Displeasing-
Pleasing 

7. No Discomfort-
Ex Discomfort 

8. Relaxed-Tense 

9. Drowsy-Alert 

10. Weak-Powerful 

11. NAA Humorous-
Ex Humorous 

.22 

.31 

.23 

-.10 

.01 

.50 

-.39 

II 

.04 

.05 

.06 

III 

.15 

-.09 

-.16 

.14 .29 

.05 

-.12 

.08 

-.29 

.54 -.14 

12. NAA Witty-Ex Witty -.62 .12 .28 

Percent of Variance 31.3 22.0 12.9 

Correlations With Mean Estimated Factor Scores 

Looking Time 
Facial Reactivity 
NAA Funny-Ex Funny 
Simple-Complex 

-.30** 
-.42** 
-.54** 
-.76** 

.03 

.06 

.35** 
-.13 

.01 

.01 
-.22* 
-.35** 

* p < .05 * * p < .01 
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The results of an early study by Shurcliff (1968) support the 

existence and the differential importance of these three underlying 

dimensions. Although Shurcliff's specific purpose was to study the 

relationship of arousal and arousal-relief to humor, he effectively 

manipulated three humor dimensions: incongruity (level of respondent 

surprise), dispositional attitude (identification with or detachment 

from the joke's victim) and arousal (the degree of effected relief). 

Higher humor ratings were associated with greater surprise (Fl), with 

the witnessing of another's playful victimization (F2), and with 

greater induced anxiety and relief (F3). Further, Shurcliff's data 

imply that the dispositional manipulation (F2) is associated with 

higher levels of rated humor than the two other manipulations (Fl or 

F3). The superior F2 effect in Shurcliff's data parallels 

Godkewitsch's finding that HUMOROUS loads mostly on F2. This 

similarity is more striking given the radically different humor 

manipulations employed (ANP's versus a practical joke involving 

laboratory animals). In sum, Shurcliff's data provides further 

support for three underlying humor dimensions (Fl, F2 and F3) and the 

relative importance of each. 

A second aspect of Godkewitsch's findings (table 2.1) relates to 

this discussion. His three underlying humor dimensions (Factors I, II 

and III) are not all equally related to each form of mirthfulness. 

Wittiness primarily involves Factor 1 (incongruity). Humorousness 

involves Factor 2 (evaluation) and Factor 1 (incongruity). Funniness, 

the broadest term, involves all three factors (incongruity, evaluation 

and arousal). These differences demonstrate a fundamental principle 



69 

regarding the dimensionality of humor stimuli and humor response: 

several forms of humor can result from different combinations of the 

same three underlying humor dimensions. 

Furthermore, while the combination of F2 and F3 evidences no 

cumulative effect, the combination of Fl (incongruity) and F2 

(superiority) does show a cumulative effect. Apparently, it is not 

simply the case that Fl, F2 and F3 can be combined to produce several 

forms of humor, rather some combinations of Fl, F2 and F3 appear to 

produce a greater humor effect than others. 

The underlying dimensions of humor (HI, H2 and H3). There are 

then three underlying dimensions of humor: HI (incongruity-resolution 

humor), H2 (dispositional humor), and H3 (arousal-safety humor). 

H3 (arousal-safety humor) is the least complex and 

developmentally the most primitive form of humor. It is described in 

the arousal-safety model offered by Rothbart (1973, 1976, 1977) and 

the psychological reversal model proposed by Apter and Smith (1977). 

H3 involves four necessary conditions: F3 arousal, affective 

uncertainty, a play cue, and a judgment that the arousing stimulus is 

safe. Two different outcomes are possible depending on the sequence 

of these components. If the judgment of safety precedes the increase 

in arousal, the consequence is playful but not humorous. If the 

arousal precedes the judgment of safety, the outcome is humorous. 

A safety judgment 

followed by F3 arousal = play 

F3 arousal followed 

by a safety judgment = H3 
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In the second case, the immediate consequence of the arousal is 

uncertainty. So long as the uncertainty endures, a subject must 

prepare to react defensively (even though he knows that the ultimate 

outcome may be safety). The judgment of safety has three effects: 

(1) it releases the subject from the fear of negative consequence, (2) 

it confirms his contingent anticipation of a positive consequence, and 

(3) it instantly contrasts the real positive outcome to the feared 

negative outcome. Whether the cue comes before the arousal or only 

just prior to the judgment of safety would seem immaterial, so long as 

the judgment itself follows the build-up of arousal and uncertainty. 

HI (incongruity humor) is more complex than H3. Developmentally, 

it appears at a later age. It is illustrated by the incongruity model 

offered by Nerhardt (1970, 1976, 1977) and the incongruity-resolution 

models proposed by Shultz (1976) and Suls (1972, 1977, 1983). In both 

cases, there is a play cue and incongruity-related (Fl) arousal. The 

play cue prompts a judgment of safety. Like F3, Fl arousal creates 

uncertainty, but in this case the uncertainty is cognitive not 

affective. When there is no resolution to the incongruity and a 

subject (a young child or a tired, inebriated adult) feels no need for 

resolution or mastery, the Fl arousal is itself pleasurable (playful 

nonsense). But when the subject requires incongruity-resolution, a 

pattern occurs which parallels the pattern in H3. Incongruity creates 

cognitive uncertainty and this uncertainty produces some anxiety 

regarding the eventual resolution. Resolution again produces three 

effects: (1) it relieves the subject of the fear of not 
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understanding, (2) it provides a pleasure akin to mastery, and (3) it 

produces a contrast effect as the pleasure of understanding replaces 

the fear of not understanding. Two types of incongruity humor can 

result. 

Fl arousal follows a play 

cue and a safety judgment. 

Resolution is not required. = Hla 

Fl arousal follows a play 

cue and a safety judgment. 

Resolution is required. = Hlb 

In many cases, HI follows an instance of H3 so that there is a H3-H1 

sequence (arousal-safety followed by incongruity-resolution humor). 

This pattern often occurs when H3 results from the subject's affective 

response to the humor source and HI stems from his/her cognitive 

response to the source's verbal material or humor text. 

H2 (dispositional humor) is the most complex and developmentally 

the last form of humor to appear. It is best described by Zillmann 

and Cantor (1976), Zillmann (1983) and LaFave et al. (1976). While H3 

(arousal-safety humor) has to do with the affective judgment of a 

subject concerning the humor source's intent (and his relief from the 

fear of threat) and HI (incongruity humor) with his cognitive 

interpretation of the perceived text (and the subject's relief from 

anxiety concerning the processing of the text), H2 (dispositional 

humor) has to do with his connative response towards others as a 

consequence of the message and the subject's interpretation of the 

text's meaningfulness for himself. 
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H2 involves (1) a judgment of safety—either as a result of a 

humor cue alone or as a result of H3, (2) a message text—often in the 

form of HI—which provides structure and the potential for what 

Zillmann and Cantor call "misattribution," and (3) an implied judgment 

or expression of ill-will towards a victim of the humorous text. The 

"victim" may be an idea or an institution, as well as another person. 

If the text stimulates emotional involvement without providing a 

mechanism for directing the release of that emotion (usually served by 

the presence of HI), the F2 arousal brought on by the experience 

produces a mixture of pleasure and anxiety. If, on the other hand, 

the structure of the text facilitates misattribution (see Zillmann and 

Cantor 1976) the subject is liberated from his potential anxiety and 

allowed to enjoy the pleasure of his negative disposition without 

concern for its ethical or social consequences. This freedom from 

consequence can result from a judgment that (1) the butt's 

victimization is beyond the subject's control (and therefore beyond 

his personal responsibility), (2) that the victimization is deserved, 

(3) that circumstances are such that the subject's expression of a 

negative disposition will not leave him open to criticism, and/or (4) 

that by joining in the laughter of a group his individual 

responsibility decreases in inverse proportion to the size of the 

laughing group (an ethical equivalent to social loafing). 

There are then (as in the previous cases) two possibilities, 

depending on whether closure neutralizes anxiety which would otherwise 

lessen the pleasure produced by the arousal. Specifically, 
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Safety (created by H3 or a play 

cue) is followed by F2 arousal. = crude jesting 

Safety (created by H3 or a play 

cue) is followed by F2 arousal 

and Hlb (which frees a subject 

from personal responsibility). = H2 

In sum, all three humor types (Hlb, H2 and H3) involve sources 

of arousal (Fl, F2 or F3) which produce tension (cognitive, connative, 

or affective) that is relieved by a mechanism (incongruity-resolution 

[HI], misattribution [H2] or a safety judgment [H3]) which suddenly 

removes the tension, allows the subject to enjoy the arousal and 

facilitates a contrast effect that heightens perceived pleasure. 

It is notable that the same arousal stimuli (Fl, F2 and F3) can 

lead to three forms of nonhumorous play which parallel HI, H2 and H3. 

If evidence allows a subject to conclude—prior to his arousal—that 

the arousing stimulus is either nonthreatening or insignificant, the 

outcome is playful, but not humorous. Apparently, humor requires that 

a period of perceptual, interpretive or affective uncertainty precede 

resolution. During this period, a subject anticipates several 

conditional outcomes and thus experiences an ambivalent attitude 

toward the stimulus. This uncertainty generates some negative affect 

that sets up a contrast effect. It is this contrast effect, which 

magnifies or heightens the positive affect produced directly by the 

arousing stimulus, that characterizes all humor forms (HI, H2 and H3) 

and distinguishes them from parallel forms of play. 
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Five combinational humor types. The three underlying humor 

dimensions can be combined in several ways. Each of these combina

tions constitutes a distinct humor type (HT). The five combinations 

of HI, H2, and H3 are listed in figure 2.2. 

HTl: COMIC WIT 
HI used alone (incongruity-resolution humor) 

HT2: SENTIMENTAL HUMOR 
H2 used alone (arousal-safety humor) 

HT3: SATIRE 
H1/H2 (incongruity and dispositional humor) 

HT4: SENTIMENTAL COMEDY 
H1/H3 (incongruity and arousal-safety humor) 

HT5: FULL COMEDY 
H1/H2/H3 (incongruity, dispositional and 

arousal-safety humor) 

Fig. 2.2. Five humor types (HTs) that result 
from combining HI, H2, and H3. 

Since dispositional humor (H2) requires HI in order to succeed, the 

two H2-combinations that lack HI (H2 alone and H2/H3) are not viable 

forms of humor. 

2.3.3 An Overall Model of Humor Response 

In 1972 McGhee concluded that efforts by earlier researchers to 

develop a general theoretical framework had been largely premature. 

He felt that 

Little scientific progress has been made using this 
approach, partially because of the limited capacity of such 
theories to generate a sufficiently differentiated set of 
testable hypotheses to account satisfactorily for the 
multidimensional character of the humor process. (McGhee 
1972, p. 78) 
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Further, McGhee argued that substantive progress will best be made if 

humor researchers temporarily pursue "mini-models designed to account 

for limited ranges of data" (p. 62). According to McGhee, such mini-

theories would eventually provide a "sophisticated set of theoretical 

constructs for ultimate integration into broader theories" (p. 62). 

It is this author's contention (1) that humor response research over 

the past fifteen years has resulted in a set of well-developed mini-

theories and (2) that it is now possible to proceed with the process 

of integration and elaboration alluded to by McGhee. 

The need for synthesis. To some extent, synthesis has already 

begun. Zillmann (1983), whose primary focus involves the 

dispositional approach (F2), argues strongly that collative elements 

(Fl) are a necessary precondition for dispositional humor. Further, 

he alludes to the role of play cues (possibly provided by F3 as well 

as Fl) in effecting the success of F2. In short, for Zillmann, most 

dispositional humor (H2) involves a combination of F2 and Fl. 

Similarly, La Fave et al. (1976) argue that superiority humor (H2) 

requires "a (1) sudden (2) happiness increment (such as a feeling of 

superiority or heightened self-esteem) as a consequence of a (3) 

perceived incongruity" (p. 89). In the terms presented here. La 

Fave's third element (incongruity) resembles Fl plus a humor cue which 

facilitates its perception. La Fave's second element (superiority) is 

clearly F2, and his first element (suddenness) implies a contrast 

effect due to incongruity-resolution (HI) or some other reversal in 

expectations (H2 or H3). In short, both Zillmann and La Fave 

recognize the need to effect some kind of larger integration. 
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Suls (1983, p. 43) suggests that play cues produce two effects: 

(1) a freedom from fear, distress and concern, and (2) conditions 

which permit the use of new rules for resolving problems which are 

unresolvable by conventional means. Within the context of the present 

discussion, Suls' first "play cue effect" seems particularly relevant 

for H3, while his "new rules" imply both new rules for syntactic and 

semantic interpretation (HI) and special rules that permit otherwise 

unacceptable social behavior (H2). 

Other partial syntheses include Rothbart and Pien (1977), who 

combine incongruity and arousal/safety elements, and Suls (1977), who 

combines incongruity and disparagement. Giles and his colleagues 

(1976) offer an information processing model that incorporates arousal 

(F3), incongruity (Fl) and relief (F2) components. A factor analytic 

work by Wicker and his associates (1981) suggests that humor requires 

both incongruity and an affective dimension. Earlier factor analytic 

works by Berlyne, Godkewitsch and Eysenck suggested that humor is—at 

least sometimes—a three dimensional phenomenon which consists, in 

Eysenck's (1942) terms, of cognitive, affective and connative 

elements. Nonempirical works, most notably those by Freud (1960) and 

Morreall (1983), also testify to the importance of bringing all three 

dimensions into a single theoretic model. 

On one hand, this present project must avoid the problem noted by 

McGhee: that any attempt to develop a general theory must adequately 

account for the multidimensionality of humor. On the other hand, it 

must avoid the pitfall pointed out by Berlyne (1972): that many 
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theories of humor are so narrow that they fail to "encompass all 

conceivable instances of humor" (p. 55). The twofold purpose of this 

section has been (a) to recognize the multidimensional nature of humor 

(F1-F3, H1-H3, HT1-HT5) and at the same time (b) to show that various 

subspecies of humor (HI, H2 and H3) exhibit a common underlying 

pattern. 

The three species of humor are alluded to in a brief but rich 

summary passage from Rothbart (1976), who suggests that 

laughter may occur when an arousing stimulus is judged to be 
safe, when a problem is solved, or when an incongruity or 
improbable act has occurred and we can do nothing about it. 
(p. 52) 

The three circumstances for laughter described by Rothbart parallel 

the three dimensions of humor previously described. H3 occurs "when 

an arousing stimulus [F3] is judged safe." HI occurs "when a problem 

[Fl] is solved." Similarly, H2 requires that an incongruous "or 

improbable act [F2] has occurred and we can do nothing about it." In 

all three of Rothbart's cases, the implied precondition of the humor 

respondent is anxiety or arousal associated with some problematic 

stimulus. The arousal is relieved or displaced by pleasure under 

three conditions: 

1. If the stimulus is judged safe through perceptual 

classification. In this case, the "potential problem" becomes "no 

problem." Any humor that results is H3. 

2. If the stimulus is judged safe (playful) but resists 

immediate classification and requires the internal processing of 

stimulus elements to effect comprehension and classification. In this 
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case, the "problem" is only an "interpretive problem" and this 

"interpretive problem" can be mastered. Any humor that results is HI. 

3. If the stimulus is judged to be personally nonthreatening but 

threatening to another. So long as a subject fears that he/she might 

be held accountable for the victimization either by himself/herself, 

by the victimized party or by others acting on the victim's behalf, 

then the stimulus is viewed as a problem. However, if factors are 

present which substantially reduce the subject's sense of 

responsibility, the subject will feel free to classify the stimulus as 

safe. In this case, although a "problem" does exist, circumstances 

assure the subject that "the problem" is not "his problem." Any humor 

that results is H2. 

In all three cases, humor arises from the successful 

classification of a previously nonclassifiable or anomalous stimuli. 

The proposed synthesis. This section proposes that all humor is 

a ritualistic method of coping with perceptual, cognitive and 

evaluative anomalies. In all instances of humor, equilibrating 

systems are knocked out of kilter and order is restored as a function 

of humor. When an unfamiliar element intrudes into the status quo 

(F3), the recognition and classification which accompany a safety 

judgment (H3) restore perceptual order. Incongruity (Fl) challenges 

semantic and logical order, but a new rule provided by the punchline 

transforms nonsense into sense (HI). H2 allows both the joke maker 

and his audience to temporarily satisfy repressed impulses. By 

dressing up criticism (F2) in the vestments of an ordered joke ritual 

(misattribution) , that which ordinarily has no place in society is 



79 

temporarily sanctioned. H2 is used to enforce boundaries, to separate 

in's from out's. Thus, humor is a mechanism for repositioning and 

mending fences [H2], for redefining categories [HI], for making people 

feel safe again [H3]. 

Humor is a talisman against disorder—protection from the fear 

people sense whenever they confront anomalous phenomena. In her 

classic study of cultural pollution, anthropologist Mary Douglas 

(1966) equates all such anomalies with dirt. "Dirt is the by-product 

of systematic ordering." It is shunned, not because of any inherent 

evil, but simply because it offends against the sacred pattern of 

things approved—in short—because it has no place in order. "Any 

given culture must confront events which seem to defy its assumptions. 

It cannot ignore the anomalies which its scheme produces except at the 

risk of forfeiting confidence." This is no less true for the 

individual. Perceptual schemes, interpretive rules, and evaluative 

heuristics produce perceptual, cognitive and evaluative anomalies. 

Douglas lists several strategies by which cultures and individuals 

deal with dirt (a.k.a. the anomalous, the unfamiliar, the incongruous, 

the shunned, or the repressed). One of these anomaly management 

strategies speaks to the broader purpose of humor: societies and 

individuals symbolically incorporate anomalies into their systems by 

making them part of self-affirming rituals. Viewed thus, humor serves 

as a tidying ritual by which societies and individuals test and 

redefine sacred categories, restore their sense of control, and 

maintain the illusion that order is much less fragile than it is. 
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Figure 2.3 presents a simplified model of humor's overall 

function. Assume that one is in a state of equilibrium (upper left) 

and that the perception of an anomaly (top) produces a degree of 

disequilibrium (upper right). One would then consider various 

strategies for restoring equilibrium (lower half). This formulation 

assumes an overarching balance theory perspective, within which humor 

is only one strategy (bottom center), albeit an important and 

potentially powerful strategy, for restoring affective, cognitive or 

connative balance. 

The idea that humor is a ritualistic method of coping with 

anomalous phenomena (tokens of disorder) provides the central 

principle for fitting our three subspecies of humor into a common 

framework. Four important benefits result from viewing humor in terms 

of figure 2.3: 

1. The fundamental structure of all humor is conceived of as 

BIPHASIC (disequilibrium/equilibrium). 

2. Humor response is INDETERMINATE and VOLUNTARY—it is an 

outcome always chosen by the humor respondent. 

3. Humor response is fundamentally a PROBLEM-SOLVING activity, a 

means of coping. 

4. By viewing humor as a response to anomalous phenomena, we 

cast the entire process in terms of order, classification and MEANING, 

that is, in terms of a general information processing model which is 

appropriate for exploring how the meaning and meaningfulness of humor 

can affect the meaning and meaningfulness of other messages within a 

commercial. 
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Perception of a 
Perceptual, Cognitive 
or Emotional Anomaly 

EQUILIBRIUM DISEQUILIBRIUM 

Strategy to Restore 
Perceptual, Cognitive 
or Emotional Order 

Selection 
of Strategy £-

HUMOR 

and 

Other Coping 
Techniques 

Search for 
a Strategy 

Fig. 2.3. A simplified model of humor's overall function. 
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Formulae for humor response. This section presents conceptual 

formulae for HI, H2 and H3. Each formula is consistent with the 

overall framework outlined in figure 2.3. More detailed versions of 

these formulae are presented in appendix A. First, consider the 

following formula for overall humor response (HR). 

HR = f (the anxiety produced by various anomalies, the 

likelihood that one can and will respond playfully, and 

one's ability to affect a humorous resolution of the 

anomalies encountered). 

That is, 

HR = f [(AAp, AAc, AAe) x (A & W to play) x (A & W to solve)] 

where: 

AAp = the anxiety produced by perceptual anomalies = F3. 

AAc = the anxiety produced by cognitive anomalies = Fl. 

AAe = the anxiety produced by emotional anomalies = F2. 

A&W = the "ability and willingness" of the subject. 

Arousal-safety humor (H3) is a function of five variables. 

H3 = f [(F3 X PH3) X (RH3 x ARH3) x TRH3] 

where: 

F3 = the total arousal associated with F3. 

PH3 = the subject's predisposition to enjoy H3. 

RH3 = the presence of cues that facilitate a H3 resolution. 

ARH3 = the subject's ability to achieve perceptual resolution 

TRH3 = the appropriate timing of the resolution. 

Incongruity-resolution humor (HI) is a function of six variables. 

HI = f [DAP X (Fl X PHI) X (RHl x ARHl) x TRHl] 
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where: 

DAP = the subject's decision to adopt a playful attitude. 

Fl = the total arousal associated with Fl. 

PHI = the subject's predisposition to enjoy HI. 

RHl = the presence of cues that facilitate a HI resolution. 

ARHl = the subject's ability to achieve cognitive resolution. 

TRHl = the appropriate timing of the resolution. 

Dispositional humor (HI) is a function of six variables. 

H2 = f [DAP X (F2 X PH2) x (RH2 x ARH2) x TRH2] 

where: 

DAP = the subject's decision to adopt a playful attitude. 

F2 = the total arousal associated with F2. 

PH2 = the subject's predisposition to enjoy H2. 

RH2 = the presence of a jokework required for H2 resolution. 

ARH2 = the subject's ability to achieve emotional resolution. 

TRH2 = the appropriate timing of the resolution. 

The role of cues. In their expanded versions (appendix A), these 

formulae include several "cue" terms, some related to the play 

manipulation and others related to the resolution of Fl, F2 or F3 

anomalies. Play signals and humor response cues serve as 

informational guideposts which probabilistically encourage humor 

processing. Figure 2.4 outlines the sequential role of cues in an 

instance of {[(H3) HI] H2} nested humor, that is, where the success of 

H2 (disparagement humor) depends on an HI jokework (incongruity-

resolution humor) which is itself set up by the ingratiating-smiling-
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context 

related). 
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that the source's 
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resolved: (H3). 
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about the — 
meaning of 
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inter
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resolved: (HI). 
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(F2). 
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cues, such as, 
self-percepti 

Other cues 
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and source 
related). 

^If cues support 
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affective 
response, the 
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viewed as 
humorous: (H2). 

/ 
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about t h e — 
appropriate 
behavioral 
response. 

Search for 
-^ cues that 

indicate 
whether 
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appropriate 

Model-related" 
cues 

Other cue 
(source, text 
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related). 

If cues encourage 
mirth expressive 
behavior, the 
behavioral 
uncertainty 
is probably 
resolved: 
laughter and 
smiling. 

Fig. 2.4. The various roles that cues play in humor response 
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playful character of a joke teller (H3). The example is further 

complicated by the presence of other listeners whose mirth responses 

can influence that of the subject. 

As the subject watches the joke teller approach (F3), listens to 

the text of his joke (Fl), considers the social, ethical and personal 

implications of the joke's ridicule (F2), and monitors the response of 

his fellow listeners, he searches for evidence (1) that the teller's 

intent is nonthreatening [H3], (2) that the apparent nonsense of the 

joke text does make sense [HI], (3) that he need not feel anxious 

about the consequences of the ridicule [H2], and (4) that his response 

is consistent with the behavior of other listeners. 

At each stage, a different aspect of the subject's stimulus 

environment is more apt to provide the needed information: first the 

humor source, then the humor text itself, next the general context of 

the event (including the subject's internal state, surrounding events, 

the physical environment and the human environment), and finally the 

behavior of other people who might serve as humor response models. If 

any of the sources is deficient in information for a particular 

decision, the subject can attempt to infer the needed information from 

other cue sources. But in no case does the presence of cues determine 

the humorous response. Cues only probabilistically increase the 

likelihood that a subject will choose to interpret events humorously. 

As mentioned earlier, by viewing humor as a method of coping with 

anomalous phenomena, the entire humor response process is cast into an 

information processing framework. Anomalies create uncertainty (F3, 

Fl, F2). Cues provide information needed to reclassify (H3), 
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reinterpret (HI) and remove ourselves from (H2) various anomalous 

disturbances. 

The role of arousal. The point made by Godkewitsch, Rothbart, 

and Apter and Smith (see section 2.2.3) is crucial: humor does not 

diminish arousal. On the contrary, at least for the short term, humor 

increases arousal. What humor does decrease is the displeasure 

frequently associated with arousal so that heightened states of 

arousal can be experienced free from the worry, fear or anxiety that 

generally accompany them. 

This section presents a theoretical model of the relationship 

between arousal and the three dimensions of humor discussed above. 

For illustrative purposes, the instance of humor response being 

analyzed is—like that in the previous section—an example of {[(H3) 

HI] H2} "nested" humor, where H3, HI and H2 occur sequentially. The 

purpose of this analysis is three-fold: (1) to suggest that the total 

arousal experienced by a subject is the result of an cumulative 

process; (2) to demonstrate that more complex forms of humor (HI and 

H2) generally require as part of their input the output of less 

complex humor forms (H3 and HI, respectively); and (3) to suggest that 

the resolution of uncertainty at each stage produces a contrast effect 

which suddenly "boosts" the subject's pleasure. This boost implies 

that the total pleasure experienced after the resolution is greater 

than the sum of positive and negative arousal prior to the resolution. 

Figure 2.5 depicts the patterns of arousal and pleasure 

associated with various forms of humor and play. Arousal is indicated 
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HUMOR OR 
PLAY FORM 

THEORIZED PATTERNS OF 
AROUSAL AND PLEASURE 

H3(a): 
Play 

1) arousal 

H3(b): 
Arousal/Safety 
Humor 

2) safety judgment 

1) arousal (F3) 

Hl(a): 
Nonsense 
Humor (play) 

Hl(b): 
Incongruity 
Humor 

1) arousal 

2) mastery 

1) arousal (Fl) 

H2(a): 
Jesting 
(play) 

H2(b): 
Disparagement 
Humor 

T(0) 

1) arousal 

T(l) 

2) release from 
responsibility 

1) arousal (F2) 

Fig. 2.5. Patterns of arousal associated with various forms of 
humor and play. 
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by the shaded area on either side of each baseline. Movement across 

each baseline indicates experience over time [T(0), T(l), T(2)]. 

Pleasure is indicated by the distance of the positive slope above the 

baseline; displeasure by the distance of the negative slope below the 

baseline. The dashed lines which are used to depict preresolution 

phases of H3, HI and H2 indicate that the subject conditionally 

anticipates several mutually exclusive outcomes (some positive and 

some negative). As soon as the actual outcome is determined [T(l)], 

the certainty of the real outcome is represented by a solid line. 

Because all parallel forms of play are preceded by signals which make 

their playful significance certain from the outset, the arousal 

associated with play is depicted as a positively sloping solid line 

which is free from any negative arousal. The chief difference between 

the three humor forms and their related play forms is this: the 

arousal and pleasure patterns associated with humor forms 

(uncertainty-arousal-resolution-contrast effect-pleasure boost) are 

more dramatic and complex than those typically associated with play 

(where arousal and pleasure are more predictable and continuous). 

Humor requires an element of negative arousal; play does not. 

Finally, figure 2.6 combines the three dimensions of humor into 

one sequence (H3-H1-H2) consistent with our ([(H3) HI] H2} "nested" 

example and suggests that the arousal and pleasure of each stage build 

cumulatively on a new baseline established by the preceding stage. HI 

builds on the feelings induced created by H3, and H2 builds on the 

feelings induced by HI. 
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S begins to evaluate source — > F3 arousal + uncertainty. 

S decides that the source's intent is playful — > H3 

S begins to evaluate the text — > Fl arousal + 
incongruity 

S solves the incongruity — > HI 

S begins to consider the evaluative 
significance of the text — > F2 arousal 
+ emotional uncertainty 

S makes accommodations which 
free him to enjoy the text's 
evaluation — > H2 

Fig. 2.6. The cumulative arousal produced by a nested 
sequence of humor forms. 
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2.4 Further Comments on Humor Response 

The model of humor response offered in the previous section grew 

directly out of a discussion of the humor comprehension and humor 

response literatures. In order to simplify the initial presentation, 

important linkages between this model and other psychological theories 

were not introduced. However, since these correspondences provide 

considerable insight into the nature of humor and since they suggest 

that humor processes outlined by the model are consistent with various 

theories from cognitive, information processing and personality study, 

this section will explore several linkages. The organization of this 

section is based on an S-O-R (Stimulus-Organism-Response) model of the 

humor response: 

1. Stimulus (S). Section 2.4.1 compares different types of 

humor stimuli (HI, H2 and H3), first, to the three components of 

Freud's jokework (technique, content and purpose), and then to three 

different forms of humor discussed by Freud (comic wit, jokes and 

sentimental humor). This section describes the characteristics of 

different humor stimuli and explores how these three basic humor types 

(HI, H2 and H3) are combined in a variety of stimulus forms. 

2. Processing by the organism (0). Section 2.4.2 suggests that 

the processing associated with each type of humor stimulus can be 

accounted for by various elements from schematic processing, social 

judgment and variable perspective theory. 

3. Response (R). Borrowing from balance theory research, 

section 2.4.3 describes the homeostatic and informational consequences 

of each humor process. 
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2.4.1 Comments on Humor Stimuli 

The first two subsections compare the different types of humor 

stimuli (HI, H2 and H3), first, to the three components of Freud's 

jokework (technique, content and purpose), and then to three different 

forms of humor (comic wit, jokes and sentimental humor). These 

sections describe the distinguishing characteristics of different 

humor stimuli and explore how these three prototypic forms (HI, H2 and 

H3) are combined in a variety of stimulus forms. 

The correspondence between HI, H2, H3 and the three sources of 

pleasure in Freud's Jokework. Freud's discussion of the three sources 

of pleasure within a joke parallels and combines the three dimensions 

of humor outlined earlier in this chapter. Freud's synthesis serves 

to clarify relationships among the three types of humor—at least as 

they occur within joke structures. The following section will extend 

this discussion to humor forms other than jokes. 

According to Freud (1960), the essence of jokes lies in their 

purpose, which is emotional release—first for the teller and then for 

the hearer of the joke. For this reason, Freud's discussion of humor 

was characterized earlier in this chapter, as an "emotional relief" 

humor theory. In a broader sense, however, Freud's analysis of joking 

actually incorporates all three of the humor theory traditions 

discussed above (perceptual and evaluative, as well as emotional 

relief), for Freud also discussed joke technique and content as 

important secondary elements within this larger process of relief. In 

short, although Freud was most interested in motivation and the 

psychic functions of humor (i.e., its narcissistic and playful 
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purposes), he was clearly aware that other aspects of the joke process 

(technique and content) had to be accounted for. Freud's theory of 

the jokework is then an important early attempt to combine the several 

approaches to humor within a single theoretic framework. The purpose 

of the present section is to outline the relationship between Freud's 

integrated jokework and the three dimensions of humor previously 

identified (HI, H2 and H3). 

According to Freud, three different aspects of the jokework can 

provide a joke-hearer with pleasure: the joke's technique, the joke's 

content and the joke's purpose (see figure 2.7). In this author's 

view, joke-technique involves perceptual humor (HI), joke-content 

involves evaluative humor (H2), and the third party's involvement in 

the joke's purpose involves "relief" humor (H3). 

More specifically, according to Freud, joke-technique claims the 

preconscious attention of the hearer and satisfies the principle of 

economy. Economy, in this case, refers not to formal economy, but to 

mental economy which results from formal characteristics. Freud's 

discussion of joke technique and pleasure based on the principle of 

economy (Freud 1960, chapter 2) shares much with the incongruity-

resolution approach. After reviewing a variety of joke techniques, 

Freud concludes that "condensation" is the single principle underlying 

all other joke techniques: 

The multiple use of the same material is, after all, only a 
special case on condensation; play upon words is nothing 
other than condensation without substitute formation; 
condensation remains the wider category. (Freud, 1960, 
p. 42) 
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1. 

2. 

3. 

Joke 
Technique 

Joke 
Content 

Joke 
Purpose 

(a) tendentious 

Preconscious 

Conscious 

Unconscious 

motives 

(b) nontendentious motives 

The Principle 
of Economy 

The Reality 
Principle 

The Pleasure 
Principle 

(narcissism) 

(play) 

Fig. 2.7. Three sources of pleasure within Freud's 
"Jokework." 

Whether the material handled by the technique is verbal or 

conceptual and whether the joke-technique employed is indirect 

representation, allusion, displacement, or double-meaning, in the 

experience of the joke-hearer the result is always a juxtaposition of 

alternative meanings, which first appear as nonsense and then—through 

the ideational economy afforded by the technique—appear as sense. 

This humorous displacement of manifest nonsense by latent sense 

parallels the pattern of incongruity-resolution (HI) described by Suls 

(1972, 1977), Schultz (1974) and others (see 2.2.1). Thus, it is 

joke-technique that introduces and then resolves perceptual anomalies. 

Joke-content claims the conscious attention of the joke-hearer 

and satisfies what Freud calls the reality principle. According to 

Freud, important ideas are often wrapped up in the joke-technique: 
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But the substance of a joke is independent of the joke and 
is the substance of the thought, which is here, by means of 
special arrangement, expressed as a joke. (Freud 1960, 
p. 92) 

Nevertheless, in a joke-context where the content (1) serves a 

facilitating role and (2) produces its own nonhumorous pleasure, the 

pleasure derived from the joke-content is (thanks to the "principle of 

confusion") perceived as being humorous. Although such content-

specific pleasure is greatest in conceptual and profound jokes, joke-

content is—at least minimally—part of every joke experience (Freud 

1960, pp. 92, 94,131 and 137). 

Dispositional humor (H2) employs a particular kind of joke-

content, that which depicts or challenges beliefs concerning social 

reality. Joke-content is evaluated according to the beliefs and 

attitudes of the joke-hearer. For instance, Zillmann's work (1976, 

1983) discusses perceived humor as a function of the disposition of 

the joke-hearer towards the butt of the joke at the time the joke is 

made. When a character, behavior, attitude or institution is 

disparaged and the joke-hearer finds the disparaged target 

objectionable or otherwise at odds with his beliefs and values, 

pleasure is obtained (often felt as triumph or superiority) that 

exceeds that which might have been felt if the belief had been simply 

reaffirmed without the benefit of the disparaging jokework. 

More interestingly, if the hearer's attitude toward the 

disparaged party is largely but not fully in agreement with that 

belief set implied by the joke-content, the hearer is encouraged to 

temporarily accept the nonaffirming content as though it were real and 
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desirable in order to continue the joke. This willingness to 

accommodate nonaffirming joke-content by treating it as real 

constitutes attitudinal role playing which—under circumstances to be 

outlined in later sections—can alter the joke-hearer's original set 

of beliefs. Just as joke-technique provides pleasure to the joke-

hearer by occasioning and then resolving perceptual anomalies, joke-

content can occasion evaluative anomalies which are subsequently 

resolved through an accommodating process facilitated by its joke-

context. In the former case (HI), nonsense becomes sense. In this 

case (H2) , that which in a nonhumorous context would be viewed as 

untrue or unacceptable is temporarily treated as though it were true 

and/or acceptable. 

In regard to motive, Freud distinguishes between that dimension 

of a joke that satisfies interested motives (narcissism, obscenity, 

hostility or cynicism) and that dimension which satisfies a 

disinterested impulse (play). Both interested and disinterested 

purposes supposedly satisfy Freud's pleasure principle and engage the 

unconscious mind of the joke-hearer. Freud's discussion of joke-

purposes, both tendentious and nontendentious, assumes that certain 

sources of pleasure are inaccessible to the joke-hearer (as well as to 

the joke-teller) as a consequence of the repressive influence of 

culture (Freud 1960, chap. 4). Whether a joke-hearer participates in 

a joke for innocent or hostile reasons, he is enjoying a momentary 

release from the fear of cultural- and/or self-criticism. 

While Freud emphasizes the joy associated with freedom to ignore 

learned cultural dictates (Be serious! Be adult! Be fair! Be polite!). 
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the underlying principle appears to be more general and not 

specifically tied to cultural conditioning per se. Many writers have 

suggested that humor results from a sudden reversal in threatening 

circumstances or near-tragedies. What all relief theories of humor 

share (including Freud's) is the idea that humorous consequences 

result when we are unexpectedly relieved of some fear and are thus 

relieved of the burden of gearing up to meet the threatening 

consequences associated with the fear. The pleasure felt is a 

function of the sudden reversal, the relaxation and the restoration of 

a safe environment. When the carnival ride stops, we are physically 

safe. When the comic hero escapes injury, we are emotionally safe. 

When we express our childish playfulness or vent our hostilities by 

sharing in a joke, we are temporarily safe from the criticism of 

others. As with perceptual (HI) and evaluative (H2) humor, an anomaly 

has been resolved, in this case an affective anomaly. That which we 

fear (especially that which we fear in ourselves) becomes safe. That 

which is alien (especially to our self-perception and world view) can 

be treated as familiar. 

From Freud's perspective, joke pleasure involves three roughly 

sequential processes. Humor cues allow a hearer to infer the playful 

purpose of the stimulus, increasing his anticipation of pleasure and 

encouraging him to attend to the joke's technique. Joke-technique 

satisfies the principle of economy, which partly satisfies the 

anticipated pleasure and thereby encourages him to relax his ego 

defenses. Joke-content satisfies the reality principle (ideological 
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and affective affirmation), further satisfies the hearer's 

anticipation of pleasure and preoccupies his conscious attention. 

Pleasures produced by the content and technique of a joke prepare the 

hearer for the joke's purpose. According to Freud, they neutralize 

incipient criticism with a variety of distracting forepleasures. If 

this distraction succeeds, the hearer laughs without fully 

understanding why, that is, the hearer's attention is so preoccupied 

with joke-content that he mistakenly attributes his entire pleasure to 

that source. And although the initial purpose of a joke (the teller's 

purpose) is usually self-serving (aggression or—in the case of an 

advertiser—persuasion), the chief motive of the joke-hearer is play— 

which Freud defines as a temporary liberation of the hearer's con

scious from an adult compulsion to be serious (Freud 1960, chapter 4). 

The purpose of this section was to demonstrate that Freud's 

discussion of the three sources of pleasure within a joke (figure 

2.7) effectively combines the three traditions of humor research 

(HI, H2 and H3) outlined earlier in this chapter. Despite empirical 

and conceptual shortcomings pointed out by recent critics (see 

Morreall 1983, pp. 27-37), Freud's synthesis is an important attempt 

to understand the relationship of different humor processes as they 

occur within joke structures. 

The correspondence between HI, H2, H3 and Freud's three forms of 

humor (comedy, jokes and sentimental humor). Freud concludes his 

discussion of jokes by exploring the relationship of joking to two 

other forms of humor: comedy and sentimental humor (Freud 1960, 

chapter 7). After comparing the three, Freud concludes: 
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The pleasure in jokes has seemed to us to arise from an 
economy in expenditure upon inhibition, the pleasure in the 
comic from an economy in expenditure upon ideation (upon 
cathexis) and the pleasure in humour from an economy in 
expenditure upon feeling. (Freud 1960, p. 236) 

We are less concerned with the theories of psychic economy that Freud 

postulates than with his matching of comedy with ideation, sentimental 

humor with feeling and jokes with inhibition. Comedy, being connected 

to ideation (and particularly perception) is thus linked to HI. 

Sentimental humor, being paired with feeling, is related to H3. 

Jokes, as we saw in the previous section, involve HI, H2 and H3. 

In Freud's view, sentimental humor is the simplest of humor 

processes (Freud 1960, p. 229). It proceeds automatically (p. 233) 

and requires affective involvement (p. 228). Freud characterizes 

sentimental humor as the highest of man's defense mechanisms, as "the 

psychical correlative of the the flight reflex" which prevents "the 

generation of unpleasure from internal sources" (p. 233). More 

specifically, sentimental humor (which Freud's translator renders as 

"humour") serves as a substitute for the generation of distressing 

affects, such as pity or anger (pp. 228-231). Freud felt that 

sentimental humor can occur in combination with comedy or jokes, in 

which cases it would serve to prevent the development of feelings 

which would otherwise inhibit a person's response to the comedy or 

jokework (p. 232). 

Comic appreciation is also rather automatic and unreflective 

(Freud 1960, p. 220). But unlike sentimental humor, comic response is 

unlikely to occur in conjunction with heightened affect (p. 228). 

Comic response requires some measure of emotional distance. It 
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requires one to rapidly compare perceptions to the schema, standards 

or expectations associated with those perceptions (pp. 191 and 234). 

The amount of comic effect is, according to Freud, directly related to 

the quantitative "difference" between the two (p. 188 and 195). Since 

comedy often serves as joke-technique (pp. 181 and 203-208), technique 

per se cannot be used to distinguish comedy from joking (p. 183). 

Comedy and jokes differ primarily in their purposes. Superiority, 

hostility and aggression are extra-comic functions that comedy may 

serve only in the special context of a jokework (pp. 189, 196 and 

199). For Freud, pure comedy does not involve superiority (pp. 196 

and 199). 

Compared to sentimental humor and comedy, jokes operate both 

outside of consciousness (as joke-technique and joke-purpose) and 

under the examination of conscious thought (as joke-content). Many of 

Freud's comments on comedy parallel his remarks on joke-technique, and 

several of his comments on sentimental humor tie into his analysis of 

joke-purpose. Within the framework of this discussion, comedy is 

nothing but an instance of HI as it occurs outside the context of a 

jokework, whereas joke-technique is an instance of HI as it occurs 

within a joke (see figure 2.8). Similarly, sentimental humor is an 

instance of H3 as it occurs independently, while joke-purpose is an 

instance of H3 as it operates within a joke. The distinguishing 

characteristics of comedy (perceptual incongruity) and sentimental 

humor (emotional relief) are identical to those of joke-technique and 

joke-purpose. 
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Fig. 2.8. The Correspondence between various 
types of humor (HI, H2, and H3) and 
various humor forms. 

Sentimental humor, comedy and joking are progressively more 

complex processes. While comedy (a form of HI) and sentimental humor 

(a form of H3) involve only one type of humor, joking always involves 

three (HI, H2 and H3). Other combinations are also possible; for 

instance, HI and H3 are often combined in sentimental wit and HI and 

H2 produce satire. The purpose of this section was twofold: (1) to 

extend our discussion of the fundamental humor types (HI, H2 and H3) 

to forms of humor other than jokes, and (2) to support the idea that 

various humor stimuli are best characterized in terms of this H1-H2-H3 
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typology since various types of humor (sentimental humor, comic wit, 

sentimental wit, satire, and joking) are combinations of these 

underlying humor dimensions. 

2.4.2 Comments on Humor Processing 

This section suggests that the processing associated with each 

type of humor stimulus (HI, H2 and H3) is comparable to an information 

processing sequence associated with schematic, social judgment or 

variable perspective theories. Specifically, HI processing is 

discussed in terms of a perceptual shift (variable perspective theory) 

that is enhanced by contrast and assimilation effects (social judgment 

theory). H2 and H3 are discussed in terms of defensive instincts. H2 

appears to involve accommodation, while H3 implies slight 

assimilation. Finally, all three processes are discussed in terms of 

recent schema theory. It is suggested that different humor processes 

(H1-H3) may involve different types of schema (Hastie 1981), as well 

as different patterns of schematic processing (Mandler 1982). 

HI processing: perceptual shifts, contrast effects and slight 

assimilation. HI processing was generally described in Suls' 

(1972, 1977) account of incongruity resolution within a schematic, 

problem-solving framework. There is first a disagreement regarding 

the humorous text and the audience's expectations regarding that text. 

This disagreement can result from condensation, indirect 

representation, substitution, double meaning or any of the many other 

techniques outlined by Freud (1960, chapter 2). Initially, the text 

provides cues which prompt the text processor to form expectations 
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specifically concerned with the structure and probable conclusion of 

the text. However, some element within the text contradicts the 

pattern implied by the schema. Incongruity results. Then, after 

searching the text for additional cues, the subject employs a new 

interpretive schema—one that makes sense of the text. This results 

in incongruity-resolution. 

HI processing can be explained in terms of variable perspective 

theory as outlined by Upshaw (1969), Ostrom and Upshaw (1968), Ostrom 

(1970) and Steele and Ostrom (1974). A variable perspective approach 

suggests that the subject's attitude towards a stimulus (in this case 

whether it makes sense or not) is a function of the perspective 

(schema) that the subject adopts in regard to the stimulus. This 

change in attitude towards the text (first viewing it as ordinary 

text, then as nonsense, and finally as sense) constitutes a perceptual 

shift effected by the replacement of one interpretive schema by 

another. The creator of the humor purposefully misdirects the text 

processor, causing a schematic mismatch, but also providing for an 

almost instantaneous correction. The level of perceived humor depends 

on (1) the degree of mismatch, (2) the time which elapses between the 

perceived mismatch and the correct match, and (3) the effort required 

to achieve the correct match. Timing of the solution and reasonable

ness of effort required are closely related. If the subject must wait 

too long (Morreall 1983) or work too hard (Freud 1960) to arrive at a 

resolution, impatience, frustration, anxiety or distraction can 

diminish or impede humor. If resolution occurs too quickly or 

requires too little effort, humor is also diminished (McGhee 1979). 
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The physiological basis for this temporal sequence is spelled out 

by Mandler (1982) in his discussion of "delayed congruity": 

. . . incongruity occurs, but instead of major structural 
changes the solution is one of finding a different schema 
that fits the available evidence. . . . this is an occasion 
of delayed congruity [rather than true incongruity]. 
However, the initial discrepancy has already initiated the 
course of arousal, and the newly found congruity occurs 
within that context. . . . At this point it is important to 
note the relative time course of assimilation/accommodation 
and of arousal. The peripheral autonomic nervous system is 
relatively slow; symptoms of arousal do not occur until 1 to 
2 seconds after stimulus onset. In contrast, the time 
course of schema activation and access is usually much 
faster, probably in the range of 300 to 1000 msecs. As a 
result, conditions that produce arousal (such as discrepan
cies) will not have autonomic consequences until some 1.5 
sees later. In the intervening time several cognitive 
events can and will have occurred. As a result incongruity 
will have affective consequences for some time after the 
cognitive discrepancy or incongruity may have been repaired. 
The conscious construction integrates the persisting arousal 
with the current evaluative condition (meaning analysis), 
and the resultant phenomenal affect may be intensely 
positive or negative, depending not on the fact of arousal 
but on the current state of evaluation. (Mandler 1982, p. 25) 

Although Mandler's discussion concerns the general consequences of 

schematic evaluation, the explanation seems particularly well suited 

to HI processing and the importance of comic timing. 

The greater the perceived mismatch, the greater the potential 

humor. This principle is consistent with Freud's analysis of comic 

pleasure (1960, chapter 7). Comedy, Freud held, always involves 

comparison, and comic pleasure is a function of the "differenz" 

between the objects compared. Two different kinds of comparison are 

involved in the processing of HI: a schematic comparison and a 

perceptual comparison. First, the humor text is compared to each 

interpretive schema (text to schema 1/ text to schema 2). Second, the 
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result of the initial schematic comparison (incongruity) is itself 

compared to the result of the final schematic comparison (solution). 

While "incongruity" and "solution" require first order comparisons 

(humor stimulus to various schema), the "incongruity-resolution" 

fundamental to HI requires a second order comparison that measures the 

perceptual distance between the "incongruity" and the "solution." The 

humorous value of the solution is a function of this perceived 

distance. 

The emphasis here on perceived difference is also consistent with 

the notion of discrepancy discussed in the social judgment literature 

(Sherif and Sherif 1967). Although the perceived incongruity is an 

artifact of misprocessing, it sets up the subject by displacing the 

text away from his understanding (a contrast effect). The more 

inappropriate the schema initially used, the greater the resulting 

displacement. When the subject then resolves the incongruity by 

employing a more appropriate interpretive schema, the text is 

displaced towards his understanding (an assimilation effect). 

Contrast and assimilation effects magnify the perceived distance that 

results from the second order comparison. Since HI humor depends on 

the magnitude of the discrepancy that is removed, anything that 

enhances that perceived discrepancy, potentially increases the 

enjoyment of the resolution. 

Note that the resolution of HI does not require any real change 

in the values or beliefs of the subject (no schematic accommodation); 

he has only to exchange one stored schema for another. Nevertheless, 
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though the problem resolved is artificial (a product of calculated 

misdirection), the pleasure produced by this resolution is real. 

Further, attribution theory suggests that a subject who has just 

experienced HI might try to account for his sense of pleasure by 

attributing it to a change in something, such as a change in his 

attitude towards the text (or less directly to a change in his 

attitude towards something in the text). HI processing is summarized 

in panel "a" of figure 2.9. 

H2 and H3 processing: accommodation and assimilation. H2 and H3 

processing are closely tied to certain defensive instincts and the 

pattern of processing common to those instincts: specifically, (1) 

man's tendency to label, avoid and reject strangers out of self-

defense and (2) man's tendency to group, bond and form friendships out 

of self-defense. In both cases, the underlying pattern is 

"perception-withdrawal-analysis-reaction." This basic pattern may 

take two directions (avoidance or attraction) depending on the outcome 

of the analysis and interpretation, that is, depending on whether the 

person encountered is viewed as an alien or a familiar. 

We begin with the positive outcome—attraction or bonding— 

and suggest that it is fundamentally related to H3. Evolutionary 

theorists (Plutchik 1980 a and b and Conte and Plutchik 1981) suggest 

that primitive defensive behaviors underlie all of man's modern 

emotional responses. First, consider a simple scenario of primitive 

behavior. When someone approaches a person, the person initially 

withdraws somewhat and from the safety of that distance examines the 

approaching person. If the person recognizes the one approaching as 
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P = PERCEPTION 
S = SCHEMA 
P* = ALTERED PERCEPTION 
S* = ALTERED SCHEMA 
<PC> = PERSUASION CUES 
[ ] = IN THE SET OF POSSIBLE 

A = APPROXIMATES 
£ = IS CONGRUENT 
ri = NOT 
R = REPLACES 
— > or = CHANGES (IN THE 
< ~ DIRECTION SPECIFIED) 

PANEL A: HI (PERCEPTUAL SHIFT/ASSIMILATION) 

<PC1> C SI 
P nA SI 
[P*] nC SI 
P nC [SI*] 

<PC2> C S2 
S2 R SI 
P A_ S2 
[P*] C S2 
P — > S2 
P* C S2 

(no assimilation) 
(no accommodation) 

(perceptual shift) 

(assimilation) 

PANEL B : H2 (ACCOMMODATION/NORMATIVE SHIFT) 

p 
p 
p 
p 

nA SI 
C [SI*] 
<— SI 
C SI* 

(accommodation) 
(normative shift) 

PANEL C: H3 (ASSIMILATION): 

P A_ SI 
[P*] C SI 
P — > SI 
P* C SI 

(assimilation) 

Fig. 2.9. Patterns of schematic processing associated with 
HI, H2, and H3. 
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known and safe (family, kin or friend), apprehension regarding the 

unknown is displaced by the pleasure of the known. The momentary fear 

of reduced safety is displaced by an unlooked for increase in safety. 

In more modern circumstances, withdrawal is likely to be more 

psychological than physical—a slight withholding of ourselves and our 

sympathy. Since modern man encounters numerous strangers daily, fear 

and anxiety are less common than perceptual vigilance and emotional 

reserve. Recognition of the safe and familiar occasions relaxation 

and a rush of goodwill. For those who encounter many more strangers 

than familiars, recognition of the familiar (which implies the partial 

restoration of a previous state) can provide a particularly rich 

source of pleasure. Freud not only suggested "that recognition is 

pleasurable in itself," but "that there may also be a pleasure in 

remembering" and that the '"rediscovery of what is familiar' is the 

basis for . . . 'topicality,' which is a fertile source of pleasure in 

a great many jokes" (1960, p. 122). Mandler (1982), reviewing recent 

work on exposure recognition and recency, suggests that familiarity 

accounts for much of our daily pleasure, for basic value, for 

acceptability and for our basic sense of liking and that this pattern 

is especially powerful when it involves facial expression. In short, 

Mandler concludes, "We not only know what we like but we also like 

what we know" (pp. 33-34). 

Our concern here is less with the chain of cognitions, feelings, 

impulses to action and behaviors, which Plutchik (1980) treats in its 

entirity as "the emotion," than with the final sequence: recognition 

and attraction. Psychologically, this process resembles the pattern 
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of sentimental humor, which Freud (1960) describes as the highest of 

the "defensive processes." According the Freud, sentimental humor 

uses "energy from the release of unpleasure that is already in 

preparation" and transforms it into pleasure (1960, p. 233). 

Sentimental humor "acts as a substitute for the generation of 

[distressing] affects" (p. 228). Likewise, recognition of the 

familiar (or more accurately, the consequences of this recognition— 

relief and the recovery of lost freedoms) is precisely what Freud 

suggests is the purpose of all joking—to recover the lost pleasures 

of childhood (that sense of safety associated with an innocent 

disregard for behavioral consequences, consequences people are 

normally concerned with due to their adult compulsion to be serious). 

Sentimental attraction then is related to recognition, relief and an 

unexpected restoration of pleasurable affect. The pattern seems 

common to (1) sentimental humor, (2) specific techniques frequently 

employed in jokeworks (recognition of the familiar, repetition, 

remembering and topicality), and even to (3) the underlying purposes 

of all jokes (play and the pleasure of temporary lifting inhibitions). 

Just as one defensive instinct (bonding) seems related to H3, 

another defensive instinct (avoidance) is related to H2. In this 

case, the outcome of the perception-withdrawal-analysis-reaction 

process is rejection. On a more primitive level, rejection may lead 

to continued withdrawal or physical aggression, depending on the 

relative strength of the stranger. The psychological equivalent is 

avoidance or social aggression. Both strategies (avoidance and 
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aggression) distance an individual from the perceived threat. 

Superiority humor, put-down humor and dispositional humor, as well as 

sexual and hostile jokes (Freud 1960, chapter 3), create distance 

between those who use or enjoy the humor and those who serve as 

targets. Arguably, the injury caused by such humor is incidental to 

its larger purpose—safety through increased distance. When the 

distance achieved is primarily for the sake of maintaining one's image 

in the eyes of relevant others, distancing is achieved through 

symbolic dissociation. 

In the "perception-withdrawal-analysis-attraction" process, a 

perception of the one encountered is compared to and then matched with 

stored schemas. A schema is "an internal structure, developed through 

experience with the world, which organizes incoming information 

relative to previous experience" (Mandler and Parker 1976, p. 39). 

For the purposes of this discussion, this use of 'schema' is 

fundamentally the same as Bettman's (1979) use of 'expectation,' 

Bregman's (1977) use of 'ideal,' Abelson's (1976) use of 'script' and 

Powell and Royce's (1981a, b and c) use of 'norm.' Schematic 

theorists (Bartlett 1932; Piaget and Inhelder 1973; Hastie 1981; 

Powell and Royce 1981a, b and c; Alba and Hasher 1983; and Brewer and 

Nakamura 1984) generally discuss two complementary processes, 

'accommodation' and 'assimilation.' As Bettman says, "perceptual 

interpretation is partially guided by the actual properties of the 

stimulus and partially by the individual's expectations about what the 

stimulus should be" (1979, p. 80). When the stimulus induces change 

in a schema, the individual 'accommodates' reality; when a schema 
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influences a person's interpretation of experience, reality is being 

'assimilated' by the individual. 

It is suggested here that H2 processing frequently involves 

accommodation, while H3 processing involves assimilation. First, 

consider the relationship of accommodation to H2 (panel "b" on figure 

2.9). Take the example of a hostile joke and consider its effect of 

the joke-hearer. The joke-teller draws the hearer's attention to some 

target which he proceeds to ridicule. From the perspective of the 

joke-hearer, the stimulus is not the target itself but a description 

of that target generated by the teller. Imagine, for the purpose of 

this example, that the joke-hearer already possesses a set of 

expectations regarding the object being ridiculed, but that this 

schema is less hostile (and probably less exaggerated) than that 

projected by the teller. Assume further that the hearer is motivated 

for a variety of reasons to accommodate—at least temporarily—the 

perspective of the joke-teller. In terms of figure 2.4.3, panel b, 

the subject's original schema (S) is incongruent with the joke-

teller's characterization of the target (P). The resulting change 

(S*)—however slight—represents accommodation and a normative shift. 

Now, consider the relationship of assimilation to H3 (panel "c" 

of figure 2.9). So long as perceptions approximate expectations 

within set tolerances, such as Sherif's 'latitude of acceptance,' 

perceptions are adjusted to fit the schema. Often the match is 

perceived to be more perfect than it actually is, in which case 

positive distortion (assimilation effect) heightens the pleasure of 
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recognition, attraction and bonding. Furthermore, the process of 

assimilation regarding H3 is spontaneous and nondeliberative. This 

point is also made by Bettman (1979, p. 81) regarding familiar 

patterns and Freud (1960, p. 233) regarding the need for sentimental 

humor to proceed automatically and outside the glare of conscious 

attention. Thus, H3 is characterized more by its affective 

consequence than by its cognitive phase, which is minimal and/or 

subconscious. In Bettman's words, familiar stimuli "may be recognized 

as gestalts, as total configurations, without being analyzed into 

their more underlying dimensions" (1979, p. 81). In this, H3 differs 

radically from H2, which is characterized by its evaluative content 

and by the hearer's awareness that a judgment has been made. 

One final point needs to be made regarding the difference between 

HI and H2/H3. The confusion, reversal and resolution associated with 

HI are entirely perceptual. Beliefs and attitudes are incidental to 

HI processing. Mandler (1982) makes the same point. On the other 

hand, in H2 and H3 beliefs and attitudes are directly involved, and in 

H2 at least, occasionally changed. This distinction is critical, for 

it suggests that some humor processes (H2 and H3) are more likely to 

produce belief and attitude change than others (HI). 

Current developments in schema theory. Schematic theory provides 

a solid framework for discussing humor processing. Recent work by 

Hastie (1981) and Mandler (1982) are particularly suggestive. 

Hastie (1981) suggests that there are three broad categories of 

schema: 'central tendency' schema, 'template' schema, and 'procedural' 

schema. Central tendency schema are used in prototype identification. 
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class assignment and categorization. Template schema generally 

involve the processing (manipulation and interpretation) of input 

stimuli. Procedural schema always contain purpositive elements that 

direct a subject's behavior, including the formation of attitudes. To 

some extent, Hastie's three categories of schema correspond to the 

three types of humor processing discussed above. H3 processing 

employs central tendency schema, such as, categories and intention 

schema (Hastie 1981, p. 67). HI processing involves template schema 

similar to script processing (p. 50-51). And H2 processing uses 

procedural schema, such as social balance schema, to affect attitude 

change (pp. 59-60). Although much is still unknown about the nature 

of schema and the nature of humor, on the surface different types of 

humor processing seem to involve different types of schema. 

The usefulness of this for the discussion of humor is clear from 

the following passage: 

The notion of interdependent, interacting schemata . . . 
implies that the three levels of schemata previously 
distinguished—central tendency, template, and procedural— 
may all be appropriate in the theoretical explanation of 
performance in memory tasks. For example, we might imagine 
a hierarchy of embedded schemata to characterize the 
processes and products of story comprehension [or humor 
response]. At the most elementary level of our schematic 
hierarchy would be central tendency schemata to characterize 
individual actors, locations, goals, and actions [as H3 
resolves uncertainty about the source]. At the next level 
of complexity these central tendency schemata would be 
linked together into template structures to organize 
information episodes, scenes, or events [as HI resolves 
uncertainty about the text]. Finally, template schemata 
would provide direction for more active procedural schemata 
that would make and store inferences, initiate information 
search in the environment or in memory, and even create new 
template schemata [as H2 resolves uncertainty about an 
appropriate attitudinal response]. (Hastie 1981, p. 43) 
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The interpolated comments highlight the parallel between this example 

of nested schema and our own discussion of {[(H3) HI] H2} nested 

humor. If different types of humor processing (H1-H3) employ 

different types of schema, these schematic differences could explain, 

not only how various types of humor processing operate, but how they 

differ, and—most importantly—how they interact with each other. 

Finally, Mandler (1982) proposes a framework to explain why and 

when schematic congruity (or incongruity) will lead to valuative 

judgments and physiological arousal. An expanded version of Mandler's 

diagram appears in figure 2.10. It is argued here that Mandler's 

framework substantially parallels the processing distinctions 

discussed throughout this section and summarized in figure 2.9. 

Since all humor involves some level of incongruity (anomaly), we 

are not interested in Mandler's first case (congruity). The second 

case (from the left) in figure 2.10 parallels H3 processing. After a 

momentary uncertainty as to the identity and/or intention of a 

humorous source, recognition occurs, followed by slight assimilation, 

positive valuation and mild arousal. The result is mild positive 

affect. The third case (from the left) in figure 2.10 parallels HI 

processing. After experiencing strong incongruity, the subject 

discovers an alternate interpretive schema, achieves incongruity-

resolution, and experiences moderate arousal in the context of a 

positive evaluation. The result is moderate positive affect. 

The fourth and fifth cases parallel H2 processing. After 

experiencing strong incongruity (for instance, the satiric 

characterization of an important other), a subject's only option is to 
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CONGRUITY 

VALUE POS 

SLIGHT 

ASSIMILATION 

POS 

INCONGRUITY 

ALTERNATE 
SCHEMA 

POS 

SEVERE 

ACCOMMODATION 

NOT 
SUCCESSFUL SUCCESSFUL 

POS or NEC NEC 

AFFECT 0 +-H-

HUMOR 
PROCESS H3 HI H2 

Note: "The resultant value is shown as either positive (POS) or 
negative (NEG). Degree of affective intensity is shown to vary from 
zero to +++." (Adapted from Mandler 1982, p. 22.) 

Fig. 2.10. Mandler's framework for the affective consequences 
of incongruity. 
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accept (case four) or reject (case five) the satiric characterization. 

If he accepts this characterization, accommodation occurs, but the 

affective consequence of accommodation depends on the subject's 

"broader evaluation of the context" (p. 23). If there has been a 

successful play manipulation and if other elements (HI) allow the 

subject to avoid feelings of anxiety (through misattribution), then 

the subject experiences positive evaluation together with high levels 

of arousal. In this case, the result is strong positive affect. 

However, if the subject's anxiety is not negated (case four) or if he 

is unable to accept—even momentarily—the satiric characterization 

(case five), the subject will experience strong negative affect. 

Mandler's framework suggests when schematic congruity or 

incongruity would lead to positive or negative valuation, arousal, and 

(combining these) positive or negative, mild, moderate or strong 

affect. The three types of humor processing (H1-H3) are apparently 

special cases nested within the paths outlined by Mandler. Finally, 

though we have previously speculated about the relative strength of 

affect associated with different types of humor processing, Mandler's 

framework provides a theoretical basis to account for these 

differences in affective intensity. 

2.4.3 Humor Effects 

The consequences of HI, H2 and H3 viewed in terms of balance 

theory and various homeostatic effects. This section suggests that 

the consequences of humor types can be understood in terms of balance 

theory and various balance effects. Specifically, it is proposed that 
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H3 produces an 'attraction' effect, that HI produces an 'agreement' 

effect, and that H2 produces a 'balance' effect. 

Balance theory originated with Heider (1946, 1958), who suggested 

that people prefer states of cognitive balance to states of 

cognitive imbalance. Balance is the equilibrium that exists when 

cognitive elements (beliefs and attitudes) are internally consistent. 

Although Heider's discusses dyads (two-way relationships), our 

interest lies in his analysis of triads (three-way relationships). 

By convention, triads are labeled as p-o-x relationships: 'p' 

represents the subject or self; 'o' represents some other person; and 

'x' represents some stimulus, event or object. Positive two-way 

relationships are represented by a plus sign; negative two-way 

relationships are represented by a minus sign. Then one evaluates the 

three-way consequences of these two-way relationships. Whenever the 

product of the three signs is positive, the triad is considered to be 

in balance. When the product of the three signs is negative, it is 

out of balance. Allowing for all possible positive or negative 

relationships, there are eight possible configurations—four balanced 

triads and four unbalanced triads. Heider further suggests that 

imbalanced states will induce tension and indirectly encourage a 

person to adopt various strategies to restore balance. As suggested 

earlier, humor can be viewed as one such strategy. 

Empirical research has generally supported balance theory (see 

Petty and Cacioppo 1981, pp. 129-133 for a review of this research). 

However, researchers since Heider have repeatedly found, not one, but 

three cognitive effects that influence the perceived pleasantness. 
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stability, consistency, harmony, or memorability of the triads. 

Attraction effects are observed in triads where the p-o relationship 

was positive (+). Agreement effects are observed when the p-x and o-x 

relationships in a triad carry the same sign (either ++ or — ) , and 

balance effects are observed, as Heider hypothesized, when the product 

of all three signs is positive (+++, + — , -+-, or — + ) . 

One explanation for these effects holds "that they differ in the 

extent of thought required to obtain each, with attraction effects 

requiring the least and balance effects requiring the most thought 

about the triad" (Petty and Cacioppo 1981, p. 132). An 'attraction' 

effect requires thought about only one relation (p-o), and an 

'agreement' effect requires analysis of two (p-x and o-x), while a 

'balance' effect requires consideration of all three. 

According to this account, people have learned to spontan
eously direct their attention to particular and increasingly 
complex aspects of social situations when determining how 
they feel about or judge the situations. That is, people 
have learned that in triads the single most important 
relation is that which exist between themselves and another 
person (the p-o relation); the single most important pair of 
relations is that which indicates whether agreement or 
disagreement with another person exists (the p-x and o-x 
relation); and the only complex triad of relations is that 
which involves them (p), the other person (o), and the 
object or issue (x). (Petty and Cacioppo 1981, p. 132) 

It is also hypothesized that personality differences, motivation level 

and processing circumstances allow (or constrain) the progress of an 

individual as he moves from the simplest level of processing 

(examination of p-o alone) to the most complex (examination of the 

entire triad). Petty and Cacioppo (1981a) report data that supports 

this pattern. Specifically, all three effects occur when subjects are 
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given sufficient processing time; however, under a limited processing 

time condition (1) the balance effect fails to emerge and (2) the 

agreement effect is weakened, while (3) the attraction effect stays 

the same. As predicted, agreement and balance effects require more 

processing time, therefore suggesting their greater complexity. 

The three types of humor processing evidence similar patterns of 

relational complexity. H3 (relief humor) was previously described as 

the simplest and most instantaneous humor process, a process that 

leads to affective bonding of the humor processor to another person. 

This H3 pattern resembles an 'attraction' effect. (See panel "a" of 

figure 2.11.) In advertising, H3 humor (affective attraction) is a 

ubiquitous phenomenon. It can occur alone or in combination with 

other humorous elements. It is most obvious as a primary dimension of 

traditional source effect (likability/similarity). In its most 

specialized manifestation, it involves one's recognition of and 

response to a favorite comedian (e.g., Cosby) who is acting as a 

spokesman in an otherwise nonhumorous commercial. 

This same attraction process is probably involved when viewers 

recognize likable stereotypes, friendly faces, pleasant narrative 

voices or even the generally up-beat or positive tone of an ad. In 

this last case, attitude towards the ad is equivalent to attitude to 

the source since the ad serves as a surrogate for an implied narrative 

persona. On a still more abstract level, an outflow of positive 

affect can result from recognition of situations, objects or ideas 

which symbolize familiar elements in our individual lives. Such 
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P = the PERSON or self (in an ad, P is the ad-viewer) 

0 = the OTHER person ( in an ad, 0 is the spokesperson, the narrator, 
or any identified, attributed or implied source) 

X = the object or issue being evaluated (in an ad, X can be a brand, 
product, user, nonuser, competitor, etc.) 

PANEL A: H3 and the ATTRACTION EFFECT: 

0 becomes 0 

PANEL B: HI and the AGREEMENT EFFECT: 

becomes 

or becomes 

PANEL C: H2 and the BALANCE EFFECT; 

becomes 

or becomes 

Fig. 2.11. The homeostatic consequences of different humor 
types. 
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recognition causes us to smile, to feel, using William James (1890) 

phrase, that these 'affiliated objects' are part of the 'empirical 

self.' Only in extreme instances, when the H3 'attraction' effect is 

heightened by contrast to a previous mood state or coupled with more 

complex humor processes (H2 or H3), are people likely to characterize 

this effect as humorous. At more modest levels, H3 is probably 

thought of as cheerful or happy, as 'good humor' but not as humorous. 

Still, in all these cases, pleasure arises from an attraction effect 

which occurs when a nonrelationship between (p) and (o), or the fear 

of a negative relationship is replaced by a positive p-o relationship. 

HI (perceptual humor) has been previously described as a series 

of comparisons. One schema and then another is compared to a humor 

text. The first comparison results in incongruity; the last, in 

incongruity-resolution. This sequence closely parallels an 

'agreement' effect. (See panel "b" of figure 2.11.) The person who 

is processing the humor is (p); the stimulus or text is (x); and 

creator of the humor (whether physically present or not) is (o). The 

individual's attempt to make sense of the text is actually his effort 

to bring his interpretation of the text (represented by the p-x 

relation) into conformity with the author's interpretation 

(represented by the o-x relation). By tricking the joke-hearer into 

developing an incongruent interpretation, the joke-teller creates a 

state of imbalance (disagreement). Then by providing the cues 

required to reinterpret the p-x relationship, the humorist helps the 

joke-hearer to achieve agreement. Disagreement-agreement is the 

pattern, whether HI is used as comedy or as joke-technique. 
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An attraction effect (p-o) is possible without an agreement 

effect or a balance effect, and an agreement effect (p-x equals o-x) 

can occur without an attraction effect or a balance effect. 

Similarly, H3 and HI can each occur independent of other types of 

humor (as sentimental humor [HT2] and as comic wit [HTl]). On the 

other hand, the balance effect is a more complex phenomena which 

requires—as prerequisites for its own completion—the other two 

effects, just as H2 (joke-content) must be accompanied by HI (joke-

technique) and H3 (joke-purpose) in order to have a humorous effect. 

In the context of a jokework, attraction and agreement effects 

operate somewhat differently. When an attraction effect occurs 

independently, it resembles the likability/similarity dimension of 

traditional source effect. When it occurs in a jokework or in any 

other context which employs the p-o relation for some extra-relational 

purpose, source credibility (an extrinsic value) probably becomes more 

important than source likability (an intrinsic value). Similarly, 

when an agreement effect occurs independently (as in comic wit), 

agreement depends merely on p-x and o-x being congruent. The specific 

attitude or value implicit in the relationships is irrelevant. But 

when—in the context of a joke—an agreement effect is needed as a 

prerequisite for a balance effect, p-x and o-x take on strong and 

generally negative values, for in this case (x) represents the butt of 

the joke. Further, negative agreement between p-x and o-x illogically 

suggests that there is positive agreement between p-nx and o-nx (nx 

being whatever is not like x). 
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H2 (dispositional humor) involves a balance effect that has been 

led up to and prepared for by a series of attraction and agreement 

effects. (See panel "c" of figure 2.11.) Agreement effects related 

to comedy and/or joke technique generally help to set a playful, 

nondefensive mood and encourage the joke-hearer to go along with the 

joke in the hope of obtaining additional pleasure. An attraction 

effect reinforces the likability and credibility of the source 

(whether the source is directly represented or only implied). Only 

then, relaxed by the joke-technique and impressed by the likable-

credible source, does the joke-hearer proceed to consider the three-

way relationship, p-o, o-x, p-x. By then p-o is fixed as positive. 

Whether o-x is presented as positive or negative, the joke-hearer may 

find his beliefs and attitudes out of balance. Joke-technique provides 

the necessary mechanism (double meaning, substitution, displacement or 

whatever) and the source (i.e., joke-purpose) provides the necessary 

motive (aggression, play or whatever) for reversing the p-x sign so 

that the entire triad will be—at least for the duration of the joke— 

in equilibrium. When this occurs there is a balance effect. 

We are now in a position to sketch the overall relationship of 

humor stimuli (S) to humor processing (0) to humor response (R). (See 

figure 2.12.) HI, which is associated with incongruity research, 

occurs both as comic wit and as joke-technique (S). Its processing is 

characterized by a perceptual shift (0), and its homeostatic cognitive 

consequence is an agreement effect (R). H2, which is associated with 

the evaluative approach to humor, occurs only as joke-content (S), is 

processed using accommodation (0) and brings about a balance effect 
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(R) . H3, which is linked to relief approaches, occurs as sentimental 

humor and as joke purpose (S), is processed using assimilation (0) and 

occasions an attraction effect (R). 



CHAPTER 3 

AN ELABORATION LIKELIHOOD MODEL OF 

HUMOR'S COMMUNICATION EFFECTS 

Chapter one suggested that humor effect research has been 

encumbered by conceptual problems. Four areas were identified where 

additional conceptual development seems warranted. Chapter two argued 

that humor is not unidimensional but multidimensional (HI, H2 and H3) . 

This chapter focuses on message processing. In terms of the research 

models presented in chapter 1 (see figures 1.1 and 1.2, p. 7), the 

undifferentiated construct "message processing" is here replaced by a 

multiroute construct that includes central route processing (CRP), 

peripheral route processing (PRP), and humor-dominant processing 

(HDP). This chapter has three goals: (1) to review Petty and 

Cacioppo's Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM), (2) to develop an 

"elaboration likelihood model" of humor's communication effects, and 

(3) to suggest that many of the "seemingly" conflicting effects 

observed in regard to humor make sense when humor is analyzed within 

an "elaboration likelihood" framework. 

3.1 The Elaboration Likelihood Model 

This chapter adopts Petty and Cacioppo's Elaboration Likelihood 

Model (ELM) as a framework for discussing and distinguishing among 

different kinds of message processing. 

The "central versus peripheral" framework represents a 
typological distinction between various attitude-change 
processes. Under the central route . . . , Petty and 

125 
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Cacioppo classify persuasion models that emphasize detailed 
processing of argumentation and the importance of issue-
relevant thinking. In contrast, approaches that specify 
factors or motives in persuasion settings that produce 
attitude change without any active message- or issue-
relevant thinking are classified under the peripheral route. 
(Eagly and Chaiken 1984, pp. 297-298) 

Since its introduction (Petty 1977), the ELM has been extended 

and tested in a variety of persuasion contexts (Cacioppo and Petty 

1980 and 1984, Cacioppo, Petty and Stoltenberg 1985, Petty and 

Cacioppo 1977, 1979, 1984a, 1984c, Petty, Cacioppo and Heesacker 1984, 

1985, and Petty, Wells and Brock 1976). Other research by Petty and 

Cacioppo has examined ELM's application to specific advertising and 

marketing questions (Cacioppo and Petty 1985, Petty and Cacioppo 

1981b, 1983, 1984b, Petty, Cacioppo and Schumann 1983, 1984, and 

Schumann, Petty and Cacioppo 1985). Much of this work was reviewed in 

1981 (Petty and Cacioppo 1981a) and more recently as a chapter in 

Advances in Experimental Social Psychology (Petty and Cacioppo 1986). 

For another view of this research, see Eagly and Chaiken 1984 (pp. 

280-289 and 297-298). Since the 1986 review summarizes many of Petty 

and Cacioppo's findings, it is referenced throughout this discussion. 

The ELM is regularly cited by consumer behavior researchers 

(Yalch and Elmore-Yalch 1984, Batra and Ray 1986, Alba and Marmorstein 

1987). An alternative processing typology developed by Chaiken (1980, 

1982) and Chaiken and Eagly (1976) has been used by other researchers 

(Furse, Punj and Stewart 1984). The recent publication of Petty and 

Cacioppo's first full formalization of the ELM (Petty and Cacioppo 

1986) should encourage more consumer behavior and advertising 

researchers to adopt the CRP/PRP distinction. 
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3.1.1 The Purpose of an 
Elaboration Likelihood Approach 

As Petty and Cacioppo point out, existing attitude-change 

literature suggests that "nearly every independent variable studied" 

can increase persuasion, decrease persuasion or have no effect, 

depending on the persuasion context. "This diversity of results was 

apparent even for variables that on the surface, at least, would 

appear to be quite simple" (Petty and Cacioppo 1986, p. 125). In 

order to resolve this apparent confusion. Petty and Cacioppo develop 

a taxonomy which specifies under which conditions different variables 

will produce different effects. In effect, 

the ELM provides a simplifying and organizing framework that 
may be applied to many of the traditionally studied source, 
message, recipient, and context variables. (Petty and 
Cacioppo 1986, p. 192) 

Further, "ELM attempts to integrate the many seemingly conflicting 

research findings and theoretical orientations under one conceptual 

umbrella" (Petty and Cacioppo 1986, p. 125). Petty and Cacioppo's 

ELM is depicted in figure 3.1. The ELM is not a true explanatory 

model. It does not attempt to explain 

why certain arguments are strong or weak, why certain 
variables serve as cues, or why certain variables affect 
information processing. Instead, by limiting the 
mediational processes of persuasion to a finite set, and by 
specifying, in a general way at least, the conditions under 
which each mediational process is likely to occur and the 
consequences of these processes, the ELM may prove useful in 
providing a guiding set of postulates from which to 
interpret previous work and in posing an interesting set of 
hypotheses to be explored in future work. (Petty and 
Cacioppo 1986, p. 192) 

Petty and Cacioppo demonstrate the usefulness of their approach 

in regard to various traditional communications variables. The 
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P«rsuasiv« Communication 

Is the Person 
Motivated to 
Process the 
Communication 7 

Yes 

Does the Person 
Have the 
Ability to 
Process the 
Communication? 

Is the Person 
Motivated and 
Able to Think 
about the Issue 
under Consideration? 

Yes 

What IS the Nature of the 
Arguments in the Message? 

Subjectively 
Strong 
(Favorable 
Thoughts 
Rehearsed) 

Subjectively 
Weak 
(Unfavorable 
Thoughts 
Rehearsed) 

Subjectively 
Ambiguous 

No 
Is a 
Persuasion 
Cue 
Present? 

Yes 

What IS the Nature of 
the Advocacy? 

Counter-
attitudinal 

(Unfavorable 
Thoughts 
Rehearsed) 

Pro-
attitudinal 

(Favorable 
Thoughts 
Rehearsed) 

Neutral 

No 

Fig. 3.1. Petty and Cacioppo's Elaboration 
Likelihood Model. 
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primary objective of this chapter is to show that the "seemingly" 

conflicting effects of humor also make more sense within an ELM 

framework. More particularly, it will be argued that a thorough 

account of humor's role within a message must consider (1) the kind of 

message processing that is likely (CRP, PRP, or HDP) and (2) the role 

that humor plays within the persuasive message (whether humor serves 

as an argument, a cue, or an elaboration moderator). 

3.1.2 The Basic Features of ELM 

Petty and Cacioppo outline two general routes to persuasion (CRP 

and PRP). Most theories of persuasion fall within one of these two 

routes. Central Route Processing (CRP) encompasses message learning 

theory, cognitive response theory, inoculation theory, the theory of 

reasoned action, and information integration theory. All of these 

assume that one is willing and able to engage in issue-relevant 

thought about a message. Peripheral Route Processing (PRP) includes 

theories concerned with (1) the direct effect of simple affective cues 

(classical conditioning and mere exposure theory), (2) simple decision 

rules and inferential processing (decision heuristics and social 

judgment theory), and (3) complex inferential processes which do not 

depend on the consideration of issue-relevant thoughts (balance theory 

and attribution theory). In short, when 

either motivation or ability to process issue-relevant 
arguments is low, attitudes may be changed by associating an 
issue position with various affective cues, or people may 
attempt to form a reasonable opinion position by making an 
inference about the likely correctness or desirability of a 
particular attitude position based on cues . . . (Petty and 
Cacioppo 1986, p. 130) 
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Three terms require brief consideration: "elaboration," 

"elaboration likelihood" and "cue." First, elaboration is "the extent 

to which a person thinks about the issue-relevant arguments contained 

in a message" (Petty and Cacioppo 1986, p. 128). "Issue-relevant 

elaboration will typically result in the new arguments, or one's 

personal translations of them, being integrated into the underlying 

belief structure (schema) for the attitude object" (p. 128). Second, 

elaboration likelihood is high whenever "conditions foster people's 

motivation and ability to engage in issue-relevant thinking" (Petty 

and Cacioppo 1986, p. 128). Whenever motivation or ability is weak, 

elaboration likelihood is low. Finally, a persuasion cue is any 

element in the message context that can influence attitude ±n_ the 

absence of arguments or argument processing. Cues operate in one of 

three ways: (1) they can trigger "affective states which become 

associated with the attitude object," (2) they can invoke a guiding 

schema, or (3) they can trigger inferences. 

Petty and Cacioppo summarize their Elaboration Likelihood Model 

in seven postulates (Petty and Cacioppo 1986). Four of these 

postulates are especially important to this discussion. 

Postulate 2: Variations in Elaboration. Although people 
want to hold correct attitudes, the amount and nature of 
issue-relevant elaboration in which people are willing or 
able to engage to evaluate a message vary with individual and 
situational factors. (Petty and Cacioppo 1986, p. 128) 

Postulate 3; Arguments, Cues, and Elaboration. Variables 
can affect the amount and direction of attitude change by: 
(a) serving as persuasive arguments, (b) serving as 
peripheral cues, and/or (c) affecting the extent or 
direction of issue and argument elaboration. (Petty and 
Cacioppo 1986, p. 132) 
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Postulate 5: Elaboration Versus Cues. As motivation and/or 
ability to process arguments is decreased, peripheral cues 
become relatively more important determinants of persuasion. 
Conversely, as argument scrutiny is increased, peripheral 
cues become relatively less important determinants of 
persuasion. (Petty and Cacioppo 1986, p. 152) 

Postulate 7: Consequences of Elaboration. Attitude changes 
that result mostly from processing issue-relevant arguments 
(central route) will show greater temporal persistence, 
greater prediction of behavior, and greater resistance to 
counterpersuasion than attitude changes that result mostly 
from peripheral cues. (Petty and Cacioppo 1986, p. 175) 

Petty and Cacioppo examine numerous variables in the context of 

their elaboration likelihood framework. One area that especially 

demonstrates the benefits of this approach involves "source effects," 

including both EXPERTISE and ATTRACTIVENESS. Petty, Cacioppo and 

their colleagues have conducted numerous experiments on source 

variables. After reviewing these results, as well as others, they 

conclude that 

when personal relevance is high, source factors can serve 
as persuasive arguments or assist in the evaluation of 
arguments; when personal relevance is low, source factors 
can serve as simple cues; and when personal relevance is 
moderate or ambiguous, source factors can affect the extent 
of message processing. Since all of these effects are 
obtained under different conditions, however, it is not 
surprising that a great diversity of results has been 
observed in the literature. (Petty and Cacioppo 1986, 
p. 189) 

The point being made by Petty and Cacioppo in regard to source effects 

and the point of primary consequence for this discussion is that many 

communications variables, including humor, "can serve as arguments in 

some contexts, cues in other contexts, and affect argument processing 

in still other situations" (Petty and Cacioppo 1986, p. 189). 
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3.1.3 An Elaboration Likelihood Model 
of Humor's Communication Effects 

Figure 3.2 presents an "elaboration likelihood model" of humor's 

various communication effects. Like Petty and Cacioppo's ELM, this 

model "attempts to integrate the many seemingly conflicting research 

findings and theoretical orientations under one conceptual umbrella" 

(Petty and Cacioppo 1986, p. 125). Like the original ELM, this 

framework makes a fundamental distinction between CRP and PRP. 

Central route processing is associated with ads that employ issue-

relevant schemas. Peripheral route processing is associated with ads 

that employ various issue-irrelevant schemas. Humor-dominant 

processing (HDP) is a special case of PRP. 

More specifically, the top part of column one represents the 

possible preprocessing consequences of humor (especially contrast and 

arousal effects). The lower part of column one depicts the possible 

role of humor in those cases where an issue-relevant schema is 

provided by the ad itself. Column two describes humor's possible role 

where an issue-relevant schema is provided from memory by the subject. 

Column three represents a special subset of PRP cases, those where the 

ad employs a humorous schema (HDP). Column four represents all other 

PRP cases. Column five represents the effects of simple humor cues. 

Although simple humor cues can operate in all processing situations, 

according to Petty and Cacioppo's fifth postulate, simple cues are 

most effective in PRP situations. Finally, column six depicts those 

effects which humor might have on post-message-processing (short and 

long term memory store, rehearsal, recall, persistence and wearout). 
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3.2 The Communication Effects of Humor Under 
Various Processing Conditions 

The previous section established that messages are processed in 

several ways, that communication variables within the message serve 

different functions, and that the effect of these variables will 

depend both on the variable's function (cue, argument or processing 

moderator) and the processing condition (CRP, PRP or HDP). Figure 

3.2 suggests (1) that humor—like other communication variables—can 

have many effects, and (2) that the direction and strength of a 

particular humor effect depends on (a) its specific function within 

the ad and (b) the type of message processing that is being used. 

Humor effects are discussed under the three processing conditions: 

1. The processing of messages that contain issue-relevant 

arguments or evoke issue-relevant thought (CRP). 

2. The processing of messages which are generally structured as 

jokeworks (a special subset of PRP). 

3. The processing of messages which employ nonissue-relevant, 

nonhumorous schemas (all other cases of PRP). 

3.2.1 Humor Effects Within 
Message Dominant (CRP) Ads 

Figure 3.3. indicates those parts of the overall communication 

effects model (figure 3.2) which could relate to CRP situations. This 

section considers several ways that humor might affect CRP message 

effectiveness. Throughout this chapter, CRP and PRP are used to 

designate, not only two modes of processing, but also two types of 

messages that are likely to induce such processing. 
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ĉ 

'S 
en 
0^ 
w 
O 

&^ 

4̂  
s 
o 

u 

9J 

en 
eu 
CJO 
CO 
en 
en 
<D 
B 
C 

• H 

cn 
4-J 

u 
CU 

< 4 - l 
y- l 
CU 

c 
o 

• H 
4J 
CO 

a 
• H 
c 
3 
B 
B 
O 
u 

i H 
CO 

• H 
4-) 
£2 
(U 
4-) 
O 
O H 

.en 
^ 
u 
o 
E 
3 

X 

• 
CO 

• 
CO 

• 
oo • H 

fc 

• 
0 0 

c: 
• H 

en 
en 
CU 

u 
o 
u 
&, 
CU 
4-> 
3 

o 
M 

T-t 
CO 

u 
4-> 

c 
(U 
a 
CU 
> 

i H 
O 
> 
3 

• H 

4-> 
CO 

X 
4J 



136 

The effect of initial humor on attention and arousal. Arousal 

and perceptual contrast theories suggest that premessage humor 

manipulations might (1) increase general arousal, (2) increase 

specific arousal, and/or (3) focus attention. Initial humor can even 

benefit CRP messages. The general arguments against the use of humor 

in CRP circumstances are (1) that humor—being nonserious—shifts the 

subject out of the problem-solving mode required for CRP and (2) that 

humor complicates the message and thus impairs argument processing. 

In the case of initial humor, these problems arise only if (1) the 

initial humor is so provocative that the subject's response interferes 

with subsequent message processing (processing interference) or (2) 

the type of humor employed is in conflict with the tone and substance 

of the message (thematic interference). 

For these reasons, the beneficial effects of "initial humor" in 

CRP messages are probably limited to mild instances of H3 and 

uncomplicated instances of HI. The stronger affective consequences of 

H2 and the cognitive demands of complex instances of HI and H2 could 

result in significant interference. Still, mild forms of initial 

humor could increase general arousal and attention to a CRP ad. 

General arousal could heighten the subject's motivation to process the 

message, while increased attention could increase his ability to 

process the message. 

Finally, if the "central route processed" message appears in a 

programming context that is serious or among other CRP ads, initial 

humor may result in a double contrast effect. First, initial humor 

provides a contrast to the preceding "serious" material. Next, the 
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initial humor provides a "foil" against which the serious message is 

more distinctive. On one hand, the humor itself may be arousing. On 

the other hand, the series of perceptual contrasts may be arousing. 

The effect of embedded humor on â  subject's ability to process 

CRP messages. Humor requires the adoption of a "playful" response set 

(McGhee 1979) that is fundamentally in conflict with central route 

processing. Hence, inserted humor should impair one's ability to 

process CRP messages. Depending on the level of the subject's 

motivation to process (moderate or strong), his ability to process 

(moderate or strong), and the subjective strength of the message 

arguments, the addition of humor is likely to (1) cause a distraction, 

(2) make the overall message more complex and therefore confusing, and 

(3) disrupt proattitudinal message elaboration. These negative 

effects are probably limited to the use of humor in a CRP context. 

Notably, in two special cases, embedded humor may enhance 

memorability and persuasiveness by decreasing a subject's ability to 

process the CRP message. First, humor can reduce the ability of a 

subject to counterargue subjectively weak message arguments. Reduced 

counterarguing would enhance the effectiveness of weak arguments. 

This is a classic distraction effect, but such effects are probably 

uncommon since they require that several restrictive assumptions be 

met. In order to obtain a beneficial distraction effect, the subject 

would need to have (1) an ability to counterargue (otherwise the 

distraction would make no difference) and (2) only moderate interest 

in processing (if his interest were too high, he might not be 
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distractible). Furthermore, the message itself would have to employ 

(3) a format that invites central route processing (in PRP the subject 

would not bother to counterargue) and (4) message arguments that are 

subjectively weak (otherwise the result would be an undesirable 

distraction effect). 

In only one other instance might humor increase message 

effectiveness by reducing the subject's ability of the engage in 

central route processing. This case also involves desirable 

distraction and makes some of the same assumptions as the preceding 

example. However, in this instance, message arguments are not weak. 

Specifically, when a subject is (1) strongly motivated to think about 

an issue, (2) inclined to proargue, and (3) old arguments are highly 

accessible (in memory), there might be a tendency for recall of old 

arguments to distract from current arguments. If the advertiser's 

purpose is to avoid the rehearsal of old information and to expose the 

subject to new information, then humor might be used to disrupt 

undesired recall, that is, to distract a subject from the distraction 

of his own prior knowledge. The net effect would be to increase his 

likelihood of adopting the new information/arguments. 

The effect of embedded humor on the subject's motivation to 

process CRP messages. Petty and Cacioppo suggest that when messages 

are ambiguous or of uncertain value, persuasion cues can help a 

subject to decide how he should respond (1986, p. 189). Persuasion 

cues can call up peripheral schemas that allow a subject to draw 

inferences about the message and its importance. 
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Accordingly, humorous source-related persuasion cues can either 

elevate the stature of the source and therefore suggest that the 

message deserves thoughtful consideration, or they can undercut the 

credibility of the source by inviting inferences regarding the 

source's lack of seriousness. The source affected could be a 

spokesperson, an actor, a narrative voice, the advertiser, or even the 

ad itself (in cases where the tone of the ad serves as a surrogate 

for an implied persona). Issue-relevant humor is most likely to 

enhance the source's perceived likability, credibility or 

trustworthiness. Issue-irrelevant humor is most likely to diminish the 

source's image. If the subject's initial motivation to engage in CRP 

is borderline, the marginal influence of source-related cues (positive 

or negative) could be critical. However, if the subject's motivation 

is originally very high (high enough to prompt CRP) or very low (so 

low that an incremental increase in motivation would still leave the 

subject below threshold for CRP), humorous source-related persuasion 

cues would have little effect on motivation to process. 

Humor can serve as a_ message argument. Petty and Cacioppo note 

that "under some circumstances a source feature may itself serve as a 

persuasive argument by providing information central to the merits of 

the attitude object" (1986, p. 186). For example, a source's physical 

attractiveness can provide visual testimony concerning the efficacy of 

a beauty aid. Similarly, if the issue is humor, the humorousness of 

the ad provides evidence that the object under consideration is 

humorous. This is clearly the case when the message is promoting a 

humorous product (such as a humorous movie or TV show). In such 
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cases, humor is â  primary evaluative dimension of the attitude object 

and the message's humor constitutes prima-facie evidence that the 

attitude object's is also humorous. 

In other cases, humor is only a_ secondary attribute of the 

attitude object, though it may be an attribute that is frequently and 

positively associated with the attitude object (thus humor may be a 

desirable secondary attribute of various entertainment, vacationing, 

travel, sports and dining experiences). In all of these cases, humor 

(as a type of entertainment) provides indirect evidence that the event 

or service being offered will be entertaining. 

In still other instances, the attitude object is not the 

entertainment event itself but some product or service which is 

supposed to facilitate desirable events (soft drinks, beer, snack 

foods, automobiles, credit cards, clothing, or beauty aids). To the 

extent that the entertaining event serves as an argument for adopting 

the product and to the extent that the humor serves as evidence of the 

entertainment, humor can serve as an indirect argument for the 

adoption of the product. 

Finally, there are instances where humor serves as evidence of 

intelligence, tolerance, unpretentiousness and other personality 

characteristics which the subject may view as desirable traits either 

for himself or for some individual he is being asked to trust. Thus, 

political ads might depict a candidate using humor in order to 

demonstrate that he is "a regular guy" (not too stuffy or serious). 

Corporate ads might employ nonsatiric humor as evidence that they 
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conduct business in a personal and therefore more acceptable way. And 

news magazine could use humor to suggest that cleverness and wit are 

part of the stylistic product that its readers will regularly enjoy. 

In summary, humor can serve as an argument whenever humor itself, 

a dimension of humor or an attribute generally associated with humor 

constitutes an important dimension of the attitude object. Such 

"humor" arguments might be strong or weak. The relative strength of 

specific "humor" arguments is not material to this discussion. The 

purpose of this section has been to demonstrate that in a variety of 

circumstances, humor itself can serve as a message argument. 

There is no reason to suppose that the use of humor as a message 

argument is limited to any particular kind of humor (HI, H2 or H3). 

Still, different types of humor may have specific strengths. For 

instance, although all forms of humor can encourage a subject to trust 

the source and/or the source's arguments as being fair-minded or 

balanced (by bringing to bear a peripheral schema which is used to 

evaluate other arguments), H3 and self-effacing forms of H2 might best 

suit this purpose. On the other hand, HI and H2 can incorporate 

nonhumorous message arguments into their humorous structures, in which 

case the humor serves as an argument (but only because it restates or 

contains an argument that is fundamentally nonhumorous). 

The limited potential of simple humor cues within a. CRP context. 

Petty and Cacioppo's fifth postulate holds that "as argument scrutiny 

is increased, peripheral cues become relatively less important 

determinants of persuasion" (Petty and Cacioppo 1986, p. 152). Still, 

even under CRP conditions, persuasion cues may exert marginal 
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influence. (Instances of beneficial distraction were previously 

discussed.) If an advertiser desires to increase a subject's 

thoughtful consideration of the message, persuasion cues can be used 

(a) to increase the subject's desire to engage in CRP [as in the case 

of beneficial source effects noted above], (b) to provide information 

on the importance of the message [also noted above], (3) to facilitate 

simple affective associations, or (4) to momentarily heighten arousal 

and/or attention at strategic moments within the message. This 

section focuses on the last two possibilities: the use of humor to 

effect specific affective associations and the use of humor to produce 

momentary boosts in arousal/attention. 

Whether or not the humor is dysfunctional depends on several 

moderating factors. In a CRP context, if a humorous persuasion cue is 

more complex, more time-consuming, more prominent or more proximate 

to important message elements, it is more likely to cause processing 

interference. Similarly, if the type of humor employed shifts the 

subject out of his thoughtful processing mode or the humor topic calls 

up an issue-unrelated schema that temporarily displaces his issue-

relevant thoughts, CRP is disrupted. In short, to the extent that 

humorous persuasion cues can be useful in CRP, they should be brief, 

uncomplicated, and issue-relevant. Further, they should be positioned 

so as to minimize their disruptive potential. 

H2 has limited potential as a humor cue in a CRP message. H2 

requires subjects to use issue-unrelated evaluative-schemas that 

temporarily disrupt issue-related thought. H2 is likely to be 
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effective in CRP contexts only when (1) disruption is desired or (2) 

when the humor is so simple, so brief, or so congruent with the issue 

that its positive effects outweigh its disruptive effects. 

H3 is probably more suited for use in CRP messages. Although its 

character is essentially affective, H3 proceeds rather automatically 

and is by nature rather simple. H3 may be especially effective as a 

persuasion cue in CRP contexts when it reminds the subject of previous 

humor experiences. A smile, shrug or glance by a well-known comedian-

spokesperson may cause the subject to anticipate additional humor (and 

pleasure), thus heightening arousal and attention as the subject 

prepares for the anticipated event. Likewise, the use of a child or a 

child's voice, the use of animation or the use of any H3 motif that 

has previously been linked to humor (even a simple smile) can generate 

additional attention at critical moments within the message. 

HI is cognitive and therefore more consistent central route 

processing. Stronger, longer, more complicated instances of HI can 

probably occur without disrupting thoughtful processing. This is 

particularly the case when HI humor is directly related to the message 

and occurs on a secondary level that is superimposed on but does not 

disrupt the primary level of the message. For example, double-

entendres involving the name of a product are (1) directly related to 

an important message element and (2) occur in such a way that the 

linear presentation of the message is not disrupted. When HI occurs 

below the threshold which constitutes disruption, it creates an 

overall impression of wittiness which can create a positive source 

effect and/or appeal to the "intellectual" self-image of the subject. 
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When it occurs in association with a specific message element, it can 

positively affect the subject's attitude towards that element. When 

it occurs early in a message, it can create an expectation of 

additional pleasure and thus increase attention and/or arousal. 

In sum, though all sorts of humor (HI, H2 and H3) can serve as 

peripheral cues that marginally enhance the effectiveness of CRP 

messages, HI probably serves this purpose best. 

The potential for humor to create beneficial closure effects in 

CRP messages. One way to minimize the disruptive effects of humor in 

CRP messages is to separate the message from the humor. This can be 

accomplished either by having the humor precede the message (initial 

humor) or by having the humor follow it (closing humor). Initial 

humor has been discussed. This section looks at six possible 

consequences of closing humor in CRP messages. Closing humor can 

produce several effects: 

1. A "sense of ending" when closing humor makes the message 

perceptually distinct from subsequent material (perceptual 

distinctness makes the ad more memorable). 

2. A "reinforcing effect" when closing humor repeats images, 

words or themes that occur earlier in the ad (reinforcement makes the 

message more memorable). 

3. A "suramative effect" when closing humor ties together images, 

words or themes that occur earlier in the ad (the ad is more memorable 

if it is perceived as being an integrated whole). 

4. A "leveraging effect" when closing humor produces a burst of 

arousal that heightens other closure effects. 
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5. In cases where counterarguing is expected, closing humor can 

provide a final "distraction" that "cuts off" the subject's issue-

related thought processes. 

6. In cases where additional thought is desired, closing humor 

can promote rehearsal (and since the primary message is complete this 

is done without risk to central route processing). 

_A summary of humor's possible effects under CRP conditions. 

Table 3.1 summarizes the possible benefits of using humor in messages 

which lend themselves to CRP. In line with Petty and Cacioppo's third 

postulate, it appears that CRP humor "can affect the amount and 

direction of attitude change by: (a) serving as message arguments 

[table 3.1, #4], (b) serving as simple persuasion cues [#5], and/or 

(c) affecting the extent or direction of issue and argument 

elaboration [#'s 1, 2, 3, and 6]" (Petty and Cacioppo 1986, p. 132). 

3.2.2 Humor Effects Within 
Humor-Dominant (HDP) Ads 

Figure 3.4 indicates those parts of the overall communication 

effects model (figure 3.2) that relate to PRP messages which employ a 

humor-dominant schema as their basic structure. This section examines 

how humor can affect the message in humor-dominant processing (HDP). 

The effect of initial humor in humor-dominant ads. The 

potential communication effects of initial humor for humor-dominant 

processing (HDP) differs somewhat from the effect of initial humor 

for central route processing. On one hand, since the subsequent 

message does not invite/require CRP, there is little danger that 

initial humor will result in processing interference. Initial humor 
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TABLE 3.1 

THE HYPOTHESIZED BENEFITS OF USING HUMOR 
IN CENTRAL ROUTE MESSAGES 

USE BENEFIT LIKELIHOOD 

1. Initial humor 

2. Source-related 
persuasion cues 
occurring early 
in the message 

3. Embedded humor, 
especially when 
it is proximate 
to key message 

4. Humor that is 
used as a mes
sage argument 

5. Humor used as 
a simple per
suasion cue 
anywhere in 
the message 

6. Closing humor 

(a) Attention 

(b) Arousal 

(a) Relevant humor 
can lead to positive 
source effects and 
increased motivation 

(a) Distraction can 
impede counter-
argumentation and 
undesired recall 

(a) Provides 
issue-related 
evidence 

(a) Positive affect 
due to prior 
conditioning 

(b) Increased 
attention due 
to operant 
conditioning 

(a) A sense of 
closure 

Moderate to high 

Low to moderate 

Moderate 

Very useful 
in limited cases 

Useful to very 
useful, but in 
limited cases 

Low 

Low to moderate 

Moderate to high 

(b) Repetition 

(c) Integration 

(d) To boost 
attention 

(e) To cut off 
negative thought 

(f) To encourage 
rehearsal of message 
elements 

Low 

Moderate 

Low to moderate 

Very effective 
in special cases 

Moderate to high 
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manipulations in HD messages need not be limited to milder forms of HI 

and H3. Stronger initial humor can produce greater general arousal 

(as a result of the stimulus itself), greater focused arousal (due to 

an expectation of additional humor stimuli via operant conditioning), 

and significant affective association (via classical conditioning). 

On the other hand, initial humor in a HD processing condition has 

less potential as a source of attention (via perceptual contrast). 

Since the initial humor and the main body of the ad are both humorous, 

any program-to-ad contrast effect that might be gained from initial 

humor would probably result from the message itself. If the preceding 

material is humorous, neither would produce much contrast. If the 

preceding material is nonhumorous but nonserious, either could produce 

a slight contrast. If the preceding material is serious, either could 

produce a significant contrast effect. The only differential 

advantage initial humor might have as a source of program-to-ad 

contrast relates to size. The brevity of initial humor (1-3 seconds) 

may produce a sharper contrast with nonhumorous programming than the 

longer and more complex jokework would (20-30 seconds). Finally, 

although initial humor can make a nonhumorous message appear more 

distinctive by serving as an rhetorical foil, initial-humor-to-ad 

contrasts are not likely when the ad itself is humorous. 

The effect of humor cues on the subject's ability and motivation 

to process a_ humorous schema. The most important consequence of 

initial humor in a HD ad involves message processing. Initial humor 

can serve as a play signal that facilitates a shift from serious 

thought to play. Of course, humorous messages can employ many other 
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play cues besides initial humor. Since play cues were discussed 

extensively in chapter two, only a few comments are offered here. 

Humor cues help the subject to resolve four types of uncertainty: 

uncertainty about (1) how he should process the message, (2) how he 

should interpret the text, (3) how he should feel about that 

interpretation, and (4) how he should act based on those feelings. 

The resolution of processing uncertainty is a precondition for all 

forms of humor processing (HI, H2 and H3). The resolution of 

interpretive uncertainty is a precondition for all forms involving 

incongruity humor (HI and H2). The resolution of affective 

uncertainty is required for dispositional humor (H2). 

In terms of Petty and Cacioppo's message processing paradigm, 

processing cues increase the subject's motivation to process the 

humorous schema as humor, interpretive cues increase the subject's 

ability to process the humorous schema, and affective cues remove or 

neutralize forces which would otherwise restrict the subject's ability 

to accept the humor's evaluative implications. In HD messages, 

humorous persuasion cues can perform all of these schema-related 

functions. 

The effect of a^ humorous schema on a_ subject's motivation and 

ability to process embedded product-related information. Some critics 

suggest that humor discredits the significance of serious elements 

which are embedded in the humor and that this is particularly true 

when the product being promoted is normally thought of as a "serious" 

product. Humor, this argument continues, may work for beer or soft 
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drinks, but not for investment firms, life insurance or anti-smoking 

campaigns. Still, humorous commercials by E. F. Hutton, Prudential 

and the American Cancer Society have been successful. How does the 

radical shift in perspective that results from humor processing affect 

the perceived significance of "serious" elements embedded within the 

humorous structure? 

When message elements are embedded within the humorous script, 

humor should not be thought of as part of the message. Humor is a 

rhetorical medium, and as a medium, it is indifferent to the content 

it delivers. No topic is by nature inappropriate for humorous 

discourse (a rhetorical medium), any more than particular topics are 

inappropriate for English (a linguistic medium) or for television (an 

audio-visual medium). The characteristics of a medium (the processing 

schema) are distinct from those of the message (an attitude/belief 

schema contained within the processing schema). If, for instance, 

serious discourse (a rhetorical medium) is used to deliver trivial 

information, it does not follow that the trivial information becomes 

serious. Likewise, if humorous discourse is used to deliver 

significant information, it does not follow that the information (the 

serious subtext) becomes humorous. 

This is not to say that media have no effect on the communication 

process. On the contrary, media can profoundly affect communication 

by enhancing or limiting the subject's motivation or ability to 

process informational content. Television and print, as Petty and 

Cacioppo note, differentially affect one's ability to engage in mes

sage elaboration (1986, p. 162). Similarly, the linguistic idiom of 
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an ad (which might be better viewed as another medium rather than as 

an aspect of the message itself) also affects one's ability to process 

information content. In this sense, humor-dominant (HD) messages are 

generally recursive structures where one medium contains another and 

each medium exerts a particular influence on the subject's motivation 

or ability to process deeper elements, including product information. 

Figure 3.5 illustrates the recursive or "nested" character of a 

humorous radio commercial. The universal and ubiquitous character of 

recursive structures is exhaustively and engagingly considered by 

Hofstadter (1979), whose award-winning book might provide a framework 

for simultaneously analyzing the aesthetic, structural and 

informational dimensions of complex ads. 

RADIO (an auditory/perceptual medium) can transmit 

ENGLISH (a linguistic medium) which can express 

H3 induced PLAY (a processing-schema and 
emotional perspective) that can envelop a 

HI JOKEWORK (an interpretive-schema and 
rhetorical medium) which can contain a 

H2 (an evaluative-schema and attitudinal 
medium) which can contain 

an INFORMATIONAL SCHEMA (the advertiser's 
message) which in turn contains 

individual UNITS OF INFORMATION (words 
or images associated with the product) 

Fig. 3.5. The recursive structure of a humor-dominant 
commercial. 
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Not all HD ads follow the pattern illustrated in figure 3.5. 

Variation results from three factors. First, not all humor-dominant 

ad£ employ interpretive-^ and evaluative-schemas which are based on 

humor. An H3 dominant ad (like HT2~sentimental humor) employs 

neither a humorous interpretive-schema nor a humorous evaluative-

schema. An HI dominant ad (like HT4—sentimental wit) employs a 

humorous processing-schema (play) and a humorous interpretive-schema 

(incongruity humor), but no humorous evaluative-schema. Finally, some 

H2 dominant ads (like HT5—full comedy) employ humorous processing-, 

interpretive- and evaluative-schemas. 

Second, not all humor-dominant ads contain identifiable 

information-schemas (product messages). Some include only bits of 

product-related information, such as brand names, which are repeated 

several times during the humor. Such isolated information bits prompt 

the subject to recall a previously established product-related 

information-schema. 

Third, the embedded information-schema or information bits may 

not be affected by all of the humorous schemas employed by a_ particular 

ad. For instance, in the case of full comedy (HT5), product 

information may be incorporated into the humorous processing-schema 

(H3) and the humorous interpretive-schema (HI) without being related 

to the humorous evaluative-schema (H2). 

Given this description of humorous schemas as media, the total 

effect of humorous schema on embedded product information in a 

particular HD ad is nothing but the combined effects of individual 

humor media on a. subject's motivation and ability to process product 



153 

information presented through each humorous medium. It is necessary 

then to identify the characteristic effects of each humor medium (each 

type of humor processing). These effects follow directly from the 

three types of humor processing and the five combinational humor types 

discussed in chapter two. 

How does a humorous processing-schema, absent other humor 

effects, affect the subject's ability to process embedded product 

information? Play invites "a willing suspension of disbelief," 

freedom from the need to criticize, or—in terms of our earlier 

discussion—freedom from our need to be defensive. All HD messages 

(H3-, HI- and H2-dominant) employ humorous processing-schemas (play 

manipulations). Consequently, all information presented in successful 

HD messages should meet with lower resistance and less 

counterargumentation. 

The noncritical nature of a HD processing is similar to the 

noncritical nature of all peripheral route processing (PRP), but with 

an important difference. Since play invites one to temporarily 

suspend normal rules, including rules of logic, verisimilitude and 

behavior, subjects who enter into humorous play expect to experience 

illogic, exaggeration and deviance. More than merely withholding 

criticism, playful subjects are apt to be more tolerant. In terms of 

social judgment theory, humorous play probably reduces a subject's 

latitude of rejection. Messages embedded within humor find sanctuary 

from normal objections. If the embedded message elements are in 

conflict with the subject's preexisting attitudes and belief, this 
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protection may significantly heighten the effectiveness of the message 

by decreasing the subject's motivation or ability to criticize the 

product-related message. 

How does a humorous interpretive-schema. absent other humor 

effects, affect the subject's ability to process embedded product 

information? Among other benefits, HI processes can trigger recall of 

previously learned, product-relevant information-schemas. In HI 

situations, the perceived text provides cues that prompt the text-

processor to form an initial expectation (a contingent interpretive-

schema) regarding the the meaning of the text. However, once this 

initial interpretive-schema is in place, the text-processor encounters 

some contradictory element that disconfirms his initial expectation. 

This interrupt results in incongruity. Next, the text-processor 

searches for additional cues that suggest a second interpretive-

schema, one that makes sense of the entire text, including the 

initially incongruous element(s). This is incongruity-resolution. 

How does this HI process affect message elements embedded within 

it? That will chiefly depend on the role of the message elements 

within the HI structure. Message elements can serve four functions 

within the interpretive process. They can serve (a) as part of the 

initial interpretative-schema, (b) as an interrupt mechanism, (c) as a 

resolution cue, or (d) as part of the final interpretive-schema. 

First, as part of the initial interpretive-schema, the message 

element is processed from a nonhumorous perspective and tentatively 

assigned nonhumorous meaning. This initial interpretation facilitates 

exposure and limited elaboration. Seconds later, when the initial 
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interpretive-schema is invalidated, the rejection of the schema can 

imply rejection of product-related elaboration based on that schema. 

If the initial schema develops a product-related message opposed to 

the advertiser's true position, rejection of the unfavorable schema 

could be beneficial. 

Message elements can serve aiŝ  interrupt mechanisms. The product 

or something related to it can produce an incongruity that invalidates 

the initial interpretive-schema. When the interrupt cue is product-

related, the message element benefits from heightened arousal and 

attention occasioned by the interrupt (via contrast, novelty, surprise 

and orientation effects). 

Message elements can also serve a^ resolution cues. To the 

extent that a message element solves the interpretive problem and 

becomes identified (via operant learning) as something that has the 

power to solve problems, there is an an implied analogy between the 

role of the product element within the message (it facilitates an 

interpretive solution) and the role of the product for the consumer 

(it facilitates a purchasing solution). Additionally, like interrupt 

mechanisms, resolution cues benefit from increased arousal (as a 

result of schematic disconfirmation) and vigilance (as a result of 

learned problem-solving, solution-seeking habits). 

Finally, message elements can serve aŝ  part of the final 

interpretive schema. On one hand, a product-related information-

schema can occur within the message. In such cases, the information-

schema, like resolution cues discussed before, serves the purpose of 
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reintegration and becomes associated with "successful solutions." The 

new message stands in contrast to both the initial schema (meaning #2 

versus meaning #1) and the intervening confusion (sense versus • 

nonsense). That is, there is a kind of gestalt contrast, as well as a 

gestalt reversal. The integrity of the new schema appears even more 

complete, coming on the heels of momentary confusion. To the extent 

that product-related messages make up the reintegrated schema, these 

elements benefit from the positive effects of unity, suddenness, 

contrast, surprise, novelty, discovery, mastery and resolution. 

In other cases, the product-related information schema is not in 

the ad at all. Rather, the resolution cue prompts the subject to 

recall a reintegrating schema from memory, and the text of the ad is 

reinterpreted based on the recalled schema. In such cases, the 

particular benefit would be that existing attitude/belief schemas are 

recalled and reinforced by new ads which testify to their continued 

validity. 

In summary, the effect of HI processing on embedded message 

elements is fundamentally perceptual. By occasioning a number of 

contrasts, HI processing increases arousal and focuses attention at 

specific moments in the interpretive process. Further, since HI humor 

is essentially a problem-solving process, the specific pleasures 

associated with problem-solving (discovery, integration, mastery, 

resolution and closure) can provide positive reinforcement. Finally, 

when resolution cues cause the subject to recall previously learned 

schemas, these preexisting attitude/belief schemas are reinforced, 

elaborated upon and revalidated. 
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In many cases, product-related message elements serve several 

functions within a single HI ad structure. For example, a product 

name employed as a double entrendre can serve as both interrupt and 

resolution cue. In the same ad, additional product-related 

information may make up a significant portion of the reintegrated 

schema. In such an instance, many of the various benefits discussed 

above will apply. 

How does a humorous evaluative-schema, absent other humor 

effects, affect the subject's ability to process embedded product 

information? In those cases where there is a full jokework (HT3 and 

HT5: satire and full comedy), H2 processes are apt to trigger a 

variety of issue-relevant inferences. Three cases will be considered. 

First, consider a case where the subject has a moderately 

developed attitude toward the attitude object, the communicated schema 

is different from the subject's own evaluative schema and the subject 

is motivated—at least temporarily—to adopt the source's perspective. 

In this case, a subject is likely to accommodate the source's attitude 

toward the attitude object, and the resulting change—however slight 

or brief—represents a normative shift in the subject's beliefs or 

attitudes. A desire to enjoy the humor motivates the subject to 

accommodate the humor. Accommodating the schema produces a temporary 

change. Even though this new schema is accommodated in play (rather 

than in earnest), the experience of adopting an attitude (even in 

play) can encourage one to feel more comfortable with (or at least 

less uncomfortable with) that position. The last distinction is 
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important, for it suggests that "schematic role playing" may be more 

effective in reducing negative attitudes than in producing positive 

attitudes. 

The preceding case assumed that the evaluative perspective 

implied by the humorous schema was at odds with the subject's 

established attitudes and beliefs. In cases where the subject's 

attitudes generally resemble those in the message, the result is 

assimilation instead of accommodation. In such cases, evaluative 

message structures serve to reinforce or extend (through elaboration) 

the subject's original attitude. In these cases, humor is not 

required as a bribe (as in the previous case). Rather, the H2 

jokework facilitates what Zillmann and Cantor call "misattribution." 

That is, the subject wants to feel or express a certain attitude; 

however, since various factors inhibit these feelings, the subject 

needs a pretext that allows him to enjoy his attitude. An H2 jokework 

provides this pretext. Consequently, H2 can produce pleasure directly 

(because the jokework is funny) and indirectly (because it facilitates 

dispositional pleasure). Both pleasures combine in the subject's 

experience (Freud's principle of confusion) and this collective 

pleasure serves (via classical conditioning) to reinforce the 

subject's preexisting attitude. 

Finally, there are cases where the subject has no preexisting 

attitude or only â  weakly developed attitude toward the object of the 

message's evaluative schema. In these cases, inferences based on 

balance effects can lead to significant attitude formation. As in the 

first case, the promise of humorous pleasure serves as a bribe. 
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However, attraction (p-o) and agreement (p-x, o-x) effects quickly 

increase the subject's pleasure and motivation. Relaxed by the 

playful context, impressed by the likable-credible source and 

satisfied by his successful interpretation of the jokework, the 

subject proceeds to evaluate various p-o-x relationships. 

For instance, if the target of the source's dispositional humor 

is that set of businessmen who continue to use outmoded office 

equipment and source-related persuasion cues have established a basis 

for identification between the subject and the source, two sides of a 

p-o-x triangle are determined: the source disapproves of the attitude 

object (o-x is negative) and the subject approves of the source (p-o 

is positive). Balance theory suggests that there would be pressure on 

the subject to achieve balance (-+-) by forming a negative attitude 

towards the target group (p-x becomes negative). The structure of the 

jokework requires nominal compliance in order to facilitate the joke. 

Hence, in cases where the subject has low issue involvement (PRP) and 

no preexisting attitude (or only a weakly developed attitude), the 

need for balance and a desire to enjoy the humor can combine to urge 

attitude formation. 

In this example, the balance which results from the jokework's 

p-o-x relationship does not directly involve the advertiser's product. 

A second inference is necessary to conclude that one's rejection of 

the disparaged position implies acceptance of some alternative 

behavior, and a third inference is required to conclude that the 

advertised product is included in the set of acceptable alternatives. 
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Although many persuasion techniques can produce balance effects, 

the balance effect produced by H2 dominant messages differs from most 

by generally urging disapproval of some nonproduct position and only 

indirectly (through secondary inferences) urging approval of a 

proproduct attitude. As a result, H2 dominant ads may be especially 

well suited for (1) making subjects aware of specific needs and/or (2) 

counterarguing nonproduct positions. The pattern is simple: a straw 

man is criticized (via a primary balance effect), then a preferred 

attitude is suggested (via secondary inferences). At some level, H2 

ads are always two-sided arguments. However, since the subject's 

processing mode is noncritical ("all in good fun"), questions seldom 

arise concerning the fairness or the accuracy of the distorted 

positions. Both positive and negative exaggerations go unchallenged. 

The effect of humor as a_ simple persuasion cue in â  jffi message. 

Under all peripheral route processing (PRP) conditions, including 

humor-dominant (HD) messages, persuasion cues have much potential. 

According to Petty and Cacioppo, persuasion cues can operate in three 

ways: (1) by triggering simple affective associations (2) by invoking 

guiding schemas or (3) by triggering inferential processes. The 

communication effects of simple humor cues under HD conditions are the 

same as the effects of humor cues in other PRP circumstances. For a 

complete discussion of simple humor cues under PRP, the reader is 

referred to the appropriate section of 3.2.3. 

The potential for humor to create beneficial closure effects in 

HD messages. It was noted previously that "closing humor" can produce 

six benefits in CRP messages (the sense of an ending, reinforcement 
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through repetition, summative integration, focused attention, a final 

distraction, and a final inducement to engage in rehearsal). Although 

all of these effects are possible in humor-dominant (HD) messages, in 

HI and H2 messages, closing humor probably adds little. HI and H2 

processes already produce a sense of closure, message integration, 

heightened arousal, and increased attention. Still, three instances of 

closing humor in H1/H2 situations require comment. 

First, in some H1/H2 cases, closing humor repeats a key phrase 

from the preceding jokework (perhaps the punch line). In such cases, 

repetition can serve as a rehearsal cue which prompts the subject to 

reconsider (and thus reenjoy) the humorous schema. Rehearsal should 

produce immediate reinforcement of the humorous schema and enhance the 

communication effects already produced by interpretive and evaluative 

schematic processing. 

Second, there are cases where closing humor follows as a "kicker" 

after the main body of a humorous ad. In such cases, the closing 

humor builds on the earlier humor, rather than merely repeating it. 

This is especially useful when the earlier humor was relatively 

complex or the relationship between the earlier humor and the product 

is still not clear. In both cases, closing humor can strengthen the 

link between the humor structure and the product. Although the 

subject is still awash with good cheer following the main humor 

manipulation and is pleased to discover additional humor, he may be 

less distracted than he was during the main humor manipulation. The 

closing humor can make the message more explicit. 
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Third, the punchline for an HI or H2 message may be the closing 

line of the ad. In such cases, closing effects probably enhance all 

other processing effects. 

In cases where the humor-dominant message is H3, closing humor is 

likely to play a greater role. Since H3 processes do not produce 

significant closure or integration, the potential contribution of 

closing humor is greater. 

The effect of HD processing on subsequent message rehearsal and 

message processing. The pleasure of the humorous ad should (via 

operant conditioning) encourage a subject (1) to recall and rehearse 

the humorous script even without the aid of specific cues, (2) to 

recall and rehearse the humorous script when exposed to mnemonic cues 

(coordinated point-of-purchase displays, tie-in's, billboards, and 

print ads), and (3) to look forward to and enthusiastically engage in 

future opportunities to process the same (or similar ads) in the 

hope of reexperiencing similar pleasure. 

Can this increased likelihood of rehearsal lead to accelerated 

wearout? The rate of wearout should depend on the kind of humorous 

processing involved. Messages that employ H2 or H3 should wear out 

more slowly than most. On the other hand, HI processing depends on 

sudden reversals, surprises and uncertainty, experiences which are 

likely to lose their charm with additional exposure. Thus, Hl-

dominant messages probably wear out faster than other HD messages. 

However, if a message employs HI in combination with a significant 

amount of H3 and/or H2, the effectiveness of the ad is likely to be 

maintained by the H3/H2 components long after the HI component has 
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lost its initial attraction. In short, H2 and H3 are likely to 

increase the staying power of a message. 

_A summary of humor's possible effects under humor-dominant (HD) 

conditions. Table 3.2 summarizes the possible benefits of humor in 

messages that employ humorous schemas. 

3.2.3 Humor Effects Within Other 
Peripheral Route (PRP) Messages 

Figure 3.6 indicates those parts of the overall communication 

effects model (figure 3.2) which relate to PRP messages that do not 

employ humorous schemas in their basic structures. This section 

considers the effects of humor under "ordinary" PRP conditions. 

The effect of initial humor in ordinary PRP messages. In CRP and 

HD conditions, initial humor can serve three purposes: to increase 

arousal (via operant conditioning), to increase attention (via 

contrast effects), or to invoke a playful processing set. In CRP 

conditions, initial humor probably helps most in regard to attention. 

In HDP conditions, initial humor probably serves to increase arousal 

and induce a playful processing style. In ordinary PRP conditions, 

initial humor probably helps in all three areas. 

The effect of humor cues on a_ subject's motivation and ability to 

process nonhumorous, nonthoughtful schemas. The extent to which humor 

cues enhance one's ability to process a nonhumorous PR schema depends 

on whether the schema is playful, play-compatible or play-incompatible. 

Some PRP messages are playful without being humorous. Such 

commercials are characteristically happy, bright and active. 
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TABLE 3.2 

THE HYPOTHESIZED BENEFITS OF USING HUMOR 
IN HUMOR-DOMINANT MESSAGES 

USE BENEFIT LIKELIHOOD 

Initial humor (a) Increased 
initial attention 

Low to moderate 

Humor cues 
related to 
schematic 
processing 

A humorous 
processing-
schema (H3) 

A humorous 
interpretive-
schema (HI) 

(b) Increased 
initial arousal 

(a) Enhanced ability 
and motivation to 
process a humorous 
schema 

(a) Produces a 
play manipulation 

(b) Encourages a 
subject to be 
less critical 

(a) Increased 
overall attention 

(b) Increased 
overall arousal 

(c) Positive 
associations via 
classical 
conditioning 

Moderate to hi 

Very high 

Very high 

Very high 

High 

High 

High 

A humorous 
evaluative-
schema (H2) 

(d) Reinforcement 
of an existing 
product schema 

(a) Attitude 
change due to 
temporary 
accommodation 

(b) Attitude 
reinforcement due 
to assimilation 

High, but only 
in limited cases 

Low to moderate 

Moderate to high 
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CONTINUED 

165 

USE BENEFIT LIKELIHOOD 

6. Humor cues 
unrelated to 
the primary 
schema 

7. Closing humor 

8 Other 

(c) New attitude 
formation due to 
balance effects 

(a) Positive 
affect 

(b) Increased 
attention 

(a) Perceptual 
closure 

(b) Integration 

(c) Immediate 
rehearsal 

(a) HD messages 
are probably 
rehearsed more 

(b) Some HD ads 
should be less 
likely to wear out 

Very high in 
certain cases 

Low to moderate 

Low to moderate 

Moderate 

Moderate 

High but only 
in certain cases 

Very high 

High 
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frequently using playful editing or camera work and upbeat or silly 

music. They generally create an impression of good times, good cheer 

and good humor. At the limit, "happy times" messages become H3-

dorainant messages. However, in most cases, so many other appeals are 

mixed in that humor plays a very secondary role (this mixture may 

include chorus lines, glitter, glamour, sex, nostalgia, sentiment, 

cats, animation, balloons, color, 100-piece orchestras, and swelling 

strings). In all cases, the message is playful and its appeal is 

affective. The use of embedded humor early in such an ad can produce 

two effects. First, it encourages the subject to adopt a nonserious 

perspective, thus generally facilitating PRP. Second, it specifically 

suggests a mood appropriate for the processing of playful PRP 

material. The first effect is important if the processing context or 

the subject's preexisting attitude towards the topic would otherwise 

encourage serious (CRP) processing. The second effect helps the 

subject identify the ad's specific tone. In other words, the first 

effect shifts the subject out of an inappropriate mood; the second 

effect shifts him into the appropriate mood. 

Other PRP messages are play-compatible, that is, although the 

primary theme is not playful, it is compatible with play. Messages 

which use nostalgia, sex appeal, pseudo-testimonials or nonserious 

mini-dramas can benefit from instances of initial or embedded humor. 

In these cases, humor discourages thoughtful processing. Humor can 

enhance the likability of a spokesperson. For example, for viewers 

who value playfulness in sexual relationships, humor can enhance the 

sexual attractiveness of a model. Likewise, since cherished childhood 
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and teenage memories often involve playful experiences, humor can make 

a nostalgic spokesperson seem more endearing. On the other hand, in 

pseudo-testimonials and nonserious mini-dramas, early humor 

manipulations can assure a viewer that issue-relevant thought is not 

required (despite the use of a format that superficially resembles 

serious discourse). That is, humor can forewarn the subject to expect 

no more than puffery and silly or simple-minded consumer stereotypes. 

In neither case does humor set the specific tone of the message; 

instead, it discourages the subject from adopting an improper (or 

unduly serious) tone. 

Other PRP messages are play^incompatible. In this case, the 

affect required by the dominant schema cannot be sustained if a 

subject adopts a playful set. The most obvious illustration of a 

play-incompatible message is a fear appeal. The positive affect 

generated by humor and the negative affect generated by fear are 

mutually exclusive. By definition, H3 requires a feeling of restored 

safety. While humor appeals can use fear to generate negative affect 

that is subsequently dissipated by humor, fear appeals cannot employ 

humor. However, mock fear appeals (parodies of authentic fear 

appeals) do employ humor (HI). 

Embedded humor can influence a_ subject's motivation and ability 

to respond to other instances of embedded humor. The total effect of 

several embedded humor elements probably exceeds the sum of their 

individual effects. Within limits, each successful instance of humor 

(a pun, for instance, 6 seconds into the ad) is likely to make subse-
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quent humor manipulations more successful (another pun, 15 seconds 

into the ad). On one hand, the arousal generated by each instance of 

humor builds upon the base arousal already established. Further, each 

instance of humor heightens (via operant conditioning) the subject's 

expectation of encountering additional humor. This heightened 

expectation can sustain and increase the level of arousal. 

Finally, humor instances are prima-facie evidence of the source's 

humorous intent. Consequently, each instance of humor makes the 

subject more certain that the next humor event should be interpreted 

as humor. This last point is very important in PRP messages that 

employ a variety of nonhumorous material. Amid such variety, the 

first instance of humor might be missed or misinterpreted. A second 

instance of humor is more likely to be recognized, and a third, more 

likely still. 

Humor can serve as a_ simple persuasion cue. Petty and Cacioppo 

(Postulate 5) hold that persuasion cues are more effective when 

subjects are either unmotivated or unable to process issue-relevant 

arguments (1986, p. 152). The subject's motivation to engage in 

issue-relevant thought is lower when (1) the relevance of the issue is 

low (pp. 153-154, 160), (2) involvement is low (p. 160), (3) personal 

responsibility is low (p. 162), or (4) the subject has low "need for 

cognition" (p. 162). Likewise, the subject's ability to engage in 

issue-relevant thought is lower when (1) distraction is high (p. 161), 

(2) processing opportunity is low (p. 161), (3) prior knowledge of the 

topic is low (pp. 166, 168-169), or (4) the medium dictates the 

processing pace (p. 162). 
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Some of these conditions require comment. For instance, when 

there are "no arguments in the message," there is nothing to directly 

stimulate issue-relevant thought. When "prior knowledge is low," 

there is no previously learned issue-relevant schema to be evoked. 

Whenever the subject controls the processing pace (as with print), he 

has more opportunity to engage in issue-relevant thought. However, 

when the processing pace is dictated by the medium (as with radio or 

TV) or by processing circumstances (as with billboards), the subject 

has less opportunity to engage in issue-relevant thought (Petty and 

Cacioppo 1986, p. 162). Thus, humor which occurs in TV ads is more 

likely to involve PRP, while printed humor is more likely to involve 

CRP. 

Other factors influence the effectiveness of persuasion cues. 

Although research suggests that persuasion cues alone can lead to 

positive attitude change, cues alone do not affect behavioral 

intentions. However, when cues are reinforced through repetition, 

attitude and intention can both be positively affected (Petty and 

Cacioppo 1986, pp. 179-182). Consequently, humorous ads where the 

humor serves merely as a persuasion cue are not likely to affect the 

subject's behavioral intention unless the subject is exposed to the 

message numerous times. At the limit, when reinforcement occurs 

frequently and over a substantial period of time, the learning effect 

resembles a truism (p. 181). That is, the learned schema endures so 

long that it goes unchallenged and is not seriously thought about. 

Humor campaigns employing all types of humor use this strategy of 

long term reinforcement. Coke's on-going use of Bill Cosby involved 
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the reinforcement of a well-established H3 cue (Cosby's smile). E.F. 

Hutton's use of the "When E.F. Hutton talks . . . " formula involved 

the reinforcement of HI cues (a punchline followed by gestalt 

reversal). And Federal Express's comic portrayal of people who select 

inadequate delivery services involved the reinforcement of H2 cues 

(stereotypic fools). In all of these cases, reinforcement is a 

function of (1) repeated exposure to a specific commercial and (2) 

repeated exposure to other messages that employ the same humor cues 

(Cosby's smile, E.F Hutton's formulaic reversal and Federal Express's 

corporate schlemihls). These then are some circumstances under which 

ELM would predict that persuasion cues should be effective. 

As previously mentioned, persuasion cues operate in three ways: 

(1) by triggering simple affective associations (via learning theory), 

(2) by invoking guiding schemas (via decision heuristics and social 

judgment theory), or (3) by triggering inferential processes (via 

balance effects or attribution). Humorous persuasion cues operate in 

the same fashion as other persuasion cues. 

Humorous persuasion cues can trigger affective associations. It 

has already been established that embedded humor can serve as a simple 

affective cue. By associating humor with various message elements or 

more generally with the message itself, the subject's positive 

response to the humor (an unconditioned stimulus) is linked to the ad, 

the message or some message element (the conditioned stimulus). 

Furthermore, the pleasure of experiencing the humor during a previous 

exposure to the message alters the subject's attitude during 
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subsequent exposures (operant conditioning). The pleasure of the 

humor thus serves as a reward for paying attention to the message. 

Humorous persuasion cues can also invoke simple decision 

heuristics. Assume that humor succeeds in generating positive affect 

towards the message source (a spokesman, an actor, or an implied 

persona represented by the ad itself). In turn, this positive affect 

may make the source more likable. Then, if conditions substantially 

favor peripheral route processing (low subject involvement, low 

personal responsibility, etc.), a subject could be influenced to 

respond according to a simple decision heuristic. One such heuristic 

is "always buy from people you trust." Then to the extent that 

likability implies trustworthiness and to the extent that humor cues 

make the source likable, humor increases perceived trustworthiness and 

makes it easy for the subject to employ heuristic processing. 

Humorous persuasion cues can also trigger inferential processes. 

Inferential processes were discussed extensively in reference to 

balance effects and humorous evaluative-schemas. In those cases, 

inferential processes involved in the message's primary schema. In 

nonhumorous PRP situations, embedded instances of H2 (serving as 

persuasion cues) can provoke balance effects or inferences which 

pertain to secondary schemas (schemas which the subject uses to 

evaluate the importance of the topic, the credibility of the source, 

the trustworthiness of the source, and the relevance of the product). 

In PRP situations, the influence of humor on these secondary schemas 

and the influence of the secondary schemas on message effectiveness 

can be very great. 
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Finally, it is not necessary for a message to include humor in 

order for humor to serve as a persuasion cue. Occasionally, the 

message only contains humor cues. These humor cues may either be 

stock cues (canned laughter and the spokesperson's smile) or campaign-

specific/product-related cues (elements that remind one of humor which 

was previously experienced in another commercial for the same 

product). In the first case, the subject is so conditioned to the 

stock cue that he responds directly to the cue (the cue itself 

triggers a humor response). In the second case, the subject is 

prompted to recall a stored humor stimulus, to rehearse his memory of 

that stimulus and to reexperience humor as a consequence of this 

recall (the cue calls up a schema and the remembered schema produces a 

humor response). 

The potential effects of closing humor in ordinary PRP messages. 

Closing humor can be very effective in ordinary PRP messages. Since 

the main body of the message is not humorous, the use a humorous close 

is perceptually distinct and may provide a sense of ending that makes 

the ad itself more distinctive and therefore more memorable. In PRP 

messages closing humor can be used to repeat, reinforce, summarize or 

integrate other message elements. However, the message elements being 

reinforced are not message arguments but are instead isolated bits of 

information (such as, brand name, model number, or the manufacturer's 

name). In PRP messages, just as in CRP messages with weak arguments, 

closing humor can be used to impair the subject's desire and/or 

ability to think about serious issues (beneficial distraction). In 
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all these cases, closing humor has greater potential for PRP messages 

than for CRP or HDP messages—at least when the PRP schema is either 

playful or play-compatible. 

_A summary of humor's possible effects under ordinary PRP 

conditions. Table 3.3 summarizes the possible benefits of using 

humor in messages that employ nonhumorous PRP schemas. 

3.2.4 Summary 

This chapter developed a model of humor's effect on message 

processing. Building on the Elaboration Likelihood Model of Petty and 

Cacioppo (1986), the author suggests that humor can produce many 

different effects depending on (1) the overall mode of message 

processing (CRP, PRP, or HDP), (2) humor's role within the message 

(persuasion cue or message argument), (3) humor's position within the 

message (initial, embedded or closing), (4) humor's relation to the 

primary schema (related or unrelated), and (5) humor's effect on a 

subject's motivation and ability to process the ad. 



TABLE 3.3 

THE HYPOTHESIZED BENEFITS OF USING HUMOR IN 
ORDINARY PERIPHERAL ROUTE MESSAGES 
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USE BENEFIT LIKELIHOOD 

1. Initial humor 

Humor cues 
related to 
schematic 
processing 

Humor cues that 
precede other 
humor cues 

Humor cues 
unrelated to 
the primary 
schema 

(a) Attention 

(b) Arousal 

(c) Helps set mood 

(a) Enhances ability 
and motivation to 
engage in PRP 

(a) Increases the 
subject's ability 
and motivation to 
respond to humor 

(a) Create posi
tive associations 

(b) Evoke 
heuristic schema 

Moderate to high 

Moderate to high 

High for playful & 
play-compatible ads 

High 

High 

Moderate to high 

Moderate 

Closing 
humor 

(c) Trigger 
secondary inferences 

(a) Perceptual 
closure 

(b) Integration 

(c) Repetition 

(d) Specific 
arousal that 
leverages other 
closing effects 

(e) Strategic 
distraction that 
prevents post-
message evaluation 

Moderate, but only 
for instances of H3 

Moderate to high 

Moderate to high 

Moderate to high 

Moderate 

Moderate to high 



CHAPTER 4 

A SEMIOTIC TAXONOMY OF HUMOROUS MESSAGE TYPES 

Chapter two suggested that significant differences exist among 

humor dimensions (H1-H3) and humor types (HT1-HT5). Chapter three 

outlined the manifold effects that humor might have under different 

sorts of message processing (CRP, PRP, and HDP). This chapter 

first develops a taxonomy of humorous message types (4.1) and then 

analyzes a sample of primetime ads using the taxonomy (4.2). In part, 

the Humorous Message Taxonomy (HMT) operationalizes the humor effects 

model, reducing it to a form more suitable for descriptive (chapter 5) 

and empirical (chapters 6-8) research. 

4;1 The Humorous Message Taxonomy 

4.1.1 Rationale for Developing 
â  Humorous Message Taxonomy (HMT) 

Taxonomies can serve many purposes. The HMT is intended to serve 

as (1) a conceptual framework, (2) a classificational framework, (3) 

an experimental framework, and (4) a managerial framework. 

As a conceptual framework, the humorous message taxonomy should 

capture and summarize fundamental distinctions related to humor 

response (chapter 2) and humor's communication effects (chapter 3). 

Further, it should be complex enough to recognize the diversity of 

humorous message forms and the diversity of humorous message effects. 

As a classificational framework, the humorous message taxonomy 

should facilitate the consistent and straightforward assignment of 
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individual messages to meaningful categories. Such classification is 

required for descriptive research. For instance, within this 

dissertation, the HMT taxonomy is used (1) to classify a sample of 

humorous ads (What kinds of humorous ads are used by advertisers?), 

(2) to reassess previous research findings (What kinds of humorous 

messages have been studied?), and (3) to determine whether the 

humorous message types studied by researchers correspond to the 

humorous message types used by advertisers. 

As an experimental framework, the taxonomy should isolate 

variables of theoretic as well as practical significance. 

Classificational distinctions should be derived from theory. In this 

case, the taxonomy is based on principles related to current theories 

of humor (chapter 2), current theories of information processing 

(chapters 2 and 3) and current theories of semiotics and pragmatics 

(chapter 4) . Since its classificational distinctions are grounded in 

theory, the cells of the taxonomy can be viewed as treatment cells 

generated by a nested factorial analysis of humor's communication 

effects. Given the theoretical import of the HMT's classificational 

distinctions, one can generate (chapter 6) and test (chapters 7 and 8) 

hypotheses regarding communications effects that are likely to occur 

with particular humorous message types (cells, rows, columns). 

As a managerial framework, the HMT's classifications should 

correspond to copy-related variables within the control of 

advertisers. Using such a taxonomy (and assuming that subsequent 

research identifies communication effects associated with specific 

cells), advertisers who are considering humor might be able to 
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determine â  priori which humorous message types are most likely to 

produce the communication effects desired or, what may be as 

important, which types of humorous ads are not likely to produce the 

desired effects. 

4.1.2 What Is an Appropriate Basis 
for the Humorous Message Taxonomy? 

The theories of humor and humor's communication effects presented 

above (chapters 2 and 3) are rich with distinctions that could be 

incorporated into the HM taxonomy. Because these models suggest so 

many contingencies, it important to adopt a communications perspective 

that can guide in the construction of the taxonomy. But what theory 

of communications is appropriate? It should be one that allows a 

researcher (1) to analyze humorous ads in any form (audio-visual, 

visual, verbal, textual, graphic, or photographic), (2) to compare 

humor effects in advertising to humor effects in other areas of 

communication, and (3) to compare the effects of humor to the effects 

of other advertising strategies. That is, the perspective used to 

construct the HMT should not be limited by the message form, the 

message context, or even the characteristics of the message being 

studied. 

What is needed is a general approach to communication that avoids 

the boundedness of other approaches. Further, the communication 

principles of the taxonomy must be consistent with the theories of 

humor and humor effects it addresses. Semiotics provides just such a 

perspective. 
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The first part of this chapter outlines the principles of 

semiotics (4.1.3), suggests how semiotic theory relates to theories of 

humor and humor effects previously discussed (4.1.4), uses semiotic 

principles to decompose the significance of humor for a message 

(4.1.5), and constructs a taxonomy of humorous messages (HMI) that 

reflects this semiotic decomposition of humor's significance (4.1.6). 

4.1.3 Semiotic Principles 

Semiotics is a general theory of signs. It includes the study of 

words (linguistics), tone, tempo and gesture (paralinguistics and 

kinesics). It also applies to art, dress, ritual, gesture, music, 

literature, math and logic, in short, to all symbolic and sign-using 

behaviors. By adopting a semiotic framework, one*can directly address 

the question of how humor (one combination of signs within the ad) 

affects the meaning of the advertiser's message (another combination 

of signs within the ad). 

Modern semiotics originated with the philosopher and logician 

Charles Peirce (in his triadic conception of signs), the behavioral 

semanticist Charles Morris (who drew up a blue-print for the new 

science), and the semanticist and philosopher of science Rudolf Carnap 

(whose 1942 Introduction to Semantics extended the work of Morris). 

Although this new science was clearly rooted in logical empiricism, in 

Europe (where it is often referred to as semiology or structuralism) 

semiotics has been adapted to fit a number of other philosophical 

traditions. 
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Morris (1938) divided semiotics into three branches: syntactics, 

semantics and pragmatics: 

Syntactics is that branch of semiotics that deals with the 
formal relationship of signs to each other, apart from their 
signification (a semantic concern) or their user's purpose 
(a pragmatic concern). 

Semantics is that branch of semiotics that deals with the 
relation between signs and what they refer to; it includes 
theories of meaning, reference, denotation, and naming. It 
does not include the properties of signs apart from their 
meanings (which is the purview of syntax) or sign use (which 
involves pragmatics). 

Pragmatics is that branch of semiotics that deals with the 
relation between signs and sign users. Intention, purpose, 
function, use and value belong to the pragmatic rather than 
the semantic context. (Morris 1938) 

In 1938, syntactics (as an area of linguistics) was well 

developed, and semantics (as an area of linguistics) was rapidly 

developing. Morris called for theory to be extended in two ways: 

first, by recognizing that a comprehensive theory of linguistic signs 

would require the development of a new discipline (pragmatics), and 

second, by recognizing that this tripartite division was appropriate, 

not just for the study of linguistic signs, but for the study of all 

signs. Thus, in Morris's view, syntactics, semantics and pragmatics 

are general concepts (from semiotics) which researchers can apply to 

specific areas of sign use (such as linguistics). Seung (1982) calls 

these subspecies of semiotics "regional semiotics." Hence, one can 

study the semiotics of drama, conversation, or advertising, as well as 

the semiotics of language (linguistics). 

All types of sign use employ syntactic, semantic and pragmatic 

rules. Generally these rules exist only in habit or practice and are 
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not formalized. Syntax includes rules of formation and 

transformation. Semantics includes rules of correspondence. The 

rules of pragmatics specify conditions under which a given sign is 

meaningful for a particular user. Accordingly, face-to-face 

conversation (a distinct sign-using behavior) involves rules which 

distinguish it from written communication and telephone conversation. 

Advertising is yet another "language" with its own syntactic, semantic 

and pragmatic rules. By extension, different forms of advertising 

(billboards, radio spots, comparative print ads and TV spots) are 

dialects of basic advertising. 

Pragmatic meaning requires semantics and syntax. Semantic 

meaning requires syntax. Syntactic meaning requires neither semantics 

nor pragmatics. In the context of normal language, syntactic meaning 

is "the sentence." Semantic meaning is "the propositional content of 

the sentence." Pragmatic meaning is "the judgment of a sign user 

regarding that propositional content." If the sign user is the 

speaker, the pragmatic context is his intention. If the sign user is 

the listener, the pragmatic context is his interpretation. Thus, the 

sentence (a consequence of syntactic rules) serves the proposition (a 

consequence of semantic rules) which serves the speaker's purpose 

and/or the listener's interpretation (the result of pragmatic rules). 

When syntax or some aspect of syntax (such as phonology) has 

semantic implications, it is termed "semantic syntax." For instance, 

if one rearranges the word order of "John loves Mary" to read "Mary 

loves John" (a syntactic change), the meaning of the sentence is 

altered (a semantic consequence). On the other hand, a change in 
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syntax may not affect the propositional content of the sentence, 

though it may have pragmatic implications. For instance, if one 

rearranges the word order of "A mighty fortress is our God" to read 

"Our God is a mighty fortress," the semantic meaning is unchanged, but 

the affective style (a pragmatic dimension) is changed. This is a 

case of "pragmatic syntax." 

The syntactics of a TV ad involves the sequence and transition of 

audio/visual images, structure within the frame and structure across 

frames. To the extent that syntax impacts on the propositional 

content of the ad, the advertiser's intention or the viewer's 

evaluative response, it serves semantic and/or pragmatic ends. This 

inquiry is primarily concerned with the meaning (semantics) and 

meaningfulness (pragmatics) of humorous ads. Syntactics is relevant 

only when syntax has semantic or pragmatic consequences. 

Semantics and pragmatics are often confused. Seung (1982) 

uses an example to distinguish semantic meaning from pragmatic: 

. . . consider the sentence "My dog may bite you." Its 
semantic meaning is fixed by the meaning of each word and by 
the syntax of the sentence. But the same sentence can be 
used for different purposes. By uttering this sentence, I 
can describe the disposition of my dog, warn you about it, 
scare you away from my house, or even tease you about your 
timidity. Depending on my purposes, I shall be performing 
different acts by using the same semantic entity. As a 
constituent of these different acts, the same sentence can 
be said to take on different pragmatic meanings, (p. 38) 

When people attribute purpose to a sign, they engage in a pragmatic 

assessment of the communication event. The speaker of the sentence 

"My dog may bite you" could accompany his words with pragmatic cues 

(tone, facial expression, or gesture) that signal his intent. Still, 
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the listener can never observe the speaker's intent directly. He must 

infer that purpose from the communication, from its structure and 

context, or from his knowledge of previous communications, similar 

contexts and the speaker. 

Sign users learn to recognize distinguishing traits associated 

with various semiotic events (categorization). "This," the sign 

interpreter thinks, "is a news brief . . . a game show . . . a music 

video . . . or an ad." To recognize that a sequence of images is "an 

ad" is to make a pragmatic inference concerning the general purpose of 

the advertiser (that his intent is to persuade and sell). Additional 

pragmatic signals may suggest that the commercial is either humorous 

or serious, a fear appeal or a heartfelt testimonial. In such cases, 

the interpreter's inference regarding the communicator's intent is 

more specific. 

This process of "genre assignment" is always the first stage of 

symbolic interpretation, but it is only the first. The entire process 

has four stages: 

1. Genre Assignment: Recognition of the sign's type allows the 

interpreter to infer its general purpose. 

2. Rule Activation: Genre assignment also allows the 

interpreter to call into play the syntactic, semantic and pragmatic 

rules (schemas) associated with the genre. 

3. The Assignment of Meaning: Using the syntactic and semantic 

rules appropriate for the assigned genre, the interpreter assigns 

meaning to the sign. 
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4. The Assignment of Meaningfulness: Using pragmatic rules 

appropriate for the assigned genre, the interpreter assigns 

meaningfulness to the sign. 

During the last two stages, an interpreter compares the 

interpretive outcomes to the inferred purpose. If either the 

"meaning" or the "meaningfulness" of the sign is inconsistent with the 

inferred purpose, genre assignment is reconsidered and semiotic 

processing starts over. 

The application of semiotics to humorous advertising is 

straightforward. Advertising can be treated as a special kind of sign 

use. Humorous commercials constitute a dialect within the advertising 

language. As a distinctive form of sign use, humorous advertising 

should possess specialized rules of syntax, semantics and pragmatics. 

Interpreters of humorous ads should recognize them as such (genre 

assignment) and process them accordingly. If there are different 

types of humorous ads, these types will vary in the syntactic, 

semantic and pragmatic rules they employ. 

4.1.4 The Relationship of Semiotics to 
Theories of Humor and Humor Processing 

Genre recognition and semiotic processing closely resemble 

categorization and schematic processing. From a semiotic perspective, 

all forms of interpretation, including humor processing and message 

processing, are special instances of semiotics. More tellingly, the 

humor model and the humor effects model employ information-processing, 

information-processing was an outgrowth of General Systems Theory, and 

GST originated in a semiotics seminar conducted by Charles Morris at 



185 

the University of Chicago. That is, despite its greater development, 

information-processing is the conceptual offspring of semiotics. 

But there are other, less obvious, relationships. H3 (arousal-

safety humor) requires a categorization of the source and/or event. 

HI involves the playful manipulation of meaning (violations of 

syntactic and semantic rules). H2 involves a judgment of the text's 

meaningfulness (pragmatic rules). Our earlier discussion of play cues 

illustrates the subject's need to determine a source's intent. The 

three-fold division of meaning (syntax, semantics and pragmatics) 

closely parallels the three parts of Freud's jokework (technique, 

content and purpose). Conceptually and historically, semiotics is 

highly compatible with the schematic theories of humor and humor 

effects presented above. 

4.1.5 Using Semiotics to Decompose 
Humor's Significance Within â  Message 

According to semiotic theory, the total significance of any sign 

is the sum of its syntactic, semantic and pragmatic significance. 

Furthermore, syntax generally affects semantic and pragmatic 

significance (via semantic syntax and pragmatic syntax), while 

semantics often affects pragmatic significance. Syntactic, semantic 

and pragmatic significance are determined by rules which are selected 

as a consequence of initial genre assignment. Genre assignment is a 

function of the distinguishing characteristics of the sign's type 

(category) and one's familiarity with it. Thus, the significance of 

every sign can be decomposed into three constituent parts. 
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But our present purpose is not to analyze a sign's meaning. It 

is to analyze the marginal effect of one set of signs on another. As 

stated, humor and the message are different combinations of signs 

within the ad. How does humor affect a message? Since both humor and 

the message involve syntactic, semantic and pragmatic consequences, 

the question is resolved by considering humor-message interactions at 

each level. How does the formal (syntactic) relationship of humor 

elements to message elements affect the significance of the message? 

How does the thematic (semantic) relationship of humor elements to 

message elements affect the significance of the message? And how does 

the intentional (pragmatic) relationship of humor elements and message 

elements affect the significance of the message? These conceptual 

relationships are presented in figure 4.1. 

4.1.6 Constructing â  Taxonomy 
of Humorous Message Types 

The purpose of this section is to develop a humorous message 

taxonomy. From the previous discussion, it is clear that such a 

taxonomy requires that one account for humor-message "relatedness" on 

three different levels (syntactic, semantic and pragmatic). 

To account for differences on the pragmatic level, one must 

evaluate the perceived intent of the source. From a semiotic 

perspective, an inference concerning the source's intent is tantamount 

to genre assignment. Is the ad fundamentally humorous or nonhumorous? 

If it is humor-dominant, what is the dominant form of humor (HT1-HT5)? 

If the ad is generally nonhumorous, what is the source's intention? 

To reason with us? To distract us? To excite us? Does his strategy 
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seem best suited for central or peripheral processing? If the ad is 

humor-dominant, the message is presented in the context of humor, but 

if the ad is not humor-dominant, the humor is presented in the context 

of a message. 

To account for differences on the semantic level, one must 

determine to what extent the propositional content of the humor is 

related to the propositional content of the message. Is the humor 

thematically related to the message? To the product or service? To 

its use? To its benefits? To its name? 

To account for differences on the syntactic level, one must 

determine how subordinate sign structures relate to dominant sign 

structures. In the case of nonhumor-dominant ads, the position of 

humor within the ad is likely to matter. Does the humor occur 

initially? Is it embedded in the body of the message? Or does it 

occur at the end as a tag or finale? In the case of humor-dominant 

ads, what is the structural relationship of the message to the humor? 

Is the message part of the humor? In the case of H2, is the message 

part of the jokework? In the case of HI, is the message part of the 

schematic reversal? In the case of H3, is the message part of our 

perception concerning the source? 

Altogether these three sets of questions generate a Humorous 

Message Taxonomy (HMT) that includes 80 humor-message combinations: 

20 Humor-Dominant (HD) ad forms, 30 Central Route/Message-Dominant 

(CR) ad forms, and 30 Peripheral Route/Message-Dominant ad forms 

(figure 4.2). That is, the HD portion of the taxonomy has 5 (humor 

type) X 2 (thematic relatedness) x 2 (structural relatedness of the 
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message to the humor) cells. The CR/MD portion of the taxonomy has 5 

(humor type) x 2 (thematic relatedness) x 3 (position of the humor 

within the message) cells. And the PR/MD portion of the taxonomy also 

has 5 (humor type) x 2 (thematic relatedness) x 3 (position of the 

humor within the message) cells. Since the HMT is designed to cover 

all types of humorous messages, there are many cells that have limited 

use in advertising (including the 40 which use thematically unrelated 

humor). For purposes of advertising research, most humorous TV ads 

fall into one of five cells (HD message forms with thematically 

related humor and structurally integrated message elements). 

Humor's communication effect is a function of formal 

relationships (syntactic meaning), thematic relatedness (semantic 

meaning) and processing style (a pragmatic consequence of the ad's 

structural characteristics). If these three properties vary from one 

humorous message to the next, theory suggests that the communication 

effects will vary, even when the type of humor involved (HT1-HT5) is 

held constant. 

4.2 An Analysis of Primetime 
Advertising Using the HMT 

To determine what types of humorous messages are commonly used by 

advertisers, a large sample of commercials was content analyzed using 

the HMT. This analysis was intended to answer four questions: 

1. What percent of primetime television ads use humor? 

2. How often are humorous ads repeated? 

3. What kinds of humor (HT1-HT5) do they employ? 

4. Which humorous message types are typically involved? 
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4.2.1 How Frequently Is Humor Used 

Sixty-three hours of programming were pulled off the air in 

October, 1984 (3 hours per night x 7 nights x 3 networks). However 

since four hours involved noncommercial programming (the presidential 

debates), only 59 hours represented normal commercial programming. 

Networks were taped over three consecutive weeks. For the purpose of 

this analysis, network promotions were ignored. 

Humor as a_ percent of sponsored messages. Sponsored messages 

include national ads, local ads and PSAs. Since each occurrence of 

every message was counted, the total number of messages represents the 

number of spots that might have involved humor. What percent of these 

messages did include humor? Humor was defined as any message element, 

no matter how brief or nonprominent, which (1) fits the definition of 

HT1-HT5 and (2) appears to be intentional. The quality of the humor 

and its likelihood of success were not considered. The results are 

reported in table 4.1. In October 1984, over half the messages aired 

in primetime on three network affiliates included some humor. Note 

that the incidence of humor is virtually constant across all three 

networks. 

TABLE 4.1 

THE INCIDENCE OF HUMOR IN PRIMETIME MESSAGES 

Hours Total Humor Humor 
Analyzed Spots Count Percent 

CBS 19 335 171 51% 
NBC 19 346 181 52% 
ABC 21 366 190 52% 

Total 59 1047 542 52% 
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TABLE 4.2 

A BREAKDOWN OF SPOTS ON CBS AND NBC 

CBS NBC Combined 

Spots Humor % Spots Humor % Spots Humor % 

National 265 158 60% 275 165 60% 540 323 60% 

Others 70 13 19% 71 16 23% 141 29 21% 
Local 
Politics 
PSAs 

48 
12 
10 

12 
— 

1 

25% 
0% 
10% 

45 
15 
11 

7 
4 
5 

16% 
27% 
45% 

93 
27 
21 

19 
4 
6 

20% 
15% 
29% 

Total 335 171 51% 346 181 52% 681 352 52% 

Humor as a_ percent of national ads. Although this percentage 

(52%) is high, it underreports the incidence of humor in national ads. 

Messages from two networks (CBS and NBC) were reanalyzed to see 

whether the incidence of humor in national ads differed from the 

incidence of humor in other types of messages (local ads and PSAs). 

Furthermore, since this sample included numerous political ads and the 

focus of this study is on standard commercials, political ads were 

also treated separately. The results of this second analysis are 

reported in table 4.2. In this sample at least, national ads employ 

humor much more often (60%) than local ads, political ads and PSAs 

(21%). Again, the incidence of humor (60%) is constant across the two 

networks examined. It is interesting to note, in passing, that 26% of 

the nonhumorous national ads concerned cosmetic and haircare products. 

There are no humorous ads in this category. Does this mean that 

personal appearance (hair and face) is the most serious topic in 

advertising? 
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4.2.2 Frequency of Repetition 

How often are humorous ads repeated? Or how many different 

humorous messages account for the incidence of humor observed? Based 

on an analysis of all "nationally produced" messages (commercials, 

political ads and PSAs), humorous messages were aired an average of 

1.9 times in 59 hours of primetime. 

CBS NBC ABC Combined 

Total Occurrences 159 170 182 511 

Unique Humorous Ads 125 116 101 266 

Average Repetition 1.3 1.5 1.8 1.9 

Over half the humorous ads were aired only once (140 out of 266), 62 

were aired twice, 37 were aired three times, 13 four times, 6 five 

times, 6 six times, 1 seven times, and 1 eleven times. Note that only 

fourteen humorous ads (5% of the total) were aired more than four 

times in the period analyzed (59 hours): Wendy's, McDonald's, Arby's, 

NCR, Bic Shaver, and Chevy (5 times each); Pillsbury, Lego Toys, 

Kentucky Fried Chicken, TRW, Prestone Anti-Freeze, and Tandy Computers 

(6 times each); Pizza Hut (7 times); and McDonald's (11 times). Six 

of these fourteen "heavily repeated ads" advertise fast food 

restaurants; three advertise business computers. 

4.2.3 Humorous Message Types Observed 

A more detailed analysis was conducted on the 125 humorous ads 

from the CBS affiliate (47% of all humorous ads). Each CBS ad was 

reviewed in order to determine: (1) whether the ad is basically 

conducive to CR-, PR-, or HD-processing, (2) whether the humor is 
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thematically related, (3) whether the ad employs HTl, HT2, HT3, HT4, 

or HTS humor, (4) if the ad is classified CRP or PRP, whether the 

humor is initial, embedded, or closing, (5) and if the ad is 

classified HD, whether its message elements occur as part of the 

humor or separately. Based on this information, 125 humorous ads were 

located in the HMT (figure 4.3). Whenever a CR- or a PR-ad involved 

two separate uses of humor (for example, initial humor and closing 

humor), it was listed in both cells. As a result, figure 4.3 

classifies 134 cases, rather than 125. 

Basic processing and thematic relatedness. Most of the ads are 

humor-dominant messages (65%), and most of the ads use thematically 

related humor (94%). Only 14% of the ads seem designed for central 

route (CR) processing, and 22% for peripheral route (PR) processing. 

It is not surprising that none of the CR-messages employ thematically 

unrelated humor (which might be seen as a non sequitur in a CR-

message.) Nor is it surprising that five of the PR-ads do use 

thematically unrelated humor (since the viewer is not likely to be 

concerned with the question of thematic relevance). 

CR PR HD TOT 

Thematically Related 17 22 78 117 

Thematically Unrelated — 5 3 8 

Totals 17 27 81 125 

Types of Humor Employed. Across all forms of processing, the 

most frequently observed humor type is comic wit (31%). However, 

sentimental wit (HT4) occurs as or more frequently in PR- or HD-

messages. CR-humor is almost entirely HTl (pure wit is consistent 
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with the cognitive nature of CR-messages). PR-humor is generally HTl, 

HT2 or HT4 (less complex, less involving and less thought-provoking 

humor types which are consistent with the relatively thoughtless 

character of PR-processing). HD-humor is most frequently HT4. Satire 

and full comedy are most frequently, but not exclusively, used in HD-

messages. These results are summarized in table 4.3. 

TABLE 4.3 

TYPE OF HUMOR (HTl-5) BY TYPE 
OF AD (CR, PR, OR HD) 

CR PR HD TOT % 

HTl (comic wit) 

HT2 (sentimental humor) 

HT3 (satire) 

HT4 (sentimental wit) 

HT5 (full comedy) 

Total humorous ads (CBS) 

14 8 17 39 31% 

15 12% 

14 18 14% 

8 23 33 26% 

18 20 16% 

17 27 81 125 

The position of humor within CR- and PR^messages. Within the 

sample of CR- and PR-messages examined, 22 ads used embedded humor 

(41%), 20 ads used closing humor (37%), but only 12 ads used initial 

humor (22%). Among PR-ads, humor use did not vary much across the 

three positions. Among CR-ads, initial humor was less frequent. 

Perhaps advertisers consider it too risky to begin a serious message 

(CR) with humor. The relatively high incidence of closing humor is 

also noteworthy since closing humor has received so little attention. 

Among CR-messages, all instances of initial and closing humor involve 
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TABLE 4.4 

THE LOCATION OF HUMOR IN CR- AND PR-MESSAGES 

CR PR TOTAL 

Initial 
Embedded 
Closing 

3 15% 
10 50% 
7 35% 

9 26% 
12 35% 
13 38% 

12 
22 
20 

22% 
41% 
37% 

Total 20 34 54 

comic wit (HTl). Among PR-messages, most types of humor occur across 

all three positions (HT5 occurs only as closing humor). Finally, 

although PR-messages employ thematically unrelated humor in embedded 

and closing positions, there is no use of unrelated humor in the 

initial position. These results are summarized in table 4.4. 

Empty Cells; Only 27 of the 80 cells in the HMT are represented 

by the sample of 125 ads analyzed. Most of these empty cells fall 

into one of three categories: (1) messages that employ thematically 

unrelated humor (34 of 40 empty), (2) thematically related CR-messages 

that employ any humor besides HTl (10 of 12 empty), and (3) HD-

messages that employ structurally unrelated humor (10 of 10 empty). 

The first two cases have already been mentioned. Although 

examples of each could be generated, they would have—or would be 

perceived to have—limited advertising benefits. Apparently, for all 

message types, practitioners prefer product-related humor to product-

unrelated humor. And for CR-messages, they prefer humor that is most 

consistent with the thoughtful and nonaffective nature of the message. 

In brief, the empty cells in these categories are conceptually viable 

and are empty only because of sample selected. 
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The third category may be different. None of the 81 HD-ads 

contained message elements that were structurally unrelated to its 

humorous structure. Although it is possible (as in the previous 

cases) that advertisers simply choose not to use such ads, it is also 

possible that the criteria used to operationalize structural 

relatedness were less sensitive than they should have been. In any 

case, this researcher still feels that most, if not all, of the HD-ads 

include message elements that are structurally related to the humorous 

structure. 

4.2.4 _A Comparison of these Results to 
Earlier Surveys of Humor in Television Ads 

Earlier surveys have suggested that the percentage of television 

commercials which use some humor is either 10% (Bellaire 1977), 15% 

(Kelly and Solomon 1975), 20% (Cantor 1976) or 42% (Markiewicz 1972). 

This study found the incidence of humor to be 52% for all commercials 

and 60% when national ads were considered alone. As Duncan says, 

"Estimates of the incidence of humor in television advertising vary 

according to the author's definition of humor" (1979, p. 302, note 1). 

Still, the results of this survey differ considerably from previous 

findings. This section will examine this difference in order to 

partially reconcile these disparate results. 

Consider the findings of Kelly and Solomon (1975), who analyzed 

2,056 local and national television commercials collected in July of 

1974. They determined that 302 of these were humorous. Why is their 

figure (14%) so far off from the one reported here (52%)? At least 

three factors contribute to the difference. 
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First, although Kelly and Solomon operationalized humor as 

including various forms of incongruity (HI), dispositional humor (H2) 

and play, they made no reference to humor involving safety-arousal 

characteristics (H3). As a result, Kelly and Solomon would not have 

counted instances of HT2 (sentimental humor). This analysis attempts 

to include all uses of humor (blunt or subtle, weak or strong). Could 

their omission of HT2 explain the difference? No, not entirely. If 

the present sample were adjusted to make it more comparable to Kelly 

and Solomon's (by excluding instances of HT2), the adjusted estimate 

(47%) would still be much higher than theirs (15%). 

Second, Kelly and Solomon classified many animated ads as 

containing no humor. In this analysis, animation is generally treated 

as an HI or H3 humor cue (assuming that Americans are conditioned to 

think humor whenever they see animation). If Kelly and Solomon had 

included all instances of animation, their estimate would have been 

20%—still far below the adjusted 47% figure. 

Finally, Kelly and Solomon collected their ads from morning, 

afternoon and evening time periods. This analysis is entirely 

primetime. Part of the discrepancy could result from a different 

incidence of humor in different time periods. For instance, if 1974 

daytime ads for cosmetic, haircare and household products employed 

little humor (the "seriousness" of current ads has been noted), that 

would help to explain Kelly and Solomon's lower overall average. 

On the other hand, humor may be used more now than in 1974. But 

even if this is so, Markiewicz's estimate suggests that the usage of 

humor in television commercials has not increased by more than a 
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fourth (from 42% to 52%). In any case, the incidence in primetime is 

much higher than generally suggested. 

If evidence suggests that the overall incidence of humor has 

changed, it also suggests that other aspects of humor usage have not. 

For example, Kelly and Solomon report that humor occurred in both 

halves of an ad 65% of the time. In this study, the corresponding 

figure is 69%. Also, both studies classified humor as being visual, 

audio, or audio/visual. While the current sample depends somewhat 

more on video and less on audio, the overall balance is very similar. 

1974 1984 Change 

Video 23% 31% .35 

Audio 14% 10% -.29 

A/V 62% 58% -.06 

In short, two gross measures of humor usage (position within the ad 

and mode of humor communication) suggest that humor usage did not 

change very much between 1974 and 1984. 

4.2.5 Summary of this Content Analysis 

In the sample of television commercials analyzed here, (1) 52% of 

all primetime ads employ humor, (2) 60% of national primetime ads 

employ humor, (3) most humorous ads (94%) employ humor that is 

thematically related to the product message, (4) relatively few 

humorous ads (14%) exhibit CR-characteristics, and (5) most humorous 

ads (65%) have a humor-dominant message form. 

Since most of the humorous ads observed in the analysis were 

humor-dominant ads that employed thematically-related humor and 
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structurally-related message elements and since no research has 

previously studied these important humor-message types, an experiment 

was designed (chapters 5-8) to explore this particular part of the 

HMT. 



CHAPTER 5 

A REVIEW OF PREVIOUS HUMOR EFFECTS RESEARCH 

This chapter reviews empirical research on the communication and 

persuasion effects of humor. For purposes of discussion, this 

literature has been divided into three parts: (1) research from the 

areas of speech, journalism, communications and psychology [5.1]; (2) 

research from education [5.2]; and (3) research from advertising 

[5.3]. Ironically, those beliefs about humor effects that are most 

widely accepted by marketers and advertisers were drawn from the first 

body of research. In this chapter, the generalizability of these 

"accepted opinions" is challenged, a wider body of research is 

considered, and results are analyzed from an ELM-HMT perspective. 

5.1 Research on the Effects of Humor in 
Speech, Journalism, Communications 

and Psychology 

Prior to 1980, there were four articles that reviewed research on 

humor's communication effects: Sternthal and Craig (1973), Markiewicz 

(1974), Gruner (1976), and Duncan (1979). This section reassesses 

the conclusions offered by these reviewers. Of the fifty empirical 

works reported in these reviews, most were conducted in either speech 

or communications (82%). Only one of the reported experiments 

specifically dealt with advertising. Despite this emphasis of 

research outside of advertising, these reviews are important because 

they helped to shape currently accepted beliefs about humor's 

communication effects in psychology, marketing, and advertising. 

202 
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5.1.1 Four Literature Reviews that Shaped 
Current Generalizations About Humor Effects 

The reviews by Sternthal and Craig (1973), Markiewicz (1974), 

Gruner (1976), and Duncan (1979) were written with somewhat different 

purposes and for very different audiences. Nevertheless, the 

conclusions they reached are very consistent. 

Regarding attention and interest, there is general agreement that 

humor\ has a positive effect. "Humorous messages attract attention" 

(Sternthal and Craig 1973, p.17). "Humor does appear to increase 

interest, which implies a possible increase in attention" (Markiewicz 

1974, p. 413). On the other hand, Gruner (1976) cautions that "Humor 

is only one of many so-called interest devices," so the addition of 

humor to a message that is already interesting may have no additional 

effect (p. 306). 

Regarding comprehension, there is general agreement that humor 

can have a negative effect. Humor "may detrimentally affect 

comprehension" (Sternthal and Craig 1973, p. 17). "Subjects are 

unlikely to comprehend the message correctly without extra cues about 

its persuasive purpose" (Markiewicz 1974, p. 410). "Satire, as 

differentiated from mere humor, is . . . often not understood" (Gruner 

1976, p. 306). Humor may interfere with comprehension if "the form of 

humor utilized is not . . . fully understood" (Duncan 1979, p. 289). 

Regarding the message source, there is general agreement that 

humor often affects attitude toward the source. However, it is not 

clear whether this effect is positive or negative. "Humor tends to 

enhance source credibility" (Sternthal and Craig 1973, p. 17). The 
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effects of humor on source perceptions tend to be inconsistent 

the type of humor used is likely to influence [the effect]" (Markie

wicz 1974, p. 412). "Apt and appealing humor" can improve a source's 

image (Gruner 1976, p. 307). 

Regarding retention, there is general agreement that humor has no 

effect. "Using gross measures of retention and recognition, . . . no 

significant differences were obtained" (Markiewicz 1974, p. 412). Nor 

is there any affect on "length of retention" (Duncan 1979, p. 290). 

Regarding persuasion, there is much less agreement. "The 

persuasive effect [of humor] is at best no greater than that of 

serious appeals" (Sternthal and Craig 1973, p. 17). "The pursuit of 

the elusive increase in persuasion due to humor has been generally 

unsuccessful" (Markiewicz 1974, p. 411-412). Concerning persuasion, 

"the verdict is still out" (Duncan 1979, p. 290). "The addition of 

humorous material to otherwise straightforward message material does 

not result in an increase in persuasiveness" (Gruner 1976, p. 306); 

however, when "satire is understood, it seems to have some persuasive 

value" (Gruner 1976, p. 306). 

This consistency is understandable since the four articles 

generally generally examined the same body of research. More 

specifically, Sternthal and Craig (1973), Markiewicz (1974) and Duncan 

(1979) looked at 30 articles on humor, while Gruner (1976) considered 

the same set, as well as 20 articles on satire. 

Markiewicz's 1974 review grew out of her 1972 dissertation. Of 

those reviews which focused on humor, Markiewicz's is the most 

comprehensive, citing 30 empirical studies on humor's communication 
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effects. Her article established a format for analyzing humor 

research within a hierarchy of effects framework, raised important 

methodological issues, and reached tentative conclusions that directly 

and indirectly shaped the accepted view of humor's effectiveness for 

more than a decade. Markiewicz addressed a general audience of social 

scientists and discussed humor's persuasion effects from a broad 

psychological perspective. 

By contrast, the 1973 Journal of Marketing piece by Sternthal and 

Craig specifically considered humor in advertising. Sternthal and 

Craig (who acknowledged considerable influence from Markiewicz) 

focused on a subset of the articles she cited (13 of the 30) and 

offered tentative generalizations similar to hers. Although the 

Sternthal and Craig piece offers a very limited literature review, it 

is the single source most frequently cited by researchers in marketing 

and advertising. This is unfortunate since other, more comprehensive 

(Markiewicz and Gruner) and more sophisticated analyses (Markiewicz, 

Gruner and Duncan) appeared about the same time and are not nearly so 

well known. 

Duncan's 1979 Journal of the Academy of Marketing Science article 

is only in part a review piece. As a review, Duncan's work drew once 

again from the same set of literature previously covered by Markiewicz 

and Sternthal and Craig. It includes 16 of the 30 empirical works 

cited by Markiewicz, but no newer works, despite its being published 

five years later. In fairness to Duncan, his literature review serves 

mainly as an introduction to his conceptual framework, which was 



206 

certainly the most sophisticated and managerially insightful approach 

to humor's moderating effects then published in the marketing-

advertising literature. Unfortunately, Duncan's 1979 piece does not 

cite Gruner's 1978 review. Consequently, researchers in marketing and 

advertising who assume that the reviews offered by Sternthal-Craig and 

Duncan cover the "humor effects" literature through 1979, unwittingly 

ignore everything done from 1974 to 1979 and much that was done before 

1974. Ironically, the mid-70's witnessed a general increase in humor 

research, especially in fields other than marketing and advertising. 

None of this newer research was covered by Duncan. 

Gruner's 1978 review is the most comprehensive review of humor's 

communication effects to date. Besides reviewing 25 of the 30 

articles cited by Markiewicz, Gruner looked at 20 other empirical 

studies. This additional coverage reflects Gruner's on-going interest 

in satire and his familiarity with humor research in the areas of 

speech, journalism and communication. Ironically, 16 of these 20 

"new" studies were published before 1973 and could have been included 

in all three of the other reviews. Unfortunately, Gruner's review was 

published as a chapter in an interdisciplinary collection of humor 

research and is, therefore, not well known to scholars in marketing 

and advertising. Gruner discusses in detail many of the 45 empirical 

studies he cites. More than anyone else, he recognizes the enormous 

difference between humor and satire and suggests that the communica

tion effects of humor are very different from those of satire. 

In summary, Markiewicz's review defined the issues, described 

one important literature base and provided an influential summary 
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(table 5.1) which suggested that research findings on humor's message 

effects were too inconsistent to allow for reasonable generalizations. 

Sternthal and Craig's review served to communicate this attitude to 

the marketing-advertising community. Duncan reinforced the "accepted" 

position, but encouraged researchers to adopt a more sophisticated 

view of various moderating conditions. Finally, though Gruner's 

review had little effect on marketing and advertising research, his 

conclusions were generally in line with the established view that 

dates from Markiewicz's 1972 dissertation. 

This reevaluation is intended to question the generalizability of 

these earlier conclusions, to argue that there are fundamental 

differences among humorous message types, and to suggest that an 

analysis of "within cell" findings would probably make more sense than 

an analysis of everything at once. In varying degrees, Markiewicz, 

Gruner and Duncan each recognized that an understanding of humor's 
I 

message effects may ultimately require researchers to distinguish 

among types of humor and types of humor-message interaction. 

Markiewicz (1974) concluded that "Humor apparently has no simple 

effect on persuasion, and possible moderator variables have yet to be 

reliably identified" (p. 412). Gruner (1976) reviewed studies of 

humor separately from studies of satire and concluded that the effects 

of humor and satire are very different (Markiewicz had analyzed them 

together). Duncan (1979) suggested that "The absence of consistent 

outcomes suggests that humor's influence on audience behavior may be a 

complex one" and that clarification would require an understanding of 



TABLE 5.1 

MARKIEWICZ'S 1974 SUMMARY OF HUMOROUS 
MESSAGE FORMS 
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HUMOROUS MESSAGE ONLY: 

Berlo & Kumata (1956) 
Gruner (1965) 
Gruner (1966) 
Gruner (1967a) 
Gruner (1971a) 
Windes (1961) 
Zeman (1967) 

SERIOUS MESSAGE CONTROL: 

Gibb (1964) 
Gruner (1967b) 
Gruner (1970) 
Gruner (1971b) 
Gruner (1972) 
Kennedy (1970) 
Kennedy (1972a) 
Kennedy (1972b) 
Kilpela (1961) 
Lampton (1971) 
Lull (1940) 
Markiewicz (1972a) 
Markiewicz (1972b) 
Markiewicz (1973) 
McGown (1967) 
Pokorny (1965) 
Pokorny & Gruner (1969) 
Taylor (1964) 
Taylor (1972) 
Youngman (1966) 

Total Positive 
Total Nonsignificant 
Total Negative 

Note: The summary has been 
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1 
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0 
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SOURCE 
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+ 
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2 

ginal table. 
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various moderating variables (p. 290). In part, this dissertation 

attempts to address the need for more discriminating analysis which 

was called for in previous reviews. 

In short, current beliefs about humor's advertising effects 

merit reconsideration. First, these beliefs are directly based on 

the two reviews that survey the smallest literature base (Sternthal 

and Craig's and Duncan's). Second, the "received" opinion is 

indirectly based on a review (Markiewicz's) that covered only a subset 

of works published prior to 1974. Third, none of the four reviews 

considered empirical works on humor's effectiveness published after 

1974. In recent years, important additional evidence has accumulated. 

For all these reasons, the following section (5.1.2) reassesses this 

earlier literature. Sections 5.2 and 5.3 consider more recent humor 

effects research. 

5.1.2 Â  Reanalysis of Earlier 
Literature in Light of the HMT 

Figure 5.1 classifies the 50 empirical studies that were reviewed 

by Sternthal and Craig, Markiewicz, Gruner or Duncan. Each study is 

classified according to the humorous message taxonomy (HMT) developed 

in chapter four. (Four studies could not be classified; two others 

addressed multiple conditions and therefore required multiple 

classification.) 

As figure 5.1 illustrates, most of the studies reported in the 

early literature reviews fall into two sets of HMT categories: CRll-

15 (48%) and HD3 (42%). That is, there were twenty-four CR-messages 

embedded with some type of thematically-related humor [CRll-15], and 
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there were twenty-one HD-messages that employ thematically-related 

satire [HD3 or HD13]. 

Three points should to be made here. First, since the studies 

considered in these reviews represent only a few HMT types, 

generalizations based on this research could be limited to the 

humorous message types employed in the research. The HMT types 

used in these reviews (figure 5.1) account for only 33% of the 

primetime commercials classified in figure 4.3. Clearly, there are 

HMT types used in advertising that were addressed by the research 

examined in this group of studies. 

Second, since the two HMT types employed in this research are 

radically different in their processing characteristics (CR versus 

HD), it is possible that their communication effects also differ and 

therefore that any attempt to pool their results might only obscure 

the underlying pattern characteristic of each group. 

Third, in most cases, the experimental messages were relatively 

long and complex compared to advertising in general and to 30-second 

TV commercials in particular. Many of the studies used speeches, 

radio dramas, newspaper articles, editorials, or lectures. These 

fundamental differences in message type make the generalizability of 

these findings still more suspect. 

Nonetheless, recognizing that these studies represent only two 

broad HMT message types, that differences in these two types (CRll-15 

and HD3) strongly argue for a separate analysis of each set of 

findings and that the relative complexity of the message forms 
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Sternthal and Craig, Markiewicz, Gruner and Duncan. 
(Four articles could not be classified; two were 
counted twice.) 
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employed further jeopardizes the value of these findings in regard to 

advertising, we will proceed to reexamine this body of research. Our 

purpose is to see whether the inconsistencies observed among these 

findings can be resolved by adopting an ELM-HMT perspective. The 

fifty studies cited in this analysis are omitted from the reference 

section since full references are available in the reviews by 

Sternthal and Craig (1973), Markiewicz (1974), Gruner (1976) and 

Duncan (1979). 

A_ reanalysis of the twenty-four studies that involved humor under 

CR11-CR15 conditions. First, we will reconsider the 24 studies 

that employed CR11-CR15 humor (thematically-related humor embedded in 

a CR-message). Tables 5.2, 5.3, 5.4 and 5.5 organize the CR11-CR15 

experimental results according to five major areas: learning effects, 

persuasion effects, source effects, attitude towards the message, and 

behavioral change. 

Table 5.2 lists eleven studies that measured (in various ways) 

the learning effects that result from using CR11-CR15. Generally, 

subjects were exposed to the humorous message only once. One study 

reported a positive effect, three reported negative effects, and seven 

found no significant effects. Of the three that reported negative 

effects, two (Taylor 1971 and Taylor 1974) employed extreme humor-

message combinations (a very complex speech in one case and an 

excessive amount of embedded humor in the other). All in all, these 

findings suggest that under more normal circumstances a_ one-time 

exposure to a_ CR-message with thematically-related embedded humor has_ 

no significant learning effect. 



TABLE 5.2 

LEARNING EFFECTS UNDER CR11-CR15 CONDITIONS; 
STUDIES CITED BY STERNTHAL AND CRAIG, 

MARKIEWICZ, GRUNER, AND DUNCAN 

ELEVEN STUDIES THAT MEASURED CR11-CR15 LEARNING EFFECTS: 
(AREAS OF STUDY: ALL 11 ARE SPEECH STUDIES) 
RESULTS: POSITIVE (1), NEGATIVE (3), NS (7) 
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STUDY 

GIBB (64) 

GRUNER (67B) 

GRUNER (70) 

KENNEDY (70) 

KENNEDY (72A) 

KILPELA (61) 

TAYLOR (64) 

TAYLOR (71) 

TAYLOR (72) 

TAYLOR (74) 

YOUNGMEN (66) 

REVIEWER EFF COMMENTS 

MG 

SMDG 

SMDG 

M 

SMDG 

SMDG 

SMDG 

G 

M 

G 

MG 

+ 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

-

-

— 

0 

Embedded H increased learning. 

H inserted into an interesting 
speech had no learning effect. 
H inserted into a dull speech also 
had no learning effect. 
Embedded H had no effect on 
retention. 
Embedded H had no effect on 
retention. 
Embedded satire did not improve 
learning. 
Embedded H did not improve recall 
or retention. 
Embedded H decreased learning from 
a complex speech. 
Embedded H impaired retention. 

Excessive embedded H impaired 
retention. 
Embedded germane humor did not 
affect retention. 



TABLE 5.3 

PERSUASION EFFECTS UNDER CR11-CR15 CONDITIONS 
STUDIES CITED BY STERNTHAL AND CRAIG, 

MARKIEWICZ, GRUNER, AND DUNCAN 

ELEVEN STUDIES THAT MEASURED CR11-CR15 PERSUASION EFFECTS: 
(AREAS OF STUDY: 10 WERE IN SPEECH; 1 WAS IN JOURNALISM) 
RESULTS: POSITIVE (2), NEGATIVE (1), NS (8) 
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STUDY REVIEWER EFF COMMENT 

BRANDES (70) 

BRINKMAN (68) 

GRUNER AND 
LAMPTON (72) 

KENNEDY (72A) 

KILPELA (61) 

LULL (40) 

PORKORNY (65) 

PORKORNY & 
GRUNER (69) 

WELFORD (71) 

WINDES (61) 

YOUNGMEN (66) 

G 

G 

G 

SMDG 

SMDG 

SMDG 

M 

SMDG 

G 

SM 

MG 

0 

+ 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

+ 

0 

Embedded H had no effect on 
persuasion. 
Editorial cartoons enhanced 
persuasiveness. 
H embedded in a sermon did not 
affect persuasion. 
Embedded H did not affect attitude 
change. 
Embedded satire did not affect 
attitude change. 
Embedded H did not affect attitude 
change. 
Embedded H failed to affect 
attitude change. 
Embedded satire did not affect 
persuasion. 
Humorous speeches produced less 
persuasion than serious speeches. 
Embedded H increased effectiveness. 

Embedded germane H has no effect on 
persuasion. 
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TABLE 5.4 

SOURCE EFFECTS UNDER CR11-CR15 CONDITIONS 
STUDIES CITED BY STERNTHAL AND CRAIG, 

MARKIEWICZ, GRUNER, AND DUNCAN 

THIRTEEN STUDIES THAT MEASURED CR11-CR15 SOURCE EFFECTS: 
(AREAS OF STUDY: 11 IN SPEECH; 2 IN PSYCHOLOGY) 
RESULTS: POSITIVE (7), NEGATIVE (4), NS (2) 

STUDY REVIEWER EFF COMMENT 

GRUNER (67B) 

GRUNER (70) 

SMDG 

SMDG 

+ 

+ 

+ 

KENNEDY (72A) 

KENNEDY (72B) 

LAMPTON (71) 

LULL (40) 

METLEE, HRELEC & 
WILKENS (71) 

REID (71) 

TAYLOR (72) 

TAYLOR (74) 

WELFORD (71) 

SMDG 

MG 

M 

SMDG 

G 

G 

M 

G 

G 

+ 

+ 

0 

0 

+ 

+ 

-

— 

— 

H embedded in an interesting speech 
enhanced source likability. 
H in an interesting speech made the 
source more likable. 
H embedded in a dull speech made 
the source more interesting, 
authoritative and likable. 
With delayed measures, H enhanced 
the source's dynamism, expertise 
and trustworthiness. 
H had positive source effects. 

Embedded H in a sermon had no 
source effect. 
Embedded H did not improve the 
source's image. 
H plus a positive cue produced a 
positive source effect. 
H plus a negative cue produced a 
negative source effect. 
Additional H enhanced the source's 
image. 
Embedded H had negative source 
effects. 
Excessive H had negative source 
effects. 
Embedded H produced negative source 
effects. 
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TABLE 5.5 

OTHER EFFECTS UNDER CR11-CR15 CONDITIONS 
STUDIES CITED BY STERNTHAL AND CRAIG, 

MARKIEWICZ, GRUNER, AND DUNCAN 

STUDIES THAT MEASURED CR11-CR15 EFFECTS ON ATTITUDE TO THE MESSAGE: 
(AREAS OF STUDY: BOTH ARE IN SPEECH) 
RESULTS: POSITIVE (2), NEGATIVE (0), NS (0) 

STUDY 

GRUNER (70) 

YOUNGMEN (66) 

REVIEWER EFF COMMENT 

SMDG 

MG 

H embedded in a dull speech made 
the message more interesting and 
authoritative. 
Germane H made the speech seem more 
worthwhile. 

STUDIES THAT MEASURED CR11-CR15 EFFECTS ON BEHAVIORAL CHANGE: 
(AREA OF STUDY: PSYCHOLOGY) 
RESULTS: POSITIVE (0), NEGATIVE (0), NS (1) 

STUDY REVIEWER EFF COMMENT 

MARKIEWICZ (72A)* MDG 0 H did not affect the S's subsequent 
behavior. 

Note: This was only one of several experiments included in 
Markiewicz's dissertation. 
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Table 5.3 lists eleven studies that measured the persuasive 

effects of CR11-CR15 humor. Two studies reported positive effects, 

one reported negative, and eight reported no significant effects. In 

one of the two positive cases (Brinkman 1968), the accompanying 

editorial cartoons may have provided issue-relevant arguments, as well 

as humor. In general, these findings suggest that a one-time exposure 

to £ C]R-message with thematically-related embedded humor has no 

significant effect on persuasion. 

Table 5.4 lists thirteen studies which measured the effect of 

CR11-CR15 humor on the subject's attitude toward the source. Seven 

studies reported positive findings, four reported negative, and only 

two reported no significant findings. Positive findings occurred with 

both interesting and dull messages, with immediate measures and 

delayed. One of the negative cases (Welford 1971) notes that the 

humor manipulation was poorly designed, and another (Taylor 1974) 

allows that the amount of humor included was "excessive." Apparently, 

recognized attempts at humor usually have a significant effect on the 

source's image (11 of the 13 studies found significant change). 

Whether the effect is positive or negative seems to depend on the 

humor's acceptability to a subject. This up-or-down phenomenon is 

most clearly observed in the 1971 study by Metlee, Hrelec, and 

Wilkens. When their subjects were provided with a positive cue 

concerning the lecturer's character, his humor resulted in significant 

positive change. When their subjects were provided with a negative 

cue, his use of humor served to substantiate a negative opinion. In 

neither case did humor result in no significant change. Apparently, 
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after one exposure to a CRll-CRl5 message, humor generally results in 

significant attitude change regarding the source. More often than 

not, the change is positive. When it is negative, the attempt at 

humor is generally considered unfunny, inappropriate or excessive. 

Table 5.5 lists two studies that measured the effect of a CRll-

CR15 message on the subject's attitude toward the message. In both 

cases, the effect was significant and positive. Attitude toward the 

message parallels attitude toward the source. When the source is not 

personally observed, the message can serve as a surrogate for the 

source. Thus, even though there are but two studies that used these 

measures, these results are consistent with the source effect findings 

and will be interpreted as additional evidence that a_ one-time 

exposure to CR-messages which are embedded with thematically-related 

humor affects a^ subject's attitude toward the source and the message 

(which may be viewed as an extension of the source). 

Finally, table 5.5 also reports one study that measured the 

effect of a CR11-CR15 message on behavior. This study found no 

significant effect, a result that is consistent with findings in 

regard to "first exposure" learning and persuasion effects. 

In summary, a reexamination of the CR11-CR15 findings reported by 

Sternthal and Craig, Markiewicz, Gruner, and Duncan (apart from 

findings that concern other humorous message types) suggests that for 

subjects who are exposed once to relatively complex CR11-CR15 

messages, there are no significant learning effects and no significant 

persuasion effects. On the other hand , there can be strong and 

generally positive source effects. 
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A_ reanalysis of the twenty-one studies that involved 

thematically-related satire. Tables 5.6, 5.7 and 5.8 are organized 

according to the processing stages required for satire to be 

successful. According to our earlier analysis of H3 humor, three 

necessary but not sufficient (NNS) conditions must be met for satire 

to succeed: a subject (1) must understand the source's humorous 

intent, (2) must be able to interpret the humorous text, and (3) must 

be able to fit the evaluative content of the humor into an evaluative 

schema which is personally acceptable. Twenty-one studies cited by 

Markiewicz, Sternthal and Craig, Duncan or Gruner involved satiric 

message structures. In all cases, the satire was thematically related 

to the underlying message. It is not clear that the message was 

always related to the satiric structure. Hence, all of these studies 

involved either HD3 or HD13 message forms (the greater likelihood 

being HD3). Table 5.6 examines findings from HD3/HD13 studies which 

concern the first NNS condition; table 5.7 considers the second NNS 

condition; and table 5.8 considers the third. 

If successful satire requires that all of these NNS conditions be 

met, those studies where any one of the three conditions is not met 

should evidence nonpositive results. Likewise, in those cases where 

all three NNS conditions have been met, positive results are likely. 

Table 5.6 considers seven HD3/HD13 studies where the 

experimenters determined that subjects did or did not understand the 

humorous intent of the message. Whenever the communication's purpose 

was not understood, there was a significant, negative effect on 

comprehension. However, of the four instances where the satiric 
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TABLE 5.6 

HD3/HD13 STUDIES CITED BY STERNTHAL AND CRAIG, MARKIEWICZ, 
GRUNER, AND DUNCAN WHICH SUGGEST THAT SUBJECTS MUST 

UNDERSTAND THE SATIRIC PURPOSE OF THE MESSAGE 

A. THREE STUDIES WHERE THE SATIRIC PURPOSE WAS NOT UNDERSTOOD: 
(AREAS OF STUDY: ALL 3 FROM SPEECH) 
POSITIVE (0), NEGATIVE (3), NS (0) 

STUDY REVIEWER EFF COMMENT 

GRUNER (65) 

GRUNER (65A) 

GRUNER (71A) 

G 

SMDG 

MG 

Unrecognized satire reduced 
comprehension. 
Unrecognized satire reduced 
comprehension. 
Unrecognized ad hominum satire 
reduced comprehension. 

B. FOUR STUDIES WHERE THE SATIRIC PURPOSE WAS UNDERSTOOD: 
(AREAS OF STUDY: ALL 4 FROM SPEECH) 
POSITIVE (3), NEGATIVE (0), NS (1) 

STUDY 

GRUNER (66) 

GRUNER (67A) 

GRUNER (7IB) 

ZEMAN (67) 

REVIEWER 

SMDG 

SMDG 

MG 

MDG 

EFF 

+ 

+ 

+ 

0 

COMMENT 

Recognized noncounterattitudinal 
satire increased attitude change. 
Recognized satire produced positive 
attitude change. 
Recognized ad hominum satire 
increased persuasion. 
Satire that was identified by the 
experimenter as being satiric did 
not affect attitude change. 
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TABLE 5.7 

HD3/HD13 STUDIES WHICH SUGGEST THAT SUBJECTS 
MUST BE ABLE TO UNDERSTAND THE MESSAGE 

A. FOUR CARTOON STUDIES WHERE THERE WAS NO ACCOMPANYING TEXT: 
POSITIVE (0), NEGATIVE (4), NS (0) 

STUDY REVIEWER EFF COMMENT 

CARL (68) 

KENDALL (73) 

ANNIS (39) 

BRINKMAN (68) 

G 

G 

G 

G 

Editorial 
without a 
Editorial 
without a 
Editorial 
less A/C 
Editorial 
effective 

cartoons presented 
text were misunderstood, 
cartoons presented 
text were misunderstood, 
cartoons alone caused 
than texts alone, 
cartoons alone were less 
than texts alone. 

B. THREE CARTOON STUDIES WHERE THERE WAS AN ACCOMPANYING TEXT; 
POSITIVE (3), NEGATIVE (0), NS (0) 

STUDY REVIEWER EFF COMMENT 

BRINKMAN (68) 

ASHER AND 
SARGENT (41) 

+ Cartoons made editorials more 
persuasive. 

+ Cartoons that were more related 
thematically were more persuasive 

+ Caricatures produced attitude 
change regarding terms. 

C. STUDIES WHICH INDICATE THAT REDUCED COMPREHENSION IMPAIRS A/C: 
SUPPORTIVE OF LINK (4), NOT SUPPORTIVE (0) 

STUDY 
GRUNER (65A) 
GRUNER (66) 
GRUNER (72A) 
MARKIEWICZ (72) 

REVIEWER COMP A/C 
SMDG - 0 
SMDG - 0 
MG - 0 
MDG - 0 

D. STUDIES WHICH INDICATE THAT POSITIVE A/C REQUIRES COMPREHENSION: 
SUPPORTIVE OF LINK (1), NOT SUPPORTIVE (1) 

STUDY 
BERLO AND KUNATA (56) 
GRUNER (67A) 

REVIEWER COMP A/C 
SMDG + + 
SMDG - + 
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TABLE 5.8 

HD3/HD13 STUDIES CITED BY STERNTHAL AND CRAIG, MARKIEWICZ 
GRUNER, AND DUNCAN WHICH SUGGEST THAT SUBJECTS 

REQUIRE APPROPRIATE EVALUATIVE SCHEMAS 

A. TWO STUDIES WHERE SUBJECTS POSSESSED CONFLICTING AND 
PREESTABLISHED EVALUATIVE SCHEMA: 
(AREAS OF STUDY: BOTH IN COMMUNICATIONS) 
POSITIVE (0), NEGATIVE (2), NS (0) 

STUDY 

SURLIN (73) 

VIDMAR AND 
ROKEACH (74) 

REVIEWER EFF COMMENT 

Satire produced inconsistent 
affective responses. 
Satire produced inconsistent 
affective responses. 

B. THREE STUDIES WHERE SUBJECTS HAD INCONGRUENT OR INFLEXIBLE 
EVALUATIVE SCHEMATA: 
(AREAS OF STUDY: ALL 3 IN SPEECH) 
POSITIVE (0), NEGATIVE (2), NS (1) 

STUDY REVIEWER EFF COMMENT 

GRUNER (72B) 

GRUNER (66) 

GRUNER (74) 

G 

SMDG 

G 

- Counterattitudinal satire was 
generally misunderstood. 

0 Recognized counterattitudinal 
satire did not affect persuasion, 
Dogmatic subjects frequently 
misunderstood the satire. 

C. FOUR STUDIES WHERE SUBJECTS ALREADY POSSESSED CONGRUENT EVALUATIVE 
SCHEMATA OR WERE ABLE TO ADOPT THOSE SUGGESTED BY THE SOURCE: 
(AREAS OF STUDY: ALL 3 IN SPEECH) 
POSITIVE (4), NEGATIVE (0), NS (0) 

STUDY 

GRUNER (72B) 

GRUNER (66) 

GRUNER (74) 

REVIEWER EFF COMMENT 

SMDG 

Proattitudinal satire was generally 
understood. 
Proattitudinal and noncounteratti
tudinal satire increase persuasion. 
Nondogmatic subjects generally 
understood the satire. 
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purpose was understood, three resulted in significant and positive 

attitude change. The fourth had no effect. 

Table 5.7 addresses the second NNS condition, whether a subject 

is able to interpret the satire. Panels A and B of table 5.7 consider 

eight findings from five HD3/HD13 studies that involved the use of 

editorial cartoons or caricatures. In the four cases where cartoons 

were presented without an accompanying text, that is, without a 

clarifying interpretive schema, negative results were observed 

(significantly lower comprehension or attitude change). In the three 

cases where there was an accompanying text, positive results were 

obtained (significantly greater attitude change). 

Panels C and D of table 5.7 approach the "comprehension" issue 

from another angle. The traditional hierarchy of effects model holds 

that message comprehension can facilitate attitude change. Thus, if 

one looks at results from those HD3/HD13 studies where measures were 

taken for both comprehension and persuasion, one might expect (1) less 

persuasion to result when there is poor comprehension [panel C] and 

(2) comprehension to be higher whenever attitude change does occur 

[panel D]. The data generally support this pattern. Panel C 

presents four cases where inadequate (negative) comprehension was 

accompanied by no significant attitude change. Panel D presents two 

cases where positive attitude change was observed; however, in only 

one case was positive comprehension also observed. 

Altogether, the findings summarized in table 5.7 suggest that no 

communication effects occur unless the subject is able to interpret 

the message. Thus, theory would predict that whenever satiric 
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messages are not presented with sufficient interpretive cues, the 

humor and the message should only produce confusion. However, when 

comprehension does occur, satire frequently results in the desired 

attitude change. 

Table 5.8 addresses the third NNS condition for successful 

satire, the ability of â  subject to adopt an appropriate evaluative 

schema. Panels A and B list five studies where subjects possessed 

conflicting, incongruent or inflexible evaluative schemas. In these 

five cases, researchers observed misunderstanding, inconsistent 

affective responses or no significant effect. Panel C of 5.8 lists 

three HD3/HD13 studies where subjects either possessed congruent 

evaluative schemas or possessed the capacity to tolerate or adopt the 

schema required by the message source. In all three instances, 

significant, positive communication effects resulted. Finally, one 

CR-study (Metlee et al., see table 5.4) supports the idea that 

subjects who have no prior experience with an attitude object, and 

therefore no preexisting evaluative schema, may be willing to adopt an 

evaluative schema suggested by cues that accompany the message. 

In summary, a reexamination of the HD8 findings reported by 

Sternthal and Craig, Markiewicz, Gruner, and Duncan (apart from 

findings that concern other humorous message types) suggests that for 

subjects who are exposed only once to thematically-related satire, 

there can be significant persuasion (6 of the 21 HD3/HD13 studies 

resulted in positive attitude change), _but_ that this persuasion does 

not occur unless all three NNS conditions are met. If_ these NNS_ 
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conditions are not met, HD3/HD13 messages apparently result in 

miscomprehension regarding the intention, the meaning or the 

meaningfulness of the message. Certain message characteristics 

(explicit identification of processing requirements, the provision of 

adequate interpretive cues and acceptable evaluative schemas) increase 

the likelihood that a satiric message will succeed. Certain subject 

characteristics also increase the likelihood of HD3/HD13 success (low 

dogmatism or high tolerance). 

5.1.3 _A Summary of this Reevaluation 

This section began by considering the history of previous 

literature reviews. Based on that discussion, it was determined (1) 

that the reviews by Sternthal and Craig, Markiewicz, and Duncan were 

somewhat limited, particularly in regard to the scope of the 

literature they reviewed, (2) that the literature reviewed by Gruner 

was more complete but also somewhat dated, and (3) that there is 

therefore cause to reconsider the widely accepted generalizations 

offered by these reviews. 

Four things are clear from this reevaluation. First, the new 

analysis does not directly contradict earlier conclusions, rather it 

specifies some of the conditions under which different effects occur. 

For instance, successful CR11-CR15 humor has more positive source 

effects and less persuasive impact than successful HD8 humor. 

Second, these results highlight the importance of recognizing 

different humorous message forms, especially differences based on the 

structural nature of the message and the kind of processing that is 
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likely to be used. Perhaps the most notable finding from this 

reanalysis is that 90% of the studies reviewed by Sternthal and Craig, 

Markiewicz, Gruner, or Duncan involved so few humorous message types 

(at most, 7 out of 80). Furthermore, based on the analysis of ads 

reported in 4.2.3, only 27 of the 81 humorous ads (33%) fall into the 

HMT categories addressed by the literature cited in these reviews. 

At best, generalizations about humor which are based on this limited 

sample should be limited to the HMT types represented in the sample. 

Further still, given the significant differences observed between 

CR- and HD-effects, it seems risky to generalize across message types. 

Third, the conclusions arrived at in the reevaluation are 

consistent with the effects suggested by the ELM humor effects model. 

More particularly, in CR11-CR15 situations the ELM model suggests that 

there should be limited source effects and, for first exposure, 

negligible learning effects (see table 3.1, #'s 2 and 5). In HD3/HD13 

situations [satire involves both HI and H2], the model suggests that 

there can be strong learning and persuasion effects (see table 3.2, 

#'s 2, 4, 5 and 8). 

Finally, there are two other major differences between the types 

of humor employed in these experiments and those employed in 

advertising: (1) the messages employed in these studies were longer, 

more complex, and involved more arguments than typical ads, and (2) 

these messages were generally designed for a single exposure while 

ads are generally designed for multiple exposures. 

It is uncertain what these differences imply. At the very least, 

they should make us view these early findings as incomplete. For 
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instance, just because the set of CR11-CR15 studies reviewed here 

provides no evidence in support of learning effects, it would be hasty 

to conclude that no CR11-CR15 learning effects would occur after 

multiple exposure to the material (as the ELM humor model predicts). 

In short, given the general use of single-exposure manipulations, we 

should have more confidence in what these early studies confirm (e.g., 

significant CR11-CR15 source effects), than in what they fail to 

confirm (CR11-CR15 learning effects). 

5.2 Research on the Effects 
of Humor in Education 

Since the early 1970's there has been a growing body of research 

on the educational uses and effects of humor. Historically, education 

has been viewed as a sober undertaking that is not particularly suited 

for levity. Such critics remain, cautioning that the benefits of 

humor are at best limited and frequently purchased at the expense of 

important educational objectives (Schramm 1973 and Singer and Singer 

1979). Despite this view, many classroom teachers report that humor 

is a valuable asset, since attention—they argue—is a necessary 

prerequisite for learning. With the advent of educational television 

(especially products of the Children's Television Workshop) and new 

trends in textbook design, U.S. education has become "permeated with 

humor and other elements of entertainment" (Zillmann and Bryant 1983, 

p. 173). 

Developments and research related to "classroom humor" are 

reviewed in Bryant, Comisky and Zillmann 1979 and Pollio 1986. Trends 
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and research in "textbook humor" are reviewed in Bryant, Gula and 

Zillmann 1980. Developments and research in the use of humor in 

educational television are reviewed by McGhee 1980, Bryant, Hezel and 

Zillmann 1979, and Bryant, Alexander and Brown 1983. The best overall 

review of the uses and effects of humor in educational ventures is the 

1983 survey by Zillmann and Bryant. 

Increasingly, researchers suggest that three factors largely 

determine the educational effects of humor: (1) the age of the 

student, (2) the pedagogical relevance of the humor, and (3) the 

prior motivation of a subject to attend to the educational message. 

5.2.1 The Age of the Audience 

Most research on the use and effect of humor in education has 

focused on children, much of it on preschool and K-3. However, after 

extensively reviewing this work, Zillmann and Bryant conclude that 

adults and children react to humor in very different ways. 

Totally "unrelated" humor in educational messages can 
greatly facilitate information acquisition in children. 
With age this beneficial effect seems to weaken. The 
involvement of "related" humor, on the other hand, poses a 
risk for children in that, while some forms of relatedness 
may achieve beneficial effects, many other forms, such as 
irony, cynicism, and sarcasm—because they distort the 
related educational point—may foster misconceptions and 
thus impair information acquisition. It can be assumed that 
adult audiences, because of superior information processing 
skills, are far less likely to misinterpret reality-
distorting forms of humor, and "related" humor can thus be 
expected to be devoid of the discussed ill effects. 
Additionally, . . . humor that has no apparent connection to 
the educational message . . . may be met [by adults] with 
impatience, if not with annoyance. (1983, pp. 185-186) 

This pattern is clarified in figure 5.2. Based on the work they 

reviewed, Zillmann and Bryant offer several generalizations regarding 
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Unrelated Humor 

Related Humor 

10 

Age 

15 20 

Fig. 5.2. The effects of unrelated and related 
humor on information acquisition by 
students of varying ages.- (Adapted 
from Zillmann and Bryant 1983.) 
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the educational use of humor with children and with adults. These 

"tentative generalizations" are listed in figure 5.3. Since the focus 

of this dissertation is on advertising aimed at adults, research on 

children will not be reviewed. Although the HMT forms generally 

studied (CRll-15 or CR16-20) have limited use to advertising, research 

concerning educational television may ultimately offer considerable 

insights to advertisers. Of course, researchers of advertising to 

children should become familiar with work in that area. 

5.2.2 Research on the Educational 
Effects of Humor on Adult Audiences: 
_A Matter of Pedagogical Relevance 

The conclusions offered by Zillmann and Bryant (figure 5.3) 

summarize research related to adults (generally college students). 

This section looks more closely at the 10 studies which comprise that 

literature. Figure 5.4 classifies these studies according to the HMT. 

All ten studies focus on humor that is embedded in some type of 

serious (CRP) message (a text, a lecture or an educational television 

program). Nine employ thematically-related humor. Five include 

thematically-unrelated humor. In short, these ten studies consider 

fourteen humorous message forms which fall into two broad HMT sets: 9 

instances of CRll-15, and 5 instances of CR16-20. 

The effects of CR-humor on selective exposure and attention. In 

an investigation with high school seniors, Schleicher and Bryant 

(1982) found that students were drawn to a television monitor more 

often and for longer periods when the educational program contained 

rapidly-paced, rather than slower-paced, instances of humor. The 
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A. For children and adults: 

1. The involvement of gratifying humor in educational 
messages that compete with other messages for attention 
fosters superior selective exposure. 

B. For child audiences: 

1. Comparatively dense distributions of brief humorous 
episodes have stronger effect on selective exposure than the 
less frequent interspersion of larger humorous episodes. 

2. Humor that is unrelated to the message fosters 
superior attention and information acquisition. 

3. The frequent interspersion of small units of 
unrelated humor is superior to the less frequent use of 
larger units. 

4. As children's age increases, the positive effect of 
the use of unrelated humor on attention and information 
acquisition seems to grow weaker. 

5. Humor that is well integrated with the educational 
message, especially reality-distorting forms such as irony, 
may be confusing and impair information acquisition. 

6. The funniness of humorous stimuli involved in 
educational materials and the funniness of the source appear 
to be of no consequence for information acquisition. 

C. For adult audiences: 

1. In an educational setting such as a classroom, humor 
that is unrelated or irrelevant to the educational message 

a. injures teacher-student rapport and 
b. hinders information acquisition. 

2. Relevant humor has no immediate effect on learning, 
teacher appeal or perception of competence, but it 

a) can make the learning more enjoyable and 
b) may lead to superior retention. 

Fig. 5.3. The educational effects of humor on children and 
adults (adopted from Zillmann and Bryant 1983). 
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total amount of humor was held constant; only its dispersion varied. 

Apparently, for older adolescents, humorous clutter facilitates more 

selective exposure than clusters of humor. Humor used by these 

authors was thematically-unrelated. Pollio (1984) considered the 

value of humor for maintaining attention to a college lecture. When 

humorous lectures were interrupted after a humorous example, only 5-

10% of the students were off-target with respect to the point just 

made. When nonhumorous lectures were interrupted, 40-45% of the 

students proved inattentive. Apparently, whether one uses related 

(CRll-15) or unrelated (CR16-20) humor, injected humor can attract, 

sustain or restore an audience's attention. 

Information acquisition measured immediately after exposure. 

Four studies tested subjects for information acquisition immediately 

after exposure to the stimulus material. All four studies employed 

taped lectures that contained embedded instances of humor, and all 

four employed nonhumorous controls. 

Weinberg (1973) exposed classes to a recorded lecture. His 

design included a lecture with humorous examples, a lecture with 

nonhumorous examples and a lecture with no examples. Further each 

treatment group consisted of four subject groups: (1) low-anxious 

students with high I.Q., (2) high-anxious students with high I.Q., (3) 

low-anxious students with low I.Q., and (4) high-anxious students with 

low I.Q. No main effects for humor or repetition were observed. 

However, humor did interact significantly with anxiety and 

intelligence. Humor had no effect on HA/HI or LA/LI students. 

However, LA/HI students significantly benefited from humorous 
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High IQ Low IQ 

High Anxiety ns 

Low Anxiety + ns 

examples, while HA/LI students were significantly penalized by them. 

Apparently, stronger/less anxious students were able to take advantage 

of the humor, but weaker/more anxious students were either confused 

and frustrated. 

Kaplan and Pascoe (1977), who included treatments with no humor, 

unrelated humor, related humor and mixed humor, found no significant 

differences in overall learning. However, the acquisition or recall 

of nonhumorous information was affected by the presence of humor. 

Humorous information distracted subjects from nonhumorous information. 

Bahr (1978) inserted jokes into a taped lecture. These jokes 

substantiated various points in the lecture. Her treatments included 

30-, 20- and 10-joke versions, a nonhumorous control without verbal 

repetitions and a nonhumorous control with verbal repetitions. There 

was no significant effect on memory related to the amount of humor. 

All groups performed equally in overall recall. However, the humor 

and repetition groups all did better than the nonhumorous control on 

the recall of targeted information. Apparently, the humorous jokes 

served as a form of repetition, and the repetition (whether humorous 

or not) seemed to facilitate specific recall. 

Hezel, Bryant and Harris (1982) created four versions of a 

televised lecture: relevant humor, somewhat related humor, unrelated 

humor, and no humor. An immediate test for information acquisition 

showed that unrelated and somewhat related humor produced much lower 
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recall than did the nonhumorous control. On the other hand, relevant 

humor performed as well as, but no better than, the nonhumorous 

control. 

Does relevant CR-humor affect immediate recall? In all four 

studies, relevant C^-humor had no effect on overall learning. 

However, in several studies, subjects were in real classes covering 

material that "counted." If involvement and attention were already 

high (at a relative ceiling), the addition of humor could not increase 

overall learning. Instead, it would only serve to emphasize certain 

parts of the message. Findings by Kaplan-Pascoe and Bahr suggest that 

relevant humor (or the repetition effected by its use) can induce a 

reallocation of specific attention within the message. 

Weinberg's findings add to this picture by suggesting that 

anxiety and lower intelligence constrain one's ability to benefit from 

humor. In high involvement situations (such as real classes), humor 

response would normally be constrained by the seriousness of the 

situation. That is, it would be generally harder to shift subjects in 

and out of a playful mood. Only students who are most equipped to 

deal with the message and least anxious about negative consequences 

would be free and feel free to "go with" the humor and make the 

necessary pedagogical connection. (These were Weinberg's results.) 

But this limitation may not apply to advertising. In a less anxious 

or low involvement message situation, where one's attention is not 

obligatory and where no one is going to be tested, it may be easier 

for everyone to relax. And, since average attention to advertising is 
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low, the humor might enhance overall message attention and therefore 

overall recall (Zillmann and Bryant 1983, p. 174). McGhee suggests 

that personality variables (like general anxiety) and situational 

variables (like message context) may combine to produce a threshold 

"which separates facilitative from inhibitive effects" (1980, p. 190). 

But this is speculative. So far, there is evidence only that relevant 

CR-humor does not generally impair short term recall. 

Does unrelated or somewhat related humor affect immediate recall? 

Results from Hezel, Bryant and Harris strongly suggest that any humor 

that is not well-integrated and relevant to a critical point will 

significantly diminish information acquisition. On the other hand, 

using a very similar design, Kaplan and Pascoe found no evidence that 

unrelated humor had such a negative effect. 

Information acquisition measured after a_ delay. Two studies 

considered the effect of humor on learning measured some time after 

stimulus exposure. Kaplan and Pascoe (1977) retested their subjects 

after six weeks. Their initial results reversed. In the retest, 

relevant humor significantly enhanced recall of manipulated items, and 

it no longer diminished recall of unmanipulated items. This result 

suggests that relevant humor affects retention (and perhaps rehearsal) 

more than initial acquisition. Bahr (1978) also retested subjects, 

but after only one week. In her study, no reversal of effects 

occurred. If the effect observed by Kaplan and Pascoe does involve 

retention, the elapsed time allowed by Bahr may have been too brief to 

produce a similar effect. In any case, it appears that relevant CR:̂  

humor may enhance the long, term recall of targeted information. 



237 

The effect of unrelated CR-humor on tl^ attitude 

to^rds the source. Three studies considered the affect of 

thematically-unrelated humor on the educational source. Bryant, 

Crane, Comisky and Zillmann (1980) analyzed the correlation between 

student perceptions of college teachers and the amount and type of 

humor used by those teachers. Although unrelated humor did enhance 

the appeal of male teachers, it was not related to perceived 

effectiveness. Klein, Bryant and Zillmann (1982) analyzed student 

perceptions of college textbooks. Although unrelated humor increased 

a book's appeal, it detracted from the book's perceived effectiveness, 

from the amount a student thought he had learned from the book, and 

from the credibility of the author. Hezel, Bryant and Harris (1982) 

had students evaluate various humor-using lecturers. Lecturers who 

used unrelated humor were seen as slightly more appealing but 

significantly less motivating, clear, intelligent and informed than 

nonhumorous lecturers. The pattern is consistent. Despite a slight 

increase in appeal, an educational source's competence, credibility 

and effectiveness are substantially injured by the use of unrelated 

CR-humor. 

The effect of related CR-humor on the audience's attitude towards 

the source. Six studies considered the effect of thematically-related 

CR-humor on the source of an educational message. Bryant, Crane, 

Comisky and Zillmann (1980) found that the use of humor related to the 

subject matter was positively related to a teacher's perceived 

effectiveness, appeal, and delivery, but not to competence. Klein, 
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Bryant and Zillmann (1982) found that related humor was the only humor 

that did not detract from a textbook's perceived effectiveness. 

Although related humor made a book more appealing and more 

interesting, it diminished the credibility of the author. Hezel, 

Bryant and Harris (1982) found that lecturers who used relevant or 

even somewhat related humor were significantly more interesting, 

enjoyable, entertaining and appealing than nonhumorous lecturers. 

Only those who used relevant and well-integrated humor were considered 

more motivating. Furthermore, lecturers who used related or relevant 

humor were not considered significantly less intelligent or less 

informed than nonhumorous lecturers. Bryant, Brown, Silberberg and 

Elliot (1981) found similar effects concerning the use of cartoon 

illustrations in a textbook. Bahr (1978) found that the addition of 

thematically-related jokes made the teacher less boring and made the 

learning experience more enjoyable and interesting. On the other 

hand, Houndoumadi (1977) found that related CR-humor diminished the 

perceived truth, honesty, value and significance of prose material. 

Although these results are not entirely consistent, regarding related 

CR-humor, there are more positive than negative source effects. 

5.3 Research on the Effects of 
Humor in Advertising 

This section analyzes empirical research on humor effects in 

advertising. Research on humor-related gender-effects and/or sex 

roles (Whipple and Courtney 1980, Whipple and Courtney 1981) is not 

considered, and research on program context effects (Barnes 1980, 

Murphy, Cunningham and Wilcox 1979) is considered only when it offers 
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evidence concerning humor's communication effects absent any 

consideration of context. Generally, findings related to gender-and 

context-effects are not discussed. 

Sixteen studies that report or reanalyze empirical data on the 

effects of humor in advertising are listed in figure 5.5. Ten of 

these studies examine the use of humor in radio commercials (#1-10), 

three examine humor in print ads (#11-13), and three examine humor in 

television ads (#14-16). Two of these studies (#12 and 15) are 

correlational analyses of secondary data (copy testing scores). The 

other fourteen are based on experimental data. Cantor's 1981 study 

(which used children who were 3 to 9 years old) was not included in 

this review since the research in education suggests that children 

process humorous communications very differently than adults. 

5.3.1 Experimental Research 

Fourteen experimental studies are identified (E) in figure 

5.5. In fact, these fourteen studies represent only nine separate 

experiments. The articles and comments by Gelb, Zinkhan and Nelson 

(#7-10) discuss data from a single experiment. (In this analysis, 

they will be collectively referred to as #7.) Likewise, the three 

articles by Nelson, Duncan and Frontczak (#4-6) draw on material from 

a single experiment. (They will be collectively referred to as #4.) 

On the other hand, six experiments (#2,4,7,11,13,16) used multiple 

manipulations and reported results in such a way that different 

manipulations can, at least in part, be treated independently. In 

sum, 9 experiments, discussed in 14 articles, report the results of 
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STUDIES OF HUMOR'S EFFECTS IN RADIO ADS: 

1. Cantor and Venus 1980 (E) 

2. Madden 1982 (E) 

3. Lammers, Leibowitz, Seymour and Hennessey 1983 (E) 

4. Duncan and Nelson 1985 (E) 

5. Duncan, Nelson and Frontczak 1985 (E) 

6. Nelson, Duncan and Frontczak 1985 (E) 

7. Gelb and Zinkhan 1985 (E) 

8. Gelb and Zinkhan 1986 (E) 

9. Nelson 1987 (Reanalysis of Gelb and Zinkhan 1986) (E) 

10. Zinkhan and Gelb 1987 (Response to Nelson 1987) (E) 

STUDIES OF HUMOR'S EFFECTS IN PRINT ADS: 

11. Brooker 1981 (E) 

12. Madden and Weinberger 1982 (C) 

13. Gelb and Pickett 1983 (E) 

STUDIES OF HUMOR'S EFFECTS IN TELEVISION ADS: 

14. Murphy, Cunningham and Wilcox 1979 (E) 

15. Topline 1982 (C) 

16. Belch and Belch 1984 (E) 

Fig. 5.5. Sixteen empirical studies of humorous advertising 
and adult audiences. Fourteen of these studies 
are experimental (E); two are correlational (C). 
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20 humor manipulations. Methodology will be discussed across the nine 

experiments. Results will be discussed across the twenty humor 

manipulations. 

A comparative analysis of methodolo^ used in nine humor 

experiments. Methodological details pertaining to these nine 

experiments is summarized in figure 5.6. This summary suggests that 

research in this area has taken many forms. For that reason, it is 

risky to generalize across these nine experiments. Furthermore, this 

analysis points up several major limitations concerning prior 

research of humor in advertising. First, generalizability is probably 

limited by the fact that (a) these experiments use only a few HMT 

types and few replications, (b) most experiments use student subjects, 

and (c) ads represent only a few product categories with an emphasis 

on unfamiliar (new) products. Second, the use of immediate measures 

may overlook delayed effects that have been reported in the 

educational literature. Third, studies that run subjects individually 

may enhance the artificiality of the experimental environment and 

thereby suppress normal humor response. Finally, analyses that depend 

entirely on manipulated humor, rather than perceived humor, probably 

understate the effect of successful humor manipulations—a problem 

that is particularly troublesome when the humor manipulation is 

relatively weak. 

An analysis of experimental findings based on twenty humor 

manipulations. As mentioned previously, the nine experiments included 

twenty independent humor manipulations. (See table 5.9.) Some 

experiments replicate humor type across products (#2,4,11). Some 
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SUBJECTS: 

Seven experiments used college students. Two (#11 and 13) used 
other adult populations. 

HUMOR STIMULI: 

Six experiments included only one humorous message type; two 
included two types (#2 and 13); and one included three (#4). 

Four studies used multiple ads for each humor type included in 
the design (#2,7,11,14). 

Five experiments used humorous ads from only one product 
category; three used ads from two categories (#2,7,11); and one 
used ads from three (#14). 

Five studies used ads for unfamiliar products; three used ads for 
familiar products (#11,13,14); one used both (#2), 

Five experiments employed ads especially constructed for the 
experiment, and four used real ads (#3,13,14,16). 

EXPERIMENTAL PROCEDURE: 

Four studies ran individual subjects (#1,2,4,13); two ran small 
groups (#3 and 16); one ran large groups (#14). 

All but two experiments (#7 and 16) exposed subjects to 
experimental stimuli only once. 

Six studies took measures immediately (#2,4,11,13,14,16); one 
took them after a forced delay (#1); and two took measures both 
inmiediately and after a delay (#3 and 7). 

DESIGN AND ANALYSIS: 

Six experiments (#1,2,3,4,11,16) included nonhumorous ads that 
specifically matched humorous ads; one experiment (#14) used 
nonhumorous ads that were not specifically matched; and two 
experiments used no nonhumorous control (#7 and 13). 

Five experiments based their analyses on manipulated humor 
(#1,2,3,14,16); three based their analyses on perceived humor 
(#7,11,13); and one used both (#4). 

Fig. 5.6. A methodological comparison of nine experiments 
that involved humor in advertising. 
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TWENTY EXPERIMENTAL MANIPULATIONS OF 
HUMOR IN ADVERTISING 
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Code HMT Description 

Cantor and Venus la HD3 

Madden 

Lammers et al. 

Duncan and Nelson 

Gelb and Zinkhan 

Brooker 

Gelb and Pickett 

Murphy et al. 

Belch and Belch 

2a 
2b 
2c 
2d 
2e 

3a 

4a 
4b 
4c 

7a 
7b 

11a 
lib 

13a 
13b 

14a 

16a 
16b 
16c 

CR18 
HD5 
CR18 
HD5 
mixed 

CRll-15 

CR3 
CR13 
CR23 

CRll 
CRll 

CRl 
CRl 

CRl 
CR3 

HDl-5 

HDl-5 
HDl-5 
HDl-5 

unfamiliar newsmagazine 

milk—unrelated humor 
milk—integrated humor 
SAM—unrelated humor 
SAM—integrated humor 
global analysis in chapter 
5 of Madden's dissertation 

industrial sound sheets— 
a highly unfamiliar product 

unfamiliar product—initial 
same—embedded in middle 
same—at the end of the ad 

unfamiliar corn chips 
unfamiliar cola 

toothbrush (4 replications) 
flu vaccine (4 replications) 

ironic health message 
satiric health message 

3 unfamiliar products 

familiar product—1 exposure, 
same product—3 exposures, 
same product—5 exposures. 
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employ more than one type of humorous message (#2,7,13). One varies 

level of exposure to a single message (#16). Since our focus is on 

humor effects associated with particular cells (or ranges of cells) in 

the HMT, the appropriate unit of analysis is the independent humor 

manipulation. Note that this decomposition is limited to and by the 

data reported. It is not restricted to the conclusions drawn by the 

original investigators, who often pooled the results of several 

distinct manipulations. In brief, wherever sufficient data was 

available, the results of independent manipulations are treated 

independently. 

In figure 5.7, these twenty manipulations are classified 

according to the Humorous Message Taxonomy. It is worth noting that 

(1) only two manipulations involved thematically-unrelated humor, (2) 

no manipulations involved PR-message, (3) 58% involved CR-forms, and 

(4) 42% involved HD-forms. This pattern is generally consistent with 

research in other areas. Table 5.10 compares HMT types that were 

studied across various research areas. 

TABLE 5.10 

THE NUMBER OF HMT TYPES STUDIED 
ACROSS ALL RESEARCH AREAS 

CRl-5 CRll-15 CR21-25 CR16-20 HDl-5 

Speech, etc. 1 24 2 21 

Education 9 5 

Advertising ^ A i — — 

Total 6 37 1 9 28 
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Fig. 5.7. An HMT classification of experimental manipulations of 
humor in print, radio and television advertising. 
Madden's structural analysis (table 5.9, #2e) used 
mixed types and therefore was not included in this 
classification. 
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Detailed results of the twenty experimental manipulations are 

summarized in table 5.11. This research suggests that humor has a 

positive effect on attention, attitude toward the ad, and attitude 

toward the product. Other effects are less consistent: 

1. Attention. All but two find positive effects. Both ns-

findings involve humor that is not related to the product message. 

2. Comprehension. Stimuli that involve thematically-related, 

structurally integrated humor produce one positive result and one ns-

finding. Both manipulations involving unrelated humor result in ns-

findings. 

3. Recall. All of the negative findings involve ads for 

unfamiliar products, thematically-unrelated humor or both. Positive 

results are associated with both familiar and unfamiliar products, but 

never with unrelated humor. 

4. Cognitive Response. The only negative effect involves 

immediate (versus delayed) measures of cognitive response. Otherwise, 

humor is related to the generation of more positive thoughts and fewer 

negative thoughts. 

5. Attitude toward the source. Humor positively affects source 

"credibility" three times and negatively affects it three times. All 

positive source effects (re credibility and worthiness) are related to 

the use of thematically related humor. 

6. Attitude toward the ad. Very positive and consistent 

results. The only negative results is a gender effect. Humor reduced 

A-ad for females who viewed an unfamiliar "industrial" ad. 
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TABLE 5.11 

AN ANALYSIS OF COMMUNICATION EFFECTS PRODUCED BY 
TWENTY HUMOR MANIPULATIONS 

la 
2a 
2b 
2c 
2d 
2e 
3a 
4a 
4b 
4c 
7a 
7b 
11a 
lib 
13a 
13b 
14a 
16a 
16b 
16c 

Total 

pos 
neg 
ns 

Att 

ns 
+ 
ns 
+ 

+ 
+ 
+ 

7 

5 
— 

2 

Com 

ns 
ns 
ns 
+ 

4 

1 
— 

3 

Rec 

— 

— 

ns 
— 

+ 

— 

+ 
+ 
ns 
? 
? 

+/-
ns 
+ 
ns 

14 

5 
5 
4 

C-R 

-/+ 

+ 
+ 
+ 

5 

4 
1 
-

A-s 

— 

— 

ns 
^ 

ns 
ns 
+/ns 
+/ns 

+ 
+ 
+ 

13 

5 
3 
5 

A-a 

-/+ 
+ 
+ 
+ 
+ 
+ 

+ 
+ 

+ 
+ 
+ 

12 

11 
1 
-

A-p 

ns 

+ 
+ 
+ 
ns/+ 
ns/+ 
ns 
ns 

ns 
+ 
ns 

13 

6 
— 

7 

P/Y 

+ 

ns 
ns 

3 

1 
— 

2 

B-I 

ns 
ns 
ns 
ns/+ 
ns/+ 
ns 
ns 
ns 
ns 

ns 
+ 
ns 

14 

3 
— 

11 

WO 

+ 
— 

2 

1 
1 
— 

(note #1) 

(note #2) 
(note #2) 

(note #3) 
(note #3) 
(note #4) 

KEY: Att = attention. Com = comprehension, Rec = recall, C-R = 
cognitive response, A-s = attitude toward the source, A-a = attitude 
toward the ad, A-p = attitude toward the product, P/Y = persuasion or 
yielding, B-I = behavioral intent, and WO = wearout. 

Note #1: Immediate measures of proargumentation (-) and delayed 
measures (+). Male A-ad (+) and female A-ad (-). 

Note #2: Nelson strongly challenges the validity of G&Z's recall 
measure (hence ?). The direct effect of H on A-p and B-I is ns; 
according to Nelson, the total effect (direct and indirect) is +, 

Note #3: Sponsor image (+) and credibility (ns). 

Note #4: Aided recall (+) and unaided (-). 
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7. Attitude toward the product. There are no negative effects. 

Positive effects and ns-findings occur across many conditions. 

8. Persuasion or yielding. Madden's (#2) positive finding uses 

casual modeling. As Nelson argues (#9), the effect of humor on latter 

stages of the persuasion process is not likely to be detected unless 

one considers the total effect (both direct and indirect paths). 

9. Behavioral intent. Positive effects are found only when the 

analyst considers the total effect of humor [see previous comment] 

and/or when subjects are exposed to the humor manipulation more than 

once (7a,7b,16b). 

10. Wearout. Humor wears out slower under conditions of moderate 

repetition. It wears out faster with heavy repetition. 

_A comparison of CR- AND HD-results. As should be clear from an 

earlier discussion, these manipulations differ in many ways. Even 

within a range of HMT cells, such as CR-ads with thematically-related 

humor, there are subject-, stimulus-, design-, analysis- and 

procedural-differences like those listed in figure 5.6. Nonetheless, 

since many of the manipulations classified in figure 5.7 fall into two 

broad groups (CR-ads with related humor and HD-ads with related 

humor), we will consider whether they produce similar humor effects. 

For purposes of this analysis, the nine effects listed on table 

5.11 have been collapsed into five broad categories. Comprehension 

was expanded to include recall and cognitive response. Persuasion was 

expanded to include attitude toward the product and behavioral intent. 

Manipulations were credited with the average of all signs in each new 

category. Seventeen manipulations (10 CR and 7 HD) were then compared 
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across the five effects. Two statistics were determined: (1) the 

percentage of significant results, and (2) the percentage of 

significant positive results. Results of this analysis are reported 

in table 5.12. 

TABLE 5.12 

A COMPARISON OF HUMOR EFFECTS IN CR-ADS 
TO HUMOR EFFECTS IN HD-ADS 

Attention 

A-ad 

Persuasion 

Comprehensioi 

EFFECTS IN 
CR-ADVERTISEMENTS 

# 

3 

9 

9 

1 6 

% sig 

100 

100 

45 

83 

% pos 

100 

94 

100 

40 

EFFECTS IN 
HD-ADVERTISEMENTS 

# 

2 

3 

4 

7 

% sig 

100 

100 

25 

87 

% pos 

100 

100 

100 

75 

A-source 4 50 100 5 100 60 

The number of effects is so small that the following comments 

must be tentative. There appear to be four different cases. In two, 

CR- and HD-ads appear similar. In the other two, they probably 

differ. First, regarding attention and attitude toward the ad, CR-

and HD-ads produce very similar results. That is, it is very likely 

that a manipulation will produce a significant result, and it is 

almost certain to be positive. These are, of course, the positive 

humor effects most frequently cited. The important point here is that 

they seem equally common in both message types (CR and HD). Second, 

in regard to persuasion, neither CR- or HD-ads are likely to produce a 
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significant effect. However, if they do, it is almost certain to be 

positive. Apparently, the persuasive effect of humor is positive, but 

it is not likely to show up after a single exposure. Again, CR- and 

HD-ads do not seem to differ much. 

Third, in regard to comprehension, CR- and HD-ads differ 

somewhat. Both are likely and equally likely to demonstrate a 

significant comprehension effect, but the direction of that effect 

may depend on the type of message. CR-ads produce more negative 

effects. HD-ads produce more positive effects. Perhaps, HD-ads 

increase the amount of thought and the number of positive thoughts, 

while CR-ads create more distraction. Finally, in regard to attitude 

toward the source, CR- and HD-ads also differ. HD-ads are very likely 

to demonstrate significant effects, and these results are sometimes 

negative. CR-ads are not as likely to produce a significant A-s 

effect, but the effect is always positive. Since A-s is generally 

operationalized as the credibility or trustworthiness of the source, 

it may be that subjects are simply responding to the overall tone of 

the message. Perhaps messages that appear serious (CR) are 

considered to be more credible than messages which appear playful 

(HD). In any case, the credibility of the source, which was very 

negatively affected by humor in the education research, seems to have 

less negative impact in advertising (comparing CR educational messages 

to CR-ads). This may result from different expectations regarding the 

behavior of a credible source in different message contexts (education 

versus advertising). 



251 

In conclusion, the literature cited here does not support a major 

difference in the effects of CR-humor versus HD-humor. Only two 

rather small differences are observed. On the other hand, given that 

these manipulations varied in so many ways, one cannot conclude that 

there are no major differences—only that such differences are not 

apparent from this set of studies. A comparative study along the 

lines of Madden's (#2) is needed. Unfortunately, Madden's CR-ads did 

not use relevant humor, and no other study has compared CR-forms to 

HD-forms. 

5.3.2 Correlational Research 

The two correlational studies (#12 and 15) avoid some of the 

limitations related to experimental research, particularly limitations 

affecting generalizability. They are also notable as the only studies 

that considered the effect of humor in PR-messages. 

Madden and Weinberger (1982) looked at Starch scores for 51 

unique liquor ads. Each score is based on a sample of 100-150 adults. 

These 5000-7000 subjects represented the readership of 12 national 

magazines. Further, it is safe to assume that the 51 ads represented 

many humorous message types. Likewise, the McColIum/Spielman article 

(Topline 1982) examined scores for approximately 500 television 

commercials. Each score represents numerous adult subjects, the 500 

ads cut across many product categories, and the 500 ads probably 

include many humorous message types. 

In short, these two correlational studies represent the pooled 

effectiveness of those humorous message types used by_ advertisers. 
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These studies found humor to be more effective than other executions 

in gaining attention (#12), holding attention (#12), memorability 

(#15), and attitude change (#15). In no case did they find humor 

generally less effective than the average of other executions. 

Finally, the Topline article presents evidence that humor is much 

less effective for unfamiliar products. Likewise, it found that humor 

is less effective when it is unrelated to the product. These two 

patterns also can be observed in the experimental data. Of 11 

negative effects found in the experimental studies (table 5.11), all 

but 2 involved either unrelated humor or unfamiliar products. 

5.4 _A Summary of Findings 

Section 5.1 considered 50 studies from speech, journalism, 

communication and psychology. This literature is the basis for 

conclusions popularized by reviews by Sternthal and Craig, Markiewicz, 

Gruner and Duncan. Analysis demonstrated that most of these articles 

(90%) focused on two very small sets of HMT types (CRll-15 and 

HD3/13). Although the humor effects observed were consistent with the 

ELM model of humorous message processing, this research may have 

limited relevance for advertising. The HMT types investigated 

represent only one third of the ads classified in the CBS survey, and 

the manipulations analyzed in section 5.1 differ considerably, in 

length and content, from television commercials (30 minute speeches 

versus 30 second spots). 

Section 5.2 reviewed ten education articles. Nine had studied 

the effect of embedding relevant humor in an educational communication 
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(CRll-15); five had studied the effect of injecting unrelated humor 

(CR16-20). Educational findings are summarized in figure 5.3. This 

research overlaps and extends earlier work. It underscores the 

importance of thematic (pedagogical) relevance for adult subjects, and 

finds only limited evidence of negative effects for related humor. 

Some of these studies seem more relevant to advertising since humor 

can function on educational TV (or in the classroom) much as it does 

in a commercial where communicators must compete for the attention of 

uninvolved subjects in a distracting environment. On the other hand, 

educational communications differ in an important way from ads. 

Subjects' expectations regarding education are more serious, more 

earnest. Hence, humor frequently diminishes the perceived 

scholarliness or credibility of an educator. Since subjects do not 

expect advertising to be so serious, this sort of negative attribution 

may not occur in an advertising context. 

Section 5.3 reviewed sixteen advertising studies. Once again, 

the focus was split between CR- and HD-forms which employed 

thematically-related humor. Five manipulations involved initial CR-

humor. In several instances, the humor manipulation was very weak. 

In all, positive effects were more frequent than negative, and 

positive effects were—at least occasionally—observed across a full 

range of dependent measures (from attention to persuasion). There was 

little evidence that effectiveness on any particular variable is 

primarily associated with only one type of humor (CR or HD). On the 

other hand, humorous ads are more likely to succeed when the humor is 

relevant and the product is familiar. Since the studies considered 
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in this section varied so much in stimuli, design, procedure and 

analysis, it is difficult to draw conclusions about the differential 

effects of individual HMT types. 

Finally, none of the 76 studies reviewed specifically 

considered PR-messages. Yet PR-forms accounted for 22% 

of the humorous ads surveyed. For that matter, at least 22 of 

the 28 HD-messages reviewed constituted satire, rather than other HD-

forms. But nonsatiric HD-forms accounted for 54% of all humorous ads 

classified in the descriptive survey. In short, while the 76 studies 

reported in this chapter can speak to the effectiveness and 

limitations of certain CR-types (CR11-CR15) and even—perhaps—of 

satire (HD3/13) , they hardly consider the HMT forms most frequently 

employed by advertisers (PR-forms and HD-forms other than satire). 






