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Abstract 
Nowadays, humor plays an important role in the organization, catching more 
and more people’s attention. Thus, the research about humorous leader is 
becoming a hot topic. Based on existing researches, we reviewed the concepts 
and types about humor and humorous leader, and concluded the effects of 
humorous leaders on subordinates, leaders and organizations. Finally, we 
concluded with an agenda for future research on humorous leaders. 
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1. Introduction 

With the rapid development of globalization and informatization in the world, 
enterprises are facing a more competitive environment and a more complex 
management environment. As an important management role, leaders assume 
great management responsibility in the survival and development of enterprises, 
especially in the face of financial tsunami and other crises sweeping the global 
economic system. In addition to being responsible for the sustainability of the 
organization, leaders are responsible for motivating team members to perform 
well. Ho et al. (2011) believed that due to the changes in the macro environment, 
the previous imperative leadership style believed by enterprise leaders is no 
longer appropriate [1]. And with the development of positive psychology, people 
pay more and more attention to mental health problems in the workplace, and 
the study on humor is one of them. For example, Avolio et al. (1999) showed 
that humor is an important trait and ability of leaders, and leaders can influence 
their subordinates by continuously displaying this trait [2]. Decker and Rotondo 
(2001) believed that humor is an important aspect of the “manager-subordinate” 
relationship, and the better the use of humor, the better the development of the 
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manager-subordinate relationship [3]. Of course, other studies have explored the 
role of leadership humor in leading innovative behavior and employee creativity. 
Ho et al. (2011) found in their study that positive humorous leadership positive-
ly affects leadership innovation behavior and leadership effectiveness [1]. The 
research of Tang (2008) also showed that positive humorous leadership contri-
butes to the development of employees’ creativity [4]. 

Thus, it can be seen that there has been a long period of foreign research on 
the role of humor in leadership. At present, there is a lack of research review on 
humor in China, which mainly focuses on humor in organizations or workplac-
es. In view of this, this paper carries out literature review research from the 
perspective of leaders. Firstly, this paper summarizes the research on the concept 
and the meaning of humor and humorous leadership, and then discusses the 
main types of humorous leadership. Then this paper analyzes the influence effect 
of humorous leadership from the three perspectives of subordinates, leaders and 
organizations. Finally we look into the future research perspectives of humorous 
leadership in order to provide some references for the research in this direction. 

2. The Concept of Humor and Humorous Leader 

Different scholars have different views on the concepts of humor. Martineau 
(1972), for example, gave a simple explanation. He thought any communication 
case that is seen as witty and humorous can be called humor [5]. Crawford 
(1994) extended his explanation by including non-verbal and verbal communi-
cation, which can generate positive cognitive or emotional responses from the 
audience [6]. Romero and Cruthirds (2006) combined both perspectives and 
proposed that humor in organizations includes all interesting communication 
activities that generate positive emotions and cognitions in individuals, groups 
or organizations [7]. They also believed that although people’s perception of 
funny things varies in the organization of humorous communication, humor is 
still interesting to all people involved in humorous communication. Peng et al. 
(2017), based on previous studies, proposed that humor is a stable personality 
trait related to emotion [8]. Through sustained behavior patterns and stable life 
attitudes, humor forms a social skill and coping style in the face of pressure to 
improve the effect of interpersonal interaction and health level. It can be seen 
that there are many differences in the understanding of the meaning of humor in 
the academic circle. The reason is that scholars have different research perspec-
tives and focuses. However, we can also find common ground in these studies. 
For example, scholars generally believed that humor exists in the communica-
tion process. Humor is interesting, which can make people produce positive 
emotions and positive cognition. Humor is good for mental health and the 
healthy development of interpersonal communication and so on. Therefore, in 
combination with the consensus of these researchers, we can make the following 
definition of humor, that is, humor is a communication activity that can gener-
ate positive emotions or positive cognition among communication participants 
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and contribute to interpersonal communication and mental health. 
With the increase of employees’ spiritual needs in enterprises, the role of 

leaders is changing constantly, and the research on leadership humor behavior is 
also increasing day by day. Mao et al. (2017) argued that since the 1980s, re-
searchers have been mining their understanding of the characteristics and effects 
of humor in the workplace, and have regarded humor as a practical management 
tool conducive to leadership [9]. What’s more, because of the positive relation-
ship between humor and leadership effectiveness, a great number of researchers 
also regard humor as an important leadership trait. Therefore, it can be seen that 
scholars have been studying the relationship between humor and leadership for 
some time, and the role of humorous leadership has attracted more and more 
researchers’ attention. In combination with the above explanations on humor, 
we can define humorous leaders as those who can make subordinates generate 
positive emotions or positive cognition through communication activities in the 
workplace and contribute to the development of leader-subordinate relationship 
and the psychological health of subordinates, namely humorous leaders. 

3. The Type of Humorous Leader 

Many people may have a question: Is humor always good? Martin et al. (2003) 
argued that in the past, people regarded humor as a reliable and trustworthy 
personal trait [10]. But with the in-depth study of humor, scholars found that 
humor is also divided into different styles. Ho et al. (2011) believed that among 
different types of humor, some may be harmful to physical health or mental 
health, or even bring harm to themselves or others [1]. 

In the existing researches on humorous leadership, most researchers adopt the 
humorous style framework proposed by Martin et al. (2003) to explore the in-
fluence of different types of humorous styles adopted by leaders [10]. The 
framework adopts the way of 2 × 2 humor style, namely “to Oneself or to Others”, 
“Beneficial or Detrimental”, and the humor style is divided into: “Self-Enhancing 
Humor”, “Affiliative Humor”, “Aggressive Humor” and “Self-Defeating Hu-
mor”. Therefore, the research on humor is no longer a single perspective, but in-
cludes different styles and can be reflected in real life. Following the practice of 
Martin et al. (2003), we will elaborate the type of humorous leadership. 

3.1. Self-Enhancing Humor 

Self-enhancing humor is a positive humor style that benefits itself. People with 
this style tend to treat their lives with a humorous attitude. When faced with dif-
ficulties or pressure, they often use humor to encourage themselves and main-
tain a positive attitude. This is also known as a self-regulation or coping defense 
mechanism. In general, self-enhancing humor is positively associated with 
self-respect, optimism and good mood, and negatively with anxiety and tension. 
In short, this humorous style is designed to strengthen one’s confidence. Al-
though some scholars believe that self-enhancing humor will impress others, 
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according to the definition of Martin et al. (2003), self-enhancing humor focuses 
more on the internal transformation of individuals, which is difficult to be rea-
lized by team members in the initial stage [10]. Ho et al. (2011) also give an ex-
ample to explain self-enhancing humor: a leader often uses the phrase “I am God 
and I can make everything come true” as a work motto to encourage himself [1]. 
According to the scale of Martin et al. (2003) [10], we can also give another ex-
ample: when some people feel depressed at work, they like to recall some hu-
morous and interesting things in the past to cheer themselves up. 

3.2. Affiliative Humor 

Affiliative humor is a positive style of humor that benefits others, which is also 
spontaneous, witty and non-confrontational. Affiliative humor focuses on social 
interactions, acting as a lubricant to ease strangeness and tension and add 
warmth and intimacy to relationships. Like self-enhancing humor, affiliative 
humor is positively associated with self-respect, optimism, and good mood, 
while it is negatively associated with anxiety and tension. According to Martin et 
al. (2003), when people perform well in this type of humor, they tend to appear 
sociable, outgoing, happy, emotionally stable and considerate [10]. When leaders 
use this type of humor in the organization, they usually try to reduce the sense of 
strangeness with their subordinates and narrow the distance between them. 
They try to unite team members in various ways and establish a positive cooper-
ative atmosphere, so as to motivate team members to work together for the or-
ganization’s goals. Ho et al. (2011) also gave an example to explain affable hu-
mor: a bald manager was accidentally poured over his head with wine by a 
young junior supervisor during the orientation meeting. Just as the mood was 
awkward, the manager instantly resolved the embarrassment by patting his su-
pervisor on the shoulder, saying that this would not solve his hair loss problem 
[1]. 

3.3. Aggressive Humor 

Aggressive humor is a negative style of humor that is detrimental to others. This 
kind of humor is accompanied by ridicule, sarcasm and sarcasm, and debase-
ment of the audience. Its users tend to acquire a sense of superiority. The deeper 
the harm to the audience, the more satisfied the users will be, that is, they will 
build their happiness on the pain of others. According to the research of Martin 
et al. (2003), aggressive humor has a positive relationship with hostility, aggres-
sion and tension, but whether it is harmful to one’s physical and mental health 
remains to be studied [10]. Ho et al. (2011) also illustrated with an example: a 
finance specialist returned to work after recovering from a leg injury, and be-
cause he was away from the post for too long, the financial statement made by 
him was obviously wrong. His boss teased him and asked whether he was unable 
to think carefully about his work because he had not recovered from the leg in-
jury [1]. Obviously, people with an aggressive humor style will laugh at someone 
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for their flaws or for screwing up something. 

3.4. Self-Defeating Humor 

Self-defeating humor is a kind of negative humor style that does not help itself. 
Its users try to impress others by belittling themselves. It’s also a self-denying 
defense mechanism, using humor to avoid problems. According to the research 
of Martin et al. (2003), self-defeating humor is positively correlated with depres-
sion and anxiety, while negatively correlated with self-esteem, happiness and so-
cial support satisfaction [10]. The use of self-defeating humor by a leader in an 
organization means endorsing and gaining the approval of his subordinates, 
which may lead to a decrease in subordinates’ confidence in the leader. Howev-
er, some people believe that self-defeating humor can shorten the distance be-
tween a leader and his subordinates, and help them to express themselves freely 
and give out various suggestions, thus promoting communication between supe-
riors and subordinates. Ho et al. (2011) gave an example of this style of humor: a 
CEO often joked with his subordinates that the reason for his poor memory was 
that he liked to sleep on the upper bunk when he was a child and often fell down, 
which led to his bad brain [1]. Obviously, the CEO talked about some of his own 
weaknesses through self-derogation, and made his subordinates more accept 
himself, so as to bring the two sides closer together. 

4. The Effect of Humorous Leader 

As for the influence effect of humorous leader, there have been abundant re-
search results in academia. Considering the universality and multifaceted influ-
ence of humorous leader behavior, this paper chooses three perspectives, that is, 
subordinate members, leaders themselves and organizations, to illustrate the in-
fluence of humorous leader. 

4.1. The Influence of Humorous Leaders on Subordinates 

Humorous leaders mainly affect subordinates from several aspects, including 
subordinates’ innovative behavior, work performance, work commitment, orga-
nizational commitment, and mental health and so on. Huo et al. (2012) focused 
on the analysis of the impact of leaders’ offensive humor on employees, and em-
pirically found that leaders’ aggressive humor positively affected employees’ 
sense of stress, while as an intermediary variable, employees’ sense of stress posi-
tively affected employees’ addictive behaviors, such as Internet addiction, alco-
hol addiction, and tobacco addiction [11]. Pundt et al. (2015) studied the rela-
tionship between leaders’ humorous behaviors and employees’ innovative beha-
viors and found that leaders’ humorous behaviors often contribute to employees’ 
innovative behaviors, as long as employees realize that they need to be creative 
and innovative in completing tasks [12]. Kim et al. (2016) explored the influence 
of different leadership humor styles on subordinates, and found that 
self-enhancing humor positively affected subordinates’ mental health and work 
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performance. Similarly, affiliative humor can also promote mental health, but 
aggressive humor is not conducive to mental health, and the relationship be-
tween leaders’ humorous behaviors and subordinates’ mental health is realized 
through the mediating effect of social distance [13]. Goswami et al. (2016) hold 
that leaders’ positive humorous behaviors positively affect subordinates’ creativ-
ity, work involvement and positive emotions. Besides, the relationship between 
leadership humor and subordinates’ positive emotions is also positively mod-
erated transformational leadership [14]. Mao et al. (2017) regarded humor as a 
lubricant for the relationship between superiors and subordinates, and found 
that leadership humor positively affected subordinates’ perception of transfor-
mational leaders, thus promoting the performance of team members, which is 
moderated by the conflict between leaders and subordinates [9]. Tremblay 
(2017) divided humor into positive humor and negative humor. The study finds 
that negative humor has a greater impact on employee’s sense of belonging than 
positive humor, and employee’s sense of belonging, as an intermediary variable, 
has a positive impact on organizational citizenship behavior [15]. The research 
of Pundt and Venz (2017) shows that the humorous behaviors of leaders posi-
tively affect the organizational commitment of employees, whose relationship is 
negatively moderated by the demands of subordinate organizational structure 
[16]. Shi et al. (2017) believed that leaders’ affiliative humor positively affected 
employees’ creativity, while aggressive humor significantly negatively affected 
employees’ creativity [17]. 

4.2. The Influence of Humorous Leader on Leadership 

The influence of humorous leader on leadership mainly includes leadership ef-
fectiveness, leader-subordinate exchange relationship and leadership style. Priest 
and Swain (2002) explored the relationship between humorous leader and lea-
dership effectiveness, suggesting that good leaders tend to exhibit more humor-
ous behaviors, and that leaders who use humorous behaviors tend to be per-
ceived as having higher leadership effectiveness [18]. Hoption et al. (2013) ex-
plored the relationship between the humorous style of leadership and transfor-
mational leadership, and used personalized care as one of the indicators of 
transformational leadership. Empirical research shows that when leaders use 
self-defeating humor, the score of personalized care index is high. But when 
leaders used offensive humor, they scored lower on measures of personalized 
care [19]. Wisse and Rietzschel (2014) studied the relationship between 
self-defeating humor and leader-member exchange (LMX), and found that 
self-defeating humor of leaders positively affected leader-member exchange, 
which was positively moderated by subordinate self-derogatory humor [20]. 
Pundt and Herrmann (2015) studied the relationship between leadership style 
and leader-subordinate exchange (LMX), and found that there was a positive re-
lationship between affiliative humor and leader-member exchange, but the rela-
tionship between aggressive humor and leader-member exchange is negative. 
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And the subordinate’s recognition of the leader mediated the relationship be-
tween affiliative humor and leader-member exchange [12]. Yang et al. (2017) 
analyzed the influence of leadership humor on the establishment of the rela-
tionship between superior and subordinate based on the differences between 
Chinese and American cultures. They found that the strength of the relationship 
in Chinese enterprises was lower than that in North American enterprises, and 
believed that managers of Chinese enterprises carried out less humor because of 
the influence of Chinese culture [21]. Ho et al. (2011) analyzed the influence of 
self-enhancing humor and aggressive humor on leadership, and found that 
self-enhancing humor has a great effect on leadership in the workplace, which 
can enhance leaders’ innovative behaviors and leadership effectiveness [1]. 
However, Ho et al. (2011) also found that aggressive humor has a small negative 
impact on the effectiveness of leadership [1]. 

4.3. The Impact of Humorous Leader on Organizations 

Humorous leader affects the morale of employees, the connection between team 
members, communication behavior, cooperation behavior and organizational 
atmosphere. The research of Holmes and Marra (2006) shows that effective 
leaders usually make full use of humorous behaviors to have an impact on the 
organization. For example, humor can boost the morale of all employees, en-
hance the connection among team members and build a harmonious organiza-
tional atmosphere [22]. Romero and Cruthirds (2006) found that different styles 
of leadership humor have different effects on the organization. Usually positive 
humor behaviors help reduce tension in the organization, improve leadership, 
promote teamwork, communication behaviors, creativity, and build a harmo-
nious culture of the organization. In addition, the role of humor in organizations 
is also influenced by race and gender differences [7]. Tremblay and Gibson 
(2016) combined leadership styles to analyze the impact of different types of 
leadership humor on organizations. Their study has shown that the more 
self-defeating humor used by the less skilled contingent reward leaders will 
help the development of the organization, while the more skilled contingent 
reward leaders will help the development of the organization. Besides, the 
more aggressive humor a Laissez-faire leader uses, the less helpful the organi-
zation will be. At the same time, the leadership’s aggressive humor behavior is 
not conducive to the formation and development of civic behavior in the or-
ganization [23]. 

5. Research Implications and Prospects 
5.1. Research Implications 

Nowadays, it’s obvious that humor can’t be ignored in the workplace. More and 
more scholars focus on the study of humorous leadership, studying its effects 
and exploring its management value. Existing research shows that leaders using 
humor in organizations can help employees maintain mental health, generate 
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innovative behavior and improve work performance (Pundt et al., 2015 [12]; 
Kim et al., 2016 [13]). Therefore, in management practice, leaders can continue 
to use humor to create a relaxed and pleasant working environment, and im-
prove team performance at a lower cost. However, not all humor can have a pos-
itive impact on organizations and employees. Leaders should use more construc-
tive humor, such as affiliative humor and self-enhancing humor, and avoid using 
negative humor. At the same time, leaders should combine their own leadership 
styles and choose appropriate humorous styles to match each other to maximize 
the effectiveness of leadership. 

5.2. Research Prospects 

The current research on humorous leader has covered a lot of content, but there 
is still a research gap for further expansion. Therefore, based on the limitations 
of current research, this paper puts forward a perspective on the research of 
humorous leaders. 

First, the existing literature mainly discusses the influence of humorous leader 
on work performance, mental health, leadership effectiveness, organizational 
atmosphere and other aspects, and most of them will be studied from the pers-
pective of leader-member exchange (LMX). However, most of the current re-
searchers study from the perspective of leaders, ignoring the characteristics of 
subordinates. Since leader-member exchange (LMX) is an interactive relation-
ship between leaders and subordinate members, in the future research on hu-
morous leaders, the relationship and interaction between different types of lea-
dership humor styles and different types of subordinate humor styles can be 
analyzed in combination with the subordinate humor styles, and the influence of 
this matching relationship on subordinate members, leaders themselves, organi-
zational construction and other aspects can be discussed. 

Second, the future study should be based on the background of Chinese cul-
ture. The existing researches on humorous leader mainly come from abroad, and 
most of the researches are based on foreign data. Although some scholars have 
analyzed the differences in the use of humor between Chinese enterprises and 
North American enterprises, such as Yang et al. (2017) [21]. However, studies 
on the influence of humorous leaders in Chinese organizations are still lacking. 
Therefore, in the future research, we can combine China’s unique system and 
traditional culture to develop research tools and methods suitable for China’s 
specific reality, and explore the role of humorous leaders in the context of Chi-
nese culture. 

Third, in the process of empirical analysis, the existing researches mainly 
adopt cross-sectional questionnaire survey data, which may lead to common 
method bias, thus unable to objectively reveal the causal relationship of the re-
search. Therefore, the future research should carry out longitudinal tracking re-
search, obtain data from multiple sources, and explore the changes of leadership 
humor in different situations as well as the influence mechanism on organiza-
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tions and subordinates. 
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