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ABSTRACT
First, the current study was designed to test the prediction, based on the signal value of
gaze direction (direct gaze is associated with approach behaviors and averted eye gaze is
associated with avoidance behaviors), that self-deprecating humor would be perceived as
funnier when coming from an individual with direct eye gaze, and other-deprecating humor
would be perceived as funnier when coming from an individual with averted eye gaze. Second,
this study was also designed to test the prediction, based on gender stereotypes of male
aggression and female submissiveness, that self-deprecating jokes will be perceived as funnier
when coming from a male, and other-deprecating jokes will be perceived as funnier when
coming from a female. Both of these predictions draw on literature that suggests that
incongruity in humor production will enhance perceived humor. Undergraduate participants
rated neutral male and female faces with either direct or averted eye gaze that were paired with a
self- or other-deprecating joke on a scale of 1 (not funny at all) to 7 (very funny). Results
indicated a main effect of eye gaze, but no interaction between type of joke and gaze direction;
however, an interaction between joke and gender was found, partially supporting the hypothesis.
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Introduction
Humor is an integral part of everyday human interaction. It is an unavoidable social
behavior used universally by nearly every individual and culture. Whether employed in one-onone discussion, social gatherings, or propagated by the media, humor facilitates and enhances
societal interactions. The ability to interpret another’s motives and attitudes is another universal
behavior that is used to understand and illuminate social interaction. Along with facial
expression, direction of eye gaze as either direct or averted is an important feature in the
interpretation of emotion and motivation of others (Adams & Kleck, 2005). It is useful as
humans to be able to perceive the potential threat or safety of our surroundings, and eye gaze
interpretation helps us to quickly assess situations. Even in informal social interaction, eye
contact is an important component of humor and laughter (Provine, 2000). Eye contact lets a
person know that a conversation or dialogue is directed towards them. Therefore, the direction
of gaze, either averted or direct, can impact the perception of a joke or humorous story coming
from one person directed towards another.
This paper will focus on humor as it relates to eye gaze during interaction between two
individuals, in which humorous comments are made by one person and directed towards another
person involved in the same interaction. This research will attempt to identify the effects of
direct and averted eye gaze on perceived funniness of self-deprecating and other-deprecating
humor. Also analyzed in this study will be the effects of gender and both self- and otherdeprecating humor on the perceived funniness of humor.
The topics reviewed will include theories of humor and types of humor, specifically selfdeprecating and other-deprecating, interpretation of direct and averted eye gaze as they relate to
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perceived emotion, and the potential effects of gender on this interaction. To examine these
possibilities, first theories of humor are reviewed and the role of eye contact in perception of
humor is considered. Then, attention is turned to theory and research on the relation between the
direction of gaze and interpretation of motives. Also assessed is the role of gender, and how
expected gender stereotypes may have an effect on the interpretation of self- and otherdeprecating humor. Then, integrating relevant theory and research on humor, eye gaze, and
gender stereotypes, predictions are made in light of the literature reviewed.
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Background
Theories of Humor
There are two main theories of humor to explore relating to the concept of humor:
Incongruity Theory and Configurational Theory. Incongruity Theory states that situations
formed by opposite or unconnected elements that violate the norm will be most conducive to
humor; a stipulation of this being the assurance that everything in the situation is “all right”; that
is, the situation is not immediately dangerous to any individual in the interaction (Goldstein &
McGhee, 1972). In a recent study by McGraw and Warren (2010), benign moral violations of
norms were tested to elicit humorous reactions from participants, and it was found that humor is
a beneficial and acceptable reaction to blatant norm violation. Participants were instructed to
read either a control scenario (no norm violation) or a situation that violated a norm (considered
a benign moral violation by the participant), and the results indicated that the violating scenarios
were considered to be more humorous. This research suggests that norm violation, when viewed
as benign, can result in a humorous reaction—in turn, this reaction is an acceptable response to
the norm violation. By contrast, Configurational theory states that the perceiver’s insight into
originally disjointed ideas is what causes the situation to be humorous (Goldstein & McGhee,
1972). Once the perceiver is aware of the violation or incongruent ideas, his or her insight and
understanding of the situation is what makes them think it’s funny. Humor does not arise
inherently in the situation itself, but becomes funny once the perceiver understands it.
Types of Humor
Two of the most common types of humor revolve around the basis of directing
disrespect: self-deprecating towards yourself, and other deprecating towards another person or
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group of people (Greengross & Miller, 2008). Greengross and Miller (2008) examined the
correlation between self- vs. other -deprecating humor, on the one hand, and the “Big Five”
personality traits (i.e., openness, conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness and
neuroticism), on the other hand. It was found that lower than average conscientiousness,
extraversion, and agreeableness, along with higher than average neuroticism were associated
with the use of self-deprecating humor, while lower than average agreeableness was associated
with the use of other-deprecating humor (Greengross & Miller, 2008). These personality traits
can have an effect on the perception of humor, especially with regards to perceived intent of the
speaker. For example, if lower than average agreeableness is associated with other-deprecating
humor, is it possible for the target to perceive this humor as threatening in some way.
Eye Gaze and Humor
In 2005, Adams and Kleck expected that averted eye gaze would enhance the perception
of avoidance-oriented emotion (sadness and fear) and that direct eye gaze would enhance the
perception of approach-oriented emotions (anger and joy). They predicted that when underlying
emotion and behavioral intentions matches eye gaze, emotion perception is facilitated; this is
called the “shared signal hypothesis” (Adams & Kleck, 2005). To test these hypotheses they
conducted a study that tested the effect of gaze direction with neutral faces on perceived
emotion. Undergraduate participants were instructed to rate each of 30 photographs of neutral
faces from 1 (not at all frequently) to 7 (very frequently) on how often the person was likely to
experience the emotions of anger, fear, sadness and joy. It was found that anger and joy
(approach-oriented emotions) were attributed more when the face displayed direct eye gaze,
while sadness and fear (avoidance-oriented emotions) were more attributed when the eye gaze
was averted (Adams & Kleck, 2005). Another study they conducted examined the effect of eye
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gaze on the intensity of emotion. The shared signal hypothesis was supported; faces expressing
pure anger and joy with direct eye gaze were rated as more intense, while faces expressing pure
fear and sadness with averted eye gaze were rated as more intense (Adams & Kleck, 2005).
Research also reveals that the role of gaze becomes more important when emotional
facial expressions are ambiguous (Graham & LaBar, 2008). These results indicate that in order
to have a participant process a face in terms of gaze direction only, the rest of the face must be
neutral to control for any facial expression interference. Since my study will focus solely on eye
gaze as it relates to humor, it will be important to keep the facial expression of the expresser
neutral to control for any interaction or exaggeration of perceived humor that might arise from
pairing an expression with a gaze direction.
Gender and Humor
Another potential moderator of humor perception could be the associated gender
expectations that the perceiver places on the speaker. The gender differences among males and
females are played out and performed in social interaction, and are accepted on the basis of preexisting stereotypes and expectations of gender roles (Crawford, 2003). The social role theory
states that women are expected to perform examples of communal and submissive behavior,
while men are expected to be more aggressive and dominant (Eagly, Wood & Diekman, 2000).
This expected male behavior is much like the approach-oriented associations of direct eye gaze,
and the expected female behavior like the avoidance-oriented aspects of averted eye gaze. The
dominance of direct eye gaze, coupled with the submission of averted eye gaze mirrors the
gender stereotypes of male and female gender performance expectations.
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Predicted Effects
Eye Gaze and Humor
Since direct eye gaze is associated with approach-oriented emotions, anger and joy
(Adams & Kleck, 2005), and other-deprecating humor associated with less than average
agreeableness (Greengross & Miller, 2008) it is possible to perceive it as a direct threat and
therefore not funny. Self-deprecating humor is associated with lower than average extraversion
and higher than average neuroticism (Greengross & Miller, 2008), and averted eye gaze is
associated with avoidance-oriented emotion, sadness and fear (Adams & Kleck, 2005).
Therefore, when paired, this could result in sympathy rather than humor. This study predicts,
therefore, that other-deprecating humor coming from an individual with averted eye gaze will be
perceived as funnier than when paired with direct eye gaze. These predictions also correlate
with the Incongruity Theory of humor, since other-deprecating humor and averted eye gaze, and
self-deprecating humor and direct eye gaze are correspondingly opposing ideas, when paired
they will result in a humorous condition (Goldstein & McGhee, 1972).
Gender and Humor
Gender stereotypes, as moderated by facial appearance, can influence the perception of
emotional expression (Adams, Franklin, Nelson & Stevenson, 2010). Pervasive gendered
emotional assumptions, such as the association of females with submissive qualities and males
with assertive qualities, may also affect the perception of self- and other- deprecating humor
when coming from both male and female sources. Mirroring the research that suggests a link
between direct eye gaze and approach tendencies, and averted eye gaze and avoidance
tendencies, the expected dominance of a male stereotype and the expected submissiveness of a
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female stereotype may have an effect on perceived humor in the same way that this study
predicts the perceived effect of eye gaze on humor (Adams & Kleck, 2005). Taking this
research and coupling it with the Incongruity Theory of humor (which suggests that when a
norm is violated, a situation becomes conducive to humor), a self-deprecating joke by a male
can be considered a norm violation, and it will therefore be considered more humorous than the
pervasive stereotype of an other-deprecating joke (a more aggressive style of humor) coming
from a male (which can also be perceived as threatening when directed towards the viewer, and
therefore not humorous; Goldstein & McGhee, 1972). Therefore, this study predicts that selfdeprecating humor will be perceived as funnier when coming from a male individual as opposed
to a female, and that other-deprecating humor coming from a female will be perceived as
funnier than when coming from a male.
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Method
Participants
Forty-six undergraduate participants from The Pennsylvania State University were
recruited for participation in the study. The participants were be both male and female (30
female and 16 male), of differing races, and ranged in age from age 18-23. The participants
received partial class credit for their participation.
Design
The design of this study is Eye Gaze (averted, direct) X Humor (self-deprecating, otherdeprecating) X Gender (male, female) within-subjects design. The three factors are gender, eye
gaze and humor; their respective levels being male or female, averted or direct, and self- or
other- deprecating. The dependent variable is the perceived funniness of the joke by the
participant.
The faces used in this study were neutral expression photographs of both male and
female college-aged students. The photographs were manipulated so that each photo had a direct
eye gaze and averted eye gaze condition. The jokes used in this study were pre-rated to be of
average funniness by a separate sample of participants, and consisted of both self-deprecating
and other-deprecating styles. As perceived funniness was the dependent variable, a scale of 1
(not funny at all) to 7 (very funny) was used to rate funniness.
Procedure
The participants came into the laboratory 2-6 participants at a time, and were told that
they would be rating jokes coming from different up-and-coming comedians’ photos on how
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funny they perceive the joke to be. The experiment was administered to participants using EPrime 2.0 software. Each participant was shown 16 jokes, 8 self-deprecating and 8 otherdeprecating. Each joke was paired with a picture of a face. There were 8 different actors (4
males, 4 females) that were used. Each face was shown twice, once with direct gaze and once
with averted gaze. For each joke, the participants rated how funny they perceived the joke to be
on a scale of 1-7 from not funny at all to very funny. Three different versions of the program
were made, with random combinations of the faces and jokes in the required conditions, in order
to assure counterbalance.
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Results
After submitting the data to a repeated measures ANOVA, the results indicate that there
was no main effect of joke, F(1,45) = 4.126, p = .048. There was a main effect of gaze,
suggesting that direct eye contact jokes are perceived as funnier than averted eye contact jokes,
F(1,45) = 4.219, p = .046. There was no main effect of gender, F(1,45) = 2.024, p = .162.
Surprisingly, we found no gaze by joke, F(1,45) = .007 p = .932, or gaze by gender, F(1,45) =
.142, p = .708, interactions.
However, there was an interaction between joke and gender, F(1,45) = 5.008, p = .030,
indicating that self-deprecating jokes coming from a male source were perceived as funniest
(M=3.45, SD=1.25) which is consistent with my hypothesis. The results are displayed in Figure
1. The 3-way interaction of joke, gender, and gaze was also not significant, F(1,45) = .620, p =
.435.

11

3.5
3.4
3.3
3.2
3.1
3
2.9
2.8
2.7

Male Self

Female Self

Male Other

Female Other

Figure 1, Mean funniness as a function of gender of joke teller and self- versus otherdeprecating humor.
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Discussion
The results from this study did not support the hypothesis that self-deprecating humor
would be found funnier when paired with direct eye gaze, and that other-deprecating humor
would be found funnier when paired with averted eye gaze. That said, we did find an interesting
main effect of gaze direction, such that jokes paired with direct eye gaze were found to be
funnier than jokes paired with averted eye gaze. This could point to the idea that direct eye gaze
not only indicates an intended audience, but it elicits an increased physiological response, as
measured by Galvanic Skin Response (Nichols & Champness, 1971). This correlation could
have increased physiological response in participants, and in turn, increased their perceptiveness
and attention to the joke itself. Furthermore, a misattribution of arousal effect could be affecting
the participants’ ratings of the direct eye gaze jokes as well, such that the increased arousal
elicited by direct eye gaze may be attributed to the humor itself (see Cantor, Bryant & Zillman,
1974).
There was also a main effect of joke found in the study, which is interesting as all of the
jokes were pre-rated to be of average funniness. One potential explanation for this effect could
be that since taking a stab at oneself could be considered a basic social norm violation, the
production of self-deprecating humor could be viewed as a greater norm violation than otherdeprecating humor. Therefore, the self-deprecating humor would be perceived as funnier as it is
a greater norm violation than other-deprecating humor.
The prediction that self-deprecating humor coming from a male source would be
perceived as funnier was supported in the gender and joke interaction effect. The interaction
between gender and joke could be attributed to the theory of humor that predicts that a situation
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will be found as humorous if it consists of opposing ideas. Reviewed research suggests that,
when paired, female faces and other-deprecating humor and male faces paired with selfdeprecating humor violate normal gender performance expectations, and therefore will be rated
as funnier (Goldstein & McGhee, 1972). It could be that in our society, even though genderemotion stereotypes are pervasive, it is more acceptable for females to display anger or
aggression and less acceptable for males to display submission, as averted eye gaze would
suggest (Adams et al., 2010). Males are of higher status in our society, and are therefore
arguably subject to more strict codes of conduct and expected stereotypes. Therefore, when
males violate these normal expectations, it could be considered a greater norm violation than if
females were to subvert stereotypes. Due to the Incongruity Theory of humor, this would be
perceived as funnier (Goldstein & McGhee, 1972). Although more research is necessary to
validate this assumption, it could be an influential factor in determining the origins of the gender
and joke interaction.
Another factor that could be relevant to the findings of this study is facial attractiveness.
In a similar study conducted by Robinson et al., it was found that participants rated selfdeprecating jokes paired with attractive faces the funniest (Robinson, Stevenson, Rosales, Henry
& Adams, 2010). This effect is consistent with the Incongruity Theory of humor in that
attractive people making fun of themselves could be seen as a greater norm violation than less
attractive individuals engaging in self-deprecating humor, and therefore were found to be
funnier. The implications of the attractiveness research mirror the gender effects found in this
study; the norms violated when using self-deprecating humor could have been perceived as
greater when the face was attractive or male. A main effect of joke was also found by Robinson
et. al, in which self-deprecating humor was also rated significantly funnier by participants.
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Further research should focus on the interaction between gender and attractiveness as it relates
to self-deprecating humor.
Some limitations of this study arise when considering the faces used in the study. The
faces were of neutral expression to control for any confounding variables; this could have an
effect on perception of humor since neutral faces are not friendly or welcoming looking, so all
jokes could potentially be rated differently than coming from a face with a kind expression, as
joking normally would be in social interactions. The faces were paired with written jokes
instead of video footage of joke telling, so this could also have an effect on how jokes were
rated. For future research, it would be interesting to see if a video could be constructed to mimic
the eye gaze variable, while controlling for all other extraneous variables to make the task more
realistic to the participant.
The implications of this study have far-reaching potential. Gender stereotypes continue
to be a defining factor in how individuals interpret the motivation and emotion of others
(Adams, Franklin, Nelson & Stevenson, 2010), and coupled with literature suggestions that
norm violations are perceived as humorous (Goldstein & McGhee, 1972), this combination
could affect both joke-teller and target in a variety of formal and informal social interactions.
From the corporate office to the grocery store, the perception that Tommy making fun of
himself would be considered funnier than Tammy doing the same suggests that not all humor, or
the perception of it, is created equal.
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