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Humor in Long-Term Romantic
Relationships: The Association
of General Humor Styles and
Relationship-Specific Functions
with Relationship Satisfaction
Jeffrey A. Hall

This manuscript explores the associations between general humor styles,

relationship-specific humor functions, and relationship satisfaction for 103 couples

(N¼ 206) in long-term romantic relationships. Four Actor-Partner Interdependence

Models tested whether five communicative functions of humor (i.e., enjoyment, affection,

let go of conflict, coping, apologize) mediated the associations between humor styles (i.e.,

affiliative, self-enhancing, self-defeating, aggressive) and relationship satisfaction. The

enjoyment function of humor consistently mediated the relationship between positive

humor styles and satisfaction. Two other functions of humor (i.e., affection, let go) also

mediated the relationship between positive styles and satisfaction, but these associations

were moderated by participant sex.

Keywords: Actor-Partner Interdependence Model; Humor Function; Humor Style;

Romantic Relationship Satisfaction; Structural Equation Modeling

A good sense of humor is one of the most sought-out characteristics in a romantic

partner (Bressler & Balshine, 2006; Cann, Calhoun, & Banks, 1997). Additionally,

individuals in romantic relationships report that humor is of vital importance. Ziv

(1988) found that 92% of husbands and wives claimed that humor made significant
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contributions to married life. Lauer, Lauer, and Kerr (1990) suggested that almost

75% of couples laugh together at least once a day. Several early studies reported that

partners’ use of humor was strongly correlated with relational quality and satisfaction

(i.e., Lauer et al., 1990; Ziv, 1988; Ziv & Gadish, 1989). Yet, as research on the role of

humor in romantic relationships has become more nuanced and sophisticated,

humor researchers have found it difficult to demonstrate these beneficial effects.

Barelds and Barelds-Dijkstra (2010) reported that ‘‘humor plays a limited role in inti-

mate, long-term relationships’’ (p. 458), and Hall and Sereno (2010) suggested that

negative humor fails to explain variance in relational satisfaction.

To account for the varying effects of humor in long-term relationships, contem-

porary researchers have begun to investigate which particular styles of humor are

most predictive of relationship satisfaction. Several researchers have used the Humor

Styles Questionnaire (HSQ), developed by Martin, Puhlik-Doris, Larsen, Gray, and

Weir (2003), to explore the differential impact of humor style on relational out-

comes. For example, Campbell, Martin, and Ward (2008) compared the influence

of affiliative and aggressive humor on couples’ conflict, and found that only affiliative

humor use was related to positive relational outcomes. Cann, Zapata, and Davis

(2011) reported that taken together the four humor styles only weakly predicted rela-

tional satisfaction and only self-enhancing humor was positively associated with

satisfaction.

Other humor researchers have focused on the functions, purposes, and goals of

humor in relationships (e.g., Bippus, 2000; de Koning & Weiss, 2002; Lynch,

2002). Research has suggested that the positive effects of humor may be dependent

on how humor is used in a relationship. For example, past researchers have demon-

strated that humor contributes to relational maintenance (Bippus, 2000; Haas &

Stafford, 2005), has the potential to mitigate conflict (Bippus, 2003), and can generate

playful and positive emotions (Aune & Wong, 2002). However, this research has also

been inconclusive. Barelds and Barelds-Dijkstra (2010) explored various functions of

humor and concluded that humor played an inconsistent and limited role in predict-

ing relational satisfaction. Rather, Barelds, and Barelds-Dijkstra recommended

that researchers should attend to both the style of humor and its functional use to

better account for humor’s value in romantic relationships. The present manuscript

is the first to combine the four general styles of humor with five positive

relationship-specific functions of humor. This investigation will shed light on which

styles of humor are most beneficial to relationships, and it will determine whether

there are particular communicative functions of humor that are more valuable than

others in influencing relationship satisfaction.

The purpose of the present study is to investigate the relationship between the

humor styles (i.e., Martin et al., 2003), the functions of humor in romantic relation-

ships (e.g., Bippus, 2000; de Koning & Weiss, 2002; Lynch, 2002), the sex of the

participants, and relationship satisfaction. Specifically, it was predicted that the

relationship-specific functions of humor will mediate the associations between part-

ners’ style of humor and their relationship satisfaction, and that these associations

may be moderated by partner sex.
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Humor in Functions in Relationships

As La France and Hall (2012) pointed out, whether or not this perspective was

acknowledged explicitly, humor researchers have ‘‘typically approach[ed] the use

of humor from a functional perspective’’ (p. 121). On a broad level, the functions

of humor include the various roles it may play and=or the various purposes it may

serve. Lynch (2002) suggested that there are general functions which humor serves

in society (e.g., identification, differentiation, resistance), and humor functions can

be contextual, such as in long-term relationships (e.g., Bippus, 2000; Raneseski,

1998; Ziv, 1988). Lynch (2002) argued that in contrast to psychological or sociologi-

cal perspectives that privilege what humor does for the individual or for a society,

communication researchers should explore how humor serves social functions

between individuals or among groups, such as to tease, persuade, or attract others.

The function of humor in the context of an ongoing romantic relationship can be

defined as the intended use of a humorous message or behavior to achieve a com-

municative goal specific to the romantic relationship. In defining the function of

humor in this way, the influence of humor in a romantic relationship depends on

its ability to help relational partners communicate a message or express an attitude

or emotion. When using the functional perspective on humor it is important

both to explore the antecedents (e.g., humor style) of the functional use of humor

and its consequences (e.g., relationship satisfaction) (La France & Hall, 2012). The

present manuscript will argue that partners’ style of humor may facilitate

relationship-specific humor functions, and that these functions affect partners’

relationship satisfaction. Not all of these functions of humor are likely to benefit rela-

tionships equally. There are several negative functions of humor in romantic relation-

ships: to express censored ideas (Bippus, 2000), to distance oneself from one’s partner

(Raneseski, 1998), and to express aggression (Ziv, 1988). These functions of humor

may help communicate a message, but none of these functions are likely to contrib-

ute positively to the relationship (Raneseski, 1998). While acknowledging the

negative functions of humor, the present investigation will focus on the functions

of humor expected to positively influence relationship satisfaction. To do so, I

identified and operationalized five positive humorous functions that are supported

by past research and relevant to romantic relationships: to share enjoyment, to

express affection, to cope with stress, to let go of conflict, and to apologize.

Due to humor’s ability to make fun for its own sake (Aune & Wong, 2002; Martin,

Kuiper, Olinger, & Dance, 1993), one commonly identified function of humor in

romantic relationships is to share positivity, happiness, and levity with a partner. Bip-

pus (2000) suggested that having fun, being funny, and being open to joking around

were key functions of humor in romantic relationships. Similarly, de Koning and

Weiss (2002) and Ziv (1988) identified levity and play as positive functions of humor,

and Aune and Wong (2002) demonstrated that humor cultivates a playful and

positive social environment in relationships.

The second function of humor is the expression of affection. La France and Hall

(2012) explored the value of complimentary and affectionate humor in their review
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of the use of idiomatic humorous communication. Raneseski (1998) and Bippus

(2000) demonstrated that humor is often used for romantic bonding through

the use of pet names, affectionate communication, and other cute behaviors.

When humor is used to express affection, it is likely to positively contribute to a

relationship.

The next two communicative functions of humor relate to humor’s role in coping

and managing conflict. The use of humor to release stress and tension has long been

identified as one of the key functions of humor in general (Martin & Lefcourt, 1984;

Thorson & Powell, 1993). Possessing a sense of humor has been shown to buffer

symptoms due to stress (Abel, 1998), and having a sense of humor is associated with

greater immunity from infection (Martin, 2002). Within romantic relationships,

humor is commonly used to cope with stressful situations and reframe life’s chal-

lenges (Graham, Papa, & Brooks, 1992; Martin, 2003). In a similar vein, one third

of romantic couples in Alberts’s (1990) sample reported using humor to manage

interpersonal conflict. During a conflict conversation between romantic couples,

individuals who used more affiliative and less aggressive humor were more satisfied

with their relationship and reported resolving more conflicts (Campbell et al., 2008).

In sum, humor can be productively deployed to cope with challenges and manage

conflict in romantic relationships.

The final positive communicative function of humor is to apologize. Humor can

convey a message of apology or an admission of wrongdoing (Graham et al., 1992).

Hay (2000) suggested that humor is often used defensively or to admit to mistakes

before others point them out (i.e., to beat someone to the punch). When humor

is used to apologize, messages that are otherwise difficult to express can be more

easily conveyed (Ziv, 1988).

Humor Styles

In their creation of the HSQ, Martin et al. (2003) identified the shortcomings of

extant humor measures and provided evidence for the existence of four styles of

humor. Martin et al. (2003) argued that humor has two primary axes (i.e., self–other,

positive–negative) resulting in four distinct styles of humor. Martin et al. (2003) con-

ceived of these styles of humor in a manner akin to personality traits, which suggests

that the four styles are not specific to a particular context or relationship. Although

there are other ways to measure different styles of humor (e.g., Craik, Lampert, &

Nelson, 1996), the HSQ has gained prominence because it provides an intuitive

conceptualization of humor, and, unlike some other observational instruments

(e.g., Craik et al., 1996), the HSQ is a self-report measure. Past researchers of humor

in relationships (e.g., Cann et al., 2011; Hall, 2011) have employed the HSQ due to its

ability to distinguish between and measure general styles of humorous communi-

cation. The four styles of humor proposed by Martin et al. (2003) are affiliative,

self-enhancing, self-defeating, and aggressive.

Individuals who score high on affiliative humor say funny things, tell jokes, and

engage in funny stories to facilitate interpersonal relationships. This style of humor
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is related to experiencing greater levels of intimacy in relationships and is affirming of

self and others (Martin et al., 2003). By comparison, a person with a humorous out-

look on life has a self-enhancing style of humor. This person is amused by incongrui-

ties of life and is likely to use humor to cope and to take an affirming perspective

(Martin et al., 2003). Compared to the affiliative humor style, the self-enhancing style

is more intrapersonal than interpersonal.

Aggressive humor is defined as including sarcasm, teasing, ridicule, or derisive

humor. Individuals employing self-defeating or self-deprecating humor say funny

things at their own expense. By calling attention to personal flaws or showing

oneself to be unable to behave appropriately, the self-deprecator attempts to

achieve solidarity and closeness with others through humor (Sharkey, Park, &

Kim, 2004).

Style, Function, and Satisfaction Hypotheses

Humor researchers have long been interested in the role of humor in romantic

relationships, particularly the association between humor and romantic relation-

ship satisfaction (e.g., Ziv, 1988). Although some researchers have suggested that

humor use is strongly related to relationship satisfaction (e.g., Lauer et al., 1990;

Ziv, 1988), more recent researchers have found it difficult to replicate those

findings (e.g., Barelds & Barelds-Dijkstra, 2010; Cann et al., 2011). Barelds and

Barelds-Dijkstra (2010) suggested that the functional use of humor may explain

variance in relationship satisfaction that cannot be explained by a general style

of humor alone. That is, one explanation for the lack of association between

humor style and relationship satisfaction is that humor does not directly contri-

bute to positive relationship outcomes. Rather, humor contributes indirectly

through facilitating communicative acts, such as expressing joy, mitigating

conflict, or coping with stress. The present investigation was premised on the

argument that the association between partners’ style of humor and their relation-

ship satisfaction is dependent upon how humor is used in the relationship. It is not

just having a sense of humor that influences relationship satisfaction; it is how that

sense of humor is used.

Due to affiliative humor’s role in joke telling and interpersonal intimacy (Martin

et al., 2003), partners with more affiliative styles of humor are more likely to make

jokes for the sake of enjoyment and being affectionate with their partner. Further-

more, Campbell et al. (2008) demonstrated that affiliative humor use was related

to greater conflict resolution in dating couples. To summarize:

H1: Affiliative humor will be positively related to using humor a) to share enjoy-
ment, b) to express affection, and c) to reduce conflict.

Martin et al. (2003) suggested that a person amused by the absurdity of life exem-

plifies self-enhancing humor. This style can be used to express affection and to cope.

Furthermore, Cann et al. (2011) found that possessing a self-enhancing sense of

humor was also related to less conflict in a relationship. It stands to reason that a
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self-enhancing style of humor would be related to using humor to help cope with

stress and let go of conflict in a relationship. Therefore:

H2: Self-enhancing humor will be positively related to using humor a) to express
affection, b) to cope, and c) to reduce conflict.

Conceptually, self-defeating humor is used to make fun of oneself or point out

one’s own inadequacies (Sharkey et al., 2004). Within long-term relationships,

a self-defeating humor style could be used to apologize for wrongdoing—albeit in

a self-disparaging way. Additionally, Alberts (1990) suggested that individuals who

use self-defeating humor can effectively manage conflict. Therefore:

H3: Self-defeating humor will be positively related to using humor a) to apologize,
and b) to reduce conflict.

A person with an aggressive style of humor is willing to disparage other individuals

and groups for the sake of a laugh. It is certainly likely that an aggressive style of

humor would be associated with the negative functions of humor (Raneseski,

1998; Ziv, 1988). However, past research has suggested that offensive humor does

not contribute to the importance of humor in relationships (Hall & Sereno, 2010)

and aggressive humor is unrelated to relationship satisfaction (Cann et al., 2011).

Since the present manuscript is concerned with positive functions of humor, we pose:

RQ1: Will the aggressive humor style be positively associated with the positive
functions of humor?

The first three hypotheses and first research question proposed empirically supported

associations between the four styles of humor and the five relationship-specific

functions of humor. The mediation analyses performed in this study tested whether

there is a significant indirect effect of humor style on relationship satisfaction via humor

function. That investigation was guided by the following research question:

RQ2: Will the functions of humor mediate the relationships between humor style
and relational satisfaction?

Barelds and Barelds-Dijkstra (2010) found direct relationships between humor and

relationship satisfaction. Cann et al. (2011) found associations between two styles of

humor (i.e., self-enhancing, affiliative) and relationship satisfaction for dating couples.

This study attempted to replicate those results with committed romantic partners.

H4: Two direct relationships are predicted: a) between affiliative humor and
relationship satisfaction, and b) between self-enhancing humor and relational
satisfaction.

Finally, biological sex may moderate the role of humor in a romantic relationship

(Campbell et al., 2008; Hall & Sereno, 2010; Raneseski, 1998; Ziv & Gadish, 1989).

Researchers have found that women’s humorous behavior is more strongly related

to their partners’ satisfaction than is men’s use of humor (Barelds & Barelds-Dijkstra,

2010; Campbell et al., 2008; Hall & Sereno, 2010). This difference has appeared in both

observational (i.e., Campbell et al., 2008) and survey studies (i.e., Raneseski, 1998).
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This finding has appeared in studies using the HSQ (Hall, 2011) and studies using

general humor use measures (Ziv & Gadish, 1989). To account for the possibility that

the affects of humor style on relationship satisfaction and the style-function link

are moderated by sex, the following research question was proposed:

RQ3: Will partner sex moderate the associations among humor style, relationship-
specific function, and relationships satisfaction?

Method

Procedures

Students in a communication course at a midsized private university were asked to

request that a pair of adults in a committed, long-term relationship complete a survey

instrument over a holiday break. No course credit was offered for two completed

surveys; participation was completely voluntary. Participants returned completed

surveys in separate, sealed envelopes with their initials across the seal. These proce-

dures were IRB approved.

Sample

One hundred and three heterosexual couples completed all survey measures. The

sample was 66% Caucasian, 15% Asian American, 7% Latino, 2% African American,

2% Pacific Islander, 8% reporting mixed race. Mean age was 36 (SD¼ 15.0,

Mdn¼ 29 yrs., range 19 to 76 yrs.). Mean length of the relationship was 13.3 years

(SD¼ 11.9, Mdn¼ 7 yrs., range 1 to 37 yrs.). Participants identified the highest level

of education completed on an ordinal scale (mdn ¼some college). Fifty-six percent of

couples were married, 27% were living together but unmarried, and 17% reported

that they were in a committed relationship, but neither married nor living together.

Measures

All humor style, humor function, and relationship satisfaction items were measured

on 7-point Likert-type scales (1¼ Strongly Disagree, 7¼ Strongly Agree). Humor

styles were measured using the HSQ (Martin et al., 2003). An exploratory factor

analysis (EFA) using promax rotation (i.e., oblique) and principle axis factoring

confirmed the existence of four dimensions of humor as theorized by Martin et al.

(2003). The four styles were submitted to confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) in

Mplus 6.0 (Muthen & Muthen, 1998–2007) to ensure items significantly loaded on

their respective latent constructs and cross-loadings were not significant. Model

fit for the four humor styles was good (v2¼ 739.09, df¼ 448, v2=df¼ 1.64,

RMSEA¼ .054, CFI¼ .86; SRMR¼ .077). Participants evaluated their own humor-

ous style on four dimensions: affiliative (e.g., ‘‘I laugh and joke a lot with my closest

friends’’), self-enhancing (e.g., ‘‘My humorous outlook on life keeps me from getting

overly upset or depressed about things.’’), aggressive (e.g., ‘‘If someone makes a
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mistake, I will often tease them about it’’), and self-defeating (e.g., ‘‘I will often get

carried away in putting myself down if it makes my family or friends laugh’’). The

humor styles were reliable (affiliative a¼ .83, self-enhancing a¼ .83, aggressive

a¼ .78, self-defeating a¼ .77). Items for each style were averaged to measure each

of the four styles of humor.

Humor functions

To measure the five proposed functions of humorous communication in long-term

relationships, 15 items were created in consultation with past research on the func-

tions of humor (i.e., Alberts, 1990; Bippus, 2000; de Koning & Weiss, 2002; Graham

et al., 1992; Ziv, 1988). Each item was preceded by the stem: ‘‘I am someone who uses

humor in my relationship.’’ An EFA was conducted to determine the factor structure

of humor functions using principal axis factoring with promax rotation, which is

recommended when factors are expected to be correlated (Fabrigar, Wegener,

MacCallum, & Strahan, 1999). To determine the number of factors supported by

the data, we identified the most interpretable factor structure according to the pat-

tern matrix (Costello & Osborne, 2005). Five factors with eigenvalues over 1.0 were

identified, and these factors explained 69.68% of the total variance. The items for

each factor were retained when loadings were over .60 on their primary factor

and less than .40 on other factors (see Appendix for EFA results). A CFA was then

conducted in Mplus 6.0 (Muthen & Muthen, 1998–2007) with the five factors

identified from the EFA. This procedure ensured that the items significantly loaded

on their respective latent construct, that the cross-loadings were not significant,

and that overall model fit was within acceptable range. One item was identified

as a poor fit to its respective latent factor (i.e., apologize) and was removed.

A four-factor model was created combining apologize and let go functions and was

tested (v2¼ 230.90, df¼ 84, v2=df¼ 2.76, RMSEA¼ .097, CFI¼ .87, SRMR¼ .067).

However, the five-factor model demonstrated a better fit (v2¼ 159.49, df¼ 67, v2=
df¼ 2.38, RMSEA¼ .080, CFI¼ .91, SRMR¼ .056).

The five resulting factors measured the positive communicative functions of humor

in long-term relationships. The first function, enjoyment, was reliable (a¼ .77), and was

measured by three items (‘‘To cheer up my partner,’’ ‘‘To be playful or fun,’’ ‘‘To bring

my relationship closer together’’). Participants indicated that this was the most common

function of humor in their relationships (M¼ 6.06, SD¼ .73). The second function, to

show affection, was reliable (a¼ .75), and was measured by three items (‘‘To show love,’’

‘‘To pay a compliment,’’ ‘‘To show affection’’). The third function of humor, to reduce

conflict, was reliable (a¼ .77), and was measured by three items (‘‘To show that I’ve let

go of something we disagreed about,’’ ‘‘To help partner let go of something we disagreed

about,’’ ‘‘To move on when I’m frustrated or unhappy’’). The fourth function, coping,

was reliable (a¼ .74), and was measured by three items (‘‘To make light of a stressful

situation,’’ ‘‘To reframe something negative into something positive,’’ ‘‘To ease

tension’’). The final function, to apologize, was reliable (r¼ .45, p< .001), and was

measured by two items (‘‘To apologize for something I did,’’ ‘‘To make fun of myself

for something I did’’).
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Relationship satisfaction was measured using five items modified from Hall and

Sereno (2010) and three new items. These five items were changed from a 5-point

semantic-differential format used in Hall and Sereno to a 7-point Likert-type format.

Items were reworded to fit this format change (e.g., ‘‘How satisfied are you with your

relationship’’ to ‘‘I am satisfied with my relationship’’). The four other reworded

items included: ‘‘I feel that my partner is satisfied with our relationship,’’ ‘‘We have

a good relationship,’’ ‘‘All in all, I am satisfied with my partner,’’ and ‘‘My relation-

ship with my partner is very stable.’’ Three new items included the following: ‘‘My

relationship with my partner makes me happy,’’ ‘‘I feel like part of a team with

my partner,’’ and ‘‘Our relationship is strong.’’ The items were submitted to CFA

to ensure all items significantly loaded on the latent variable. Model fit was very good

(v2¼ 83.15, df¼ 20, v2=df¼ 4.15, RMSEA¼ .011, CFI¼ .95, SRMR¼ .028). The

measure was reliable (a¼ .96). Table 1 reports means and standard deviations for

all study measures.

Results

Correlation Matrix

To explore the relationships among the humor styles and humor functions, a corre-

lation matrix for all study variables was constructed (see Table 1). The strong

relationships among positive humorous styles, the functions of humor, and relation-

ship satisfaction provided evidence that further mediational analyses were justified.

Dyadic Analyses

When data are collected from both partners in a relationship, partners’ responses are

related. In this study, partners’ humor and relationship satisfaction were not assumed

to be independent (Kenny, Kashy, & Cook, 2006). As recommended by Kenny et al.

(2006) for distinguishable dyads, the Actor-Partner Interdependence Model (APIM)

and SEM conducted in Mplus 6.0 (Muthen & Muthen, 1998–2007) were used to esti-

mate the association between one’s own humor style and function on one’s own

relationship satisfaction (actor effect) and on one’s partner’s relationship satisfaction

(partner effect). By allowing the error terms of the dependent and mediating variables

to be correlated, the APIM accounts for shared dyadic variance. This procedure esti-

mates the effects of independent variables (i.e., humor style) on dependent variables

(i.e., relationship satisfaction), accounting for sample nonindependence. To directly

test hypotheses and RQs, particularly regarding mediations (i.e., RQ2: Will the func-

tions of humor mediate the relationships between humor style and relational

satisfaction?), four APIMs tested each humor style separately.

To answer the final RQ, the effects of humor style and function on relationship

satisfaction for male participants were estimated separately from the effects of

humor style on relationship satisfaction for female participants, which is standard

practice for dyadic data with distinguishable partners (Kenny et al., 2006). Since
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both partners’ humor styles were in the same model, partner effects for humor style

on satisfaction were also tested. The partner effects estimate the effect of one part-

ner’s humor style on the other partner’s relationship satisfaction. The partner

effects for humor function on satisfaction were also explored. For example, the

relationship between a female partner’s use of humor to let go of conflict and

her male partner’s relationship satisfaction was tested. However, partner effects

of humor style on humor function were not estimated. Both the style and function

of humor were measured by asking respondents to describe their own behaviors,

not those of their relational partner. Therefore, it was not expected that one

partner’s humorous style would impact the other partner’s functional use of his

or her own humor. For example, it was not expected that a female partner’s

self-enhancing humor style would be related to her male partner’s own use of

humor to apologize.

If significant effects were found for males and females, an additional test was used

to determine whether the effects differed by sex. As recommended by Kenny et al.

(2006), when significant effects were identified for both males and females, they

were fixed to be equivalent using SEM. If the model fit was unchanged, as deter-

mined by a v2 test (p< .01), then the paths were considered equivalent. If the model

fit was worsened, paths were considered different and sex differences were reported.

Finally, given the number of paths to be estimated, each APIM model was initially

tested by freeing all hypothesized paths between humor style and humor function

and among humor style, function, and relationship satisfaction. Insignificant paths

were removed, functions that were unrelated to either style or satisfaction were

removed, and the model was retested. Only significant associations have been

reported below.

Affiliative Humor: Direct and Indirect Effects

The first APIM model tested affiliative humor’s relationship with humor functions

and their mutual influence on relationship satisfaction. After testing the model with

all functions mediating the effect of affiliative humor on relationship satisfaction,

nonsignificant paths were removed. Results indicated that only the enjoyment and

affection functions were (i) significantly predicted by the affiliative style of humor,

and (ii) were significantly related to relationship satisfaction. This partially supports

H1, which predicted that affiliative humor would be related to enjoyment (H1a) and

expression of affection (H1b). H1c predicted that letting go of conflict would also be

related to an affiliative style of humor, but this was not supported. In response to

RQ3, results suggested that using affiliative humor to communicate affection signifi-

cantly predicted relationship satisfaction for men, but not for women. Finally, results

indicated that there was only one significant partner effect: the positive relationship

between female partners’ affiliative humor style and the male partners’ relationship

satisfaction. Males with partners possessing a more affiliative style of humor were

more likely to be satisfied. All standardized path estimates and standard errors for

the first APIM are reported in Figure 1.
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To answer RQ2 and RQ3, the indirect effects of affiliative humor on relationship

satisfaction were tested using bootstrapping, which offers a better alternative for deter-

mining mediated effects than other mediation analyses (Preacher & Hayes, 2008). For

both males and females, the total indirect effects were significant, males b¼ .24,

SE¼ .08, 90% CI[.13, .43], p< .01; females b¼ .17, SE¼ .06, 90% CI[.03, .32],

p< .01. For bothmales and females, indirect effects demonstrated that the effect of affilia-

tive humor on relationship satisfaction was mediated by the enjoyment function for both

males, b¼ .26, SE¼ .08, 90% CI[.14, .45], p< .01, and females, b¼ .12, SE¼ .06, 90%
CI[.03, .26], p< .05. However, the affection function did not mediate the relationship

between affiliative humor and relationship satisfaction for males, b¼� .02, SE¼ .02,

90% CI[�.09, .01], ns, or for females, b¼ .05, SE¼ .03, 90% CI[�.01, .15], ns. Finally,

for males, the direct path between affiliative humor and relationship satisfaction was

significant, b¼ .30, SE¼ .12, 90% CI[.03, .57], p< .01, but this direct path was not

significant for females, b¼� .00, SE¼ .11, 90% CI[�.16, .13], ns.

The results indicated that the enjoyment function of humor mediated the relation-

ship between possessing an affiliative humorous style and relationship satisfaction for

both males and females. Additionally, for males, possessing an affiliative humor style

was directly associated with more relationship satisfaction, even after accounting for

the functional benefit of communicating enjoyment with humor. This finding offers

partial support for H4a, which predicted a positive, direct relationship between

affiliative humor and relationship satisfaction.

Self-Enhancing Humor: Direct and Indirect Effects

The second APIM model tested the relationships among the self-enhancing humor

style and the humor functions and their mutual influence on relationship satisfaction.

Figure 1 Final Actor-Partner Interdependence Model for Affiliative Humor.
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Again, nonsignificant paths were removed after testing the effects of all humor

functions on relationship satisfaction. Similar to the results for affiliative humor,

the enjoyment function of humor was predicted by having a self-enhancing humor

style, and this function was significantly related to relationship satisfaction. Further-

more, the affection function and letting go of conflict function were positively

associated with a self-enhancing humorous style and with greater relationship satis-

faction. These results provide partial support for H2, which predicted that self-

enhancing humor would be positively related to affection (H2a), coping (H2b),

and letting go of conflict (H2c). While self-enhancing humor did not predict the

coping function, it did predict the enjoyment function of humor in relationships.

It is also important to point out that although self-enhancing humor was positively

related to letting go of conflict, the letting go of conflict function was negatively

associated with satisfaction, which does not support H2c. Additionally, results

suggest that the effects of all three humorous functions were moderated by partici-

pant sex. Using self-enhancing humor to communicate enjoyment significantly

predicted relationship satisfaction for both males and females, yet a v2 test indicated
that the relationship was stronger for men than for women, v2¼ 7.58, df¼ 2, p< .01.

Additionally, using self-enhancing humor to communicate affection was significant

for females, but not for males. Using self-enhancing humor to help a partner let

go of conflict was significantly negatively related to relationship satisfaction for

males, but not for females. Finally, results demonstrated no partner effects. All

standardized path estimates and standard errors for the second APIM are reported

in Figure 2.

To answer RQ2 and RQ3, the indirect effects of self-enhancing humor on relation-

ship satisfaction were tested using bootstrapping. The total indirect effects were

Figure 2 Final Actor-Partner Interdependence Model for Self-Enhancing Humor.
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significant for males, b¼ .19, SE¼ .10, 90% CI[.02, .37], p< .05, and for females,

b¼ .10, SE¼ .06, 90% CI[.01, .15], p< .05. Estimation of indirect effects demon-

strated that the effect of self-enhancing humor on relationship satisfaction was

mediated by the enjoyment function for males, b¼ .38, SE¼ .10, 90% CI[.18, .58],

p< .05, and for females, b¼ .08, SE¼ .04, 90% CI[.01, .15], p< .05. The affectionate

function of humor did not mediate the relationship between self-enhancing humor

and relationship satisfaction for males, b¼� .03, SE¼ .03, 90% CI[�.09, .02], ns,

or for females, b¼ .05, SE¼ .04, 90% CI[�.03, .13], ns. The letting go of conflict

function mediated the relationship between self-enhancing humor and relationship

satisfaction for males, b¼� .15, SE¼ .07, 90% CI[�.29, �.02], p< .05, but not

for females, b¼� .02, SE¼ .05, 90% CI[�.11, .06], ns. Finally, for males, the direct

path between self-enhancing humor and relationship satisfaction was significant,

b¼ .29, SE¼ .12, 90% CI[.06, .51], p< .01, but this direct effect was not significant

for females, b¼ .10, SE¼ .11, 90% CI[�.06, .26], ns.

The results indicated that the effect of a self-enhancing style of humor on relation-

ship satisfaction was partially mediated by the use of humor to communicate enjoy-

ment for males and was fully mediated for females. Mediation analyses demonstrated

that for males, the use of humor to help a partner let go was negatively related to

relationship satisfaction—a relationship not present for females. Finally, results indi-

cated that for males, possessing a self-enhancing humor style was directly associated

with greater relationship satisfaction—a relationship not present for women. This

finding offers partial support for H4b, which predicted a positive, direct relationship

between self-enhancing humor and relationship satisfaction.

Self-Defeating and Aggressive Humor: Direct and Indirect Effects

To test H3, the third APIM analysis tested whether self-defeating humor was related

to relationship satisfaction and whether this relationship was mediated by the func-

tions of humor. Results indicated that none of the paths for the functions of humor

were significantly related to both self-defeating humor and relationship satisfaction.

This finding suggests that self-defeating humor does not directly or indirectly (i.e.,

through humor’s functions) influence relationship satisfaction. These results demon-

strate no support for H3.

To answer RQ1, the fourth APIM analysis was conducted to test whether aggress-

ive humor was related to relationship satisfaction and whether this relationship was

mediated by the functions of humor. Results indicated that none of the paths for the

functions of humor were significantly related to both aggressive humor and relation-

ship satisfaction. Aggressive humor does not directly or indirectly contribute to

relationship satisfaction.

Discussion

The purpose of the present investigation was threefold: in the context of long-term

romantic relationships and in response to Barelds and Barelds-Dijkstra (2010), (i) to
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test which general styles of humor were positively associated with relationship

satisfaction, (ii) to explore which general styles of humor are positively related to

the relationship-specific communicative functions of humor, and (iii) to determine

whether the functions of humor mediate the relationships between humor style and

relationship satisfaction. In response to these research aims, results indicate that

affiliative and self-enhancing humor styles are positively associated with relationship

satisfaction, but only for males; the affiliative style of humor is related to enjoyment

and affection functions and the self-enhancing style is related to enjoyment,

affection, and letting go of conflict functions; and the enjoyment function is the

only consistent mediator of the association between humor style and relationship

satisfaction.

Humor’s Role in Relationship Satisfaction

Although Ziv (1988) reported that 92% of married individuals believed that humor

significantly contributed to married life, Barelds and Barelds-Dijkstra (2010) sug-

gested that humor’s role in long-term relationships is limited. Research that has

used the HSQ to explore the role of humor in romantic relationships has qualified

humor’s role in romantic relationships even further. Cann et al. (2011) suggested

that self-enhancing humor, but no other style of humor, is ‘‘especially important

for long-term success and happiness’’ (p. 18). The results of the present investi-

gation supported the value of self-enhancing humor, but would even further qual-

ify this claim. In the present investigation, only males’ relationship satisfaction was

positively associated with a self-enhancing style of humor. As a point of contrast,

Cann et al. (2011) did not explore the moderation of sex in the association

between humor style and relationship quality. Therefore, it is possible that if the

moderation of sex had been explored, the findings of the current study would

be completely in accord with Cann et al. (2011) despite different samples and

satisfaction measures.

Results of the present study demonstrated that affiliative humor was also posi-

tively related to relationship satisfaction, which was consistent with Cann et al.

(2011). However, the present study’s findings suggest this was only true for males.

In support of Campbell et al. (2008), the present investigation also demonstrated

a significant partner effect: men who had partners who used more affiliative

humor reported more relational satisfaction. Although Campbell et al. (2008)

used observational methods to measure the use of humor during a conflict con-

versation and this study employed self-report survey methods, similar partner

effects for affiliative humor were revealed. This lends greater empirical support

to the positive association between women’s affiliative humor use and men’s

relational satisfaction.

Overall, the results of the present investigation strongly suggested that the influ-

ence of humor in relationships appears to be more nuanced than once thought.

Rather than generally valuable or good without qualification, the associations

between humor style and relationship satisfaction are restricted to positive forms
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of humor, and these associations are qualified by sex moderations with limited effect

sizes. Therefore, this study supported the claim that self-enhancing and affiliative

styles of humor play a limited, yet positive role in the relationship satisfaction of

males in long-term romantic relationships.

Style and Function

In addition to contributing to the growing body of research on the role of humor

style in romantic relationships, the present investigation extended past research in

two ways. First, this project identified five humor functions, created new items,

and tested a measurement model for the relationship-specific functions of humor

and then hypothesized and tested associations between humor style and function.

Second, this study demonstrated that the positive association between humor style

and relationship satisfaction is dependent upon how humor is used. Specifically,

the present study indicated that the primary functional influence of humor is in

sharing enjoyment and expressing affection.

The results suggested that the most consistently positive function of humor is

bringing levity and enjoyment to relationships. This finding is consistent with past

research that emphasized that couples look for things that they can laugh about to

strengthen their mutual tie (Bippus, 2000; Lauer et al., 1990). In the present study,

this function of humor—to find sources of mutual amusement—significantly

mediated the relationship between satisfaction and the affiliative and self-enhancing

styles of humor. Mediation analyses also replicated the indirect benefit of humor on

relationship satisfaction—one realized through the cultivation of positive emotions

(Aune & Wong, 2002). This study extended past research by explicitly testing the

indirect effects of general humorous styles through relationship-specific communi-

cative functions and by demonstrating that only positive styles of humor show

mediated effects. These findings suggested that self-defeating and aggressive forms

of humor do not communicate levity and enjoyment in a relationship, confirming

past research regarding the inconsequential role of negative joking in relationships

(Hall & Sereno, 2010).

Of the remaining functions of humor, only letting go of conflict was related to

relationship satisfaction in mediation analyses, and this relationship was negative.

For males, the indirect effect of a self-enhancing style of humor on letting go of con-

flict was negatively associated with relationship satisfaction. This finding suggested

that if men with more self-enhancing styles use humor to let go of conflict, this

style–function pairing is associated with less relationship satisfaction. As Campbell

et al. (2008) pointed out, using humor during conflict is quite challenging. Humor

can be a detriment to conflict resolution when it is sarcastic or attacking (Alberts,

1990), and those who use more positive humor in conflict use more negative humor

as well (Campbell et al., 2008). The results of the present study suggested that simply

using humor for the purpose of alleviating conflict is not inherently beneficial and,

in fact, may be negatively associated with cultivating satisfying relationships. Unlike

the positive emotions that humor can generate when used to bond, laugh, or
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generate a positive mood (Aune & Wong, 2002), humor used for the particular

purpose of trying to help reframe a conflict may not be conducive of a more

satisfying relationship.

Finally, the results offered little support for the value of the other communicative

functions of humor: coping and apologizing. These functions neither directly influ-

enced relationship satisfaction nor did they mediate the association between partners’

style of humor and satisfaction. These findings may have indicated that some of the

previously identified relationship-specific functions of humor may not directly influ-

ence satisfaction. Interestingly, the mean values of these two functions suggest they

are nonetheless used quite often (see Table 1), but to what effect? Although these

functions of humor do not explain variance in relationship satisfaction in the medi-

tation models, they may be useful communicative tools in themselves. For example,

using humor to apologize might be useful at indirectly conveying or softening an

otherwise strong message (Ziv, 1988).

What Does Humor Do?

The results of the present investigation contribute to a larger debate about whether

and why humor is valuable in mate selection and relationship maintenance (e.g.,

Storey, 2003). The results provided some evidence that there are two benefits of

humor in long-term romantic relationships, and both are only indirectly related to

satisfaction. First, the actor effects for positive humor styles for males in the present

study suggest that having a sense of humor may contribute to one’s own relationship

satisfaction. It is possible that in having a positive sense of humor, particularly a

self-enhancing style, one feels better about the relationship simply by pleasing oneself

(Cann et al., 2011). Although positive usage does not directly influence partners’ sat-

isfaction, according to the present investigation, a partner’s style of humor may help

to generate a general atmosphere of pleasantness, which is both personally and

socially rewarding (Shiota, Campos, Keltner, & Hertenstein, 2004). This finding sug-

gested that the intrapersonal benefits of a self-enhancing style of humor may be parti-

cularly important to the humor-producing individual, but not as much for the

individual’s partner.

Second, the mediation analyses reinforce the concept that the primary value of

humor in relationships may be its ability to share positive emotions (Aune & Wong,

2002; Martin et al., 1993) and to contribute to relationship maintenance (Haas &

Stafford, 2005). In fact, given the lack of direct effects for women and weak indirect

effects for all of the functions of humor, save enjoyment, a sense of humor may be

most beneficial in long-term relationships when it is used to amuse oneself and one’s

partner through laughter and good cheer. Perhaps it is prized during mate selection

(Bressler & Balshine, 2006) and valued in romantic partners (Lauer et al., 1990)

because a good sense of humor signals that future interactions with this person are

likely to be easier and will include more laughter and fun. When sharing a life with

a person with a good sense of humor, unexpected statements or events and general

playfulness are greeted with laughter (Alberts, Yoshimura, Rabby, & Loschiavo,
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2005). Therefore, possessing a sense of humor may not directly influence couples’

satisfaction; rather it is a trait that enhances relationships through magnifying the

enjoyment of shared interactions.

Limitations and Directions for Future Research

There are several limitations to the present project, particularly regarding study sam-

ple and measurement. The use of self-report data limits the measurement of humor

as it is actually deployed. However, this limitation did not produce results that were

inconsistent with past observational research that demonstrated the value of affilia-

tive humor (e.g., Campbell et al., 2008). Also, the directionality of these findings can-

not be assumed. It is possible that individuals with greater relationship satisfaction

use humor more frequently for the purpose of communicating affection and enjoy-

ment. Without longitudinal data, the causal value of humor in relationships is diffi-

cult to demonstrate. Finally, the CFA fit for both the function and style measures

were within acceptable range, but could be improved in future research.

Given the relatively weak direct effects of humor on relationship satisfaction and

the single consistent mediated effect of enjoyment found in the present investigation,

future research must seek to develop a more complex understanding of humor in

relationships. One possible line of research that has already demonstrated promise

is that one’s sense of humor does not strongly influence one’s own relationship sat-

isfaction or that of one’s partner, but a good sense of humor may be valuable in man-

aging partners’ impressions of each other. Perceptions of partners’ humor use,

particularly the perception of a shared sense of humor, are often more strongly asso-

ciated with positive relationship outcomes than actually sharing a sense of humor

(e.g., Barelds & Barelds-Dijkstra, 2010; Cann et al., 2011; de Koning & Weiss,

2002; Hall & Sereno, 2010; La France & Hall, 2012; Lauer et al., 1990; Raneseski,

1998). Even in the case of offensive jokes, a perceived shared sense of humor is asso-

ciated with positive outcomes (Hall & Sereno, 2010). Therefore, in possessing a good

sense of humor, it may lead one’s partner to believe his or her own sense of humor is

valued. Considering that for distressed couples the appreciation of a partner’s humor

correlates strongly with the general state of the marriage (Rust & Goldstein, 1989),

the appreciation of a romantic partner’s sense of humor is very important. Perhaps

perceiving a shared sense of humor with one’s partner is an example of a positive

illusion (Murray, 2001)—one of the strongest correlates of relationship satisfaction

in a recent meta-analysis (Le, Dove, Agnew, Korn, & Mutso, 2010). Future research

should establish whether individuals with a more receptive sense of humor are more

likely to have partners who perceive that their own sense of humor is shared and

valued. This research could attempt to quantify the benefit of having a good in-house

audience.

In the context of a long-term relationship, the differences between the intraperso-

nal and interpersonal benefits of humor also require further investigation. It appears

that a self-enhancing sense of humor has both intrapersonal benefits (i.e., for the

individual) and interpersonal benefits (i.e., for the partner). To further advance
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research on humor’s contribution to romantic relationships, future research must

focus on how intrapersonal effects can be meaningfully distinguished from the inter-

personal effects. Perhaps in making oneself happier and more able to cope with chal-

lenges, it is both individually and mutually beneficial. However, future research

should attempt to disentangle whether these processes are truly dyadic in nature.
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Appendix Exploratory Factor Analysis of Humor Function Items

Items
Factor

1 2 3 4 5

To cheer up partner .937 �.060 �.072 .008 �.086

To bring your relationship closer together .632 .106 .075 .063 �.099

To be playful or have fun .632 .068 �.031 �.064 .056

To show love .066 .769 �.052 �.100 �.075

To show affection .270 .691 �.048 .004 �.100

To pay a compliment �.118 .626 �.038 .225 �.039

To show that I’ve let go of something we discharged about �.128 �.015 .934 �.051 .037

To help partner let go of something we disagreed about .353 .048 .689 �.142 .220

To move on when I’m frustrated or unhappy .129 .070 .631 .212 .232

To make light of a stressful situation .085 �.028 �.104 .705 .157

To reframe something negative into something positive �.169 .099 .186 .695 �.060

To ease tension .052 �.115 .115 .651 �.060

To make fun of self .103 �.199 �.089 .096 .760

To apologize to something I did �.237 .239 �.021 �.009 .673

Note: Principle axis factoring with promax (oblique rotation). 1¼ enjoyment; 2¼ show affection; 3¼ reduce

conflict; 4¼ coping; 5¼ apologize.
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