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Across 8 experiments, we demonstrate that humor can influence status, but attempting to use humor is
risky. The successful use of humor can increase status in both new and existing relationships, but
unsuccessful humor attempts (e.g., inappropriate jokes) can harm status. The relationship between the
successful use of humor and status is mediated by perceptions of confidence and competence. The
successful use of humor signals confidence and competence, which in turn increases the joke teller’s
status. Interestingly, telling both appropriate and inappropriate jokes, regardless of the outcome, signals
confidence. Although signaling confidence typically increases status and power, telling inappropriate
jokes signals low competence and the combined effect of high confidence and low competence harms
status. Rather than conceptualizing humor as a frivolous or ancillary behavior, we argue that humor plays
a fundamental role in shaping interpersonal perceptions and hierarchies within groups.
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Dick Costolo, the former CEO of Twitter, began his career in
improvisational comedy, and he attributes much of his success in
business to his use of humor (Bilton, 2012). The night before
Costolo joined Twitter as Chief Operating Officer in September
2009, he tweeted: “First full day as Twitter COO tomorrow. Task
#1: undermine CEO, consolidate power.” (Costolo, 2009). A year
later, he became the Chief Executive Officer.

Just as humor can contribute to career success, it can lead to
tumultuous falls. On December 20, 2013, before leaving Heathrow
Airport for South Africa, Justine Sacco, a Public Relations Rep-
resentative for IAC, a media and Internet company, tweeted:
“Going to Africa. Hope I don’t get AIDS. Just kidding. I’m white!”
(Ronson, 2015). Her humor attempt provoked a firestorm of crit-
icism, and ultimately cost Sacco her job.

Costolo’s experience suggests that humor can help an individual
climb the corporate ladder, but Sacco’s experience offers a cau-
tionary tale of the inherent risks in using humor. We postulate that
humor can profoundly influence status, and we argue that humor is
a pervasive but underinvestigated behavioral construct. Across
eight studies, we investigate how the use of humor influences
status. We conceptualize the use of humor as a risky behavior, and
we explore how the appropriateness of humor and observers’
reactions to humor attempts (e.g., laughter) influence whether the
joke teller’s status increases or decreases.

Status

Status is ubiquitous and consequential. Across cultures, across
organizations, and across social hierarchies, individuals are highly
motivated to achieve greater status (Anderson, Hildreth, & How-
land, 2015; Anderson, John, Keltner, & Kring, 2001; Barkow et
al., 1975; Maslow, 1943). Status is the relative level of respect,
prominence, and esteem that an individual possesses within a dyad
or group (Anderson, Hildreth, & Howland, 2015; Anderson &
Kilduff, 2009a; Anderson, Willer, Kilduff, & Brown, 2012;
Berger, Cohen, & Zelditch, 1972; Flynn, Reagans, Amanatullah, &
Ames, 2006; Goldhamer & Shils, 1939; Kilduff & Galinsky, 2013;
Magee & Galinsky, 2008; Pettit & Lount, 2010). Status is a
defining characteristic of human interaction; every social group
has a status hierarchy (Anderson, Srivastava, Beer, Spataro, &
Chatman, 2006; Berger et al., 1972; Magee & Galinsky, 2008;
Mazur, 1973; Ridgeway, 1987).

In addition to being ubiquitous, status is important. Compared
with low-status individuals, high-status individuals have greater
access to resources (e.g., money, social support), and enjoy greater
physical and psychological well-being (Adler, Epel, Castellazzo,
& Ickovics, 2000; Anderson & Kilduff, 2009a; Ellis, 1994; Mar-
mot, 2004; Pettit & Sivanathan, 2012). The allure of obtaining
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higher status is strong (Anderson, Hildreth, & Howland, 2015;
Anderson et al., 2001; Barkow et al., 1975; Frank, 1985; Hardy &
Van Vugt, 2006; Loch, Huberman, & Stout, 2000; Maslow, 1943;
Pettit & Sivanathan, 2011; Rucker & Galinsky, 2008; Sivanathan
& Pettit, 2010; Willer, 2009).

To gain status, individuals endeavor to display competence.
Groups accord greater respect and influence to individuals who
demonstrate superior abilities (Anderson & Kilduff, 2009a; Berger
et al., 1972; Lord, De Vader, & Alliger, 1986). In many cases,
however, individuals lack objective information about how com-
petent an individual is, and rely on signals instead. As a result,
behaviors that signal competence increase status (Anderson, Brion,
Moore, & Kennedy, 2012; Anderson & Kilduff, 2009a, 2009b;
Chen, Peterson, Phillips, Podolny, & Ridgeway, 2012; Kennedy,
Anderson, & Moore, 2013). For example, in a new encounter,
individuals who express overconfidence and act in a domineering
way can signal competence and boost their status (Anderson et al.,
2012; Anderson & Kilduff, 2009b; Kennedy, Anderson, & Moore,
2013). That is, by appearing competent (e.g., projecting confi-
dence, sharing good ideas, making intelligent comments), individ-
uals can increase their status. In our investigation, we examine an
unexplored method by which individuals might signal competence
and increase their status: using humor.

Humor

Consistent with prior work, we define humor as an event be-
tween two or more individuals in which at least one individual
experiences amusement and appraises the event as funny (adapted
from Cooper, 2005, 2008; Gervais & Wilson, 2005; Martin, 2007;
McGraw & Warren, 2010; McGraw, Warren, & Kan, 2015; War-
ren & McGraw, 2015, 2016). We define a joke as a humor attempt,
and we conceptualize humorous encounters as interactions be-
tween three focal actors: the expresser, the target(s), and the
audience. Targets of jokes can be specific or general, and human,
nonhuman, or even inanimate. In some cases, the target and
audience are the same (e.g., teasing), or the expresser and the
target are the same (e.g., self-deprecating humor). In a humor
attempt, the expresser acts with the intention to amuse and elicit
mirth from the audience. Importantly, humor attempts may or may
not be successful.

When an expresser attempts to use humor, observers will judge
the success of the humor attempt based on several factors, includ-
ing, but not limited to, the appropriateness of the humor attempt
and whether or not the attempt elicits laughter. Prior work suggests
that humor is successful when someone perceives the attempt to be
a benign violation (McGraw & Warren, 2010; Veatch, 1998;
Warren & McGraw, 2016, 2015). That is, for a humor attempt to
be perceived as funny, it must be two things. First, it must violate
physical or psychological safety (e.g., violations of linguistic,
social, or moral norms). Second, it must be benign. For example,
Dick Costolo violated social norms by tweeting that he intended to
undermine his CEO. However, the norm violation was not overtly
offensive—it was clear that he was not actually attacking his CEO.
Similarly, Justine Sacco violated social norms by tweeting that she
could not get AIDS because she is white. However, by joking
about the correlation between a devastating illness and race, Jus-
tine Sacco’s humor attempt was deemed offensive by many audi-

ence members and was not benign enough to be perceived as
funny.

In the current research, we explore how humor attempts influ-
ence the perceived competence and confidence of a joke teller.
Humor is risky; an expresser’s humor attempt can fall flat in
different ways. First, if the target or audience perceives the humor
attempt to be merely benign, it might not be obvious that the
expresser was attempting to use humor at all. Second, if the humor
attempt is not interesting, exciting, or entertaining, then the target
or audience may view the humor attempt as boring. Third, a humor
attempt may fail by offending the joke target, the audience, or
both. As Justine Sacco learned, it is easy to offend others, espe-
cially because humor norms vary across contexts and individuals
(Daniel, O’Brien, McCabe, & Quinter, 1985; Feingold, 1992;
Martin, 2007; McGraw & Warner, 2014; Smeltzer & Leap, 1988;
Thomas & Esses, 2004). Prior to attempting to use humor, the
expresser cannot be certain of how the audience will react. This is
particularly true when the joke teller is interacting with an unfa-
miliar audience; the joke teller cannot be certain of what the
audience views as acceptable, and the audience does not know the
intentions behind the teller’s comment. The act of attempting to
use humor demonstrates confidence because humor attempts may
fall flat or offend the audience. We expect observers to infer this
and evaluate individuals who attempt to use humor as more con-
fident than those who do not.

Hypothesis 1: The use of humor increases perceptions of
confidence.

The willingness to use humor signals confidence, but it is the
successful use of humor that signals competence. The successful
use of humor requires the expresser to recognize the opportunity to
say something funny and deliver the joke, while navigating the
risks of being either boring or offensive. A substantial literature
has documented a close association between the successful use of
humor and competence. For example, in a study of children (ages
10–14 years old), Masten (1986) found a correlation between the
successful use of humor and IQ, and a correlation between the
successful use of humor and school performance. In addition,
Masten (1986) found that kids who used humor successfully were
liked better by their teachers and their peers. In related work,
Decker (1987) found that employees’ ratings of their supervisor’s
sense of humor correlated with ratings of the supervisor’s intelli-
gence, confidence, and effectiveness. The link between humor and
competence has also been established with abstract reasoning and
verbal intelligence tests (Greengross & Miller, 2011). Though
correlational, these studies suggest that the use of humor is closely
associated with competence.

Humor has also been linked with performance and creativity
(Huang, Gino, & Galinsky, 2015; Lehmann-Willenbrock & Allen,
2014; Martin, 2007). Lehmann-Willenbrock and Allen (2014)
found that group performance was positively associated with the
use of humor. Humorous remarks that were positive, not mean or
disparaging, and successful were associated with greater functional
communication behaviors (e.g., procedural statements such as
goal-oriented statements and socioemotional statements such as
encouragement). Importantly, Lehmann-Willenbrock and Allen
(2014) found that the successful use of humor prompted novel idea
generation. In a series of experiments, Huang, Gino, and Galinsky
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(2015) found that individuals who express sarcasm perform better
on creativity tasks. Sarcasm is a form of humor in which an
individual communicates a message using words that mean the
opposite of the literal statement (Gibbs, 1986; Huang, Gino, &
Galinsky, 2015; Pexman & Olineck, 2002). We postulate that the
association between humor and competence is pervasive and fa-
miliar, and that people will make the inference that those who
effectively use humor are competent.

Hypothesis 2: The successful use of humor increases percep-
tions of competence.

Signaling greater confidence and competence can boost status
(Anderson et al., 2012; Anderson & Kilduff, 2009a, 2009b; Chen
et al., 2012; Kennedy, Anderson, & Moore, 2013; Ridgeway,
1991). Consequently, we predict that the effective use of humor
can increase status by signaling confidence and competence. Spe-
cifically, we expect perceptions of confidence and competence to
mediate the relationship between humor and status.

Hypothesis 3: The successful use of humor increases status.

Hypothesis 4a: Perceptions of confidence mediate the rela-
tionship between the use of humor and status.

Hypothesis 4b: Perceptions of competence mediate the rela-
tionship between the use of humor and status.

A few studies have linked the successful use of humor with
influence in interpersonal settings (Avolio, Howell, & Sosik, 1999;
Lehmann-Willenbrock & Allen, 2014; O’Quin & Aronoff, 1981).
The use of humor can increase concession-making in negotiations
(Kurtzberg, Naquin, & Belkin, 2009; O’Quin & Aronoff, 1981),
and Avolio, Howell, and Sosik (1999) found that leaders in pro-
ductive groups were more likely to use humor successfully than
were those in unproductive groups. Lehmann-Willenbrock and
Allen (2014) identify a link between the use of humor and perfor-
mance. This relationship, however, only existed in certain in-
stances, such as when a joke was followed by either laughter or
another joke.

The successful use of humor may increase influence by boosting
positive affect. Increased positive affect has been shown to in-
crease positive evaluations of others and draw attention away from
negative information (Lyttle, 2001; Strick, Holland, van Baaren, &
van Knippenberg, 2012). On the other hand, a humor attempt that
does not succeed because it is offensive (e.g., Justine Sacco’s
tweet) might induce negative affect, which could harm the audi-
ence’s evaluations of the joke teller. Although prior work has
linked humor with interpersonal influence and established that
leadership requires the ability to influence others (Yukl, Wall, &
Lepsinger, 1990), no prior work has conceptualized humor as a
tool for gaining status.

Surprisingly, prior humor research has focused almost exclu-
sively on the successful use of humor. In practice, many humor
attempts fail because they are too benign, boring, or inappropriate.
Forecasting appropriateness is difficult, because the appropriate-
ness of humor is highly context dependent (Campos, Keltner,
Beck, Gonzaga, & John, 2007; Hoption, Barling, & Turner, 2013;
Keltner, Capps, Kring, Young, & Heerey, 2001; Keltner, Young,
Heerey, Oemig, & Monarch, 1998; Martin, 2007; McGraw, War-
ren, Williams, & Leonard, 2012; Lyttle, 2001; Robert, Dunne, &

Iun, 2016). In our research, we conceptualize the appropriateness
of a humor attempt to reflect both the type of joke told (e.g.,
self-deprecation, puns, insults, sexual innuendos) and the fit of that
joke in context.

We consider the appropriateness of a humor attempt as a mod-
erator of the relationship between humor and status. We expect the
use of appropriate humor to be more successful in boosting status
than the use of inappropriate humor. Attempting to use both
appropriate and inappropriate humor requires confidence, and
demonstrating confidence is typically associated with competence
and higher status (Anderson et al., 2012; Anderson & Kilduff,
2009a, 2009b; Chen et al., 2012; Kennedy, Anderson, & Moore,
2013; Ridgeway, 1991). However, by making inappropriate jokes,
expressers signal that they are ignorant of social boundaries, that
they have failed to understand and follow norms (e.g., making
racist, sexist, or otherwise bigoted remarks), and that they lack
competence. Although an individual who tells an inappropriate
joke may signal confidence to the audience, the audience also
receives a signal of ignorance. As a result, in contrast to the use of
appropriate humor, the use of inappropriate humor can demon-
strate confidence, but can signal a lack of competence and lower
status.

Hypothesis 5: Appropriateness of the humor attempt will
moderate the relationship between humor and competence.

Public reactions to humor attempts can profoundly shape per-
ceptions of the humor attempt. For example, individuals are more
likely to laugh when they hear others laugh (Provine, 1992; Olson,
1992; Smyth & Fuller, 1972), and laughter from the target and/or
audience serves as a public demonstration that the expresser’s
humor attempt was successful. Laughter demonstrates amusement
and approval (Sauter, Eisner, Ekman, & Scott, 2010), and because
people pay more attention to individuals whom others approve of
(Chudek, Heller, Birch, & Henrich, 2012), we expect humor at-
tempts that elicit laughter to be more effective in boosting status
than humor attempts that fail to elicit laughter. In contrast to a
humor attempt that elicits laughter, a humor attempt that fails to
elicit laughter signals low competence.

Hypothesis 6: Laughter will moderate the relationship be-
tween humor and competence.

Taken together, we summarize our theoretical framework (Hy-
potheses 1–6) in Figure 1. Our research program advances our

Figure 1. Theoretical model.
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theoretical and practical understanding of humor and status. We
are the first to explore how humor attempts influence status. In
contrast to prior humor research that has focused on successful
humor attempts, we consider the consequences of both successful
and unsuccessful humor attempts. In exploring unsuccessful hu-
mor attempts, we consider jokes that fail to elicit laughter and
jokes that are perceived as inappropriate.

Overview of Current Work

Our work investigates the relationship between humor attempts
and status. Though humor attempts can involve nonverbal expres-
sions, in our investigation, we operationalize humor attempts using
spoken jokes. We motivate our investigation with two pilot stud-
ies. In these pilot studies, we identify workplace humor as a
common phenomenon, and we pilot test each of the jokes we use
in Studies 1 through 4 to gauge how funny and appropriate they
are. In Studies 1a, 1b, 2a, and 2b, we explore the relationship
between humor and status using different contexts and different
jokes. We also investigate how humor changes perceptions of
confidence and competence, our proposed mediating mechanisms.

In Studies 2 through 4, we examine the moderating role of joke
success as signaled by audience laughter and joke appropriateness.
In Studies 2a and 2b, we consider the moderating role of audience
laughter. In Studies 3a, 3b, 4a, and 4b, we consider the moderating
role of joke appropriateness. We test the moderating roles of
laughter and appropriateness in an organizational setting because
the workplace provides a context where there are higher standards
for professional behavior, and norms of appropriateness matter
(e.g., a joke with sexual content is typically seen as inappropriate
for a professional setting but might be viewed as acceptable in a
more casual setting outside of work). Though successful humor
attempts are likely to increase perceptions of confidence, compe-
tence, and status, humor attempts may harm perceptions of com-
petence and status when a joke is perceived to be inappropriate or
when the audience fails to laugh.

Pilot Study 1: Pervasiveness of Humor at Work

In Pilot Study 1, we recruited 200 working adults to investigate
the pervasiveness of humor in the workplace and to motivate our
investigation of humor in organizations.

Method

Participants. We recruited 200 participants (118 male, 82
female) online via Amazon.com’s Mechanical Turk to participate
in a survey in exchange for $0.40. Participants were, on average,
29.4 years old (SD � 8.58), and 100% were partially or fully
employed at the time of the survey.

Design and procedure. First, we asked participants to recall a
joke a coworker had told in the past and when it was told. We also
asked participants to indicate their agreement with statements that
their coworkers frequently made jokes and that it would be normal
for jokes like the one they recalled to be told in the workplace (1 �
strongly disagree; 7 � strongly agree). Finally, participants re-
ported their demographic information (age, gender).

Next, we had three research assistants rate the extent to which
they agreed with the following statement: “The joke is appropriate

for a coworker to tell to another coworker” (1 � strongly disagree,
7 � strongly agree). The ratings across research assistants were
consistent (� � .90).

Results and Discussion

Results from this study reveal that telling jokes is a common
workplace behavior. Only one participant (0.5% of our sample)
was not able to recall a joke, and 74% of the recalled jokes had
been heard within the past month. Participants reported that co-
workers other than the joke-teller in their example make similar
jokes (M � 4.99, SD � 1.34), and that their coworkers frequently
make jokes (M � 5.40, SD � 1.17). We also find that both
appropriate and inappropriate jokes are common in the workplace
(appropriateness rating M � 4.94, SD � 1.90, 27% � 4, 70% �
4). All jokes from this study are available from the corresponding
author upon request.

Pilot Study 2: Testing Joke Funniness and
Appropriateness

Across Studies 1 through 4, we use nine different jokes. In this
pilot study, we assess the funniness, boringness, and appropriate-
ness of each joke. We use variance in the ratings of appropriate-
ness of these jokes to test our hypotheses.

Method

Participants. We recruited 457 participants (264 male, 193
female) online via Amazon.com’s Mechanical Turk to participate
in a short study in exchange for $0.20. The participants were, on
average, 32.96 years old (SD � 10.97).

Design and procedure. Each participant evaluated one of the
nine jokes listed in Table 1 and described in Appendix A. We
presented participants with joke scenarios that depict either a
customer testimonial or a meeting between a manager and a job
candidate. The scenarios end after the joke and did not include
information about how other individuals reacted to the joke.

After reading one of the nine joke scenarios, participants rated
the last comment made by the customer/candidate on eight dimen-
sions (funny, humorous, boring, dull, inappropriate, appropriate,
tasteless, suitable). The response scale ranged from 1 (not at all) to
7 (extremely). We combined “funny” and “humorous” to form a
rating of funniness for each joke (r � .93). We combined “boring”
and “dull” to form a rating of boringness for each joke (r � .80),
and we combined “appropriate” and “suitable” with reverse scores
for “inappropriate” and “tasteless” to form a rating of appropri-
ateness for each joke (� � .92). Finally, we asked participants
demographic questions (age, gender).

Results and Discussion

Participant ratings of funniness were moderate to high across all
nine joke scenarios (all means were above 3.39), ratings of bor-
ingness were low (all means were below 2.99), and—as intend-
ed—ratings of appropriateness varied across the nine jokes. The
varied appropriateness of these jokes enabled us to investigate the
effects of joke appropriateness on interpersonal perception. Con-
firming our expectations in selecting these jokes, the appropriate-
ness ratings were significantly lower for the “inappropriate” jokes
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we would use in Study 3a (M � 1.93, SD � 0.94), Study 3b (M �
1.79, SD � 1.21), Study 4a (M � 1.80, SD � 0.81), and Study 4b
(M � 2.62, SD � 1.35) than the appropriateness ratings for the
other jokes we used in our studies. We present these results in
Table 1.

Study 1: Successful Humor Increases Status

In Study 1, we investigate the influence of humor on status. In
Study 1a, participants rated the status of a presenter who either
attempted or did not attempt to use humor in a face-to-face
interaction. In Study 1b, participants nominated individuals who
either did or did not attempt to use humor in a face-to-face
interaction as leaders for a subsequent task.

Study 1a

Method

Participants. We recruited 166 adults from a city in the
northeastern United States to participate in a behavioral lab study
in exchange for $10. A total of 160 people completed the study (66
male, 94 female, Mage � 24.86 years, SD � 9.39).

Design and procedure. After checking into the behavioral
lab, participants (along with two confederates who also checked
into the behavioral lab) walked to a nearby classroom where they
completed the study. The largest group had 15 people (13 partic-
ipants and two confederates); the smallest group had six people
(four participants and two confederates). In the classroom, we sat
each participant at their own desk with a packet of materials. As
participants read the materials, we asked them to imagine that they
were writing customer testimonials for a pet waste removal ser-
vice, FastScoop.com. We informed them that FastScoop was run-
ning a contest, looking for customer testimonials, with the hope
that the testimonials would attract attention for the service. We
then presented participants with a background photo for an adver-
tisement for FastScoop and asked them to write a brief (1–3
sentence) testimonial to accompany the photo. We include an
advertisement photo very similar to the one used in the study in
Appendix B (the original is available upon request from the
authors). We gave participants three minutes to write their testi-
monials.

We told participants that each of them would present their
testimonials in front of the rest of the participants in a randomly
determined order. After completing their testimonials, we asked
participants to draw a number from an envelope to determine the
order in which they would present. The envelope contained pieces
of paper numbered 3 to 25. We omitted the numbers one and two
from the envelope, so that the two confederates would always
present first and second.

We used a mixed between- and within-subjects design, in which
one confederate delivered a serious testimonial, and the other confed-
erate alternated between presenting a humorous and a serious testi-
monial by lab session. Across all 16 sessions, we used the same two
male confederates who switched presenting either first or second each
day. After all participants drew a number, the experimenter asked the
participant who had drawn the number 1 to come to the front of the
room and present his testimonial in front of the group. The first
confederate placed his testimonial on a document camera, which
projected the testimonial on a screen in front of the room. The first
testimonial was always a serious testimonial, which set the tone and
expectation for the exercise. The confederate projected their hand-
written testimonial on the screen and read their testimonial out loud.
The serious testimonial read, “They come every week and are very
dependable! Overall, a great waste removal service!”

Next, the experimenter asked the participant who had drawn the
number 2 to come to the front of the room and present his testimonial.
Half of the time, the second confederate delivered a humorous testi-
monial, and half of the time the second confederate delivered a serious
testimonial. We alternated the treatment condition each laboratory
session. The humorous testimonial read, “Very professional. After
cleaning up the poop, they weren’t even upset when they found out
that I don’t have a pet! But seriously, this service is reliable and
always leaves the yard spotless!” The serious testimonial that the
second confederate delivered was, “Very professional. This service is
reliable and always leaves the yard spotless!”

After each confederate delivered their testimonial, we asked par-
ticipants to complete a customer testimonial evaluation form. The
testimonial evaluation form asked participants to rate the presenter’s
customer testimonial, using a 7-point scale (1 � not at all, 7 �
extremely), on the following qualities: engaging, funny, appropriate,
entertaining, succinct, clear, memorable, and effective. Ratings of
funniness served as our manipulation check. We were also interested

Table 1
Ratings of Joke Funniness, Boringness, and Appropriateness (Pilot Study 2)

Study Joke Funny M (SD) Boring M (SD) Appropriate M (SD)

1A Pet Waste 4.56abc (1.77) 2.04a (1.31) 4.26a (1.43)
1B Swiss Flag 3.53cd (1.95) 2.98b (1.75) 5.50b (1.02)
2B Five-Year Anniversary 4.83ab (1.55) 2.30ab (1.35) 4.36a (1.47)
3A That’s What She Said 3.74bcd (2.04) 2.80ab (1.75) 1.93cd (0.94)
3B Receptionist 3.40d (2.02) 2.11ab (1.24) 1.79d (1.21)
4A When I Die 4.31abcd (1.59) 2.79ab (1.37) 4.40a (1.36)

Two Chicks 3.97abcd (2.05) 2.46ab (1.73) 1.80d (0.81)
4B CrossFit 4.94a (1.53) 2.14ab (1.15) 4.86ab (1.40)

Goodyear 4.97a (1.55) 2.01a (1.34) 2.62c (1.35)

Note. Mean funniness, boringness, and appropriateness ratings for the jokes used in each study. Means in each
column with different subscripts are significantly different at p � .05 level in pairwise t tests using a Bonferroni
correction.
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in participant ratings of the appropriateness of the testimonial. We
included the other items to mask the purpose of the study.

We also asked participants to rate, using the same 7-point scale,
other characteristics about the confederates: independent, powerful,
low status, respected, competent, confident, intelligent, capable, and
skillful. We combined the first four items evaluating the presenter
(with low status reverse-coded) to form an index of status conferral
(adapted from Brescoll & Uhlmann, 2008; Tiedens, 2001; � � .64),
our main dependent variable.1 We used the “confident” item to
measure confidence. We combined the remaining four items to form
a competence index (adapted from Fiske, Cuddy, Glick, & Xu, 2002;
� � .92).

After participants rated the second confederate, the experimenter
announced that due to time constraints, no additional participants
would present. The experimenter then handed out the exit question-
naire, which asked participants to provide their age, gender, and any
additional comments.

Results and Discussion

Manipulation check. Our manipulation checks confirmed that
our humor manipulation was successful. Participants rated the humor-
ous testimonial (M � 6.13, SD � .99) as significantly funnier than the
serious testimonial (M � 2.31, SD � 1.41), t(15) � 29.26, p � .0001.
We found that participants viewed the humorous testimonial (M �
5.20, SD � 1.36) as less appropriate than the serious testimonial (M �
5.71, SD � 1.27), t(15) � 3.11, p � .01. However, ratings of the
appropriateness of the humorous testimonial were well above the
midpoint of the scale. Although participants viewed the humorous
testimonial as less appropriate than the serious one, they did not view
the humorous testimonial as inappropriate. None of the experimental
control variables (research assistant that presented, age, and sex of the
participant) influenced how funny or appropriate participants rated the
humorous and serious testimonials of the second presenter.

Main results. We report our results controlling for confederate
fixed effects, ratings of the first presenter, and clustering standard
errors by session.2

Status. The status of the second presenter was significantly
higher when he delivered the humorous testimonial (M � 5.03, SD �
0.76) than when he delivered a serious testimonial (M � 4.43, SD �
0.89), t(15) � 5.95, p � .0001, 95% CI [0.38, 0.80], simulated
power � .99 at an � of .05 using 1000 simulations (not clustered by
session without fixed effects). Male participants rated the second
presenter as higher on status than female participants did (p � .05).
None of the remaining experimental control variables (which confed-
erate delivered the second testimonial or participant age) influenced
status.

Competence. Ratings of competence of the second presenter
were also significantly higher when he delivered a humorous testi-
monial (M � 5.32, SD � 0.93) than when he delivered a serious
testimonial (M � 4.90, SD � 0.99), t(15) � 4.00, p � .01, 95% CI
[0.28, 0.91]. None of the experimental control variables (which con-
federate delivered the second testimonial, participant gender, or par-
ticipant age) influenced perceptions of competence. We depict these
results in Figure 2.

Confidence. We find that the second presenter was rated as
significantly more confident when he delivered a humorous testimo-
nial (M � 5.64, SD � 1.07) than when he delivered a serious

testimonial (M � 4.70, SD � 1.23), t(15) � 6.46, p � .0001, 95% CI
[0.71, 1.41].

Mediation. Both competence and confidence mediated the rela-
tionship between the second presenter’s testimonial (humorous vs.
serious) and status. This is true across both Baron and Kenny (1986)
and bootstrap analyses (Preacher & Hayes, 2004, 2008). We provide
details of the mediation analyses for every study in Appendix F and
summarize the mediation analysis in Table 5.

Summary. In Study 1a, we found that when an individual makes
a comment that is funny and appropriate, others view him as higher in
confidence and competence, which leads to higher ratings of status.
Increased ratings of confidence and competence mediated the rela-
tionship between the use of humor and judgments of status. We
summarize the status findings across all of our studies in Table 2.

Study 1b

We extend our investigation of humor and status in Study 1b by
using a different joke, a different attitudinal measure of status, and
a behavioral measure of status.

Method

Participants. We recruited 210 adults from a city in the
northeastern United States to participate in a behavioral lab
study in exchange for $10. A total of 190 people completed the
study (32.8% male, Mage � 19.94 years, SD � 1.70). The modal
session included 13 participants and 2 confederates. Across the
15 sessions, the number of participants per session ranged from
9 to 13.

Design and procedure. The procedure for Study 1b was
largely the same as Study 1a, with three notable changes. First, we
used a different context with a different joke. Second, we used a
different attitudinal measure of status, and third, we included a
behavioral measure of status.

Scenario and joke. We asked participants to imagine that
they were writing customer testimonials for a hypothetical travel
service, VisitSwitzerland.ch. We informed them that VisitSwitzer-
land was soliciting customer testimonials for a competition, hoping
to attract attention for their travel service. We then presented
participants with a photo for an advertisement for VisitSwitzer-
land. We include an advertisement photo very similar to the one
used in the study in Appendix C (the original is available upon
request from the authors). Note that the photo of Switzerland
includes Switzerland’s flag (a red background with a white cross).
We then gave participants 3 minutes to write a brief (1–2 sentence)

1 We also ran our analysis without “independent” in our index of status
conferral. We find that excluding “independent” does not change our
results. This is true for all studies where we use this index of status
conferral (Studies 2b, 3a, 3b, and 4a).

2 We control for confederate fixed effects to account for any results
which are driven by the research assistant that was delivering the second
testimonial. We control for participant ratings of the first presenter to
account for participant level differences in ratings. We cluster the standard
errors by session, because randomization occurred at the session level and
participant reactions within each session are not independent. The results
are unchanged if we do not control for confederate fixed effects, cluster by
session, and control for ratings of the first presenter (ps � .01 for Funni-
ness, Status, Competence, and Confidence; p � .05 for Appropriateness).

T
hi

s
do

cu
m

en
t

is
co

py
ri

gh
te

d
by

th
e

A
m

er
ic

an
Ps

yc
ho

lo
gi

ca
l

A
ss

oc
ia

tio
n

or
on

e
of

its
al

lie
d

pu
bl

is
he

rs
.

T
hi

s
ar

tic
le

is
in

te
nd

ed
so

le
ly

fo
r

th
e

pe
rs

on
al

us
e

of
th

e
in

di
vi

du
al

us
er

an
d

is
no

t
to

be
di

ss
em

in
at

ed
br

oa
dl

y.

6 BITTERLY, BROOKS, AND SCHWEITZER



testimonial to accompany the advertisement to answer the ques-
tion, “What made you fall in love with Switzerland?”

As in Study 1a, the first confederate always presented a
serious testimonial. The first testimonial read, “The country is
beautiful. The scenery is truly breathtaking!” Half of the time,
the second confederate delivered a humorous testimonial, and
half of the time the second confederate delivered a serious
testimonial. We alternated the treatment condition each labora-
tory session. In the humor condition, the testimonial included a
joke, “The mountains are great for skiing and hiking, and the
flag is a big plus! Seriously, it’s amazing!” In the serious
condition, the testimonial read, “The mountains are great for
skiing and hiking! It’s amazing!”

Attitudinal measures. As in Study 1a, after each confederate
delivered their testimonial, we asked participants to complete a
customer testimonial evaluation form. Using 7-point scales (1 �
not at all, 7 � extremely), participants rated the testimonials on the
following qualities: engaging, funny, appropriate, entertaining,
succinct, clear, memorable, and effective. Ratings of funniness
served as our manipulation check. We were also interested in
participant ratings of the appropriateness of the testimonial. We
included the other items to mask the purpose of the study.

We asked participants to rate other characteristics about the
confederates: respected, admired, influential, competent, confi-
dent, intelligent, capable, and skillful (7-point scales). We used the
first three items to measure status (adapted from Anderson, Kraus,
Galinsky, & Keltner, 2012; Kilduff & Galinsky, 2013; � � .88),
the item “confident” to measure confidence, and the remaining
four items to measure competence (adapted from Fiske, Cuddy,
Glick, & Xu, 2002; � � .92).

Behavioral measure. After participants rated the second con-
federate, the experimenter announced that due to time constraints,
no additional participants would present. The experimenter then
asked participants to complete a Group Leader form, our behav-
ioral measure of status. The form instructed participants that later
in the lab session we would ask them to complete a group task. We
informed participants that the groups would be randomly deter-
mined, and any of the other participants could be assigned to their
group. Each participant had 25 points to allocate to each presenter
or themselves, based on the extent to which they would like that
individual to be the leader of their group. We used the number of
points the participants gave to each presenter as our behavioral
measure of status (adapted from Halevy, Chou, Cohen, & Livings-
ton, 2012).

Table 2
Ratings of Status Across All Studies

Study Joke Serious M (SD) Failed Joke M (SD) Successful Joke M (SD)

1A Pet Waste 4.43a (0.89) 5.03b (0.76)
1B Swiss Flag 4.85a (4.84) 6.66b (6.32)
2A Coworker 4.18a (1.40) 3.94a (1.46) 4.94b (1.18)
2B Five-Year Anniversary 4.15a (1.08) 4.22a (1.19) 4.95b (0.83)
3A That’s What She Said 4.58a (1.08) 3.30b (0.93) 3.86c (0.96)
3B Receptionist 4.20a (1.00) 3.27b (0.98) 3.97a (1.29)
4A When I Die 4.07a (0.84) 3.68a (0.76) 4.62b (0.88)

Two Chicks 4.07a (0.84) 2.97b (0.99) 3.73a (0.93)
4B CrossFit 3.94a (1.27) 3.27b (1.27) 4.84c (0.95)

Goodyear 3.94a (1.27) 2.57b (1.33) 3.61a (1.50)

Note. Means in each column with different subscripts are significantly different at p � .05 level. For Study 1b,
we present the leadership points allocated to the second presenter based on condition.

Figure 2. Joke teller status, competence, and confidence in Study 1a: Pet Waste Testimonial.

T
hi

s
do

cu
m

en
t

is
co

py
ri

gh
te

d
by

th
e

A
m

er
ic

an
Ps

yc
ho

lo
gi

ca
l

A
ss

oc
ia

tio
n

or
on

e
of

its
al

lie
d

pu
bl

is
he

rs
.

T
hi

s
ar

tic
le

is
in

te
nd

ed
so

le
ly

fo
r

th
e

pe
rs

on
al

us
e

of
th

e
in

di
vi

du
al

us
er

an
d

is
no

t
to

be
di

ss
em

in
at

ed
br

oa
dl

y.

7HUMOR AND STATUS



Results and Discussion

Manipulation check. The manipulation checks confirmed
that our humor manipulation was successful. Participants rated the
humorous testimonial (M � 4.53, SD � 1.88) as significantly
funnier than the serious testimonial (M � 2.16, SD � 1.42),
t(15) � 8.22, p � .001. We next considered ratings of the appro-
priateness of the two testimonials presented second. We found no
significant differences in appropriateness ratings between the hu-
morous testimonial (M � 5.57, SD � 1.25) and the serious
testimonial (M � 5.52, SD � 1.28), t(15) � 0.95, p � .36. None
of the experimental control variables (research assistant that pre-
sented, age, and sex of the participant) influenced how funny or
appropriate participants rated the humorous and serious testimo-
nials of the second presenter.

Main results. As in Study 1a, we report all results controlling
for confederate fixed effects, ratings of the first presenter, and
clustering standard errors by session.

Status. The number of leader points allocated to the second
presenter was significantly higher when the confederate delivered
the humorous testimonial (M � 6.66, SD � 6.32) than when the
confederate delivered the serious testimonial (M � 4.85, SD �
4.84), t(15) � 3.13, p � .01, 95% CI [0.52, 2.75], simulated
power � .58 at an � of .05 using 1000 simulations (not clustered
by session without fixed effects). None of the experimental control
variables (confederate delivering the second testimonial, partici-
pant gender, and participant age) influenced the number of leader
points allocated to the second presenter. We depict these results in
Figure 3.

Attitudinal ratings of status of the second presenter were signif-
icantly higher when he delivered the humorous testimonial (M �
4.46, SD � 1.23) than when he delivered the serious testimonial
(M � 4.23, SD � 1.06), t(15) � 4.21, p � .01, 95% CI [0.19,
0.58].3

Competence. Ratings of competence of the second presenter
were also significantly higher when the confederate delivered the
humorous testimonial (M � 5.14, SD � 1.17) than when the
confederate delivered the serious testimonial (M � 4.90, SD �
1.05), t(15) � 2.70, p � .05, 95% CI [0.07, 0.59].

Confidence. We find that the second presenter was rated as
more confident when he delivered a humorous testimonial (M �
5.49, SD � 1.19) than when he delivered a serious testimonial

(M � 4.94, SD � 1.27), t(15) � 5.67, p � .001, 95% CI [0.53,
1.17].

For ratings of status, confidence, and competence of the second
presenter, we found a significant effect for the confederate who
presented (ps � .05). These effects are driven by one confederate
who received low ratings of status, competence, and confidence.
Though this confederate received low ratings for each of our
dependent variables, he still received higher ratings when he
delivered the humorous testimonial than when he delivered the
serious testimonial. By controlling for confederate fixed effects,
we account for this confederate’s low baseline ratings in our
analysis. We also find a significant effect of participant gender on
ratings of status of the second presenter, t(15) � �2.17, p � .05;
men rated the second presenter lower on the attitudinal measure of
status. Age of the participant did not influence ratings of status,
competence, or confidence of the second presenter. We report
results including all of our data.

Mediation. In both Baron and Kenny (1986) and bootstrap
analyses (Preacher & Hayes, 2004, 2008), we find that competence
mediated the relationship between the second presenter’s testimo-
nial and our behavioral and attitudinal measures of status, and that
confidence mediated the relationship between the second present-
er’s testimonial and our attitudinal measure of status (see Appen-
dix F and Table 5). Although the indirect effect of confidence on
status is consistently positive and significant in our other studies
(see Table 5), confidence did not mediate the relationship between
the second presenter’s testimonial and our behavioral measure of
status in this study.

Summary. In Study 1b, with both an attitudinal and a behav-
ioral measure of status, we found that individuals show deference
to humorous individuals. When an individual makes a comment
that is funny and appropriate, others view that individual as more
confident and competent and are more likely to select them as a
group leader.

Discussion

In a face-to-face interaction, the use of humor can increase
perceptions of the joke teller’s confidence and competence. By
appearing more confident and competent, the joke teller was
viewed as higher in status. In Study 1b, we found that by signaling
competence, the joke teller was also more likely to be selected for
a leadership position in a subsequent task.

Study 2: Joke Success as a Moderator

In Study 2, we explore humor in different contexts and we
consider a boundary condition that may moderate the influence of
humor on status: joke success. The decision to tell a joke may be

3 When we control for participant ratings of the first presenter, but do not
cluster by session or control for confederate fixed effects, the effects are
significant for the behavioral measure of status (p � .05), the attitudinal
measure of status (p � .01), ratings of competence (p � .001), and ratings
of confidence (p � .001). When we do not control for the first presenter,
do not cluster by session, and do not control for confederate fixed effects,
the effects remain significant for the behavioral measure of status (p �
.05), are not significant for the attitudinal measure of status (p � .16), are
not significant for competence (p � .14), and are significant for confidence
(p � .01).Figure 3. Status conferral in Study 1b: Switzerland Testimonial.
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risky. In Studies 2a and 2b, we explore perceptions of joke tellers
when their joke is appropriate, but fails to elicit laughter. In Study
2a, we consider positive affect as a mediator of the relationship
between humor and status. An appropriate, funny joke may induce
positive affect in the audience, and positive affect could boost the
audience’s evaluation of the joke teller. In Study 2b, we test
confidence and competence as mediators of the relationship be-
tween humor and status. Telling a joke is likely to make a joke
teller appear more confident, but we expect only successful
jokes—those that elicit laughter—to cause a joke teller to appear
more competent.

Study 2a

Method

Participants. We recruited 120 participants online via Ama-
zon.com’s Mechanical Turk to participate in a short survey in
exchange for $0.50 (70% male, Mage � 31.54 years, SD � 8.63).

Design and procedure. We randomly assigned participants to
one of three between-subjects conditions: Successful Joke versus
Failed Joke versus Serious Comment. Across all conditions, we
asked participants to think of five coworkers they had known for
less than a year. Participants wrote down the first name and last
initial for each coworker.

We then asked all participants to think about the third coworker
they wrote down. We asked participants in the Serious Comment
condition to recall the last greeting this coworker told them. We
asked participants in the Successful Joke condition to recall the last
appropriate joke this coworker told them that the participant
thought was funny. We gave the participants in the Failed Joke
condition nearly identical instructions as the Successful Joke con-
dition. However, in the Failed Joke condition, we asked partici-
pants to recall a joke they thought was not funny. We asked
participants in all three conditions to write about what coworker 3
had said with enough detail that someone who did not know them
or their coworker could understand their coworker’s comments.

After writing about what their coworker had said, we asked
participants to rate, using a 7-point scale (1 � not at all, 7 �
extremely), their coworker on the following qualities: respected,
admired, and influential. We combined these three items to form
the same status index we used in Study 1b (adapted from Anderson
et al., 2012; Kilduff & Galinsky, 2013; � � .90).

To measure affect, we asked participants to complete the Posi-
tive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS; Watson, Clark, &
Tellegen, 1988). The PANAS consists of 20 items. Ten items of
the PANAS measure positive affect: interested, excited, strong,
enthusiastic, proud, alert, inspired, determined, attentive, and ac-
tive (� � .91). The other 10 items measure negative affect:
distressed, upset, guilty, scared, hostile, irritable, ashamed, ner-
vous, jittery, and afraid (� � .94). We asked participants to
indicate, on a 7-point scale (1 � not at all, 7 � extremely), to what
extent they felt that way at the present moment.

Next, we asked participants to complete a manipulation check.
To measure the funniness of the comments recalled, we asked
participants to rate the extent to which coworker 3’s comments
were “funny” and “humorous” (r � .94). We also had participants
rate the extent to which coworker 3’s comments were “boring” and
“dull” (r � .87). We instructed participants to recall jokes that

were appropriate (not offensive), so whether or not the jokes
participants recalled failed or succeeded should be related to
whether or not participants viewed the jokes as boring. If a humor
attempt by the coworker failed by being too benign, it is likely that
participants would not have recalled the coworker’s comment as a
joke at all. Finally, we asked participants to report the relative rank
of their coworker. We asked participants to characterize their
coworker’s rank as senior, equal, or subordinate to them in their
organization because the relative status of a coworker might im-
pact how funny their jokes seem (e.g., a participant might rate a
joke told by a manager as funnier than a joke told by a subordi-
nate).

Results and Discussion

Manipulation check. Our humor manipulation was success-
ful. Participants rated their coworker’s comment as significantly
funnier in the Successful Joke condition than in the Failed Joke
condition and the Serious Comment condition. Funniness ratings
were also significantly lower in the Failed Joke condition than they
were in the Serious Comment condition. Participants rated their
coworker’s comment as significantly less boring in the Successful
Joke condition than in the Failed Joke condition and the Serious
Comment condition.

Status. We conducted an analysis of variance (ANOVA) on
status ratings as a function of experimental condition: Successful
Joke versus Failed Joke versus Serious Comment. We found a
significant main effect of experimental condition on ratings of
status. Participants’ ratings of their coworker’s status were signif-
icantly higher in the Successful Joke condition than they were in
the Failed Joke condition and the Serious Comment condition. We
depict these results in Figure 4.

Other differences in perceived status were not significant. The
difference between the Serious Comment and Failed Joke condi-
tions was directional, but not significant (p � .42). Controlling for
the coworker’s relative rank did not significantly alter any of our
results. We summarize the results of Study 2a in Table 3.

Mediation. We conducted both Baron and Kenny (1986) and
bootstrap analyses (Preacher & Hayes, 2004, 2008). The relation-
ship between humor and status was not mediated by affect; that is,
positive or negative affect cannot account for the boost in percep-

Figure 4. Joke teller status in Study 2a: Appropriate Joke Recalled.
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tions of status triggered by recalling a successful joke told by a
coworker (see Appendix F and Table 5).

Summary. In this study, we asked participants to recall an
exchange they had with a coworker. We found that coworkers in
the humorous conditions recalled a wide array of jokes. The jokes
participants recalled significantly influenced their perceptions of
their coworker’s status. Recalling an appropriate joke increased
perceptions of status in an existing relationship, but only if the joke
was successful.

By having participants recall jokes, we were able to test the
effects of many different joke stimuli and the effects of humor in
existing relationships. Our design, however, has limitations. We
did not find that positive or negative affect mediate the relationship
between humor and status, but participants may not have experi-
enced the same affect during recall that they felt at the time the
joke was told. Furthermore, recalling a successful or unsuccessful
joke told by a coworker may have increased the salience of
positive or negative traits of the coworker. Notably, even transitory
shifts in perceptions of status may have lasting effects. For exam-
ple, if perceptions of status shift during the course of a group
decision-making process, the relative influence individuals exert is
likely to change, and these changes may influence outcomes.

Though documenting the influence of humor in existing rela-
tionships is a strength of this study, the possibility of misattribution
is a limitation. Though participants did not report having a difficult
time recalling a coworker’s joke, it is possible that participants
misattributed jokes and recalled a joke told by someone different
from the third coworker they listed, and rated that person instead.
In our remaining studies, we hold the joke teller constant and
manipulate the joke in order to establish a clear causal link be-
tween humor attempts and perceptions of status.

Study 2b

We extend our investigation of joke success in Study 2b in a
different context, using a different joke than we used in Studies 1a
and 1b, and by manipulating audience laughter as an indicator of
joke success. We also examine confidence and competence as
mechanisms of the relationship between humor and status. Al-
though both successful and unsuccessful humor attempts should
make a joke teller appear more confident, only successful humor
attempts should make a joke teller appear more competent.

Method

Participants. We recruited 274 participants online via Ama-
zon.com’s Mechanical Turk to participate in a short survey in
exchange for $0.25 (55% male, Mage � 31.45 years, SD � 11.25).

Design and procedure. We randomly assigned participants to
one of three between-subjects conditions: Successful Joke versus
Failed Joke versus Serious Response. For our dependent measures,
we used the same items for status (� � .81), competence (� �
.92), and confidence as we used in Study 1a.

In this study, we asked participants to imagine a job candidate
interviewing with a manager. The manager asks the candidate a
question (“Where do you see yourself in five years?”) and the
candidate responds with either a Serious Response (“Continuing to
work in this field in a role like this one”) or a Joke we adapted
from comedian Mitch Hedberg (“Celebrating the fifth year anni-
versary of you asking me this question”; quoted in Thinkexist.com,
2014).

We manipulated the success of the joke by describing the
manager’s response. After the joke, participants were informed
that the manager either laughed or sat in silence. We include an
example screenshot from this scenario in Appendix E.

Table 3
Summary of Results for Studies 2a, 2b, 3a, and 3b

Variable F �2 95% CI Power
Serious response

M (SD)

Joke

Successful M
(SD)

Failed
M (SD)

Study 2a
Funny F(2, 117) � 46.24��� .44 [.30, .54] 1.00 2.62a (1.70) 5.09b (1.39) 1.95c (1.20)
Boring F(2, 117) � 8.17��� .12 [.03, .23] .97 3.39a (2.04) 2.43b (1.48) 4.20a (1.96)
Status F(2, 117) � 5.42�� .08 [.01, .18] .87 4.18a (1.40) 4.94b (1.18) 3.94a (1.46)
PA F(2, 117) � 1.99 .03 [.00, .11] .40 3.65a (1.32) 3.89ab (1.36) 4.22b (1.24)
NA F(2, 117) � .31 .01 [.00, .04] .09 1.88a (1.31) 1.83a (1.16) 1.68a (0.98)

Study 2b
Status F(2, 271) � 16.12��� .11 [.04, .17] 1.00 4.15a (1.08) 4.95b (0.83) 4.22a (1.19)
Competence F(2, 271) � 7.95��� .06 [.01, .11] .94 4.73a (1.00) 5.21b (0.94) 4.63a (1.21)
Confidence F(2, 271) � 28.15��� .17 [.09, .25] 1.00 4.73a (1.31) 6.10b (1.08) 5.52c (1.32)

Study 3a
Status F(2, 271) � 37.73��� .22 [.13, .30] 1.00 4.58a (1.08) 3.86b (0.96) 3.30c (0.93)
Competence F(2, 271) � 59.78��� .31 [.22, .38] 1.00 5.08a (0.92) 3.92b (1.15) 3.27c (1.29)
Confidence F(2, 271) � 3.31� .02 [.00, .07] .64 5.25a (1.36) 5.70b (0.96) 5.46ab (1.18)

Study 3b
Status F(2, 225) � 14.75��� .12 [.05, .19] 1.00 4.20a (1.00) 3.97a (1.29) 3.27b (0.98)
Competence F(2, 225) � 26.95��� .19 [.11, .28] 1.00 4.65a (1.15) 3.69b (1.50) 3.06c (1.34)
Confidence F(2, 225) � 7.18�� .06 [.01, .12] .94 4.64a (1.43) 5.52b (1.66) 5.37b (1.48)

Note. Means in each column with different subscripts are significantly different at the p � .05 level. We present the simulated power at an � of .05 using
1,000 simulations.
� p � .05. �� p � .01. ��� p � .001.
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Results and Discussion

We identify audience laughter as a key moderator of the rela-
tionship between humor and status. We find that appropriate
humor attempts increase status as long as they are successful (i.e.,
the manager laughs). We report the means, standard deviations,
and test statistics of Study 2b in Table 3.

Status. Participants’ ratings of the interviewee’s status were
significantly higher in the Successful Joke condition than in the
Failed Joke condition and the Serious Response condition (ps �
.0001). The difference in perceived status between the Serious
Response and Failed Joke conditions was not significant (p � .66).

Competence. Participants’ ratings of the interviewee’s com-
petence were significantly higher in the Successful Joke condition
than in the other two conditions (ps � .01). We depict these results
in Figure 5.

Confidence. Participants’ ratings of the interviewee’s confi-
dence were highest in the Successful Joke condition and lowest in
the Serious Response condition. We report confidence ratings
across conditions in Table 3. In planned pairwise comparisons,
ratings of the interviewee’s confidence were significantly different
across all conditions (ps � .01).

Mediation. We conducted both Baron and Kenny (1986) and
bootstrap analyses (Preacher & Hayes, 2004, 2008) and found that
both perceptions of confidence and competence mediated the
relationship between the successful use of humor and status (see
Appendix F and Table 5). However, whereas confidence was sig-
nificantly higher in both joke conditions than the Serious Response
condition, competence and status were only higher in the Success-
ful Joke condition. We find that the indirect effect of confidence
was positive and significant regardless of whether or not the joke
was successful. The indirect effect of competence, however, was
only positive and significant if the joke is successful.

Summary. In this study, we again identify perceptions of
confidence and competence as the mechanisms linking the suc-
cessful use of humor and status. Attempting to use humor made the
joke teller appear more confident, whether or not the joke was
successful. However, only an appropriate, successful joke in-
creased perceived competence and boosted status.

Discussion

In Study 2, we extended our investigation of humor and status
with different methods. In Studies 2a and 2b, we identify joke
success (i.e., audience laughter) as an important moderator of the
relationship between humor and competence. A humor attempt
does not enhance perceptions of competence and status when the
audience does not find it funny. Interestingly, in our studies, when
the audience did not find the joke funny, the humor attempt did not
harm status compared with the no-humor-attempt condition. We
speculate that the “failed” jokes in this study were not large
failures, because they were generally funny and appropriate. This
was certainly true of the humor attempt in Study 2b (see joke
ratings from Pilot Study 2, summarized in Table 1).

Study 3: Inappropriate Jokes as a
Boundary Condition

In Studies 3a and 3b, we extend our investigation to the use of
inappropriate jokes. As in Study 2b, we manipulate the success of
humor attempts by describing an audience who either laughs or does
not laugh. Across both Studies 3a and 3b, we present participants with
jokes that were judged by participants in Pilot Study 2 to be inappro-
priate for an interview. We consider the prospect that telling an
inappropriate, unsuccessful joke demonstrates confidence but signals
a lack of competence and may actually decrease status.

Study 3a

Method

Participants. We recruited 274 participants online via Amazon-
.com’s Mechanical Turk to participate in a short survey in exchange
for $0.25 (57% male, Mage � 30.03 years, SD � 9.94).

Design and procedure. The design of Study 3a was nearly
identical to Study 2, except for the manager’s final question and
the candidate’s response. We randomly assigned participants to
one of three between-subjects conditions: Successful Joke versus
Failed Joke versus Serious Response.

Figure 5. Joke teller status, competence, and confidence in Study 2b: Five-Year Anniversary Joke.
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Across all three conditions, the manager asked the candidate,
“Are you looking for a challenging position?” In the Serious
Response condition, the candidate responded by saying, “Yes. I am
a hard worker and like challenges.” In the Successful Joke condi-
tion, the job candidate answered the manager’s question with a
joke rated as inappropriate in Pilot Study 2. Specifically, the
candidate replied by saying, “That’s what she said!” and partici-
pants then read that “The manager and candidate both laugh.” The
Failed Joke condition used the same candidate response, “That’s
what she said!” but this time “The candidate laughs and the
manager sits in silence.” In this way, both joke conditions used an
inappropriate joke, but we manipulated the success of the joke by
changing the manager’s reaction (laughter vs. no laughter). In both
joke conditions, the candidate then adds, “But seriously, yes. I am
a hard worker and like challenges.”

We used the same items for status (� � .77), competence (� �
.94), and confidence as we used in Studies 1a and 2b.

Results and Discussion

We find that inappropriate humor attempts make a joke teller
appear more confident, but less competent and decrease status.
However, audience laughter reduces the harmful effects of telling
an inappropriate joke. We report the means, standard deviations,
and test statistics for Study 3 in Table 3.

Status. Participants’ ratings of the interviewee’s status were
highest in the Serious Response condition, lower in the Successful
Joke condition, and lowest in the Failed Joke condition. In planned
pairwise comparisons, ratings of status were significantly different
across all three conditions (ps � .001).

Competence. Participants’ ratings of the interviewee’s compe-
tence were highest in the Serious Response condition, lower in the
Successful Joke condition, and lowest in the Failed Joke condition. In
planned pairwise comparisons, competence levels were significantly
different across each of the three conditions (ps � .001).

Confidence. We found a different pattern of results looking at
confidence. Participants’ ratings of the interviewee’s confidence
were significantly higher in the Successful Joke condition than in

the Serious Response condition. Ratings of the interviewee’s con-
fidence in the Failed Joke condition were not significantly differ-
ent from those in the Serious Response condition or the Successful
Joke condition. We depict these results in Figure 6.

Mediation. We conducted both Baron and Kenny (1986) and
bootstrap analyses (Preacher & Hayes, 2004, 2008) and found that
perceptions of competence mediated the relationship between the
use of inappropriate humor and status. Confidence mediated the
relationship between the successful use of inappropriate humor
and status (see Appendix F and Table 5).

Summary. In this study, we identify inappropriate humor as a
boundary condition of the positive relationship between humor and
status. Compared to not using humor, making an inappropriate
joke caused the job candidate to be viewed as more confident.
However, making an inappropriate joke caused the job candidate
to appear less competent, which in turn lowered status. This effect
was even more dramatic when the candidate made an inappropriate
joke and the manager did not laugh.

Study 3b

We conducted a conceptual replication of Study 3a with a
different inappropriate joke and a different participant pool. We
recruited 228 adults from a city in the northeastern United States
to participate in a study in exchange for $10 in a behavioral
laboratory (42% male, Mage � 23.79 years, SD � 9.40).

In all conditions, the manager asked the candidate, “What do
you see yourself doing in the first 30 days of this job?” In the
Serious Response condition, the candidate responded by saying,
“Getting to know the team and getting up to speed.” In the humor
conditions, the candidate replied by saying, “The receptionist I saw
on the way in.”

Results

As we found in Study 3a, results from Study 3b demonstrate that
telling an inappropriate joke can decrease status, compared to not
making a joke. We report the results for this study in Table 3, and

Figure 6. Joke teller status, competence, and confidence in Study 3a: That’s What She Said Joke (inappro-
priate).
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we depict these results in Figure 7. We find that telling a joke
signals confidence, which typically boosts perceptions of status.
Telling an inappropriate joke, however, signals low competence in
addition to high confidence. In our studies, the signal of low
competence outweighed the signal of confidence, and participants
judged targets who told inappropriate jokes to have lower status.
That is, the combined effects of confidence and low competence
decreased status.

These results provide further support for the importance of the
manager’s reaction; telling a joke that elicits laughter signals a
greater level of competence than telling a joke that elicits no
laughter. The manager’s laughter mitigates the harmful effect of
telling an inappropriate joke on perceptions of the job candidate’s
status. When the candidate told an inappropriate joke, the candi-
date was seen as more competent and higher status when the
manager laughed than when the manager did not laugh.

Discussion

Findings from Study 3 support our conceptualization of humor
as risky. Merely attempting to use humor makes an individual
appear confident, but the appropriateness and success of the at-
tempt influence perceptions of the joke teller’s competence.
Whereas appropriate jokes signal competence and boost status
(Studies 1–2), inappropriate jokes signal low competence and can
decrease status (Study 3). Eliciting laughter with an inappropriate
joke mitigates the harmful effects of telling an inappropriate joke
on status.

Study 4: Comparing Appropriate and Inappropriate
Humor Attempts

In Study 4, we investigate the effect of joke success and the
effect of joke appropriateness simultaneously. In Study 4a, we
examine confidence and competence as the mechanisms linking
the use of humor with changes in status. In Study 4b, we rule out
positive and negative affect as an alternative explanation for the
relationship between humor and status. If an inappropriate joke
induces negative affect in the audience, the negative affect might

harm ratings of a joke teller’s competence and status. In Study 4b,
we also disentangle the effects of funniness and appropriateness.
We contrast the consequences of jokes that are similarly funny, but
very different with respect to appropriateness (see results from
Pilot Study 2, summarized in Table 1). We test whether or not joke
appropriateness moderates the relationship between humor and
status.

Study 4a

Method

Participants. We recruited 186 adults from a city in the
northeastern United States to participate in a study in exchange for
$10 in a behavioral lab (34% male, Mage � 20.10 years, SD �
2.10).

Design and procedure. In Study 4a, we randomly assigned
participants to one of five between-subjects conditions: Appropri-
ate Successful Joke versus Appropriate Failed Joke versus Inap-
propriate Successful Joke versus Inappropriate Failed Joke versus
Serious Response.

Across all five conditions, the manager asked the candidate,
“What would you do if you won the lottery?” In the Serious
Response condition, the candidate responded by saying, “I would
probably go on a vacation to Hawaii.” In the Appropriate Joke
conditions, the job candidate answered the manager’s question by
saying, “When I die, I would want my last words to be, ‘I left one
million dollars under the. . .’” In the Inappropriate Joke condi-
tions, the candidate answered the manager’s question with, “I’ll
tell you what I’d do, two chicks at the same time” (quoted in
IMDb.com, 2015). In the Successful Joke conditions, after the
joke, the participants read that, “The manager and candidate
both laugh.” In the Failed Joke conditions, the participants are
informed that, “The candidate laughs and the manager sits in
silence.” In all four joke conditions, the scenario ends with the
candidate saying, “But seriously, I would probably go on a
vacation to Hawaii.”

For our dependent variables, we used the same status (� � .69), the
competence (� � .92), and confidence items that we used in our prior

Figure 7. Joke teller status, competence, and confidence in Study 3b: Receptionist Joke (inappropriate).
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studies. We also asked participants to rate, on a 7-point scale (1 � not at
all, 7 � extremely), the candidate on nine dimensions. Seven of the items
were filler items. The two items of interest were “funny” and “inappro-
priate.” The other seven items (agreeable, interesting, thoughtful, persua-
sive, dominant, pleasant, and considerate) were used to mask the purpose
of the study and were not analyzed.

Results and Discussion

We find that a successful, appropriate humor attempt makes a
joke teller appear more competent and increases status, but a
failed, inappropriate humor attempt causes a joke teller to appear
less competent and harms status. We find that all humor attempts
cause the joke teller to appear more confident, which helps status.
We find an effect of laughter; joke tellers are perceived to be more
confident and competent when the audience laughs than when the
audience does not laugh. We report the means, standard deviations,
and test statistics of Study 4a in Table 4.

Manipulation checks. Participants rated successful jokes as
funnier than unsuccessful jokes. Participants rated the inappropri-
ate joke as far more inappropriate than the appropriate joke. The
serious response was rated as the most appropriate response.

Status. The successful, appropriate joke increased ratings of
the candidate’s status, but the failed, inappropriate joke decreased
status (see Figure 8). Ratings of the interviewee’s status were
significantly higher in the Appropriate Successful Joke condition
than in all other conditions (ps � .001). Ratings of status were also
significantly lower in the Inappropriate Failed Joke condition than
in all other conditions (ps � .001).

Competence. Similar to the results for status, participants
rated the candidate’s competence highest after a successful, ap-
propriate joke and lowest after a failed, inappropriate joke. Ratings
of the interviewee’s competence were significantly higher in the
Appropriate Successful Joke condition than in all other conditions
(ps � .001). Ratings of competence were also significantly lower
in the Inappropriate Failed Joke condition than in all other condi-
tions (ps � .01). We depict this pattern of results in Figure 8.

Confidence. Confidence ratings were higher in all four joke
conditions than they were in the Serious Response condition (ps �
.05).

Mediation. Perceptions of confidence and competence fully
mediated the relationship between the Appropriate Successful
Joke condition and status. Regardless of joke outcome, the
indirect effect of confidence is positive and significant (see
Appendix F and Table 5). However, joke appropriateness and
success moderate the indirect effect of competence. The indi-
rect effect of competence was negative, but not significant, after
an appropriate joke that fails. The indirect effect of competence
was negative and significant for an inappropriate joke, regard-
less of outcome. These results are consistent with our model
(see Figure 1).

Summary. In this study, we found that telling an appropriate
joke that elicits laughter increased status, but telling an inappro-
priate joke that fails to elicit laughter harmed status. We found that
confidence and competence mediate the relationship between the
successful use of appropriate humor and status. However, the
appropriateness and success of a joke changes perceptions of
competence. Individuals who tell both appropriate and inappropri-
ate jokes are perceived to be more confident than those who tell no
jokes, but only individuals who tell appropriate jokes that elicit
laughter are perceived to be more competent than those who tell
inappropriate jokes that fail to elicit laughter and those who tell no
jokes at all.

Study 4b

In Study 4b, we extend our investigation of inappropriate jokes.
In this study, we use different jokes, all of which were rated as
very funny, but differ with respect to appropriateness. In this study,
we use the same status measure as the one we used in Studies 1b
and 2a, and we test whether joke appropriateness moderates the
relationship between humor and status. We also consider whether
affect mediates the relationship between humor attempts and status

Table 4
Summary of Results for Studies 4a and 4b

Variable F �2 95% CI Power
Serious response

M (SD)

Appropriate Joke Inappropriate Joke

Successful
M (SD)

Failed M
(SD)

Successful
M (SD)

Failed
M (SD)

Study 4a
Funny F(4, 181) � 17.64��� .28 [.16, .37] 1.00 3.29ac (1.47) 5.65b (1.09) 3.89a (1.39) 3.57ac (1.85) 2.92c (1.77)
Inappropriate F(4, 181) � 80.14��� .64 [.55, .69] 1.00 2.13a (1.36) 2.97b (1.24) 4.16c (1.66) 6.35d (1.11) 6.35d (1.14)
Status F(4, 181) � 17.36��� .28 [.16, .36] 1.00 4.07a (0.84) 4.62b (0.88) 3.68a (0.76) 3.73a (0.93) 2.97c (0.99)
Competence F(4, 181) � 26.34��� .37 [.25, .45] 1.00 3.95a (0.98) 4.45b (0.98) 3.74a (0.84) 3.00c (1.10) 2.34d (0.99)
Confidence F(4, 181) � 9.33��� .17 [.07, .25] 1.00 4.29a (1.29) 5.78bc (1.11) 5.03d (1.46) 6.00b (1.22) 5.30cd (1.61)

Study 4b
Funny F(4, 504) � 47.94��� .28 [.21, .33] 1.00 2.16a (1.40) 5.07b (1.39) 4.28c (1.61) 4.16c (1.67) 4.25c (1.80)
Boring F(4, 504) � 38.10��� .23 [.17, .29] 1.00 3.74a (1.66) 1.82b (1.16) 2.24c (1.33) 1.92bc (1.12) 1.92bc (1.20)
Appropriate F(4, 504) � 132.32��� .51 [.45, .56] 1.00 5.96a (1.01) 5.51b (1.00) 4.43c (1.20) 3.04d (1.65) 2.64e (1.47)
Status F(4, 504) � 45.23��� .26 [.20, .32] 1.00 3.94a (1.27) 4.84b (0.95) 3.27c (1.27) 3.61ac (1.50) 2.57d (1.33)
PA F(4, 504) � .77 .01 [.00, .02] 0.25 4.03a (1.23) 4.03a (1.33) 4.06a (1.29) 3.93a (1.47) 3.79a (1.32)
NA F(4, 504) � 1.82 .01 [.00, .03] 0.59 1.60ab (0.98) 1.38b (0.68) 1.68a (0.99) 1.65a (0.92) 1.63a (0.88)

Note. Means in each column with different subscripts are significantly different at the p � .05 level. We present the simulated power at an � of .05 using
1,000 simulations.
� p � .05. �� p � .01. ��� p � .001.

T
hi

s
do

cu
m

en
t

is
co

py
ri

gh
te

d
by

th
e

A
m

er
ic

an
Ps

yc
ho

lo
gi

ca
l

A
ss

oc
ia

tio
n

or
on

e
of

its
al

lie
d

pu
bl

is
he

rs
.

T
hi

s
ar

tic
le

is
in

te
nd

ed
so

le
ly

fo
r

th
e

pe
rs

on
al

us
e

of
th

e
in

di
vi

du
al

us
er

an
d

is
no

t
to

be
di

ss
em

in
at

ed
br

oa
dl

y.

14 BITTERLY, BROOKS, AND SCHWEITZER



by exploring if the harm to a joke teller after an inappropriate joke
might be driven by negative affect felt by observers.

Method

Participants. We recruited 509 adults from Amazon.com’s
Mechanical Turk to participate in a study in exchange for $0.45
(52% male, Mage � 33.89 years, SD � 11.25).

Design and procedure. In Study 4b, we randomly assigned
participants to one of five between-subjects conditions: Appropri-
ate Successful Joke versus Appropriate Failed Joke versus Inap-
propriate Successful Joke versus Inappropriate Failed Joke versus
Serious Response.

Across all five conditions, the manager asked the candidate,
“What is a creative use for an old tire?” In the Serious Response
condition, the candidate responded by saying, “Make a tire swing
out of it.” In the Appropriate Joke conditions, the job candidate
answered the manager’s question by saying, “Someone doing
CrossFit could use it for 30 minutes, then tell you about it forever.”
In the Inappropriate Joke conditions, the candidate answered the
manager’s question with, “Melt it down, make 365 condoms, and
call it a GOODYEAR!” In the Successful Joke conditions, after the
joke, the participants read that, “The manager and candidate both
laugh.” In the Failed Joke conditions, the participants read, “The
candidate laughs and the manager sits in silence.” In all four joke
conditions, the scenario ends with the candidate saying, “But
seriously, make a tire swing out of it.”

For our dependent variables, we used the same status index
(adapted from Anderson et al., 2012; Kilduff & Galinsky, 2013;
� � .95) as the one we used in Studies 1b and 2a. After rating
status, participants completed the PANAS (Watson, Clark, &
Tellegen, 1988; �PA � 0.93; �NA � 0.94). We also asked partic-

ipants to rate, on a 7-point scale (1 � not at all, 7 � extremely),
the candidate’s response to the manager’s question on eight di-
mensions (funny, humorous, boring, dull, inappropriate, appropri-
ate, tasteless, and suitable). We combined two items (funny, hu-
morous) to create a measure of funniness (r � .90) and another two
items (boring, dull) to measure boringness (r � .83). We combined
the remaining items (inappropriate (reverse scored), appropriate,
tasteless (reverse scored), suitable) to form a measure of appro-
priateness (� � .93).

Results and Discussion

As in Study 4a, we find that joke appropriateness moderates the
relationship between humor and status. With different stimuli, we
find that a successful, appropriate humor attempt increases the joke
teller’s status, but a failed, inappropriate humor attempt harms
the joke teller’s status. Although affect could cause participants
to rate the joke teller more or less favorably, we do not find that
affect mediates the relationship between humor and status. We
report the means, standard deviations, and test statistics of this
study in Table 4.

Manipulation checks. The candidate’s response was rated as
significantly funnier and less boring in all of the joke conditions
compared to the Serious Response condition (all ps � .0001).
Participants judged the candidate’s response to be significantly
more appropriate in the Appropriate Joke conditions (Mappropriateness

� 4.42 for the Appropriate Successful and Appropriate Failed
conditions) than in the Inappropriate Joke conditions (Mappropriateness

� 3.05 for the Inappropriate Successful and Inappropriate Failed
conditions; ps � .0001). Participants judged successful humor
attempts to be more appropriate than failed humor attempts.

Table 5
Summary of Mediation Results

Study Condition Ind. effect 95% CI Ind. effect 95% CI Ind. effect 95% CI

Confidence Competence Total

1a Appropriate successful joke .32 [.18, .50] .11 [.03, .24] .43 [.27, .62]
1b Leadership points �.28 [�1.07, .33] .37 [.03, 1.06] .09 [�.62, .82]

Attitudinal status .14 [.04, .27] .16 [.05, .31] .30 [.14, .48]
2b Appropriate successful joke .28 [.16, .44] .29 [.12, .48] .58 [.33, .82]

Appropriate failed joke .16 [.07, .29] �.06 [�.26, .14] .11 [�.17, .38]
3a Inappropriate successful joke .09 [.03, .17] �.67 [�.87, �.50] �.58 [�.81, �.36]

Inappropriate failed joke .04 [�.03, .13] �1.05 [�1.29, �.84] �1.01 [�1.28, �.76]
3b Inappropriate successful joke .17 [.07, .31] �.47 [�.73, �.26] �.30 [�.62, .00]

Inappropriate failed joke .14 [.05, .27] �.79 [�1.05, �.56] �.64 [�.96, �.34]
4a Appropriate successful joke .30 [.17, .48] .27 [.03, .54] .57 [.27, .90]

Appropriate failed joke .15 [.02, .31] �.11 [�.34, .11] .03 [�.25, .32]
Inappropriate successful joke .35 [.19, .56] �.52 [�.80, �.26] �.17 [�.54, .20]
Inappropriate failed joke .20 [.07, .40] �.88 [�1.20, �.59] �.67 [�1.08, �.29]

Positive affect Negative affect Total

2a Appropriate successful joke .09 [�.11, .35] .00 [�.05, .08] .09 [�.12, .35]
Appropriate failed joke .20 [.03, .51] .00 [�.03, .11] .21 [.03, .53]

4b Appropriate successful joke .00 [�.11, .11] �.01 [�.06, .01] �.01 [�.13, .10]
Appropriate failed joke .01 [�.10, .12] .00 [�.01, .04] .01 [�.09, .13]
Inappropriate successful joke �.03 [�.15, .09] .00 [�.01, .04] �.03 [�.15, .09]
Inappropriate failed joke �.08 [�.20, .03] .00 [�.01, .03] �.08 [�.20, .03]

Note. Comparisons in each row reflect contrasts with the Serious condition. We report the indirect effects using 5,000 simulation bootstrap analysis (Hayes
& Preacher, 2014; Preacher & Hayes, 2004, 2008).
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Status. Ratings of the interviewee’s status were significantly
higher in the Appropriate Successful Joke condition than in all
other conditions (ps � .001). Ratings of status were also signifi-
cantly lower in the Inappropriate Failed Joke condition than in all
other conditions (ps � .001). We depict these results in Figure 9.

Mediation. We conducted both Baron and Kenny (1986) and
bootstrap analyses (Preacher & Hayes, 2004, 2008) and we did not
find that affect mediated the relationship between humor and status
(see Appendix F and Table 5). Positive affect did not boost ratings
of status after a successful, appropriate joke, and negative affect
did not diminish status after a failed, inappropriate joke.

Moderation. We tested the moderating effect of appropriate-
ness on the relationship between humor and status. We conducted
an analysis of variance (ANOVA) on status ratings as a function of
experimental condition, appropriateness, and the interaction of
experimental condition and appropriateness, F(9, 499) � 45.34,
p � .0001, �2 � .45, 95% CI [0.38, 0.49]. The effect of experi-
mental condition on ratings of status was marginally significant,
F(4, 499) � 2.38, p � .05, �2 � .02, the effect of ratings of
appropriateness of the response was significant, F(1, 499) �
115.00, p � .0001, �2 � .19, and the interaction of response and

appropriateness was significant, F(4, 499) � 2.40, p � .05, �2 �
.02.

Summary. In Study 4b, we extend our investigation of inap-
propriate humor with jokes that were rated as very funny in Pilot
Test 2 (Mfunny � 4.9 for both jokes). The appropriate joke (Cross-
Fit joke) was rated as appropriate (Mappropriate � 4.86), but the
Goodyear joke was rated as inappropriate (Mappropriate � 2.62). As
in Study 4a, we find that appropriateness moderates the relation-
ship between the use of humor and status.

In this study, we also consider and rule out affect as an alter-
native mechanism; positive affect did not increase status when
appropriate jokes elicited laughter, and negative affect did not
decrease status when inappropriate jokes failed to elicit laughter.
These results are consistent with the findings in Study 2a. In Study
2a, it might have been possible that positive or negative affect
did not mediate the relationship between humor and status
because participants were not experiencing the same emotions
they felt during recall as they felt when the joke was told. In
Study 4b, however, we address this concern by measuring
positive and negative affect immediately after the humor at-
tempt was delivered.

Figure 8. The benefits and risk of humor. (A) Joke teller status in Study 4a. (B) Joke teller competence in Study
4a. (C) Joke teller confidence in Study 4a.
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Our findings in Studies 4a and 4b illustrate the inherent risk of
using humor. Telling an appropriate joke that elicits laughter
increases status, but telling an inappropriate joke that fails to elicit
laughter decreases status. Telling a joke displays confidence and
helps status, but a signal of low competence (e.g., an inappropriate
joke) can harm status.

These studies also underscore the importance of the audience’s
reaction to the joke. When the audience laughs, people are far
more likely to perceive the humor attempt as funny and appropri-
ate. These results reveal just how malleable our perceptions of
humor are; merely reading that another individual either laughed
or did not laugh influences how we evaluate both the humor
attempt and the expresser himself.

General Discussion

Our findings reveal an important link between humor and status.
In Studies 1a and 1b, telling a successful joke—one rated as funny
and appropriate—increased the joke teller’s status. Successful joke
tellers are viewed as higher in confidence, competence, and status,
and are more likely to be nominated as group leaders.

Importantly, joke success (i.e., whether or not the audience
laughs) moderates the relationship between humor and status. In
Study 2a, we found that recalling an appropriate joke told by a
coworker increased perceptions of the coworker’s status, but only
if the joke was funny. Interestingly, we found the link between
humor and status to be so powerful that merely prompting indi-
viduals to recall a humorous exchange with a coworker shifted
their perceptions of their coworker’s status. That is, in Study 2a we
found that merely recalling a humorous exchange shifted percep-
tions of status in existing relationships. In Study 2b, we used a
different experimental paradigm and showed that attempting to use
humor displays confidence, but only the successful use of humor
signals competence and increases status.

In Studies 3a and 3b, we found that the use of humor is risky.
Telling an inappropriate joke signals a lack of competence and can
decrease status. Even inappropriate jokes, however, signal a
high level of confidence. We extended our investigation in
Studies 4a and 4b, and found that humor attempts have sub-
stantially different effects on status and competence depending
on whether or not the joke is appropriate and whether or not the
joke elicits laughter. Once again, we found that confidence and

competence, not affect, mediate the relationship between humor
and status.

Taken together, our results demonstrate that humor attempts,
even unsuccessful ones, boost perceptions of confidence, but only
humor attempts that are appropriate and elicit laughter boost
perceptions of competence and status. Inappropriate humor at-
tempts that fail to elicit laughter can overpower the beneficial
effects of signaling high confidence and cause a joke teller to
appear less competent and harm status.

Though humor can boost status, using humor is risky. Humor
attempts can fail in several ways: by being too boring (i.e., not
funny), too bold (i.e., inappropriate), or failing to elicit laughter
from the audience. How the audience reacts profoundly influences
perceptions. If the audience does not laugh, observers are less
likely to view the humor attempt as appropriate or funny, and the
joke teller may lose status.

Theoretical Implications

Our findings make several important theoretical contributions.
First, we establish an important link between humor and status.
Individuals expend substantial resources to gain status. The use of
humor, however, may offer a relatively inexpensive, though risky
strategy for gaining status by boosting perceptions of confidence
and competence. Importantly, our research demonstrates that to
understand status, we need to understand humor.

Second, our findings describe an important relationship be-
tween humor, confidence, and competence. Prior work has
focused on how displays of ability, dominance, and confidence
signal competence and consequently increase status (Anderson
& Kilduff, 2009b; Kennedy, Anderson, & Moore, 2013). We
find that merely telling a joke displays confidence, and that
perceptions of confidence are associated with higher status.
This is consistent with prior work, which has found that dis-
playing confidence can boost status (Anderson et al., 2012;
Kennedy et al., 2013). However, we identify the inappropriate
and failed use of humor as an important exception. Inappropri-
ate and failed humor attempts display confidence, but simulta-
neously signal low competence and lower status. That is, failed
humor attempts can boost perceptions of confidence, but signal
low competence and harm status.

Third, our findings underscore the risk of attempting to use
humor. Whereas prior humor research has focused on humor
attempts that caused other individuals to laugh, we investigate the
impact of humor attempts that fail to elicit laughter. Our findings
highlight the important role that laughter plays in determining not
only whether or not humor attempts succeed, but also how appro-
priate the use of humor is. Even for objectively inappropriate
humor attempts, laughter substantively mitigated the damage that
telling an inappropriate joke caused. In general, telling an inap-
propriate joke signals a lack of competence and damages status.
But someone skilled in the ability to elicit laughter may face far
fewer consequences for telling inappropriate jokes.

Prescriptive Advice

Our results reveal that the ability to use humor is an important
social and managerial skill. By using humor effectively, individ-
uals can project confidence, signal competence, and increase their

Figure 9. Joke teller status in Study 4b.
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status. As a result, individuals within organizations may derive
substantial benefits by developing their ability to use humor.
Perhaps humor should play an important role in how we select,
train, and promote individuals.

Our findings also reveal that humor is risky. Using humor to
project confidence, signal competence, and increase status may be
particularly effective in novel situations when individuals form
initial impressions. These settings, however, are also characterized
by unfamiliarity. Expressers may fail to appreciate implicit norms
and boundaries as they interact with unfamiliar others. It is pos-
sible that the contexts in which humor may be most beneficial are
also those in which humor is fraught with risk. Ultimately, our
prescriptive advice is to use humor with caution.

Future Directions

Future work can extend our investigation in several ways. Fu-
ture research should identify characteristics that moderate the risk
of telling an inappropriate joke. To succeed, a joke needs to be
both benign (inoffensive) and a violation (surprising/inappropriate
enough to make people laugh, McGraw & Warren, 2010; Warren
& McGraw, 2016, 2015). Future work should identify guidelines
to minimize the risk of telling offensive jokes. For example,
aspects of joke delivery (e.g., physical cues, timing, frequency),
characteristics of the joke teller (e.g., age, gender, status), the
audience (e.g., size, heterogeneity), the target (e.g., present vs.
absent, known vs. stranger), the setting (e.g., in the workplace, at
home), and the relationships between the joke teller, audience, and
target (e.g., hierarchy, length of relationship, social closeness,
liking) are all likely to influence how beneficial and risky the use
of humor is. Misjudging the context could spell the difference
between success and disaster.

We found that humor can boost perceptions of confidence,
competence, and status. We expect successful joke tellers to be
more influential than others. Those who attempt to use humor and
fail, however, may lose respect, status, and influence. We call for
future work to explore the relationship between successful humor,
unsuccessful humor, and influence.

Future research should also explore other potential mediators of
the relationship between humor and status. In addition to confi-
dence and competence, being able to anticipate what another
individual would view as appropriate and humorous reflects social
skill. Inferences about social skills may also help to explain why
the audience laughing helps to mitigate the negative effects of
telling an inappropriate joke.

It is also possible that individuals who tell successful, appropri-
ate jokes are better liked than individuals who are serious, whereas
those who tell failed, inappropriate jokes are less well-liked. Ul-
timately, humorous individuals may gain greater influence over
time that fuels an even steeper rise in status.

In our studies, we operationalized humor attempts with short,
witty, spoken jokes. This is a common form of humor expression,
but some humor attempts involve other forms of expression such
as physical humor or storytelling. Future work should explore how
cultural norms and types of humor expression moderate the rela-
tionship between humor and status.

In our studies, we focused on individual-level outcomes for the
joke teller: perceptions of confidence, competence, and status. But
humor is likely to impact important outcomes at the dyadic, group,

and organizational levels as well. For example, organizations that
encourage the use of humor may be more effective with respect to
recruitment and retention than serious organizations. Future work
could investigate outcomes at different levels of analysis.

Future work should also investigate the moderating role of
gender in the relationship between humor and status. Varying the
gender of the joke teller, target, and audience may matter pro-
foundly for joke success—especially for gender-related jokes (Fe-
ingold, 1992; Hooper, Sharpe, & Roberts, 2016; Martin, 2007;
Mickes, Walker, Parris, Mankoff, & Christenfeld, 2012). Future
work should explore gender differences across the three humor
roles (i.e., joke teller, joke target(s), and joke audience), and how
gender differences impact the appropriateness and willingness of
individuals to attempt to use humor.

Important work remains to guide individuals and groups in how
to recover following an inappropriate joke failure. When an indi-
vidual tells a joke that is inappropriate and unsuccessful, perhaps
an apology is the most effective way to regain status. Alterna-
tively, the joke teller’s best recovery strategy might be to make a
self-deprecating joke or simply shift focus. In some cases, if the
joke is extremely inappropriate (e.g., Justine Sacco’s joke about
AIDS in South Africa), the joke teller might not be able to repair
the damage done by the joke.

Conclusion

Humor is pervasive, and making a joke presents an opportunity for
individuals to increase their status. If individuals tell appropriate jokes
that make others laugh, they are likely to signal both confidence and
competence and increase their status. If individuals tell inappropriate
jokes that do not make others laugh, they are likely to appear confi-
dent, but less competent and lower in status. Taken together, many
individuals may be missing opportunities to project confidence, dem-
onstrate their competence, and increase their status. On the other hand,
some individuals may be keenly aware about the risks of making
inappropriate jokes—especially at work—and they may be wise to
keep their jokes to themselves. Whereas Dick Costolo told jokes as he
rose to the top, it only took one inappropriate joke for Justine Sacco
to get fired. Humor attempts are risky business.
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Appendix A

Jokes Used in Studies

In Studies 1a and 1b, participants saw another participant (who was
actually a confederate) deliver either a humorous or serious testimo-
nial for a hypothetical online pet waste removal service, FastScoop
.com (Study 1a), and a hypothetical travel service, VisitSwitzerland
.ch (Study 1b). In Studies 2 through 4, participants were presented
with a scenario of an interview between a manager and a job candi-
date. In the scenario, the manager asks the candidate a question. The
candidate then responds with either a joke or a serious response.

Study 1a

Humorous testimonial: Very professional. After cleaning up the
poop, they weren’t even upset when they found out that I do not
have a pet! But seriously, this service is reliable and always leaves
the yard spotless!

Serious testimonial: Very professional. This service is reliable
and always leaves the yard spotless!

Study 1b

Question: What made you fall in love with Switzerland?
Humorous testimonial: The mountains are great for skiing and

hiking, and the flag is a big plus! Seriously, it’s amazing!
Serious testimonial: The mountains are great for skiing and

hiking! It’s amazing!

Study 2b

Manager’s question: Where do you see yourself in five years?
Joke response: Celebrating the fifth year anniversary of you

asking me this question.

Serious response: Continuing to work in this field in a role like
this one.

Study 3a

Manager’s question: Are you looking for a challenging position?
Joke response: That’s what she said!
Serious response: Yes. I am a hard worker and like challenges.

Study 3b

Manager’s question: What do you see yourself doing within the
first 30 days of this job?

Joke response: The Receptionist I saw on the way in.
Serious response: Getting to know the team and up to speed.

Study 4a

Manager’s question: What would you do if you won the lottery?
Appropriate joke response: When I die, I would want my last

words to be, “I left one million dollars under the. . . .”
Inappropriate joke response: I’ll tell you what I’d do, two chicks

at the same time.
Serious response: I would probably go on a vacation to Hawaii.

Study 4b

Manager’s Question: What is a creative use for an old tire?
Appropriate joke response: Someone doing crossfit could use it

for 30 minutes, then tell you about it forever.
Inappropriate joke response: Melt it down, make 365 condoms,

and call it a GOODYEAR!
Serious response: Make a tire swing out of it.

(Appendices continue)
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Appendix B

Sample Stimuli (Study 1a)

(See the online article for the color version of the figures.)

Appendix C

Sample Stimuli (Study 1b)

What Made You Fall in Love With Switzerland?
(See the online article for the color version of the figure.)

(Appendices continue)
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Appendix D

Leadership Election Instructions (Study 1b)

At the end of this lab session, you will be asked to engage in
a group task with other study participants. In this task, you
will complete a team exercise in a small group of 3 to 6
participants and compete against other small groups in this lab
session.

One person in each group will be the group leader. That person
will lead the group in the team exercise. You will elect the group
leader by transferring points to each presenter. Every participant
has 25 points and has the opportunity to keep some points for
him/herself and transfer some points to other presenters. The

person who ends up with the most points will become the group
leader.

The presenters you just saw may be assigned to your group.
You have 25 points. Please indicate how many points you would

like to assign to each presenter. The remaining points will be
allotted to you. Remember that the person with the most points will
become the group leader and will guide your group in the com-
petition, so please answer this question thoughtfully.

How many of your 25 points would you like to assign to each
presenter?

Appendix E

Sample Stimuli (Study 2b)

Additional photos follow with text below:
Manager: I’m going to ask a few questions to get to know more

about you.
Candidate: Sounds good.
Manager: Where do you see yourself in five years?
In the joke condition, the candidate responds with the following:

Candidate: Celebrating the fifth year anniversary of you asking
me this question.

And participants then read: “The manager and candidate both
laugh.”

The photos shown above are very similar to the ones used in the
study (the originals are available upon request from the authors).

(Appendices continue)
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Appendix F

Mediation Analyses for Studies 1 Through 4

We conducted both Baron and Kenny (1986) and bootstrap
analyses (Hayes & Preacher, 2014; Preacher & Hayes, 2004, 2008)
to test for mediation. We report the Baron and Kenny (1986)
analysis below and report the results of the bootstrap analysis in
Table 5.

Study 1a

Perceptions of confidence and competence mediated the rela-
tionship between the second presenter’s testimonial and status
(Baron & Kenny, 1986; Hayes & Preacher, 2014; Preacher &
Hayes, 2004, 2008). When we included competence ratings for the
second presenter in our model, with status and competence ratings
for the first presenter as covariates, the effect of the condition was
reduced (from � � .67, p � .0001 to � � .43, p � .01), and the
effect of competence remained significant (� � .41, p � .0001).
When we included confidence ratings for the second presenter in
our model, with status and confidence ratings for the first presenter
as covariates, the effect of the condition was reduced (from � �
.60, p � .0001 to � � .18, p � .08), and the effect of confidence
remained significant (� � .39, p � .0001).

Study 1b

Perceptions of competence mediated the relationship between
the second presenter’s testimonial and our behavioral and attitu-
dinal measures of status (Baron & Kenny, 1986; Hayes &
Preacher, 2014; Preacher & Hayes, 2004, 2008). Perceptions of
confidence mediated the relationship between the second present-
er’s testimonial and our attitudinal, but not our behavioral, mea-
sure of status.

Behavioral measure of status. For the allocation of leader
points to the second presenter, our behavioral measure of status,
when we included competence ratings of the second presenter in
our model, with leader points allocated to the first presenter and
competence ratings of the first presenter as covariates, the effect of
the condition was reduced (from � � 1.64, p � .01 to � � 1.31,
p � .05), and the effect of competence was marginally significant
(� � 1.13, p � .07). When we included confidence ratings of the
second presenter in our model, with leader points allocated to the
first presenter and confidence ratings of the first presenter as
covariates, the effect of the condition was reduced (from � � 1.38,
p � .05 to � � 0.96, p � .14), and the effect of confidence was
not significant (� � 0.50, p � .30).

Attitudinal measure of status. We next consider attitudinal
ratings of status of the second presenter. When we include the

competence ratings of the second presenter in our model, with
status and competence ratings of the first presenter as covariates,
the effect of the condition was reduced (from � � .38, p � .001
to � � .17, p � .01), and the effect of competence remained
significant (� � .60, p � .0001). When we included confidence
ratings of the second presenter in our model, with status and
confidence ratings of the first presenter as covariates, the effect of
the condition was reduced (from � � 0.38, p � .01 to � � 0.06,
p � .48), and the effect of confidence remained significant (� �
0.37, p � .001).

Study 2a

Affect did not significantly mediate the relationship between a
successful humor attempt and status (Baron & Kenny, 1986; Hayes
& Preacher, 2014; Preacher & Hayes, 2004, 2008). When we
included positive affect in our model, included negative affect as
a covariate, and compared the Successful Joke condition with the
Serious Comment condition, the effect of the Successful Joke
condition remained significant and was only slightly reduced
(from � � .77, p � .05 to � � .68, p � .05), and the effect of
positive affect remained significant (� � 0.35, p � .001). When
we included negative affect in our model, included positive affect
as a covariate, and compared the Successful Joke condition with
the Serious Comment condition, the effect of the Successful Joke
condition remained significant and was very slightly reduced
(from � � .678, p � .05 to � � .677, p � .05), and the effect of
negative affect was not significant (� � �0.02, p � .82).

Study 2b

Perceptions of confidence and competence mediated the rela-
tionship between the successful use of humor and status (Baron &
Kenny, 1986; Hayes & Preacher, 2014; Preacher & Hayes, 2004,
2008). When we included competence in our model and compared
the Successful Joke condition with the Serious Response condi-
tion, the effect of the Successful Joke condition was reduced (from
� � .79, p � .0001 to � � .43, p � .0001) and the effect of
competence remained significant (� � .76, p � .0001). When we
included confidence in our model and compared the Successful
Joke condition with the Serious Response condition, the effect of
the Successful Joke condition was no longer significant (from � �
.79, p � .0001 to � � .06, p � .65) and the effect of confidence
remained significant (� � .54, p � .0001).

(Appendices continue)
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Study 3a

Perceptions of competence fully mediated the relationship be-
tween the failed use of humor and status (Baron & Kenny, 1986;
Hayes & Preacher, 2014; Preacher & Hayes, 2004, 2008). When
we included competence in our model and compared the Failed
Joke condition to the Serious Response condition, the effect of the
Failed Joke condition was no longer significant (from � � �1.27,
p � .0001 to � � �.11, p � .37) and the effect of competence
remained significant (� � .64, p � .0001).

We also tested whether perceptions of confidence mediated the
relationship between humor and status (Baron & Kenny, 1986;
Hayes & Preacher, 2014; Preacher & Hayes, 2004, 2008). When
we included confidence in our model and compared the Failed
Joke condition to the Serious Response condition, the effect of the
Failed Joke condition increased (from � � �1.27, p � .0001 to
� � �1.35, p � .0001) and the effect of confidence remained
significant (� � .37, p � .001).

Study 3b

Perceptions of competence fully mediated the relationship be-
tween the failed joke and decreased status (Baron & Kenny, 1986;
Hayes & Preacher, 2014; Preacher & Hayes, 2004, 2008). When
we included competence in our model and compared the Failed
Joke condition with the Serious Response condition, the effect of
the Failed Joke condition was significantly reduced (from
� � �.93, p � .0001 to � � 0.00, p � .97) and the effect of
competence remained significant (� � .59, p � .0001).

We also tested whether confidence mediated the relationship
between the failed joke and decreased status (Baron & Kenny,
1986; Hayes & Preacher, 2014; Preacher & Hayes, 2004, 2008).
When we included confidence in our model and compared the
Failed Joke condition with the Serious Response condition, the
effect of the Failed Joke condition increased (from � � �.93, p �
.0001 to � � �1.21, p � .0001) and the effect of confidence
remained significant (� � .38, p � .0001).

Study 4a

Perceptions of confidence and competence fully mediated the
relationship between the Appropriate Successful Joke condition
and status (Baron & Kenny, 1986; Hayes & Preacher, 2014;
Preacher & Hayes, 2004, 2008). When we included competence in

our model and compared the Appropriate Successful Joke condi-
tion with the Serious Response condition, the effect of the Appro-
priate Successful Joke condition was no longer significant (from
� � .55, p � .01 to � � .25, p � .10), and the effect of
competence remained significant (� � .61, p � .0001). When we
included confidence in our model and compared the Appropriate
Successful Joke condition with the Serious Response condition,
the effect of the Appropriate Successful Joke condition was no
longer significant (from � � .55, p � .01 to � � .11, p � .57), and
the effect of confidence remained significant (� � .29, p � .0001).

We also tested whether confidence and competence mediated
the relationship between the Inappropriate Failed Joke condition
and status (Baron & Kenny, 1986; Hayes & Preacher, 2014;
Preacher & Hayes, 2004, 2008). When we included competence in
our model and compared the Inappropriate Failed Joke condition
with the Serious Response condition, the effect of the Inappropri-
ate Failed Joke condition was no longer significant (from
� � �1.11, p � .0001 to � � �.13, p � .46). When we included
confidence in our model and compared the Inappropriate Failed
Joke condition with the Serious Response condition, the effect of
the Inappropriate Failed Joke condition increased (from
� � �1.11, p � .0001 to � � �1.40, p � .0001).

Study 4b

Affect did not mediate the relationship between an appropriate
humor attempt that succeeds and status (Baron & Kenny, 1986;
Hayes & Preacher, 2014; Preacher & Hayes, 2004, 2008). When
we included positive affect in our model, included negative affect
as a covariate, and compared the Appropriate Successful Joke
condition with the Serious Response condition, the effect of the
Appropriate Successful Joke condition remained significant (from
� � .90, p � .0001 to � � .92, p � .0001) and the effect of
positive affect remained significant (� � .31, p � .0001). When
we included negative affect in our model, positive affect as a
covariate, and compared the Inappropriate Failed Joke condition
with the Serious Response condition, the effect of the Inappropri-
ate Failed Joke condition remained significant (from � � �1.37,
p � .0001 to � � �1.29, p � .0001) and the effect of negative
affect was not significant (� � .05, p � .41).
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