
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

Humor in Organizations 
 
 
 
 

Organizational Studies Honors Thesis 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Kevin Corbett 
B.A. Organizational Studies 

B.F.A. Theatre Performance (Acting)



 
 
 
 
 
 
“Nothing to me feels as good as laughing incredibly hard.” 
 

 – Steve Carrel 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



	

Why humor? An Introduction 

 

I asked Rodney Marston, a prosecutor in the US legal system, to describe 

to me a humorous incident at his place of work: 

 

So there was this guy named Sam Rothenberg, who we worked 

with. He had his first trial coming up and he was really nervous 

about it. The trial ended, and he got a conviction - the jury came 

back with a guilty verdict. And he was all of the sudden, like, really 

cocky about it, like he knew it was going to be a guilty verdict, 

there was no doubt about it in his head. So, we created a 

nonsense letter on US District Court letterhead that came to him 

saying ‘URGENT: Response Required Immediately’ and it was 

from the judge of the court. It said: 

 

Dear Mr. Rothenberg,  

 Consistent with United States vs. Jones 642 Fed. 3rd 

947 pg. 949 2005, as you know, when a jury responds 



	

within sixty minutes of the verdict indicating doubt 

regarding the certainty of their verdict, a new trial is 

necessary. I will need you to report to chambers within 

the hour to address this concern. There is a good 

chance we will be reconvening trial tomorrow morning. 

 

We decided to bring the court into this one, and we asked them to 

be prepared for a phone call from Sam Rothenberg acting as if this 

is serious matter and they need him to report to the courtroom as 

soon as possible. He was like, ‘what is this?’ He couldn’t believe it, 

he had never seen anything like it; he hadn’t been a lawyer for that 

long. On his way over to the courtroom he realized it was fake and 

he had a good laugh with the judge when he got over there. It was 

fun to do that. 

 

 Martson’s story might come as a surprise to some readers. The legal 

industry is sometimes considered to be a serious place of work where even the 

slightest of off-color remarks are shunned, and laughter is tabooed. However, 



	

Marston’s story provides evidence that even in the most detached and serious of 

industries, humor exists.  

Like all other types of human interaction, moments of humor elicit a 

response. With a good, hearty-joke, the natural cathartic response takes the 

form of laughter. In Marston’s narrated prank, the laugh that Rothenberg shared 

with the judge upon his arrival to the courtroom, and the laugh that Marston and 

his fellow employees shared in reaction to their well-composed practical joke, 

both exemplify the age-old communicatory social phenomenon (Panskeep, 

2000). Yet how does this complex social function manifest itself in organizations? 

Moreover, how does humor affect an organization?  

From Shakespeare’s comedies, to the movies of Seth Rogen, and even 

extending to the content of President Donald Trump’s tweets, humor has the 

power to delight, to question, to reveal, and to upset (Panskeep, 2000). A 

simple Google search regarding humor in the workplace leads a researcher to 

thousands of journal and news publications regarding the psychological 

advantages and disadvantages of incorporating humor in organizations. The 

subject of humor has long been studied in the fields of psychology, philosophy, 

and social science and there is a large body literature supporting the hypothesis 

that humor has an effect on organizations (Lang & Lee, 2010). Many of the 



	

findings suggest that humor has a positive impact on organizational productivity 

and overall workplace wellbeing (Caudill & Woodzicka, 2017; Healy & McKay, 

2000; Lang & Lee, 2010).  

Despite the significant research conducted in the field of humor, there is 

a lack of understanding around the themes of implanting humor in 

organizations. Current research explores the mediating effects of humor in the 

workplace, however lacks the more ‘human’ attributes associated with the topic. 

Due to this gap, this research uses a qualitative approach to explore the 

mechanisms that perpetuate the positive effects of humor, and unpacks the 

themes associated with humor that influence organizational productivity and 

workplace wellbeing. This project synthesizes the current qualitative evidence 

with past quantitative studies to create a more complete picture of humor in 

organizations.  

Yet before analyzing the current study and reviewing past relevant 

literature, I must first answer the question, why humor? Why study humor and its 

applicability to organizations? 

To be frank, the catalyst of this research project was quite un-academic. 

Based on the quote at the beginning of this thesis, the reader might guess that 

the inspiration that originally brought this project to life was indeed Steve 



	

Carrel’s character Michael Scott on the hit television show The Office. Michael 

Scott’s kooky and often ludicrous methods of running an office enraptured 

audiences from the first season in 2005 until the character’s exit in season seven. 

Yet despite the theatrics and fanfare surrounding the beloved character, his 

nonsense theories behind his motives of comedic leadership leave questions 

regarding the usage of humor in organizations, and more specifically, the usage 

of humor in an office setting. Can leaders cultivate a more effective work 

environment through the usage of humor? Where is the line drawn between 

inappropriate behavior that hinders the development of an organization and a 

good-humored style of management that promotes the organization’s mission?  

B.J. Novak, one of the show’s writers, attempted to tackle these 

questions in the second episode of the second season titled, ‘Sexual 

Harassment’. In the episode, Michael is informed that the company’s sexual 

harassment policies will be reviewed, and that corporate is sending a lawyer to 

talk with him regarding his own comments and actions. After the conversation, 

Michael indignantly announces to the rest of the office his decision to end his 

comedic tendencies: 

 



	

Attention everyone, hello, uh yes…I just want you to know that this 

is not my decision, but from here on out, we can no longer be 

friends. And when we talk about things here, we must only discuss 

work associated things…and…uh…you can consider this my 

retirement from comedy. And in the future, if I want to say 

something funny, or witty, or do an impression, I will no longer, 

ever, do any of those things.  

 

However, Michael’s commitment to solely adhering to work-related conversation 

does not last very long. His “retirement” from comedy lasts approximately 

fifteens seconds as a fellow employee goads him into a delivering a sexual 

innuendo (Novak & Daniels, 2005). Despite this, Michael’s announcement 

questions and critiques the rules that dictate what can or cannot be said in a 

workplace environment. Furthermore, it examines the logistical applicability of 

humor in organizations.  

 In addition to Michael Scott, my decision to study humor in organizations 

was stimulated by my own theatrical background. At the University of Michigan, 

in addition to my B.A. in Organizational Studies, I am pursuing a B.F.A. in 

Theatre Performance (Acting). Over the course of my college career I have 



	

performed in a range of productions ranging from comedies to tragedies. Some 

of my most meaningful comedic work at the University, however, stemmed from 

my involvement in Midnight Book Club – a student devised long-form 

improvisational comedy troupe on campus. My membership with Midnight Book 

Club first opened me up to the idea of using humor and the rules of improv 

comedy as tools to cultivate organizational development.  

 In long-form improv comedy, players use teamwork, agreement, and the 

concept of “yes and” to inform their improvisation. The most basic tool –  “yes 

and” – stems from active listening where an improviser not only hears the 

information given to them by their partner, but adds to the information in some 

way or another (Napier, 2004). For example, in 2005, ASSSSCAT – an improv 

team out of the Upright Citizens Brigade (UCB) – aired an hour long set on the 

television network, Bravo. For the readers not familiar with UCB, just know that 

the original members are considered legends and celebrities in the improv 

world. Amy Poehler, Matt Besser, Ian Roberts, and Matt Walsh all got their start 

with UCB (Poehler, 2014). In this specific episode, Matt Walsh initiates a three-

person scene with: 

 



	

MATT WALSH: I realize that you guys have been there for me since 

my wife passed away, but I think you can move out. I don’t need 

you living in the house anymore 

AMY POEHLER: Aw, I don’t know if you’re ready Matt.  

 

Matt’s initiation establishes a ground reality for the other players to build off of. 

The audience knows that Matt’s character’s wife recently passed away and the 

other players in the scene have been living in his house for a specific amount of 

time (yet to be determined). With this simple line, the relationship between the 

players, the location of the event, and the action of what will take place is 

established. Amy, in her response, accepts the realities that Matt provides and 

supplements the information. By replying, “Aw, I don’t know if you’re ready 

Matt” the scene can build in a variety of ways: Matt’s character could be 

experiencing psychological trauma as a result of his wife dying which is causing 

him to act irrationally and is not ready for Amy’s character to move out; a 

miscommunication could exist between characters where Amy truthfully believes 

that Matt is in a different place emotionally than what he really is; or Amy could 

be taking advantage of living with Matt’s character and is trying to convince him 

that he’s not ready for her to move out as to reap the continuous benefits of 



	

living with him (Besser & Poehler, 2005). This basic rule of “yes and” guides 

players as they move through their own scenes. As players grow more 

comfortable with each other, and as their improvisation improves, a greater 

sense of group mind and cohesion is established. True group mind is achieved 

when each improviser can predict the next thing to happen, and the audience 

believes that the performance must have been scripted because it was too 

smooth to have been spontaneous (Napier, 2004).  

While these tools helped my own improv troupe in performance, I argue 

that they also helped with the development of our organization. The cohesion 

we felt through our usage of improv techniques carried over to our social and 

professional relationships resulting in a more productive rehearsal atmosphere. 

Our enhanced sense of communication allowed us to do more outside of 

rehearsal – more shows, trips, and comedy festivals. Perhaps our group’s “yes 

and” mentality was rooted in the psychological underpinnings of straining 

towards agreement (Rocco & Whalen, 2014) and the natural human motivation 

to agree when engaged in exploratory discourse, (Beer, 2013; Janis, 1972), yet, 

whatever the case, my involvement in Midnight Book Club and improv comedy 

began to help me understand the potential benefits of humor in other 



	

organizations. Ultimately this sparked my own interest to pursue humor as a 

subject of research for my senior honors thesis.  

Before delving into a literature review of relevant work and analyzing the 

current study, I must preface the rest of this thesis by establishing my own ideas 

regarding humor and social interaction. I do this as a tool to guide the reader as 

they move through this thesis and give them a better idea of my own point of 

view behind this project. Much of my own ideas stem from the sociologist and 

University of Michigan alum, Charles Horton Cooley and his ideas regarding 

human social nature. Cooley argued that a person’s sense of ‘self’ grows out of a 

person’s commerce with others. To quote, “The social origin of [life] comes by 

the pathway of intercourse with other persons” (Cooley, 1964:5). In an attempt 

to illustrate this point, Cooley compared the reflected character of ‘self’ to a 

looking glass: “Each to each a looking glass / Reflect the other that doth pass” 

(Cooley, 1964:184). The Looking Glass Self included three major elements of 

social interaction: we imagine our own appearance in the eyes of the other; we 

imagine the judgment of that appearance; and ultimately a self-feeling arises 

based on those perceived/imagined judgments manifesting themselves as pride 

or mortification (Cooley, 1964).  



	

Based on this idea of the sense of ‘self’ organically growing from 

imagined judgments, I assert that every human social interaction is inherently a 

theatrical relationship where one’s self-feeling centers on the perceived 

reception of their social performance. The usage of humor in an organizational 

setting is an extension of this social performance, and therefore, an extension of 

Cooley’s Looking Glass Self. Cooley’s Looking Glass explains how employees in 

a variety of industries define humor, and how the usage of humor accentuates a 

positive feeling of ‘self’ resulting in enhanced organizational productivity, and 

workplace wellbeing.  

In the words of Daniel Cantor, an acting professor and Head of 

Performance at the University’s School of Music, Theatre & Dance, humor and 

comedy are spawned from, “Juxtaposition! Juxtaposition! Juxtaposition!” Yet 

how can leaders effectively use this “juxtaposition” to cultivate organizational 

productivity and workplace wellbeing? The themes surrounding humor in 

organizations unpacked in this thesis expose the more human aspects of 

implementing humor in an organization.  

 

 



	

Literature Review 

 

 In his 1900 article titled, ‘Prolegomena to a Theory of Laughter’ James 

Sully argued that “the mirth of men, the directions of their jesting, have a real 

significance as determining forces in the stability and the progress of 

communities” (Sully, 1900:38). This assertion aligns itself with a large body of 

literature supporting the hypothesis that humor has an effect on organizations. 

Humor, laughter, and comedy influence the forces that drive the development 

of organizations, and the cohesion of that unit. For the purposes of this literature 

review, the outcome variables have been categorized into two distinct sections: 

organizational productivity and workplace wellbeing. Implementing humor in an 

organization creates mediating effects that influence the overall wellbeing of 

employees, and the levels of productivity within the organization (Malone, 

1980). Yet before delving into these mediating effects, I must first differentiate 

the different types of humor. 

 

 

 



	

Types of Humor 

 Martin and colleagues (2003) assessed four dimensions of individual 

differences in the uses of humor. These are: self-enhancing, where the use of 

humor enhances the self; affiliative, where the use of humor enhances one’s 

relationship with others; aggressive, where the use of humor strengthens the self 

yet at the expense of another; and self-defeating, where the use of humor 

degrades the self. Self-enhancing and affiliative humor are can be characterized 

as positive humor, while aggressive and self-defeating humor directly contrast 

the first two dimensions and can be characterized as negative humor (Kuiper & 

Mchale, 2009). Negative humor can be used as a method to ridicule and exert 

control (Boxer & Corte ́s-Conde, 1997), and as a socially appropriate means to 

express negative emotions or aggressive tendencies (Holmes, 2000). On the 

opposite end of the spectrum, people that use positive humor tend to score 

higher on personality tests than those who use negative humor. Schermer and 

colleagues (2013) used the general factors of personality (GFP) consisting of 

open-mindedness, sociability, friendliness, and emotional stability, and found 

that positive humor was positively correlated with GFP, while negative humor 

was negatively correlated with GFP. This considerable body of research 



	

suggests that positive humor is related to employee wellbeing due to the social 

support that those employees feel (Caudill & Woodzicka, 2017; Dyck & 

Holtzman, 2013; Moran & Hughes, 2006), while negative humor is negatively 

related (Martin et al., 2003). Distinguishing the two types of humor is essential in 

understanding the relationship that humor can play in an organization. Those 

that use humor types that demonstrate superiority over others results in a 

negative effect on employee wellbeing. This can be detrimental to workplace 

culture, and organizational productivity. This study focuses on the two positive 

types of humor and their effects within an organization. 

 

Organizational Productivity 

 In terms of influencing organizational productivity and employee 

performance, humor can have a direct and indirect effect on the individual and 

the unit. As explored in previous studies, humor can enhance group 

cohesiveness (Duncan, 1982) resulting in individual stimulation and group 

originality (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996; Lang & Lee, 2010; Murdock & Ganim, 1993). 

Additionally, humor has been found to be a major influence of organizational 



	

creativity resulting in an increase in productivity and effectiveness (Lang & Lee, 

2010).  

Humor in organizations when connected to employee performance is 

frequently associated with a leader’s use of humor as a tool to strengthen 

workplace culture (Avolio, Howell & Sosik, 1999; Hof, Rebello & Burrows, 1996). 

Furthermore, a sense of humor is often a characteristic attributed to leadership 

and management styles (Avolio, Howell & Sosik, 1999; Duncan, Smeltzer & 

Leap, 1990). While this is true, these findings can be extended to leaders who 

may not use humor as a management tool, but who allow humor within the 

confines of the organization. These leaders may not fully understand the 

connection between the benefits of humor in an organization, yet by allowing 

humor to flourish, the workplace culture is strengthened resulting in increased 

creativity, and ultimately, greater organizational productivity.  

 

Workplace Wellbeing 

 For the purposes of this literature review, workplace wellbeing 

encompasses happiness, optimism, and stress reduction in regards to an 

employee’s type of work and their organizational environment. The wellbeing of 



	

employees could also manifest itself through the personal relationships 

developed at the organization. In today’s work environment, workplace 

wellbeing and organizational productivity are fundamentally intertwined. 

Workplace relationships are vital to the day-to-day functioning of the 

organization, and employee success often depends on workplace wellbeing 

(Perry, 2005). Humor has been found to act as a buffering effect when coping 

with work related stress, and also has increased job satisfaction (Healy & McKay, 

2000; Martin & Lefcourt, 1983). Additionally, the humor-health model supports 

the idea that implementing a sense of humor in daily life can improve health and 

overall wellbeing (Chao, 2011; Marziali et al., 2008). In terms of the 

development of workplace relationships, humor acts as a social lubricant that 

fosters group identity resulting in unit cohesion and sustained workplace 

relationships (Holmes, 2006; Terrion & Ashforth, 2002; Trice & Beyer 1993). The 

positive correlation between workplace wellbeing and humor can be explained 

through the increased perception of social support, and the heightened sense of 

cohesion that members of the unit experience (Caudill & Woodzicka, 2017). 

Ultimately, this contributes to workplace culture (Holmes & Marra, 2002). These 

models are essential in modern organizations where employee success is 

contingent on workplace wellbeing (Caudill & Woodzicka, 2017; Perry 2005). 



	

Exhibit A compresses the relevant literature into a visual aid that 

represents the cause-and-effect relationship that humor has with different 

mediators that influence organizational productivity and workplace wellbeing. 

Where past literature has used quantitative measurements to explore the cause-

and-effect relationship of humor in organizations, this study unpacks the themes 

around humor and its role in an organization. Specifically, this research unpacks 

the themes of culture and relationships and ultimately explores the more 

‘human’ aspects of humor in organizations.  

 

Humor 

Mediators Outcomes 

Culture 

Creativity 

Health, Stress 

Relationships 

Organizational 
Productivity 

Workplace 
Wellbeing 

Exhibit A – Mediators and Outcomes  



	

This Study 

 

 The current study explores the mechanisms that perpetuate the positive 

effects of humor in organizations. Specifically, the research attempts to 

understand why humor manifests itself in workplace culture. Past literature has 

done an excellent job outlining the cause-and-effect of incorporating humor in 

the workplace, however, there is a gap in the research pertaining to qualitative 

evidence that digs deeper to uncover the more ‘human’ aspects of why humor 

can benefit an organization. As outlined in Exhibit A, current quantitative 

literature has explored the causal relationship of humor with different mediators 

that influence organizational productivity and workplace wellbeing. This research 

unpacks the themes and mediators associated with humor in organizations 

through qualitative methods. More specifically, these themes include workplace 

culture and workplace relationships that develop within an organization. 

Qualitative research focuses on the human experience, human interaction, and 

cultural phenomena (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Additionally, qualitative research 

finds the meaning behind events and situations (Miles, Huberman, & Saldana, 

2014). Given that this study’s goal is to interpret and unpack the themes of 



	

culture and workplace relationships associated with humor, qualitative research 

lends itself strongly to the work analyzed in this study. 

 

Methods 

Five initial interviews were conducted from my own personal network 

(Appendix A – Interview Protocol). Subjects were recruited via email 

(Appendix B – Recruitment Email). After the initial interviews, the project 

expanded upon the number of subjects using a snowball recruiting technique. In 

particular, after each interview, subjects were asked if they knew of anyone with 

experience regarding humor in the workplace. Email addresses were collected, 

and recruitment emails were sent to the identified individuals.  

If the identified person(s) agreed to participate in an interview, a time and 

date was set over email. The subject(s) were sent a form outlining the structure 

of the interview, their agreement to participate, and consent to record the 

interviews. The consent form was signed and handed-in at the time of the 

interview (Appendix C – Consent Form).  



	

 

From October to December 2017, I conducted twenty interviews. A 

broad range of subjects from many different industries consented to being 

interviewed. Industries included: education, hospitality, law, religion, finance, 

and computer science. The position of subjects within their respective 

organizations ranged from managers to entry-level employees. Subjects’ ages 

Exhibit B - Individual Subject Profiles
Subject Name Industry Age Gender Position
Elaine Isaac Education 57 Female Entry-level

Sheila Thomas Hospitality 28 Female Manager

Ivan Corver Law 55 Male Mid-level

Rachel Finnerty Education 63 Female Manager

Katherine Dunn Hospitality 29 Female Manager

Jordan Moore Religion 29 Male Manager

Julia Bellaire Education 45 Female Manager

Thomas Brown Computer science 56 Male Manager

Jacob McAdams Religion 60 Male Manager

Phillup Toner Finance 49 Male Mid-level

Rodney Marston Law 57 Male Mid-level

Samuel Goldstein Law 35 Male Mid-level

Madison Bell Finance 58 Female Manager

Edwin Timson Computer Science 27 Male Mid-level

Tim Chon Finance 24 Male Entry-level

April Bloomstein Law 48 Female Manager

Lawrence Bruhn Hospitality 51 Male Manager

Andy Salpeter Education 36 Male Mid-level

Wyatt Peterson Computer science 24 Male Entry-level

Jodi Lam Finance 30 Female Mid-level

Exhibit B – Individual Subject Profiles – ‘Computer Science’ encompasses computer 
engineering and software development. The three categories of ‘Position’ – entry-level, mid-
level, and manager – were self-selected by the subject during the interview process. The title 
‘manager’ assumes that the subject has hierarchal responsibilities over other employees. 
While the actual title of the position might change from industry to industry – partner, CEO, 
superintendent, etc. – it has been simplified for the purposes of the exhibit. 



	

ranged from 24 to 63 with a median age of 43.05. 60% of subjects were male 

and 40% were female.  Exhibit B displays individual subject profiles.    

 Interviews were semi-structured and consisted of two central parts: 

questions to clarify and expand on the subject’s definition of humor, and 

questions on how the subject has seen humor in their organization. Building on 

the questions of personal experience, I asked subjects about how they felt 

during the occurrence of humorous moments and how these changed their 

perception of their organization and employees. Interviews took place via 

FaceTime or in-person at their respective organization. Interviews lasted thirty to 

forty-five minutes. Subjects shared stories regarding humorous moments at their 

place of work, and gave their perspective on how they believe humor has 

shaped their workplace culture. All names of organizations and people have 

been changed to protect the identity of the various subjects. 

 All interviews were recorded, transcribed, and coded. In the process of 

coding, I used the strategies outlined by Strauss and Corbin in their book Basics 

of qualitative research: Techniques and procedures for developing grounded 

theory (1998). Strategies included: theoretical comparisons, finding various 

meanings of words, and asking sensitizing questions (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). In 



	

doing so, concepts were derived from the transcribed data and further 

developed in terms of their properties (Miles, Huberman & Saldana, 2014). 

All electronic data including recordings, transcribed interviews, notes, and 

PDF copies of consent forms were stored in M-Box – the University of Michigan’s 

encrypted equivalent of a Google Drive or Dropbox. This project was first 

submitted to the University of Michigan’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) in 

September 2017, and approved in October 2017. 

 



	

Results  

 

 Upon completion of coding, four major themes were found across 

interviews. These themes included: the light factor, deviation from the normal, 

finding commonality, and the humanization of the other. The four themes 

unpack the mediators of workplace culture and workplace relationships and their 

connection with humor and its positive effects on organizational productivity and 

workplace wellbeing. 

  

The Light Factor 

 When asked to define humor, 85% of respondents (17 respondents) used 

the word “light”. The same subjects used the same word to describe the 

attributes of what it takes to have a good sense of humor. April Bloomstein, a 

state attorney described this lightness: 

 

It’s the ability to take a look at a situation and make something 

light about it. It may be a comment about the situation. A lot of 

time there is a commentary involved with humor, but it’s to make 



	

light of the situation. It’s a chance to release energy that may be 

released through humor that isn’t able to release otherwise.  

 

When asked to define what “light” meant, subjects used words like 

“contentment”, “high spirits”, “upbeat”, “happy”, and “energetic”.  “It’s that 

sense of festive energy, you know?” said, Lawrence Bruhn.  

Using the lightness of humor as a device to release of energy was echoed 

across all other interviews yet seen most effectively utilized in the hospitality 

industry. Katherine Dunn, a manager at a premier restaurant in Ann Arbor uses 

this release tactic as a device in her managerial tool kit. She says that the 

lighthearted nature of humor is “the thing that breaks the tension; it’s like when 

you throw soap into a pot, the surface tension breaks.” Due to the level of 

consumer interaction observed in the hospitality industry, a sense of lightness is 

crucial for the success of the organization. Part of this is due to the nature of 

requests received in the restaurants.  

 

You deal with so many people, and so many situations pop up 

where you want to roll your eyes. Guests are a great example of 

this. We get ridiculous requests. You can either get really frustrated 



	

by them. Or you can laugh at what the guest is requesting. There 

was this example where a lady ordered a chorizo omelet and she 

sent it back because she didn’t know chorizo was meat. From a 

serving standpoint, you think, “How do you not know that?” That 

server can either be pissed and decide that she’s an idiot, or the 

server can go back, have a quick joke with the rest of the staff and 

say something like, “Chorizo is such a big vegetable that it eats all 

the other vegetables and boom, it’s a fucking pig.” That allows you 

to shake the situation off. 

   

 Ivan Corver, a federal attorney in the US legal system recounted a story to 

me regarding a time he used “lightness” to pigeonhole feelings of negativity 

felt throughout his office. He framed this story saying that although his actions 

were OK at the time, today his behavior would probably not be allowed.  

 

I would never do this today, under any circumstances, but at the 

time it ultimately turned out OK, and now people look back at it as 

a legend. It was when Sadie Muelner went to the inauguration in 

Washington and got into a car accident in a cab and she was badly 



	

injured in this car accident. She was in the ICU in Washington and 

our secretary, Lisa, was writing reports to the whole office on 

email. Email was brand new at the time, we weren’t really that used 

to it. She would write us daily on Sadie’s condition. It got to be just 

a little bit too much. We didn’t really need to know as much as she 

was giving us and not everyone in the office needed to get this. 

But she was sending it out globally which is a nice thing to do, but 

other people in the office were rolling their eyes at the fact that 

they were getting all of these email updates on her condition. At 

some point, she left her computer unattended and an email was 

sent that read, “I just spoke with Sadie’s mom and she had some 

good news that I thought all of you would be interested in hearing, 

Sadie had her first bowel movement since the accident at 

11:15am. A sample stool was taken to the hospital’s laboratory to 

be tested, but it appeared solid. The test results will not be in until 

sometime tomorrow, Saturday, and I asked Sadie’s mom to contact 

me as soon as she has word about the BM. If you want me to 

contact you regarding the condition this weekend, please email 



	

me with your name and number.” It was meant to make everyone 

in the office laugh.  

 

 While Corver’s story might seem a bit brash, the humorous email 

functions as a distraction to the rest of his unit. It gave his office an opportunity 

to make light of a serious incident offering a breath of fresh air to the accident 

Sadie had underwent.  

 

Deviation from the Normal 

 Across all 20 interviews, it was found that humor is used as a distraction 

from what an employee deems as ‘normal’. This deviation from normality 

functioned as a building block for workplace camaraderie. 

 Turning back to Corver’s story regarding Sadie’s incident, the emails that 

Lisa was sending were filled with unnecessary details regarding Sadie and her 

injuries, what was deemed as normal by the rest of the office was a grey and 

sterile image of hospitals and recovery. While Lisa had only the best intentions 

with her emails, the normalcy she created when framing the Sadie’s condition 

created a negative outlook for the rest of the organization. The raunchy email 



	

described by Corver deviated from the normalcy Lisa had created and elicited a 

cathartic reaction for the office. The reaction, in turn, released the negative 

energy through a lighthearted response to a serious incident. After retelling the 

story, Corver went on to tell me that Sadie made a full recovery and could not 

stop laughing when she saw the string of responses associated with the initial 

email. Sadie later left the legal office where she was working with Corver and 

moved on to many prominent public positions within the US Government.  

 Using humor to deviate from what an employee deems as normal creates 

a positive workplace environment and can be extended to other industries. In 

three different interviews across law, education, and computer science, 

respondents described how skits would be implemented at their respective 

organizations. For Rodney Marston, a prosecutor in the US legal system, these 

skits would usually take place at the annual Christmas party, and would also 

occur at various retirement parties throughout the year.  

 

With the skits we would portray ourselves as a judge, or some 

significant player within the United States Department of Justice or 

the office. Our retirement parties would be massively attended 



	

because of these skits we would put on. We would sing a song or 

something.  

 

Through the use theatrics, employees are given a chance to turn from normal 

life at the office, and focus on what’s new and exciting. For the purposes of the 

analysis, imagine for a moment you are a student back in elementary school. 

Unless you attended an alternative type of institution, most public school 

classrooms operate with a pretty constructed schedule. Growing up, whenever a 

school assembly would occur, I would always be more excited to attend school 

that day due to the school-wide event underway. Even if the assembly was the 

most boring meeting I ever had to sit through, I would still look forward to the 

deviation from the normal school day that I so often attended. Humor in an 

organization functions under the same guise. The disruption from normal office 

life gives workers a chance to refresh, and recharge.  

 Sheila Thomas, the general manager of another premier restaurant in Ann 

Arbor defined humor as “finding amusement in the ordinary stuff. Finding the 

lightness in the ordinary.” Or in other words, using humor to deviate from what 

is deemed normal in an organization. “It’s really those everyday little tasks 

where something funny will happen,” she continued.  



	

Finding Commonality 

 Respondents described their relationships as “better off” because of the 

role that humor plays within the workplace. Sheila Thomas spoke of her affinity 

for humor and its functional role in building workplace relationships.  

 

I think part of building relationships with people is where humor 

comes into play. Humor to me is where you’ve found a 

commonality between what you and another person perceive as 

funny or something that makes you both smile. I think that’s why 

have a really good relationship with my coworkers. You know how 

to talk with them, you know how to connect with them so that 

when you have to have those serious conversations, you get a 

better response. 

 

The phenomenon of using humor to find commonality in an effort to build 

workplace relationships was echoed across each of the twenty interviews. 

Rodney Marston spoke at length regarding how the best years of his career have 

been the years working in an office where practical jokes were part of the 



	

routine. “I’ve never felt closer to the people I worked with. Those were really 

great years. All of the practical jokes made for a very inclusive work 

environment.” 

 Using humor to find commonality ultimately benefits the 

relationships that employees have with one another. The commonality 

that an employee finds with another creates a socially supportive 

environment. Difficult conversations become easier due to the supportive 

nature cultivated through the commonality found with humor.   

 

Humanizing the Other 

 In each of the twenty interviews, respondents described the relationships 

that were associated with making jokes at work and how humor functioned as a 

catalyst in developing workplace relationships. As the interviews unfolded, it 

became clear that the humanization that humor allows is an underlying theme as 

to why work relationships are enhanced.  

 When I say humanize and humanization, I mean the characteristics that 

give a person human qualities. To demonstrate this point, Ivan Corver relayed to 



	

me an excellent story of how humor can minimize feelings of intimidation to 

highlight one’s “more human side.” 

 

The Attorney Generals come to visit our office, and frequently they 

will give a speech to the whole office and leave time for questions 

and answer them. A lot of time there’s really nothing to ask the 

attorney general in a public setting. So, I remember Attorney 

General Hatren came and no one asked any questions and it kind 

of made our office look bad because he left time aside and then no 

one had a single question for him, and it just ended and it was kind 

of awkward. Attorney General Fielder came and he gave his speech 

and then he left time for questions, and again, no hands went up, 

nobody asked anything, and I didn’t have a question either but I 

felt like it was an awkward way to end it, so I raised my hand and 

said, “Sir, you mentioned in your comments that we are one of the 

best offices in the United States. Thank you for your praise but our 

attorney Bob Gapher frequently tells us that we are THE best US 

Attorney’s Office. Can you explain the discrepancy of the mixed 

messages that we are receiving?” And without missing a beat, he 



	

looked at me, turned to the secret service protection guy that was 

there and said, “remove him.” And it was perfect. It was a perfect 

response and then all the sudden questions came in. It lightened 

everything up because he showed that he was just a guy with a 

sense of humor and he understood that what I said was a joke. 

 

Key to this story is where Corver describes Attorney General Fielder as “just a 

guy.” Despite Fielder holding a high position of authority over the rest of the 

office, his good-hearted response made those listening to his statements more 

comfortable. His response humanized him in a way where other employees no 

longer viewed him as intimidating, rather they saw him as “just a guy” with a 

good sense of humor. Maddison Bell who works at a small private-equity firm 

echoed this statement, “[humor] allows people to respect me more, I think. It’s 

because employees know that I don’t think I’m more important or better than 

anyone. That’s a really useful tool.”  

 According to Rachel Finnerty, the humanization aspect of humor also, 

“cuts down on egos.” Finnerty, like Rodney Marston is someone known for the 

skits she performed. Finnerty was the superintendent of a large school district in 

mid-Michigan for twenty plus years and was known by the teachers for her sense 



	

of humor. Each year, in August before the first day of school, Finnerty gathered 

all of the teachers across the district for a pre-school kick-off event. In addition to 

orientation, and a new faculty meet & greet, Finnerty would perform lavish skits 

where she would poke fun at different employees, and “be goofy on stage.” 

 

Sure, some of the new teachers might have thought it was a bit 

weird. But ultimately I thought that it humanized me to the rest of 

the teachers. I wasn’t the big scary superintendent. I was trying to 

make myself seem approachable!  

 

Phillup Toner, an owner of a mid-level finance consulting organization 

works with clients regarding the financial aspects of their personal portfolios. 

“I’m the bad news guy,” he said of his work, “no one wants to talk about their 

financials.” For Toner, his work has flourished due to the client relationships that 

he has developed over the years. Part of this reason is because of the humor he 

uses when working with clients. “The see me as a real person, you know? Not just 

the money guy. I try to be personable.” 

When using humor, employees embody personable temperaments that 

reveal their human characteristics. When recognizing these characteristics, other 



	

employees feel more comfortable around these people resulting in stronger 

workplace relationships.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	

Discussion 

 

 The four themes identified across interviews – the light factor, deviation 

form the normal, finding commonality, and the humanization of the other – 

unpack the mediators of workplace culture and workplace relationships and their 

connection with humor and its positive effects on organizational productivity and 

workplace wellbeing.   

 In past literature, humor has been found to act as a social lubricant 

fostering group identity and creating greater unit cohesion (Holmes, 2006; 

Terrion & Ashforth, 2002). This was explained through a greater sense of social 

support, and heightened sense of community that members of an organization 

experience (Caudill & Woodzicka 2017). The theme ‘finding commonality’ 

represents qualitative evidence of the findings explored by past literature. 

Humor assists with finding commonality, which in turn, creates a socially 

supportive environment for employees. This builds relationships and strengthens 

workplace wellbeing. Yet coinciding with social support is the ‘light factor’ 

associated with humor in organizations. “Making light” of a situation releases 

negative energy, builds workplace relationships, and heightens organizational 



	

cohesion. This corresponds with Healy and Mckay’s research (2000) and the 

finding that humor has a buffering effect when dealing with stressful situations 

resulting in increased job satisfaction.  

 The light factor can be associated with the themes of both workplace 

culture and workplace relationships. Using the lightness of humor to release 

negative energy strengthens positive workplace culture through a heightened 

sense of community that influences organizational productivity. The light factor 

also creates a sense of group identity that enhances workplace relationships and 

thus strengthens workplace wellbeing.  

 Using humor to strengthen unit cohesion and enhance social support is 

not a novel theme. Past literature has explored humor and its causal effects on 

different mediators that influence workplace wellbeing and organizational 

productivity. What is novel, however, are the distinctions between “lightness” 

and humor, and the identification of “lightness” as an attribute of humor. Across 

interviews, the light factor was identified as the main mechanism that influenced 

workplace relationships and wellbeing. This finding is important and creates 

questions for managers and executives. If the light factor serves as the main 

underlying mechanism as to why humor has positive effects in a workplace, are 

there other ways lightness can be implemented besides humor? Can 



	

organizations implement a “lightness” that accomplishes the same positive 

organizational effects as implementing humor?  

 Using humor and lightness to deviate from what an employee deems as 

normal functions as a disruption from normal office life and gives workers a 

chance to refresh and recharge. When operating as a disruption, deviating from 

the normal serves as a mental break. Research has shown the positive impacts of 

breaks on the productivity of employees and workplace wellbeing (Dababneh, 

Swanson & Shell, 2011). When unpacking workplace culture, using humor as a 

break can influence organizational productivity.  

 In line with deviating from what is considered normal is the acting style of 

clowning. Endowed with a red nose, clowning is a long established acting style 

that embodies the “Auguste” or “funny man” within circus tradition. It’s the 

unreliable character that foils society’s model of a mature and responsible 

person (Bonange, 1996). The University of Michigan’s Department of Theatre & 

Drama offers Clown as a class every fall semester – a requirement for senior 

acting majors. Taught by Professor Malcolm Tulip, his students are instructed to 

recognize the clown moments in everyday life – moments that, when showcased 

on a stage, highlight the blunders of everyday human existence. These could be 

tripping while walking up a flight of stairs or running into a street sign while 



	

looking at one’s phone. When attending a clown show, audiences are not 

necessarily impressed with the level of intelligence behind the jokes and pranks 

constructed by the various clowns, however they relate to the blunders opposite 

to the normal functionality of society. Looking at clowning with an organizational 

lens gives insight as to why humor so greatly affects a workplace. In the 

broadest sense, jokes and skits are microcosms of the clown art form. Each 

individual humorous moment within an organization can be considered a clown 

blunder – a deviation from what is deemed as normal. This deviation operates as 

a disruption from normal office life, functions as a building block for workplace 

camaraderie, and as a mental break.  

 The idea of clowning and the deviation from the normal also coincides 

with the humanization of the other. Clowning inherently reveals human 

characteristics by highlighting the blunders of everyday human existence. In line 

with this finding, when using humor, employees embody personable 

temperaments that also reveal their human qualities. When recognizing these 

qualities, other employees feel more comfortable around these people resulting 

in stronger workplace relationships. This is consistent with Schermer and 

colleagues (2013) who found that people that use humor score higher on the 



	

general factors of personality (GFP) consisting of open-mindedness, sociability, 

friendliness, and emotional stability.  

While the characteristics of open-mindedness, sociability, friendliness, 

and emotional stability may explain how humor humanizes an employee, there is 

also something to be said regarding Morreal’s Superiority Theory that is 

consistent with how humor plays out in an office space resulting in the comfort 

other employees feel around the person that initially makes the joke. The theory 

asserts that laughter is “an expression of personal superiority over others [...] 

‘the baring of the teeth in laughing is a way of asserting one’s prowess’” 

(Watson, 2002 pg. 224). For an audience, comedy and tragedy call for different 

reactions and emotions. The primary emotion in comedy, laughter, calls for 

characters that are worse-off than we are. In an effort to assert superiority, 

audiences of comedies laugh at these worse-off characters. At the opposite end 

of the spectrum, tragedies tend to call for characters that are like us, or better 

than us. Watching the downfall of characters that are better than us plays into a 

tragedy’s primary emotion: fear (Watson, 2002). For example, in The Dark Knight 

Rises, when the villain Bane breaks Batman’s back, audiences feel genuinely 

upset. This is because, until that point, the movie paints Batman as a character 

who’s better than the audience. He’s rich, strong, bold, good-looking, powerful, 



	

fights evil, etc. (Nolan & Nolan, 2012). The internal encouragement audiences 

give Batman is the result of the story placing him under the umbrella of good. In 

contrast, the funny characters of any story are often worse-off than how the 

audience perceive themselves. In modern romantic comedy films, audiences find 

the downfall of the antagonist – usually the romantic rival – quite funny. This is 

due to how the story shapes this character to seem morally bankrupt. Audiences 

feel morally superior to this character and thus, feel a sense of pleasure by 

watching his/her demise.  

In terms of organizational wellbeing, the underlying mechanism regarding 

humor and the humanization of the other could very well be rooted in Morreal’s 

Superiority Theory. When an employee makes a joke, or does a skit in front of 

other employees, their perceived ‘superiority’ is lessened. An act of comedy 

places them on a pedestal of neutrality to other employees, where the cathartic 

reaction of laughter serves as an “expression of personal superiority.” This is not 

to say that when a leader of an organization implements humor for managerial 

purposes his/her employees are immediately insubordinate, however the 

perceived position of neutrality results in a humanized version of the leader in 

the eyes of the employees. They become, “just another guy”.  



	

When implemented correctly, humor can positively impact workplace 

wellbeing and organizational productivity. The four themes explored in this 

study –the light factor, deviation from the normal, finding commonality, and the 

humanization of the other – provide qualitative insight as to why humor 

positively affects organizations. The research also unpacks the mediating themes 

of humor and its causal relationship with workplace wellbeing and organizational 

productivity. While this study does not implicate that all organization are made 

better through the usage of humor, it does, however, provide evidence that the 

four themes explored create work environments more apt to serve its 

employees. 
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Appendix A – Interview Protocol  
 
 
 

Humor in Organizations 
A study conducted by Kevin Corbett 

University of Michigan 
Organizational Studies Senior Honors Thesis 

 
 

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 
 

 
Interviewee Name: 
 
Date: 
 
Primary Email Contact: 
 
Name of Organization:  
 
Industry: 
 
Age: 
 
Gender: 
 
Introduction: 

• You have been selected to speak with me today because you have been 
identified as someone who has/had experience with humor in an 
organizational setting. My study focuses on humor in the workplace and 
its affect on employee wellbeing. To facilitate my note-taking, I would like 
to audio tape our conversations today. Only researchers on the project 
will have access to the recordings, which will eventually be destroyed 
after they are transcribed. In addition, you must sign a form devised to 



	

meet the subject requirements. Essentially, this document states that: (1) 
all information will be held confidential, (2) your participation is voluntary 
and you may stop at any time if you feel uncomfortable, (3) I do not 
intend to inflict any harm, and (4) you consent to being recorded. Thank 
you for your agreeing to participate. I have planned this interview to last 
no longer than forty-five minutes.  

 

Interview Questions: 

• Introduction 
o Describe to me your career… 
o How do you define ‘humor’? 
o What does it mean to have a good sense of humor? 

 
• Humor in Organizations 

o In your organization or past organization(s), can you identify 
humorous moments (according to your definition of humor)? These 
moments could manifest themselves in ways of email 
correspondence, jokes, or goofiness with fellow employees inside 
or outside the office. 

§ How did these humorous moments make you feel? 
§ How have these humorous moments affected your 

perception of your place of work? 
o What role do you think humor has in the workplace? 
o How has humor affected your… 

§ Workplace relationships? 
§ Passion for your job? 
§ Motivation to work? 
§ Organization’s environment/culture? 

o Have you had any negative experiences with humor in your 
organization? 

o Do you have anything else to add in terms of humor in the 
workplace? 



	

• Follow-up Questions 
o Can you identify anyone else that has experience with humor in his 

or her organization? 
§ If yes, what is their email address? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	

Appendix B – Recruitment Email 
 
 
 

Humor in Organizations 
A study conducted by Kevin Corbett 

University of Michigan 
Organizational Studies Senior Honors Thesis 

 
 

EMAIL RECRUITMENT 
 
 

Hello [potential interviewee], 
 
My name is Kevin Corbett and I am a current senior at the University of Michigan 
pursuing a BA in Organizational Studies, and a BFA in Theatre Performance 
(Acting). Currently, I am working on my senior honors thesis titled: Humor and 
Organizations. The project combines my two fields of study as I look at the 
affects of humor in organizations. You have been identified as someone with 
experience in this field of study. Are you willing to speak about your experience 
with humor in your organization? My questions will be directly related to humor 
and its affects on the organization.  

 
The conversation should last 30-45 minutes. If you are willing, please let me 
know and we can set up a time to speak. 

 
Thank you, and looking forward to hearing from you.  
 
Best, 
 
Kevin Corbett 

 
 



	

Appendix C – Consent Form 
 
 
 

Humor in Organizations  
A study conducted by Kevin Corbett 

University of Michigan 
Organizational Studies Senior Honors Thesis 

 
 

CONSENT FORM 
 

You are invited to be part of a research study that examines humor in an 
organizational setting. I will conduct interviews with people in organizations 
who, in some capacity, have some experience with humor in their organization. 
Literature has shown that humor has an effect on productivity and wellbeing, 
and therefore, I hope to better understand the themes associated with humor in 
organizations with these interviews.  
  
If you agree to be a part of the research study, I will ask you to participate in an 
interview over the phone or in person. The interview should take approximately 
30 minutes to 45 minutes. I would like to audio record the interview to make 
sure that our conversation is recorded accurately. Only Kevin Corbett will have 
access to the recordings, which will be uploaded to M-Box, an encrypted file-
sharing location. All other electronic files will be uploaded to the same location. 
The interview recordings will be destroyed permanently after they are 
transcribed. All participant name(s) will be changed, as well as the name(s) of 
their organization(s).  
 
There are no identified risks associated with involvement in this study. 
Participating in this study is completely voluntary and you can withdraw at any 
time. You are free to choose not to answer particular questions if you do not 
want to.  
 



	

If you have questions about this research, including questions about the 
scheduling of your interview you can contact Kevin Corbett. Email: 
kmcorb@umich.edu, Phone: 517-648-7889  
 
 
 
I have read the given information. I hereby consent to participate in the 
study and consent to being audio recorded. 
 
 
Name: ________________________________________ 
 
 
Signature: _____________________________________ 
 
 
Date: __________________________________________ 
 
 

 


