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Abstract
Organizational humor has been a heavily studied topic in the science 
of  communication. This research project focused on perceptions and 
preferences of  supervisor use of  humor and how individuals went about 
determining humor appropriateness, as well as how the four functions of  
humor are connected to and used in the workplace. Data were collected 
through a survey method, and results found that participants preferred 
humorous supervisors in most situations, as long as that supervisor was 
able to use a serious tone in the right contexts. Results also showed that 
overall, participants believed that the ability to gauge a situation was key 
in deciding to use humor, but that there are also certain themes to avoid.
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Dr. Caleb George Hubbard

Nick Pietramale’s research explores the strategic use of  humor 
by workplace leaders, an understudied aspect of  organizational 
communication. While humor’s role in work contexts has been previously 
examined, its application by supervisors in professional settings presents 
unique challenges. Nick’s work contributes to organizational behavior 
and leadership studies by analyzing the balance between humor’s benefits 
and drawbacks through established frameworks. This research attempts 
to continue and expand the current understanding around effective 
humor communication strategies in modern workplaces. The study’s 
value lies in its focused examination of  humor as a leadership tool, 
offering insights into improving workplace dynamics and efficiency.
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It is common to hear that employees might not like or get along with 
their supervisors. However, there are instances where employees get 

along very well with their supervisors through a shared sense of  humor. 
This led to curiosity about how employees perceive supervisors based on 
their use of  humor. Additionally, there was an interest in understanding 
what kind of  workplaces employees favored the most. Does the nature 
of  a task affect perceptions of  supervisor humor? How do people 
determine what kind of  humor is appropriate? Answering these 
questions is important, as understanding how and when to use humor 
in the workplace can lead to things such as an increase in productivity, 
employee satisfaction, and an overall improved work environment. A 
failure to understand how and when to use humor however may lead 
to an offensive, uncomfortable, and unserious work environment. The 
purpose of  this paper was to explore how different situations affected 
perceptions of  humor in the workplace, while also exploring how 
people gauge humor appropriateness.

Literature Review

We have all heard the word humor used in everyday conversation, but 
how is it academically defined? Meyer (2015) defines humor as “the 
capacity to perceive actions as funny, respond to an amusing stimulus, 
or create something that elicits amusement” (p.1). So how does this 
definition relate to this research? The question could be asked, is the 
workplace the right time to be using communication to elicit amusement? 
Does everyone in the workplace have the capacity to perceive the same 
topics as funny? Meyer (2015) introduces the idea of  the Individual 
Model of  Humor. This concept discusses how one can go through 
the tragic or comic path based on ego-involvement. The idea of  ego-
involvement can be traced back to Freud’s ego, id, and superego, and 
Burke’s expansion of  ego itself.1

Throughout life, we recognize the idea of  contextual normal, also 
known as a pattern; however, what happens when that pattern is 
broken? When an individual perceives a pattern violation of  an event 
that they understand the context for, they either choose to find humor 
in the interaction by going down the comic path of  ego-involvement or 
choose to not find humor in the interaction by going down the tragic 

1 Kenneth Burke, A Grammar of  Motives, 1945
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path (Meyer, 2000). For example, you are in a movie theater and hear 
someone yell. The normal pattern is to be silent during the film. When 
someone is yelling while on their phone (e.g., ego-involvement would be 
negative source), you get mad (i.e., you take the tragic path). However, if  
it is during a scary moment in the movie and the person is yelling “Run 
away!” (e.g., ego-involvement would be positive mood) you may chuckle 
(i.e., taking the comic path).

Having the context of  a situation is important to humor, as humor is 
found in a pattern violation, also known as bona-fide, and a pattern 
cannot be recognized as being violated if  the pattern itself  is not 
understood (Attardo & Raskin, 1993; Attardo, 2017). This is important 
to understanding organizational humor in the workplace since, if  
an individual chooses the tragic path when presented with a pattern 
violation, consequences may be found as a result of  the individual 
violating the pattern (Grimes, 1955). If  a supervisor uses humor, and a 
tragic path is taken, this can cause tensions in employee relations.

Humor can be a positive addition to the workplace (Lang & Lee, 
2010). It can help foster new friendships and help serve as a sort of  
ice breaker for new employees (Mesmer-Magnus et al., 2018). Humor 
can also influence the perceptions of  those in supervisory positions. 
Affiliative humor, humor used to unify people (Meyer, 2015), was found 
to be positively related to perceptions of  supervisor favorability, job 
satisfaction, commitment, and organizational pride (Mesmer-Magnus 
et al., 2018). Self-enhancing humor, humor used to put oneself  or a 
group above another person or group (Leist & Müller, 2012), did have 
a positive effect, but only in relation to supervisor favorability and 
job satisfaction. Self-enhancing humor was not effective at building 
feelings of  organizational commitment or pride amongst employees. 
Mesmer-Magnus and colleagues’ (2018) study also found that aggressive 
humor, which is humor that can be used as a divisive tool (Meyer, 
2015), promoted negative reactions, such as employee strain, while self-
defeating humor, which is humor used to make fun of  oneself  (Leist 
& Müller, 2012), would sometimes make employees uncomfortable or 
feel awkward.

In a 2012 study, Mesmer-Magnus et al. found that employee humor 
did enhance day to day items (e.g. subordinate satisfaction with leader 
and coping effectiveness) such as work performance, satisfaction, and 
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workgroup cohesion, along with job satisfaction factors, such as coping 
effectiveness, decreased burnout, and stress. Overall, supervisor humor 
was correlated with positive perceptions of  supervisor performance, 
satisfaction with supervisors, and enhanced subordinate work 
performance. Employees were found to perceive a humorous supervisor 
as warmer, and the perception of  their competence had little effect. 
However, gender had an impact on the supervisor’s use of  humor. For 
example, if  an employee was a woman, the perceived competence of  a 
humorous supervisor was negative. Female employees also specifically 
perceived humorous male supervisors as less competent, while male 
employees perceived humorous female supervisors as more competent 
(Brender-Ilan, 2021).

A study that looked into employee-to-employee humor found that 
humor was an important factor when existing employees were deciding 
if  they wanted to work with a new person or not (Taylor et al., 2022). 
This study also found that when a new employee was hired, existing 
employees would indirectly teach them what kind of  humor was 
expected and accepted. This integrated teaching is important as there 
are social norms that are expected to be followed. Social norms are 
simply the expectations we have for people and situations. Humor was 
also used to address things that needed correction, which was beneficial 
as it addressed mistakes in a non-threatening way (Heiss & Carmack, 
2012). Additionally, humor can also be used to put clear boundaries on 
different groups of  people in the workplace such as men and women 
(Clason, 2019), and supervisors and employees (Lynch, 2009).

There are four functions of  humor: identification, clarification, 
enforcement, and differentiation. The first two on that list are more 
unifying forms of  humor, while the last two are more divisive (Graham et 
al., 1992). Identification relates to individuals having a shared script, or a 
shared sense of  humor. Clarification can be used as a way of  reinforcing 
the social norm, or playfully pointing out mistakes. Enforcement 
normally involves a social norm violation being addressed, or introducing 
a controversial topic that may be conflicting. Differentiation is used to 
create division, often by having someone’s social group make fun of  
another social group that they may disagree with (Meyer, 2015). These 
functions were key when approaching this research, as the study was 
interested in how these four functions contributed and related to the use 
of  humor in the workplace.
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The two research questions are:

RQ1: Does the nature of  a task affect perceptions of  supervisor humor? 

RQ2: In what ways do people determine what kind of  humor is 
appropriate?

When exploring how humor is displayed within the workplace, I have 
outlined above how it has been explored in prior research. The goal 
of  the current RQs is to explore the association between humor and 
leadership, as well as how humor would be deemed unimportant. The 
findings of  these questions will answer how different tasks in the 
workplace influence the use and interpretation of  humor, as well as how 
humor is chosen in the workplace when interacting with leadership.The 
purpose of  this study is to explore the role of  humor in interactions 
between leaders and subordinates in the workplace, which can be seen 
detailed throughout the data collection and participants involved.

Method

Data were collected using a survey. The population surveyed consisted 
of  41 participants (N=41) with the only requirement for participation 
being that they had been employed and were 18 years old or older. 
The population for this survey was a convenient snowball sample, as 
participants were asked to spread the survey to individuals within their 
proximity. After consenting to the study, participants were asked a series 
of  20 questions that consisted of  a mix of  close- and open-ended 
responses. An example of  a close-ended question would be, “Do you 
think humor is an effective tool for providing constructive feedback 
or addressing mistakes?” and an example of  an open-ended question 
would be, “In your opinion, what are the benefits of  incorporating 
humor into the workplace?”

Results

The first research question asked if  humor influenced the perception of  
a work task. Participants were asked to answer a question that gauged 
how they felt about receiving an unfavorable task from a supervisor. 
Table 1 displays these results. The minority (22%) of  participants found 
it more frustrating being told to do an unfavorable task by a humorous 
supervisor, with one participant saying that if  an unfavorable task was 
given by a non-humorous supervisor, it would feel like a chore, but if  it 
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came from a humorous supervisor then it may feel more like performing 
a favor for a friend.

Participants were also asked if  they felt more comfortable talking to a 
humorous or non-humorous supervisor about work-related grievances. 
The majority (68.3%) of  participants said that they felt more comfortable 
with a humorous supervisor. One participant noted that the reason for 
this was because they felt more confident that they would not be yelled 
at by a humorous supervisor. There were also responses that indicated a 
more neutral response, such as one participant who stated that it could 
go either way, but if  a supervisor only knew how to use humor and not 
when to be serious, then the participant would prefer a non-humorous 
supervisor. These responses helped to answer RQ1, as the nature of  
a task was influencing what type of  supervisor a participant would 
prefer. It seems that a more lighthearted supervisor promotes calmness 
and decreases frustration, though there needs to be a balance between 
humor and seriousness.

Next, we discuss the results of  RQ2, which explored how people deem 
what humor is appropriate. Table 2 displays results and quotes from 
participants. When participants were asked to explain how they decide 
what humor is and is not appropriate, there were many responses that 
suggested always avoiding things like sexual humor or degrading humor, 
and that determining what humor to use required knowledge of  who 
would be receiving the humorous message, and from what sender. One 
participant noted that humor is subjective, and that it was important 
to understand what was okay with what person when deciding to use 
humor in the workplace. This helped answer RQ2, and showed that 
there are themes to be avoided, but mostly people decide how and 
when to use humor based on the situation and individual that they are 
communicating with.

Discussion
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Table 1. Supervisor Humor in the Workplace
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Table 2. Understanding Humor in the Workplace

A core part of  this research was to inquire about how the four functions 
of  humor are involved in organizations. This study wanted to see how 
each function benefited and improved the workplace, while also looking 
at how those functions might inhibit the workplace. In the following 
paragraphs, a discussion of  these functions shows that without humor, 
tasks and actions in the workplace become more strenuous and 
conflicting.

The first is identification; this involves bonding over a shared sense of  
humor. This is important in the workplace, since a comfortable work 
environment helps promote productivity. When participants were asked 
about what they thought the benefits of  humor in the workplace were, 
many stated that productivity and workplace culture were improved 
through the use of  humor. Many also stated that it made relationship 
building amongst coworkers easier, as well as overall workplace 
communication.

In regard to clarification, which can be used to point out errors, this 
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In regard to clarification, which can be used to point out errors, this 
research discussed how certain topics or conversations can be eased 
through the use of  humor. One of  the survey questions asked if  
participants preferred approaching a humorous or non-humorous 
supervisor about work-related grievances. Overall, participants 
preferred a humorous supervisor, as they felt they were less likely to 
get yelled at. One participant noted that if  the supervisor was unable 
to communicate in a serious tone as well as a humorous tone, then they 
would prefer a non-humorous supervisor, as they would be worried 
that their grievances would not be taken seriously. This was important 
as it showed that humor was helpful in easing tensions in tough 
conversations, but also that if  humor was the only communication tool 
used during those tough conversations, it may cause the employee to 
feel as though they were not being taken seriously.

Next is enforcement. This relates to correcting a mistake or norm that 
has been violated. This research looked at how humor can improve the 
correction of  mistakes and address wrongdoings. Participants indicated 
that they would prefer to receive a task from a humorous supervisor, as 
they felt that the task would be viewed more as a favor; however, from 
a non-humorous supervisor, the task may feel like performing a chore. 
This showed the benefit of  using humor in organizations, as it can be 
used as a gateway for presenting tasks that may cause conflict.

Lastly is differentiation, which involves bonding over division or 
alienation of  an outside group. When it comes to this function, there can 
be both positive and negative uses of  humor in the workplace. A positive 
form of  differentiation could be found in coworkers joking about 
another department, and bonding over that shared humor. This study 
produced results that helped demonstrate an instance where a negative 
form of  differentiation could be present. When asked about what kind 
of  boundaries a supervisor should adhere to when using humor in the 
workplace, participants noted things such as avoiding making fun of  an 
employee or making fun of  someone’s personal life. This supported the 
importance of  differentiation in the workplace, while also showing the 
consequences of  a poor use of  humor in organizations.

One interesting finding from this study was participants’ opinions of  
receiving an unfavorable task from a supervisor. As displayed in the 
results, some participants said that the use of  humor positively 
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research discussed how certain topics or conversations can be eased 
through the use of  humor. One of  the survey questions asked if  
participants preferred approaching a humorous or non-humorous 
supervisor about work-related grievances. Overall, participants 
preferred a humorous supervisor, as they felt they were less likely to 
get yelled at. One participant noted that if  the supervisor was unable 
to communicate in a serious tone as well as a humorous tone, then they 
would prefer a non-humorous supervisor, as they would be worried 
that their grievances would not be taken seriously. This was important 
as it showed that humor was helpful in easing tensions in tough 
conversations, but also that if  humor was the only communication tool 
used during those tough conversations, it may cause the employee to 
feel as though they were not being taken seriously.

Next is enforcement. This relates to correcting a mistake or norm that 
has been violated. This research looked at how humor can improve the 
correction of  mistakes and address wrongdoings. Participants indicated 
that they would prefer to receive a task from a humorous supervisor, as 
they felt that the task would be viewed more as a favor; however, from 
a non-humorous supervisor, the task may feel like performing a chore. 
This showed the benefit of  using humor in organizations, as it can be 
used as a gateway for presenting tasks that may cause conflict.

Lastly is differentiation, which involves bonding over division or 
alienation of  an outside group. When it comes to this function, there can 
be both positive and negative uses of  humor in the workplace. A positive 
form of  differentiation could be found in coworkers joking about 
another department, and bonding over that shared humor. This study 
produced results that helped demonstrate an instance where a negative 
form of  differentiation could be present. When asked about what kind 
of  boundaries a supervisor should adhere to when using humor in the 
workplace, participants noted things such as avoiding making fun of  an 
employee or making fun of  someone’s personal life. This supported the 
importance of  differentiation in the workplace, while also showing the 
consequences of  a poor use of  humor in organizations.

One interesting finding from this study was participants’ opinions 
of  receiving an unfavorable task from a supervisor. As displayed in 
the results, some participants said that the use of  humor positively 
influenced the perception of  the task, while others said it did not make 
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a difference. When thinking of  the individual model of  humor (Meyer, 
2015), individuals choose to go down the comic path or to go down 
the tragic path. The first of  which involves finding humor positive in a 
situation, while the other does not. The responses to the question about 
unfavorable tasks show the different perspectives that people can have 
in interactions with workplace leadership.

This research also shows the relevance of  ego-involvement in the 
workplace. The three components of  ego-involvement—source, mood, 
and confidence—were discussed in almost every response to the open-
ended questions. For most participants, the source of  the humor (e.g., 
supervisor or coworker) was important in its interpretation. The mood 
of  both the sender and the receiver in a humorous interaction was also 
important, as many participants talked about how it was important to 
read the room or understand the person you are talking to. It was also 
important to participants that they were confident the conversation 
they were having was of  a humorous nature, as was their confidence in 
understanding the context.

Limitations and Future Directions

Overall, the results of  this study echoed the findings of  previous 
research, such as that Lang and Lee (2010). This study showed similar 
results and revealed a new layer of  how functions of  humor are used 
within the workplace. It was interesting to see how certain questions 
produced results that were split more evenly, such as the question asking 
if  participants thought a humorous work environment was more or less 
productive. The limitations of  this study were a small population size, as 
well as the lack of  incentive for participants to consistently respond with 
thoughtful, open-ended responses. If  this topic were to be researched 
again, surveying varying age demographics and separating results by 
age could possibly show the effects of  a changing generation in the 
workplace. Future research should also look into how results would vary 
depending on the type of  workplace (e.g., food service or office work). 
■
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