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Ameta-analysis of positive humor
in the workplace

Jessica Mesmer-Magnus and David J. Glew
Department of Management, University of North Carolina Wilmington,

Wilmington, North Carolina, USA, and

Chockalingam Viswesvaran
Department of Psychology, Florida International University, Miami, Florida, USA

Abstract
Purpose – The benefits of humor for general well-being have long been touted. Past empirical
research has suggested that some of these benefits also exist in the work domain. However, there is
little shared understanding as to the role of humor in the workplace. The purpose of this paper is to
address two main gaps in the humor literature. First, the authors summarize several challenges
researchers face in defining and operationalizing humor, and offer an integrative conceptualization
which may be used to consolidate and interpret seemingly disparate research streams. Second,
meta-analysis is used to explore the possibility that positive humor is associated with: employee health
(e.g. burnout, health) and work-related outcomes (e.g. performance, job satisfaction, withdrawal); with
perceived supervisor/leader effectiveness (e.g. perceived leader performance, follower approval); and
may mitigate the deleterious effects of workplace stress on employee burnout.

Design/methodology/approach – The authors examine the results of prior research using
meta-analysis (k ¼ 49, n ¼ 8,532) in order to explore humor’s potential role in organizational and
employee effectiveness.

Findings – Results suggest employee humor is associated with enhanced work performance,
satisfaction, workgroup cohesion, health, and coping effectiveness, as well as decreased burnout,
stress, and work withdrawal. Supervisor use of humor is associated with enhanced subordinate work
performance, satisfaction, perception of supervisor performance, satisfaction with supervisor, and
workgroup cohesion, as well as reduced work withdrawal.

Research limitations/implications – Profitable avenues for future research include: clarifying the
humor construct and determining how current humor scales tap this construct; exploring the role of
negative forms of humor, as they likely have different workplace effects; the role of humor by
coworkers; a number of potential moderators of the humor relationships, including type of humor, job
level and industry type; and personality correlates of humor use and appreciation.

Practical implications – The authors recommend caution be exercised when attempting to
cultivate humor in the workplace, as this may raise legal concerns (e.g. derogatory or sexist humor),
but efforts aimed at encouraging self-directed/coping humor may have the potential to innocuously
buffer negative effects of workplace stress.

Originality/value – Although psychologists have long recognized the value of humor for general
well-being, organizational scholars have devoted comparatively little research to exploring benefits of
workplace humor. Results underscore benefits of humor for work outcomes, encourage future
research, and offer managerial insights on the value of creating a workplace context supportive of
positive forms of humor.

Keywords Humour, Job satisfaction, Morale, Employees behaviour, Supervisor effectiveness,
Subordinate performance, Workgroup cohesion, Burnout

Paper type Research paper

The current issue and full text archive of this journal is available at
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Any man who has had the job I’ve had and didn’t have a sense of humor wouldn’t still be here
(Harry S. Truman).

Having a sense of humor has long been thought to decrease depression, anxiety and
stress, as well as enhance one’s mood, immunity to illness, and life/family satisfaction
(e.g. Celso et al., 2003; Martin, 1996; Lefcourt, 2001; Martin, 2001; Martin and Dobbins,
1988; McGhee, 1999). In the 1980s researchers began to explore the possibility that
sense of humor may also contribute to workplace effectiveness (e.g. Bizi et al., 1988;
Burford, 1985, 1987; Decker, 1987; Duncan, 1982, 1984, 1985; Malone, 1980; Nezu et al.,
1988; Parsons, 1988; Remington, 1985). Indeed, empirical research has reported positive
associations between sense of humor and creativity, socialization, employee bonding,
rapport and morale (Clouse and Spurgeon, 1995; Duncan et al., 1990; Holmes and
Marra, 2002; O’Quin and Derks, 1997; Romero and Cruthirds, 2006). Positive workplace
humor has been found to alleviate boredom and frustration (e.g. Duncan, 1982; Malone,
1980; Pryor et al., 2010; Roy, 1960; Sykes, 1966), promote effective communication
(e.g. Lippitt, 1982; Sherman, 1988), and reduce social distances between people yielding
improved peer relations (e.g. Kane et al., 1977; Masten, 1986; Sherman, 1988). Research
also suggests positive humor may have the potential to buffer the deleterious effects of
workplace stress through its use as a coping mechanism (helping promote relaxation,
tension reduction, and dealing with disappointments; Lippitt, 1982), and its ability to
lubricate social interactions in stressful circumstances (Martin et al., 2003).

In the present study, we address two main gaps in the humor literature. First, we
summarize several challenges researchers face in defining and operationalizing humor,
and offer an integrative conceptualization which may be used to consolidate and
interpret seemingly disparate research streams. Second, we use meta-analysis to
explore the possibility that positive humor:

. is associated with employee health (e.g. burnout, health) and work-related
outcomes (e.g. performance, job satisfaction, withdrawal);

. is associated with perceived supervisor/leader effectiveness (e.g. perceived leader
performance, follower approval); and

. may mitigate the deleterious effects of workplace stress on employee burnout.

Figure 1 provides an overview of the relationships examined in this meta-analysis.

Humor: a theoretical overview
Researchers have spent centuries trying to isolate a definition for “humor” and to
describe what it means to say someone has a “sense of humor”. However, these efforts
have been fraught with complications given the complexity of the humor construct
(Allport, 1961; Foot, 1991; Freud, 1928; Kuiper and Martin, 1998; Martin, 2001; Martin
et al., 2003; Maslow, 1954; Robert and Yan, 2007; Vaillant, 1977; Warnars-Kleverlaan
et al., 1996). A review of the extant theoretical literature on humor suggests there are at
least four contributing factors that make defining and operationalizing humor difficult:

(1) the terms “humor” and “sense of humor” are often used interchangeably;

(2) humor is multi-dimensional and the dimensions are seemingly diverse;

(3) humor is quantified in various ways; and

(4) there are numerous humor styles, some positive and some negative.
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Semantics
One difficulty in operationalizing the humor construct may be semantic; some authors
seem to use “humor” and “sense of humor” interchangeably, when in fact they refer to
different aspects of the humor construct. To complicate matters further, there exists an
array of definitions of both humor and sense of humor in the literature. For instance,
Martineau (1972, p. 114) views humor as “any communicative instance which is
perceived as humorous”. Crawford (1994, p. 57) defines humor as verbal and nonverbal
communication which produces a “positive cognitive or affective response from
listeners”. More recent definitions include those of Romero and Cruthirds (2006, p. 59),
“amusing communications that produce positive emotions and cognitions in the
individual, group, or organization”, and Robert and Yan (2007, p. 209), “an intentional
form of social communication delivered by a ‘producer’ toward an ‘audience’”. Clearly,
“humor is fundamentally a communicative activity” (Lynch, 2002, p. 423), but whether
it is a stimulus, a cognitive process, an emotional or behavioral response, or all of these,
remains somewhat of a debate among researchers (e.g. Martin, 2001). Importantly,
researchers studying the benefits of humor in the workplace have tended to focus on a

Figure 1.
Correlates of employee

and leader positive humor
examined in this

meta-analysis
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concept called successful humor, defined as mutually amusing communications,
wherein communications “intended by the speaker(s) to be amusing [are also]
perceived to be amusing by” recipients (Holmes and Marra, 2002, p. 1693; cf. Crawford,
1994; Lynch, 2002; Martineau, 1972; Robert and Yan, 2007).

Proffered conceptualizations of “sense of humor” have ranged from describing sense
of humor as a social skill (e.g. Foot, 1991; Goodman, 1983; Martineau, 1972;
Warnars-Kleverlaan et al., 1996), an emotion-related personality trait (e.g. habitual
cheerfulness; Ruch, 1996, 1998; Ruch and Kohler, 1998), a cognitive ability or process
(e.g. ability to create, understand, or reproduce jokes; Feingold and Mazzella, 1993;
Martin, 2001), an interpersonal communication behavior (e.g. Sherman, 1988), an
aesthetic or behavioral response (e.g. appreciation or enjoyment of humorous material;
Martin, 2001; Ruch and Hehl, 1998), a habitual behavior pattern (e.g. tendency to laugh or
tell jokes to amuse others; Craik et al., 1996; Martin and Lefcourt, 1984), a perspective or
attitude about life (e.g. positive attitude about humor; jovial or bemused outlook on the
world; Berg, 1990; Svebak, 1996), and a coping strategy or defense mechanism
(e.g. tendency to maintain a humorous perspective despite adverse conditions; Lefcourt
and Martin, 1986). The diversity of conceptualizations across studies suggest sense of
humor has unique manifestations, but most humor researchers agree that ‘sense of
humor’ is a personality trait that enables a person to recognize and use successful humor
as a coping mechanism and/or for social/affiliative communications/interactions (Lynch,
2002; Martin, 1996; Martin et al., 2003; Thorson and Powell, 1993a).

Dimensions of humor
Another challenge in defining humor is capturing its many and diverse dimensions.
Thorson and Powell (1993b) articulated four dimensions of humor in their
Multidimensional Sense of Humor Scale (MSHS): the ability to:

(1) be humorous, have a sense of playfulness, and have a good time;

(2) recognize humor, life’s absurdities, and oneself as a humorous person;

(3) appreciate humor as well as humorous people and situations; and

(4) use humor as a coping and adaptive mechanism, being able to laugh at
problems and/or deal with difficult situations.

Other authors have focused on some but not all of these components in their efforts
to operationalize the humor construct. For example, Svebak (1974) assessed only
three dimensions of humor in his Sense of Humor Questionnaire (SHQ), which
included:

(1) sensitivity to humor, ability to notice humorous stimuli in one’s environment;

(2) attitudes toward humor, perceived value of humor in one’s life; and

(3) expression of humor, the ability to express and suppress humor emotions.

And, Martin and Lefcourt (1983) focused on only the coping dimension of humor in
their Coping Humor Scale (CHS). As is summarized in Table I, there has been a great
deal of variability in how humor researchers have conceptualized the dimensionality of
humor.
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Various quantifications of sense of humor
Further contributing to the difficulty of converging on a single meaning of humor is the
variety of perspectives regarding how to quantify “sense of humor”. According to
Eysenck (1972), sense of humor may be quantified from three unique perspectives:

(1) a conformist sense, emphasizing the degree of similarity between people’s
appreciation of humorous material;

(2) a quantitative sense, referring to how often a person laughs/smiles and/or how
often he/she is amused; and

(3) a productive sense, focusing on the extent to which the person tells funny
stories and/or amuses other people.

Indeed, a review of the scales summarized in Table I indicates that authors of common
humor scales are not consistent in how they quantify sense of humor. For example,
whereas Feingold’s (1983) Humor Perceptiveness Test operationalizes sense of humor
in the conformist sense, assessing the extent to which respondents know a number of
“funny” jokes, Ellis’ (1991) Ellis Humor Instrument operationalizes it in the
quantitative sense, assessing the frequency with which the respondent
laughs/smiles, and Bowling et al.’s (2004) Sense of Humor Scale operationalizes it in
the productive sense, assessing how often a respondent tells jokes or attempts to amuse
others. Such diversity across scales likely contributes to conceptual ambiguity and
offers additional evidence of the multidimensionality of humor.

Humor styles
A fourth complication arises from the variety of styles individuals may adopt in their
attempts at humor (e.g. collaborative/beneficial versus competitive/detrimental humor
styles; Holmes and Marra (2002). Romero and Cruthirds (2006) elaborated five humor
styles which vary by the extent to which they are collaborative versus competitive in
nature/effect:

(1) affiliative humor – non-threatening, non-hostile humor used to enhance social
interactions;

(2) self-enhancing humor – humor centered internally that is used as a coping
mechanism to buffer against stress;

(3) aggressive humor – humor used to victimize, ridicule or belittle others;

(4) mild-aggressive humor – teasing, like that used to communicate a
reprimanding message with a humorous undertone; and

(5) self-defeating humor – humor used to lower one’s own social status so as to be
more approachable.

Considering how humor styles may differ across cultures (Kalliny et al., 2006) the
impact of style on the meaning of humor is potentially profound.

Integrating the humor construct
Martin et al. (2003) organized the extant literature on humor according to a
two-dimensional framework; Figure 2 offers a visual adaptation of their theoretical
model. According to this framework, various conceptualizations of humor (definitions,
styles, uses) may be organized according to whether the humor is used to enhance the
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self (intra-psychic) or used to enhance one’s relationships with others
(interpersonal/social); and whether the humor is relatively benign, benevolent,
and/or positive or whether the humor is potentially detrimental, injurious, and/or
negative. This two-dimensional conceptualization yields four humor types/categories
(two which are positive, coping/self-enhancing and affiliative, and two which are
negative, self-defeating and aggressive), within which prior research results and scale
types might be organized. The vast majority of research on humor in the workplace
has explored positive/successful humor.

Our review of the extant literature yields three additional insights which may
further consolidate the seemingly disparate views of humor. First, researchers tend to
agree that sense of humor is a stable personality trait that creates a propensity to use
and recognize successful humor (Ruch, 1994, 1996, 1998; Ruch and Kohler, 1998),
regardless of style in which it is manifested. Second, although there are many
dimensions of humor, they are not necessarily mutually exclusive (e.g. a humorous

Figure 2.
Theoretical domain of

studies of humor in the
workplace

Positive humor
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communication may have both coping and affiliative effects). And, similar to the
multiple dimensions of other complex constructs (e.g. organizational justice,
commitment), the dimensions of humor may operate simultaneously. Third, humor
styles may alter how humor is used and perceived by people, but they do not change
what humor is (i.e. mutually amusing communications; Crawford, 1994; Holmes and
Marra, 2002; Lynch, 2002; Martineau, 1972; Robert and Yan, 2007). Taken together,
these insights suggest that although the various humor scales in existence (as well as
the theoretical conceptualizations on which they are based) may be assessing different
aspects of a person’s sense of humor and may be quantifying it in different ways, they
are tapping into the same overarching construct.

The role of positive humor in the workplace
In this study, we cumulate the extant literature on positive forms of humor in the
workplace to explore the extent to which positive (coping or affiliative) humor is
associated with desirable employee, team, and leader outcomes as well as the extent to
which such humor may buffer the effects of workplace stress on employee burnout.
Figure 1 summarizes the relationships we examine in this study.

Employee positive humor
Much humor research is focused on humor’s effects on four personal outcomes: burnout,
stress, coping, and health. The effects of humor on such personal outcomes has been
explained in terms of more effective biological responses as well as due to enhanced
quality of social support networks (Martin, 2001). The effects of humor on effective
biological functioning is enshrined in folklore in well-known statements like “laughter is
the best medicine” and proverbs like “a merry heart doeth good like a medicine” (as
quoted in Martin, 2001, p. 504). Empirical research suggests laughter can positively affect
cardiovascular functioning (Fry, 1994), and the positive emotions generated by humor
may have analgesic or immuno-enhancing effects (Bruehl et al., 1993). Research also
suggests individuals with a sense of humor are more socially competent and
interpersonally adaptive (e.g. Masten, 1986), characteristics which facilitate the
construction and maintenance of a wide social support network. As people with a
sense of humor are more enjoyable to be around, a sense of humor may help buffer the
effects of stress by attracting needed social support (Factor, 1997; Nezu et al., 1988).
Moreover, humor is a way to express feelings (Graham et al., 1992) and provides a means
to communicate stressful ideas in a way that can be less distressing (Martin and Lefcourt,
1983). Social support has been found to play a substantial direct as well as moderating
and mediating role in mitigating the stressor-strain relationship (Viswesvaran et al., 1999).

Burnout is often characterized by cynicism and excessive strain (Gaines and
Jermier, 1983; Golembiewski, 1984; Maslach, 1982). Continuously experiencing stress
increases the probability that burnout, as well as a variety of other negative outcomes
like work withdrawal and health problems, will result (Talbot and Lumden, 2000).
Studies have shown humor may reduce burnout by helping employees deal with
difficult situations, release tension, regain perspective on their jobs, and facilitate an
optimistic reinterpretation of events (Abel, 2002; Bischoff, 1990; Mesmer, 2000;
Rosenberg, 1998; Talbot and Lumden, 2000). Ziv (1981, p. 55) argued “Though reality
cannot be altered, one’s attitude or perception about it can be temporarily modified so
that effective coping behaviors are facilitated”. Further, Bentley (1991, p. 114)
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explained “The use of humor does not deny the stressful situation, but gives it a
balance or a stabilizing effect”. In sum, “The medical profession has something to say
about humor. Laughter causes lungs to pump out carbon dioxide, eyes to cleanse
themselves with tears, muscles to relax tension, adrenaline to increase, and the
cardiovascular system to be exercised” (Barth, 1990, p. 171).

In addition to its effects on employees’ personal outcomes, humor has been shown to
be positively associated with work-related outcomes. Bizi et al. (1988) found that humor
improved the quality of functioning and performance under stress, Morreall (1991) and
Derks et al. (1998) found humor fosters mental flexibility, attention, and memory, and
Berg (1990) reported humor increases openness to constructive feedback and motivates
people to stretch beyond their assumed limits. Numerous studies have confirmed a
significant relationship between humor and team creativity (e.g. Humke and Schaefer,
1996; Thorson and Powell, 1993a; Holmes, 2007) and productivity (Collinson, 1988;
Duncan and Feisal, 1989). Research suggests humor may promote team cohesion via
increased group harmony, collegiality, and inter-member attractiveness (Holmes, 2006;
Stogdill, 1972), as well as by operating as a social lubricant (Morreall, 1991) that helps
build group consensus and allows the group to withdraw momentarily from present,
more serious concerns (Coser, 1960). It also affects team cohesion by generating positive
affect among group members (Byrne and Neuman, 1992), emphasizing shared values
(Meyer, 1997; Robert and Yan, 2007), masking the unpleasant content of messages
(Holmes, 2000), and limiting friction in interactions (Fine and DeSoucey, 2005). Humor
can be used to communicate information or to make a point in a positive way (Ullian,
1976), reduce social distance between group members (Graham, 1995), facilitate higher
levels of trust (Hampes, 1999), and assist in creating the group’s identity (Weick and
Westley, 1996). Positive emotions shared among coworkers contribute to positive affect
spirals which have been found to promote improved coworker relationships, group
member performance, organizational citizenship behaviors, and work satisfaction
(Evans and Dion, 1991; Gully et al., 1995; Mullen and Copper, 1994), factors which are
also known to relate to reduced work withdrawal and turnover (Podsakoff et al., 2007;
Tett and Meyer, 1993). Humor has also been associated with job satisfaction (Brief and
Weiss, 2002; Booth-Butterfield et al., 2007; Parsons, 1988; Robert and Yan, 2007; Rupert
and Kent, 2007; Schickedanz, 1993; Susa, 2002; Wanzer et al., 2005), reduced absenteeism
(Spruill, 1992), lower turnover intentions (Factor, 1997), and higher organizational
commitment (Susa, 2002). Taken together, these studies suggest that to the extent
employee enhances communication and promotes constructive social interactions,
positive work-related outcomes are likely to result.

Leader positive humor
Leader sense of humor influences many of the same employee work-related outcomes as
does employees’ own humor. For example, humor by leaders/supervisors has been
shown to reduce withdrawal behaviors (Wells, 2008) and increase subordinate job
satisfaction and commitment (Burford, 1987; Decker, 1987). In fact, Burford (1987)
discovered that subordinates’ ratings of their supervisors’ sense of humor were related to
the subordinates’ job satisfaction, even though supervisors’ ratings of their own sense of
humor were not. Leader sense of humor likely affects these outcomes through many of
the same mechanisms by which employees’ humor does. However, supervisor humor
may also operate in distinct ways as it has the twin potential of securing power and
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reducing social distance between supervisors and subordinates (Romero and Cruthirds,
2006). For instance, whereas employee humor may enhance performance by promoting
increased creativity (Thorson and Powell, 1993a.), leader humor might improve
performance by facilitating learning, helping change behavior, and reducing perceived
threat associated with organizational change (Barbour, 1998). The use of humor by
leaders is associated with increases in individual and unit performance (Avolio et al.,
1999) and has important implications for subordinate satisfaction with supervisors
(Decker and Rotondo, 1999, 2001; Bass, 1990; Cooper, 2002; Crawford, 1994; Goleman,
1994; Vinton, 1989). Dixon (1980) found leaders who appropriately used humor inspired
their subordinates to find creative and innovative solutions to complex problems.
Further, leaders who are seen as effectively using humor may be more persuasive than
their less-humorous counterparts, as humor creates positive affect (Kuiper et al., 1995),
increases liking for the source (Morkes et al., 1999), suggests a shared set of personal
values (Meyer, 1997), and increases trust in the source (Hampes, 1999).

In this study, we meta-analytically integrate the extant literature on positive
workplace humor using the integrative conceptualization presented in Figure 2 to
explore the possibility that humor is associated with employee health/work-related
outcomes and perceived supervisor effectiveness, as well as the extent to which humor
may mitigate the deleterious effects of workplace stress on employee burnout.

Method
Database
A total of 49 independent studies reported in 48 manuscripts (total N ¼ 8,532)
examining humor in the workplace were included in this meta-analysis. We compiled
the relevant extant literature for this meta-analysis using a multi-faceted approach
involving a computerized search of the PsycInfo and ABI Inform databases using
relevant keywords or phrases (e.g. humor AND work, job satisfaction, leadership,
climate, job performance, organizational commitment, burnout, health, etc.), and a
manual search of references cited in recently published reviews (e.g. Romero and
Cruthirds, 2006) as well as in studies included in this database.

To be included in our database, a study must have reported a relationship between
supervisor/employee humor and at least one relevant correlate. Seventeen studies
reported relationships between supervisor sense of humor and at least one relevant
correlate. Thirty-two studies reported relationships between employee sense of humor
and at least one relevant correlate. When authors reported multiple estimates of the
same relationship from the same sample, a mean correlation was computed to maintain
independence (Hunter and Schmidt, 2004). The studies included in the meta-analytic
database are listed in the references prefixed with an asterisk.

Coding procedure and intercoder agreement
Each study was coded for sample size, operationalization of humor, correlations between
humor and relevant correlates, and reliability estimates for humor and correlate
variables, if reported. Two of the study’s contributors independently coded the studies
that met inclusion criteria. Intercoder agreement was very high (100 percent), likely due
to the objective nature of the data coded. All studies examined either supervisor humor
or employee humor. As is common in the humor literature, there were a variety of
operationalizations of humor. Table I summarizes the various humor scales used in the
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meta-analytic database, and reports the conceptual and operational definitions of humor
used in these scales. Two primary types of correlates of humor were examined: employee
personal (e.g. burnout, health) and work-related variables (e.g. performance, satisfaction).

Analysis
The meta-analytic methods outlined by Hunter and Schmidt (2004) were used to
analyze this data. Corrections were made for sampling error and measure reliability
(for humor and its correlates), as primary study estimates will both vary randomly
from the population value as a function of sampling error, as well as systematically
underestimate the true effects to the extent to which the predictor/criterion are not
perfectly reliable (Hunter and Schmidt, 2004). As reliability estimates were not
consistently reported in primary studies, corrections were made for measure reliability
using artifact distribution meta-analysis.

Using regression analyses, we sought to determine the extent to which humor may
buffer the relationship between workplace stress and burnout. Following the
theory-testing method developed by Viswesvaran and Ones (1995), we conducted
regression analyses on meta-analytically derived correlations between the variables
(i.e. meta-analytic regression; Colquitt et al., 2001; Zimmerman, 2008). To obtain an
estimate of the true correlation between stress and burnout, we used
reliability-corrected mean observed correlations reported in Lee and Ashforth (1996).
We used the harmonic means of the total sample sizes on which each meta-analytic
correlation from the input matrix was estimated to compute the standard errors
associated with the regression coefficients (cf. Viswesvaran and Ones, 1995).

Results
Table II reports the results of meta-analyses examining relationships between employee
humor and its correlates. Employee humor was found to relate negatively to burnout
(r ¼ 20.23, k ¼ 13) and stress (r ¼ 20.25, k ¼ 17), and positively to health (r ¼ 0.21,
k ¼ 9) and coping effectiveness (r ¼ 0.29, k ¼ 4). Employee humor was also found to
positively correlate with work performance (r ¼ 0.36, k ¼ 3) and workgroup cohesion
(r ¼ 0.20, k ¼ 3), and negatively correlate with work withdrawal (r ¼ 20.16, k ¼ 9).

As can be seen in Table III, results also suggest supervisor humor positively relates
to subordinate job satisfaction (r ¼ 0.39, k ¼ 5) and workgroup cohesion (r ¼ 0.42,
k ¼ 3), and negatively relates to subordinate work withdrawal (r ¼ 20.31, k ¼ 3).
Supervisor humor also positively relates to subordinate perceptions of supervisor
performance (r ¼ 0.45, k ¼ 10), as well as subordinate work performance (r ¼ 0.21,
k ¼ 5) and subordinate satisfaction with supervisor (r ¼ 0.16, k ¼ 6).

Table IV reports the results of the meta-analytic regression examining the potential
sense of humor buffers the relationship between workplace stress and burnout. Results
suggest an employee’s use of positive forms of humor (coping and affiliative humor)
may cushion the negative effects of perceived workplace stress on burnout. Positive
humor added between one and nine percent over workplace stress to our
understanding of burnout. These results are consistent with prior research which
suggests sense of humor mitigates stressful situations by promoting relaxation and
reducing tension, and by permitting a positive reinterpretation of stressful events so
they may be met in a more optimistic manner (Bentley, 1991; Bischoff, 1990; Lippitt,
1982; Martin et al., 2003; Ziv, 1981).

Positive humor
in the workplace
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Discussion
Martin et al. (2003) proposed that individuals may intend to use humor either positively
or negatively, and may direct it either inwardly or interpersonally. We
meta-analytically cumulated research on positive workplace humor, and found that
regardless of whether it is self- or interpersonally-directed, it is associated with
effective workplace functioning.

Implications for practice and society
Three key takeaways from our results are that positive sense of humor is associated
with:

(1) good physical and mental health;

(2) buffers the negative effects of workplace stress on mental health; and

(3) promotes effective functioning at work.

To the extent employees make use of positive forms of humor, our results suggest
organizations may benefit from enhanced job performance and satisfaction as well as
reduced costs associated with burnout, withdrawal and poor employee health. The more
effective coping strategies adopted among humorous employees appear to buffer the
harmful effects of stress and set the stage for more effective performance. Indeed,
positive employee humor was associated with employee coping effectiveness, enhanced
health, and reductions in perceived stress and burnout. It is likely that having a positive
sense of humor permits employees to reframe stressful work events so they may be
viewed in a more optimistic manner, allowing them to reduce tension and deal more
effectively with disappointments (Lippitt, 1982). We also found the use of positive humor
is associated with enhanced team cohesion, likely because it lubricates what might
otherwise be stressful or awkward interactions, and reduces social distance between
team members (Kane et al., 1977; Masten, 1986; Sherman, 1988). Future research might
explore the potential team member positive sense of humor contributes to other
important teamwork processes, like affect management and effective information
sharing (Marks et al., 2001; Mesmer-Magnus and DeChurch, 2009).

Another key takeaway from our research is that an employee’s perception of their
leader’s positive sense of humor is also associated with workplace effectiveness; leader
use of positive humor was associated with enhanced subordinate job performance and
satisfaction, reductions in subordinate work withdrawal, improvements in workgroup
cohesion, and subordinate perceptions of leader performance. Messmer (2006) suggests
managers who use humor to diffuse difficult situations are seen as more approachable
and understanding of the challenges faced by their employees. Recent surveys by
Robert Half International suggest 97 percent of employees feel it is important for
managers to have a sense of humor because it appears to create a favorable workgroup
climate and enhance supervisor/subordinate relationships (Witham, 2007).

One conclusion derived from these findings might be that organizations should
attempt to cultivate humor within the workplace, encouraging it within employees and
their leaders (e.g. Hampes, 1999; Kuiper et al., 1995; Morkes et al., 1999). Indeed,
organizations that have incorporated measures of humor within their selection systems
have reported impressive results (e.g. Cooper, 2008; Romero and Pescosolido, 2008). For
example, Southwest Airlines screens employees for a light-hearted attitude, citing
significant benefits including greater employee camaraderie and performance as well
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as enhanced customer satisfaction (Cooper, 2005, 2008; O’Reilly and Pfeffer, 1995).
Others have suggested designing humor-training seminars “to teach participants how
to select appropriate humor styles. . . and how to match humor styles to particular
organizational outcomes” (Romero and Cruthirds, 2006; p. 66). Research on the effects
of having fun while at work has found that when employees perceive the workplace to
be fun, there may be positive implications for employee morale, creativity,
performance, and commitment (Fluegge, 2008; Ford et al., 2003; Lamm and Meeks,
2009; McDowell, 2004; Pryor et al., 2010).

However, attempting to cultivate humor within the workplace may not be as simple
as it sounds. Rather, “successful” humor requires that both the sender and receiver of a
communication find it to be humorous. There is ample anecdotal evidence that
perceptions of what constitutes a humorous message are not universal; what one
person finds humorous, another might find insulting or derogatory. For example, many
cases of hostile work environment harassment have originated from “joking”
exchanges that were not perceived as humorous by all parties involved (e.g. Gallagher
v. CH Robinson Worldwide, 2009; Meritor Savings Bank, 1986; Oncale v. Sundowner
Offshore Services, 1998). Future research is needed to explore the feasibility of selection
tools and training programs, which might predict/promote the use of
successful/positive humor in the workplace.

Although we must be cautious not to make a sweeping recommendation to cultivate
humor at work, we might look for ways to enhance positive, self-directed humor.
Specifically, Martin et al. (2003) describe humor, which is used to help one cope with
stressful circumstances by reframing stressful events and encouraging optimism.
Although we were not able to examine coping humor independently from affiliative
humor in this meta-analysis, it seems likely that the positive effects of humor on mental
and physical health are derived from coping more than from affiliative humor. As
coping humor is directed inwardly, there is less chance another individual might be
offended by incongruous perceptions of what constitutes humor. Although confirming
this assumption is a matter for future research, efforts exploring how best to promote a
tendency towards coping humor make practical sense.

Implications for theory and future research
From a theoretical perspective, it appears that in order to make meaningful strides in our
understanding of the role of humor at work and in life, researchers will need to more
cleanly articulate the humor construct. Our review of the extant literature identified four
factors which may have impeded progress in humor theory to date: semantic issues
associated with describing humor versus sense of humor, identifying and describing
dimensions of humor, how best to quantify humor, and various humor styles. As is
summarized in Table I, a large number of humor scales exist in the extant literature and
these scales operationalize humor (in terms of dimensions, styles, and quantifications)
very differently. The Martin et al. (2003) framework offers an integrative theoretical
perspective on the humor construct which appears useful for framing research and for
devising scales which will permit measurement within each of the four humor categories
(e.g. scales assess positive/negative humor, but do not typically permit measurement
focused specifically on self-directed or interpersonal humor).

Conceptually, it makes sense to expect different patterns of relationships for
self-directed versus interpersonal humor as well as positive versus negative humor;
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however, the majority of current humor scales do not allow researchers to easily tease
apart these concepts, raising an important direction for future research. Another
important direction for future humor research would be a comparative validity
assessment of existing humor scales so we might come to some conclusion as to which
scales should be used to answer various questions. Importantly, the credibility intervals
around the rhos reported for relationships examined in this study were fairly narrow and
typically did not include zero, suggesting that although there were a variety of scales
used in the primary studies, they did not result in discrepant conclusions regarding the
role of humor in the workplace. We would have liked to have conducted a moderator
analysis which examines the relationships broken out by all humor scales.
Unfortunately, we had sufficient data to examine only three humor scales (the SHRQ,
CHS, and MSHS) as moderators of the relationship between humor and five correlates.
We conducted a post hoc moderator analysis to explore whether the scale used to assess
humor moderates these relationships and report the results in Table V. With the
exception of health, the confidence intervals overlap both across scale type and
compared with the overall relationships reported earlier, suggesting no differences in
reported relationships on the basis of these scales. With regard to the relationship
between humor and health, the results of our moderator analysis suggest this
relationship is stronger when humor is measured using the MSHS rather than the CHS.
This is interesting in that the CHS assesses an individuals’ use of humor when
experiencing stress or in stressful situations whereas the MSHS assesses a tendency
toward using humor in daily life. Perhaps this finding lends support to the notion that an
orientation towards and appreciation for humor in life results in widespread positive
outcomes, including reducing stress and enhancing one’s overall healthiness (McGhee,
1999). Indeed, medical research has shown that people with a better sense of humor have
higher IgA (a common antibody) levels, which are known to reduce the frequency of
illness (McGhee, 1999). So, although using humor as a coping mechanism is successful in
reducing stress and associated effects, a broader use of humor may yield greater overall
health effects. Untangling this relationship is a matter for future research.

Another important direction for future research is to explore focus of humor
(intra-psychic versus interpersonal) as a moderator of the role of humor in the
workplace. We would expect that coping humor would have a stronger relationship
with employee personal outcomes, particularly burnout, whereas affiliative humor
would have a stronger relationship with certain work-related correlates, like team
performance and cohesion. We were unable to conduct a moderator analysis on the
basis of humor focus/style because the scales used in the primary studies often blended
the two and item-level correlations were not reported.

Other potentially fruitful directions for future research are to examine:
. the role of humor in teams and by coworkers;
. sex differences in humor use (cf. Duncan et al., 1990), and the potential

supervisor/subordinate sex moderates humor relationships;
. the effects of humor on responses to workplace incivility (Cortina and Magley,

2009) and interpersonal aggressive behaviors (Berry et al., 2007); and
. the personality correlates of effective humor use (we would expect humor to be a

substantial pathway for the effects of personality on organizational outcomes;
Ones et al., 2007).
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An important consideration related to the interpretation of our results has to do with
the nature of causality within the observed relationships. By virtue of the fact we
cumulated correlations, it is possible the direction of causality in certain relationships
is opposite that implied. For example, it is possible that workgroup cohesion and/or job
satisfaction affect employee use of humor rather than the other way around
(e.g. satisfied employees or members of cohesive teams are more likely to report using
humor). Importantly, most researchers agree sense of humor is a dispositional
tendency (e.g. Factor, 1997) and as such it is more likely to be the cause rather than the
effect. However, it is important to remember the nature of causality may be reversed or
reciprocal (e.g. stress reduces coping humor which increases stress, and so on). We
have made every effort to temper use of causal phrasing in our discussion and
interpretation of results, and instead discuss the constructs to which sense of humor
appears to be associated. The meta-regression we report in Table IV should in no way
imply a causal relationship between humor, stress, and burnout. Rather, we
demonstrate that an already established correlation between stress and burnout
(e.g. Lee and Ashforth, 1996) is attenuated when sense of humor is taken into account;
it is a matter for future research to ascertain the nature of causality.

Another consideration relevant to the interpretation of our results relates to the
small number of primary studies available for some of the meta-analyses. Although a
number of studies have examined humor in the workplace, they have tended to be
fairly limited in scope, and thus yielded only a small number of relevant relationships
for inclusion in this meta-analysis, meaning we could not examine some potentially
relevant moderators (e.g. use, type or style of humor, job type, level of employee,
content of humorous exchanges). We do not know of any specific guidelines pertaining
to a minimum number of studies required to conduct a meta-analysis, however we
recognize second order sampling error poses a threat to the validity of our findings
(Hunter and Schmidt, 2004). Importantly, the credibility intervals for these
relationships tended to be narrow, suggesting consistency in the effects reported to
date. Regardless, results of these small-k meta-analyses should be interpreted with
caution and used as a guide for potentially fruitful directions for future research.

Conclusion
“Humor is a universal trait. It has existed in every culture, ancient and modern. It
transcends language, geography, and time” (MacHovec, 1988, p. 6). Despite the
enduring nature of humor, it has seldom been taken seriously by organizational
scientists (Brief, 1998). Although anecdotal and empirical evidence suggests humor has
significant positive implications for organizational and employee effectiveness, prior
research investigating humor in the workplace has tended to be narrow in scope and
published in diverse literatures, making it difficult to achieve a comprehensive
understanding of the findings and implications. We attempt to fill this void by
meta-analytically cumulating across these studies and reporting results relevant to
multiple workplace dimensions. Our results confirm and clarify the valuable role
positive humor plays in the workplace.
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