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Abstract

Purpose To examine how social distance and affective
trust in supervisor affect the relationships between super-
visor humor and the psychological well-being and job
performance of subordinates.
Design/Methodology/Approach A survey was conducted
among 322 matched supervisor—subordinate dyads in 14
South Korean organizations. Multi-level analyses were
performed to test the research hypotheses, including the
moderating effects.

Findings Self-enhancing humor of supervisors was
positively associated with the psychological well-being and
job performance of subordinates. Affiliative humor was
positively associated with psychological well-being,
whereas aggressive humor was negatively associated with
psychological well-being. In addition, supervisor humor
was indirectly related to the psychological well-being of
subordinates via social distance. Moreover, affective trust
in supervisor significantly moderated the relationship be-
tween supervisor humor and social distance, such that the
relationship between affiliative humor and social distance
was stronger when affective trust in supervisor was high
rather than low.

Implications These findings are important in developing
and refining humor theory on the responses of employees
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to various types of supervisor humor. Moreover, they
provide practical implications for organizations. For ex-
ample, organizations should note that supervisor humor
may not always produce good results, and thus should
encourage managers to use constructive humor. Similarly,
supervisors should build a high-trust relationship with their
subordinates to increase the effectiveness of their con-
structive humor.

Originality/Value This study is one of the few studies
that has examined the mechanism and boundary conditions
of the effects of supervisor humor on employee outcomes.

Keywords Humor - Psychological well-being - Job
performance - Social distance - Affective trust in supervisor

Introduction

The role of humor in the workplace has received increasing
interest among management and social psychology re-
searchers (Cann et al. 2009; Gkorezis et al. 2011; Martin
2007; McGee and Shevlin 2009; Mesmer-Magnus et al.
2012; Romero and Pescosolido 2008). Humor refers to any
event that is shared by a person with another individual
(i.e., a target), intending to amuse the target, and that the
target perceives the act as intentional (Cooper 2005).
Several organizations such as Southwest Airlines and Ben
& Jerry’s Ice Cream use humor as a business strategy to
improve organizational performance (Avolio et al. 1999).
Moreover, in the last several decades, scholars have
assembled evidence to show that supervisor humor is
positively associated with employee job performance
(Avolio et al. 1999), job satisfaction and commitment
(Decker 1987), psychological empowerment (Gkorezis
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et al. 2011), supervisor satisfaction (Decker and Rotondo
2001), and group cohesion (Cann et al. 2009).

Although current studies on humor have enhanced our
understanding of the usefulness of supervisor humor at
work, several important issues remain unaddressed. First,
little is known about the mechanisms by which supervisor
humor enhances employee outcomes. We propose that
social distance is the key to understand the linkage between
supervisor humor and employee outcomes. Social distance
refers to the degree of intimacy or acceptance people feel
toward others in social relationships (Graham 1995).
Romero and Cruthirds (2006) reviewed the studies on hu-
mor and leadership effectiveness and concluded that lead-
ers’ humor may reduce social and status distance between
leaders and subordinates by enhancing similarities and re-
ducing the importance of status. The close relationship
between leader and subordinates would enhance employee
work outcomes due to the better communication and un-
derstanding between the parties. Thus, we argue that su-
pervisors who use positive and adaptive humors on their
subordinates are more likely to develop close relationships
with their subordinates, which subsequently improves
employee outcomes. We conceptualize employee outcomes
as the psychological well-being and job performance of
employees, which have been frequently used as outcomes
in humor research (Romero and Cruthirds 2006).

Second, given that the effects of supervisor humor on
employee job performance are not consistent across studies
(Mesmer-Magnus et al. 2012), understanding the condi-
tions under which supervisor humor induces more favor-
able work outcomes is important (Decker 1987). To
understand the conditions that enhance or mitigate the ef-
fects of supervisor humor on employee outcomes, inter-
personal contexts within which employees are embedded
should be considered (Decker 1987). As Wyer (2004)
suggested, humor recipients evaluate the motives behind
the delivery of humor, and the evaluation can affect the
effectiveness of humor. One of the factors that would in-
fluence subordinate evaluations on supervisor humor is
trust in supervisor. Research has indicated that trust in
supervisor significantly influences how subordinates inter-
pret the managerial behaviors of their supervisors (Cook
and Wall 1980; Mayer et al. 1995). Hence, the effects of
supervisor humor on employee outcomes may vary ac-
cording to the level of trust in supervisor. This “social
interaction” perspective offers an important and a com-
plementary perspective on how supervisor humor is asso-
ciated with employee outcomes.

To summarize, the issue of how and under what con-
ditions supervisor humor is associated with employee
outcomes (i.e., psychological well-being and job perfor-
mance) should be examined. To achieve these ends, this
paper examines the mediating effects of social distance and
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the moderating role of affective trust in supervisor on the
relationship between supervisor humor and employee
outcomes.

Theoretical Background and Hypotheses
Development

Humor Styles

To understand the dynamic effects of humor on employee
attitudes and behaviors, Martin et al. (2003) proposed four
styles of humor, which are different in two dimensions.
The first dimension pertains to the target of humor, which
focuses on the humor on the self or others. The other di-
mension pertains to the content of humor, which focuses on
whether the humor is benign and benevolent or potentially
detrimental and injurious. The composition of these two
dimensions forms four styles of humor, namely self-en-
hancing, affiliative, aggressive, and self-defeating humors.

Self-enhancing humor is directed toward the self and is
benevolent (Martin et al. 2003). This dimension involves a
humorous outlook in life despite stressful events or ad-
versities (Kuiper et al. 2004). People who use self-en-
hancing humor constantly notice the funny side of an event
and would cheer themselves up when they feel sad. Thus,
this type is closely related to the concept of coping humor
(Martin 1996), which allows an individual to use humor as
a coping mechanism to minimize negative emotions and to
deal effectively with adverse situations.

Affiliative humor focuses on the humor to facilitate in-
terpersonal relationships, and to be adaptive and beneficial
to others (Martin et al. 2003). Examples of affiliative hu-
mor include funny stories, jokes, and spontaneous witty
banter to amuse others, to enhance social interactions, and
to reduce interpersonal tensions (Lefcourt 2001). This type
of humor is essentially benign and non-hostile, and can
facilitate interpersonal interaction and create a positive
working environment.

Different from the preceding two types of humor, ag-
gressive humor is maladaptive and potentially detrimental
to others (Martin et al. 2003). This interpersonal form of
humor includes sarcasm, teasing, ridicule, derision, and
disparagement to put others down (Zillman 1983). Ag-
gressive humor may be displayed without considering its
potential negative effects on others. This type of humor
may hurt and alienate others, as well as impair social and
interpersonal relationships (Kuiper et al. 2004).

Finally, self-defeating humor is detrimental to the self
(Martin et al. 2003). This type of humor involves excessive
self-disparagement and jokes about oneself to amuse others.
People who use self-defeating humor ridicule themselves to
gain the approval of others and to enhance their interpersonal
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relationships at their own expense (Kuiper et al. 2004). Self-
defeating humor may bring some benefits to interpersonal
relationships (e.g., reducing interpersonal tensions). How-
ever, it may also hurt the images and feelings of the focal
person, which may influence his/her future interactions with
others, and be detrimental to others as well as to oneself.

Supervisor Humor and Employee Outcomes

Romero and Cruthirds (2006) proposed that the four types
of humor are associated with various organizational out-
comes, including group cohesiveness, creativity, leader-
ship, and organizational culture. In this study, we
investigate how the humor styles of supervisors are asso-
ciated with employee outcomes. However, generating a
clear pattern linking supervisor self-defeating humor to
employee outcomes is difficult. As previously described,
self-defeating humor is used in order to amuse others and
to enhance interpersonal relationships. However, self-de-
feating humor can also be detrimental to oneself and
eventually becomes negative to others. Thus, the positive
and negative effects of self-defeating humor on employee
outcomes might be canceled out (Unal 2014). As such, we
have developed the research hypotheses only for self-en-
hancing, affiliative, and aggressive humors.

Self-enhancing Humor and Employee Psychological
Well-Being and Job Performance

We propose that the use of self-enhancing humor by su-
pervisors would be positively associated with the psycho-
logical well-being and job performance of employees.
Previous humor research provided significant evidence on
the benefits of self-enhancing humor on individual out-
comes. For example, self-enhancing humor is positively
related to psychological well-being (Martin et al. 2003) and
negatively related to depression and other stress symptoms
(Chen and Martin 2007) of the persons who use it. We
propose that the benefits of self-enhancing humor of su-
pervisors would be extended to employees. Although the
self-enhancing humor of supervisors may not be delivered
directly toward their subordinates, supervisors who adopt
more self-enhancing humor could positively affect the
well-being of employees by establishing a more pleasant
working environment. Supervisors who use self-enhancing
humor would show less anxiety and depression and de-
velop more positive effects at work, and thus enhance the
psychological well-being of employees (Unal 2014).
Moreover, a relaxing environment would elicit positive
emotion (i.e., mirth) that may trigger less rigid thinking and
would enhance the ability to relate and to integrate diver-
gent material, resulting in effective management of job-
related problems (Isen et al. 1987; Martin 2007).

Hypothesis 1 The self-enhancing humor of supervisors is
positively associated with subordinates’ (a) psychological
well-being and (b) job performance.

Affiliative Humor and Psychological Well-Being
and Job Performance

The affiliative humor of supervisors is also positively re-
lated to work attitudes and behavior of their subordinates
by influencing the interpersonal communication between
the two parties. The benign humor of supervisors toward
subordinates is a form of self-disclosure that can help su-
pervisors develop a close relationship with their subordi-
nates (Cooper 2008). An intimate relationship with
supervisors can enhance subordinate stability in the
workplace and eventually improve their psychological
well-being (Bernerth et al. 2007). Moreover, the affiliative
humor of supervisors can enhance effective communica-
tion with their subordinates by increasing the interpersonal
attraction (Kuiper et al. 2004), which can facilitate the
exchange of ideas and information between supervisors and
subordinates. This exchange of ideas could support sub-
ordinates to effectively manage job-related problems.
Thus, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 2 The affiliative humor of supervisors is
positively associated with subordinates’ (a) psychological
well-being and (b) job performance.

Aggressive Humor and Employee Psychological
Well-Being and Job Performance

Different from self-enhancing and affiliative humors, ag-
gressive humor is maladaptive and detrimental to others
(Kuiper et al. 2004; Martin et al. 2003). Although the su-
pervisor may deliver it in a friendly manner, the aggressive
humor of supervisors may create negative effects among
subordinates, such as intimidation and embarrassment. As
time passes, the unpleasant interaction becomes a stressor
for the subordinates, which negatively influences their
psychological well-being (Unal 2014). Moreover, subor-
dinates who work with supervisors using aggressive humor
may avoid interacting with their supervisors, and thus may
be reluctant to obtain necessary feedback and support from
their supervisors to solve their job-related problems. The
aggressive humor of supervisors, such as sarcasm and
teasing, may also diminish the task-specific self-efficacy of
subordinates, and thus deteriorating their job performance.
Hence, we predict:

Hypothesis 3 The aggressive humor of supervisors is
negatively associated with subordinates’ (a) psychological
well-being and (b) job performance.
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Supervisor Humor and Social Distance

We posit that supervisor humor can also be indirectly re-
lated to the psychological well-being and job performance
of employees through social distance, which describes a
specific characteristic of interpersonal relationships be-
tween two parties. Social distance between supervisors and
subordinates is defined as the degree of understanding and
intimacy in their interpersonal relationships (Graen 1976;
Graham 1995). A high degree of social distance between
supervisor and subordinate represents a ‘“distant” rela-
tionship with minimal mutual understanding between them.
By contrast, a low social distance between supervisor and
subordinate denotes a close and an intimate relationship
and can be characterized by a high level of understanding
and self-disclosure. Social distance between subordinates
and supervisors has been an important topic in the lead-
ership literature, and management researchers have inves-
tigated the effects of social distance on leadership
effectiveness (Antonakis and Atwater 2002; Napier and
Ferris 1993). Napier and Ferris (1993) proposed that per-
ceived similarity between the supervisor—subordinate
dyads, value similarity, opportunity to interact, and span of
management can affect social distance between supervisors
and subordinates.

We expect that supervisor humor can be significantly
associated with social distance between supervisors and
subordinates. According to Graham (1995), humor may
reduce social distance by identifying similarities between
people, such as needs and values. However, various humor
styles adopted by supervisors would produce different ef-
fects on social distance. For example, self-enhancing hu-
mor may reduce the social distance between supervisor and
subordinate through affect-reinforcement. Supervisors ex-
perience a positive affect when they engage in self-en-
hancing humor, which elicits the positive affective
experience of their followers. Consequently, the positive
interactions of subordinates with their supervisor reduce
the hierarchical differences between them (Cooper 2008)
and subordinates develop a close relationship with their
supervisors.

Affiliative and aggressive humor would be related to the
social distance between supervisors and subordinates
through the hierarchical salience process, but in opposite
directions. The affiliative humor of supervisors may de-
crease the salience of the formal hierarchy and the power
and status differences between supervisors and subordi-
nates because affiliative humor facilitates interpersonal
relationship (Romero and Cruthirds 2006; Vinton 1989).
By contrast, supervisors who express aggressive humor
may further increase power difference with their subordi-
nates. The status difference between the parties may further
reinforce the hierarchical salience because aggressive
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humor (e.g., teasing and ridicule) is typically delivered by
the more powerful party (cf. Cooper 2008). Therefore,
supervisors who use aggressive humor in their interactions
with subordinates further reinforce their power and status
over the subordinates. Consequently, the subordinates
would feel more distant and separate from their supervi-
sors, and the perceived intimacy is weakened. Overall, we
predict that

Hypothesis 4a Self-enhancing humor is negatively as-
sociated with social distance.

Hypothesis 4b  Affiliative humor is negatively associated
with social distance.

Hypothesis 4¢c  Aggressive humor is positively associated
with social distance.

Considering that social distance between supervisor and
subordinate reflects the relationship quality between the
two parties, it can be significantly associated with the job
performance and psychological well-being of subordinates.
Napier and Ferris (1993) proposed that the closeness and
quality of functional working relationships between su-
pervisors and subordinates were significantly related to
subordinates’ job performance, job satisfaction, and with-
drawal. Consistent with this, Dulebohn et al. (2012) and
Epitropaki and Martin (1999) found that the relationship
quality of supervisors affects subordinates’ outcomes such
as job satisfaction and job performance. In addition, a close
relationship between supervisors and employees can make
employees feel stable and pleasant with their supervisors,
thus enhancing their psychological well-being (Bernerth
et al. 2007), communication effectiveness, and job per-
formance consequently. Our theoretical development so far
suggests that supervisor humor is associated with the
psychological well-being and job performance of subordi-
nates indirectly as well as directly through social distance
(discussed in Hypotheses 1-3). Hence, we predict the
following:

Hypothesis 5 Supervisor humor (i.e., self-enhancing,
affiliative, and aggressive humors) has an indirect rela-
tionship with subordinates’ psychological well-being and
job performance through social distance.

The Moderating Role of Affective Trust
in Supervisor

In the above hypotheses, we proposed that self-enhancing
and affiliative humors are negatively related to social dis-
tance while aggressive humor is positively related to social
distance. However, the effectiveness of supervisor humor
depends on how employees react to or interpret the motives
of the humor used (Wyer 2004). Thus, the potential effects
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of supervisor humor on social distance can be mitigated or
enhanced by the relational context within which employees
interact with their supervisors. A critical relational context
that can affect employee reactions to supervisor humor or
the evaluation for its motives is a trust relationship with
supervisors, which can engender the benevolent interpre-
tation of supervisor behavior. We focus on the affect-based
trust relationship (hereafter, affective trust in supervisors),
referring to the emotional bond and reciprocated interper-
sonal care and concern between subordinates and super-
visors (McAllister 1995). The emotional ties linking
employees and supervisors allow them to express genuine
care and concern for each other’s welfare (Gong et al.
2013), thus affecting employee evaluation of supervisor
humor.

We expect affective trust in supervisor to moderate the
link between self-enhancing humor and social distance.
Specifically, we hypothesize that the relationship between
self-enhancing humor and social distance becomes stronger
as affective trust in supervisor increases. When subordi-
nates have a strong emotional bond with their supervisors,
they are more likely to internalize the experience of their
supervisors at work (Burke et al. 2007). Moreover, emo-
tions can be contagious and easily transferred to others in
social interactions, particularly in close relationships
(Hatfield et al. 1994; Wild et al. 2001). Extrapolating from
the literature, we expect the positive mood experienced by
supervisors who use self-enhancing humor would easily
“pass on” to their subordinates with high affective trust in
supervisor. On the other hand, for subordinates with low
affective trust in supervisor, their mood would be less in-
fluenced by their supervisors because their emotional bond
with their supervisors is weak. In addition, positive inter-
actions between supervisors and subordinates can help
them develop a close relationship. Thus, self-enhancing
humor is more likely to reduce social distance between
supervisors and subordinates when the subordinates have
high (rather than low) affective trust in their supervisor.

Hypothesis 6a Affective trust in supervisor moderates
the relationship between self-enhancing humor and social
distance, such that the relationship between self-enhancing
humor and social distance is stronger when affective trust
in supervisor is high rather than low.

Affective trust in supervisor would also moderate the
relationships between interpersonal forms of humor (i.e.,
affiliative and aggressive humors) and social distance.
According to the cognitive elaboration processes, humor
recipients may engage in “post-comprehension cognitive
activities,” which may enhance or mitigate the effective-
ness of humor of the event (Wyer 2004). These post-
comprehension cognitive activities include considering the
motives of the person who delivered humor. When

subordinates experience reciprocated interpersonal care
and concern from their supervisors, they tend to believe
their supervisors are willing to do something good for them
(Cook and Wall 1980; Mayer et al. 1995; Molm et al.
2000). Consequently, high affective trust in supervisor
enables subordinates to interpret and react to the affiliative
humor of supervisors more positively, and thus feel more
intimacy with their supervisors. Affective trust also helps
subordinates to react to the aggressive humor of supervi-
sors less negatively, such that aggressive humor may not
seriously damage the interactions between the subordinates
and their supervisors. On the other hand, subordinates with
low affective trust in supervisor are more suspicious about
the motives of the interpersonal forms of humor used by
their supervisors. Consequently, they may perceive that
supervisors use aggressive humor to hurt others (and thus
increasing social distance between the subordinates and
their supervisors) and use affiliative humor to improve
interpersonal relationships as a way to achieve their self-
interested goals (and thus not feel strong intimacy with
their supervisors who use affiliative humor). Taken to-
gether, we predict that

Hypothesis 6b Affective trust in supervisor moderates
the relationship between affiliative humor and social dis-
tance, such that the relationship between affiliative humor
and social distance is stronger when affective trust in su-
pervisor is high rather than low.

Hypothesis 6¢ Affective trust in supervisor moderates
the relationship between aggressive humor and social dis-
tance, such that the relationship between aggressive humor
and social distance is weaker when affective trust in su-
pervisor is high rather than low.

The preceding predictions suggest a first-stage mod-
eration (Edwards and Lambert 2007), such that supervisor
humor and trust in supervisor are interactively associated
with social distance which, in turn, is significantly associ-
ated with psychological well-being (Hypothesis 7a) and job
performance (Hypothesis 7b). The proposed first-stage
moderation effects are shown in Fig. 1.

Trust in supervisor

Psychological
well-being
»| Social distance
Job performance

Fig. 1 Hypothesized model of the processes linking supervisor
humor to employee outcomes through social distance and trust in
supervisor

Supervisor
humor
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Method
Sample and Procedure

Data were collected from employees and their supervisors
from 14 large organizations in South Korea. The organi-
zations included three pharmaceutical companies, six
electronic companies, one chemical company, one infor-
mation technology company, and three manufacturing
companies. We obtained the participation of the organi-
zations from a list of companies with the help of the uni-
versity where one of the coauthors works. The human
resources manager of each company compiled lists of
employees who have no subordinates and their immediate
supervisors. The final list of dyads generated 478 subor-
dinate—supervisor pairs in the target organizations, and all
of them were invited to participate in the study. Par-
ticipation was voluntary, and the respondents were assured
of the confidentiality of their responses. The employees
reported the humor styles of their immediate supervisor,
trust in their supervisor, their psychological well-being,
and social distance with their supervisor, whereas the su-
pervisors reported the job performance of their subordi-
nates. The surveys were translated into Korean according
to the back-translation procedure (Brislin 1986).

Among the 352 returned subordinate—supervisor paired
questionnaires, 30 were discarded because of excessive
missing data from either supervisor or subordinate. The
322 participating subordinates were matched with the 52
participating supervisors. The average number of subordi-
nates for each supervisor was 6.2 (ranging from 2 to 7).
Among the subordinates, 27 % were female. The average
age of the subordinates was 32.6 years (SD = 6.0), and the
average organizational tenure was 6.6 years (SD = 5.2).
The average number of subordinates per organization was
3618.9 (SD = 846.2). Among the supervisors, 11 % were
female, the average age was 44.7 years (SD = 4.8), and the
average organizational tenure was 20.1 years (SD = 5.9).

Measures
Supervisor Humor Styles

We used Martin et al.’s (2003) Humor Styles Questionnaire
(HSQ) to measure four styles of supervisor humor. Sample
items include “My supervisor enjoys making people laugh
(affiliative humor),” “If my supervisor is feeling de-
pressed, he/she can usually cheer him-/herself up with
humor (self-enhancing humor),” “If someone makes a
mistake, my supervisor will often tease them about it
(aggressive humor),” and “My supervisor let people laugh
at him/her or make fun at his/her expense more than he/she
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should” (self-defeating humor).” Subordinates were asked
to assess the humor styles of their immediate supervisors
on a seven-point scale (1 = “strongly disagree,”
7 = “strongly agree”).

To test how the humor style items were factored, we
conducted exploratory factor analysis and used eigenval-
ues, factor loadings, scree plot, and alpha reliability to
decide the number of subscales. Specifically, eigenvalues
above 1.00 were used to decide upon the number of sub-
dimensions for supervisor humor (Stevens 2002). The cri-
terion for factor loadings was set at 0.40 because this value
is acceptable in the social sciences (Joreskog and Sorbom
1993). Finally, Cronbach’s alpha was used to present evi-
dence of internal consistency for the extracted sub-di-
mensions. The results indicated that the four-factor solution
proposed by Martin et al. (2003) was generally appropriate.
However, we deleted five items that have low loading on
the factors (i.e., <0.40). These items were “My supervisor
does not have to work very hard at making other people
laugh, he/she seems to be a naturally humorous person”;
“My supervisor does not need to be with other people to
feel amused, he/she can usually find things to laugh about
even when he/she is by him-/herself”; “If my supervisor is
feeling sad or upset, he/she usually loses his/her sense of
humor (R)”; “Letting others laugh at him/her is my su-
pervisor’s way of keeping his/her friends and family in
good spirits”; and “If my supervisor is having problems or
feeling unhappy, he/she often covers it up by joking
around, so that even his/her closest friends do not know
how he/she really feels.” We also deleted one item with
high loading on the wrong dimension: “Sometimes my
supervisor thinks of something that is so funny that he/she
cannot stop him-/herself from saying it, even if it is inap-
propriate for the situation.”

Social Distance

Social distance was measured using the six items from
Graham (1995)’s study. Subordinates rated the degree to
which they agree with the six items using a seven-point
scale (1 = “Strongly disagree” to 7 = “Strongly agree”).
Sample items were “I do not know this person very well”
and “I would enjoy working with this person (R).”

Affective Trust in Supervisor

We measured trust in supervisor using the scale of
McAllister (1995) to assess the affect-based trust. Subor-
dinates were asked to assess the extent to which they agree
with the five items on a seven-point scale (1 = “Strongly
disagree” and 7 = “Strongly agree”). Sample items in-
cluded “I can talk freely to my immediate supervisor about
difficulties I am having at work and know that (s)he will
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want to listen” and “If I share my problems with my im-
mediate supervisor, I know (s)he would respond con-
structively and caringly.”

Psychological Well-Being

Psychological well-being was measured using the Per-
ceived Stress Scale (Cohen et al. 1983), a 14-item scale
which measured the stress experienced in the past month.
Subordinates were asked to assess how frequently they
experienced stress symptoms in the last month on a five-
point scale (1 = “Never,” 2 = “Almost never,”
3 = “Sometimes,” 4 = “Fairly often,” and 5 = “Very
often”). An example of item is “In the last month, how
often have you been upset because of something that
happened unexpectedly?”

Job Performance

Supervisors assessed job performance of their subordinates
using the seven-item scale of Williams and Anderson
(1991) to measure in-role behavior. Response options were
1 = “Never” to 5 = “Always.” Sample items were “This
employee adequately completes assigned duties” and
“This employee fulfills responsibilities specified in the job
description.”

Control Variables

We included employees’ age, sex, and organizational
tenure as the control variables in the analysis. We also
controlled for tenure with supervisors because the recog-
nition of employees of the humor styles of their supervisors
and the influence of supervisor humor on employee per-
ception require time.

Analytical Strategies

Given the multi-level nature of the data (i.e., the same
supervisor assessed multiple employees in multiple com-
panies), we conducted multi-level analyses using MLwiN
(Rasbash et al. 2009). Specifically, we included an inter-
cept-only model at the company and supervisor levels to
control for any possible confounding effects of company-
and supervisor-level factors on the relationships we tested.
Thus, we used three-level models, with employees at level
1, supervisors at level 2, and companies at level 3. To test
the indirect relationships between supervisor humor and
employee outcomes via social distance, we applied a pro-
duct of coefficient test recommended by MacKinnon et al.
(2004). Specifically, we used the bootstrap sampling
method (bootstrap sample size = 5000), which is more
rigorous than traditional methods, such as the Sobel test

(MacKinnon et al. 2004). Moreover, to test the first-stage
moderation effect (i.e., testing whether trust in supervisor
moderates the indirect relationships of supervisor humor
with employee outcomes via social distance), we applied
the procedure of Edwards and Lambert (2007).

Results

We conducted confirmatory factor analyses (CFA) to
assess the distinctness of the variables used in this study.
We used three-item parcels for measures with more than
three items to achieve a better variable-to-sample size ratio
(our ratio is 6.2, which is relatively low, refer to Hair et al.
1995; Hogarty et al. 2005; Nunnally 1978). Item parceling
can be particularly effective when the items from a uni-
dimensional scale are parceled, and if a research princi-
pally focuses on the relationships among latent variables
instead of fully understanding the relationships among
items (Little et al. 2002), which is the case for our study.
We specifically parceled the items using the item-to-con-
struct balance method (i.e., matching the highest factor
loaded item to the lowest loaded item, Little et al. 2002).
The results indicated that the seven-factor model [X2 (322,
168) = 278.69, p < 0.01; root-mean square error of ap-
proximation (RMSEA) = 0.05; comparative fit index
(CFI) = 0.95; Tucker-Lewis index (TLI) = 0.93] fit the
data better than the best-fitting six-factor model that treats
affective trust in supervisor and social distance as the same
[x* (322, 174) = 421.63, p <0.01; RMSEA = 0.07;
CFI = 0.91; TLI = 0.88], the best-fitting five-factor model
that treats affective trust in supervisor and social distance
and psychological well-being and job performance as the
same [x2 (322, 179) = 544.95, p < 0.01; RMSEA = 0.08;
CFI = 0.86; TLI = 0.82], and the one-factor model [)(2
(322, 192) = 1552.55, p<0.01; RMSEA = 0.15;
CFI = 0.48; TLI = 0.36]. These results support the dis-
tinctness of variables in this study.

Descriptive Results

Descriptive statistics, reliability estimates, and correlations
for all of the measures are reported in Table 1. The means
for affiliative and self-enhancing humors were significantly
higher than that of aggressive humor (i.e., 4.69 and 4.63 vs.
344, mean difference = 1.25, p <0.01 and 1.19,
p < 0.01, respectively). All of the reliability estimates
exceeded 0.75 with an average reliability of 0.82. The af-
filiative and self-enhancing humors of supervisors were
positively correlated with affective trust in supervisor, but
aggressive humor was negatively correlated (r = 0.34,
p <0.01; r=0.50, p<0.01, r=-031, p<0.01,
respectively).
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12

10

SD

Table 1 Means, standard deviations, correlations, and coefficients for variables in all data (N = 322)

Variables
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6.01
0.44
5.20
4.03
0.84
0.96
0.83
0.94
1.03
0.92
0.45
0.58

32.57

1. Age
2. Sex

—0.30
0.71"
0.28""
0.05

0.27
6.60
3.48
4.63
4.69
3.44
3.36
4.52
3.56

421

—0.11
—0.03
—0.08
0.03
0.09

3. Organizational tenure

0.39"

4. Tenure with supervisor

(0.84)

—0.05
—0.16

0.00

0.91"

5. Self-enhancing humor

6. Affiliative humor

(0.86)

1

0.5

—0.08
—0.01

0.05
0.04

—0.08
0.02
0.07
0.

(0.75)

—0.18"™
0.09

—0.38**
0.07

7. Aggressive humor

(0.82)
0.10

—0.03
—0.05

0.05

0.23%%*

—0.07
—0.05

0.03

—0.09
—0.18™

8. Self-defeating humor

(0.87)

—031™
0.35%*

0.34%%

0.50%%*

07

9. Trust in supervisor

(0.81)

—0.54%%
0.317"

—0.38**
0.29%%*

—0.52%*
0.36%*
0.22%%*

—0.10
0.05
0.08

0.18

0.10
0.07
0.0

10. Social distance

(0.78)
0.06

0.40%*

—0.26%
—0.09

—0.10
0.12%

—0.09
—0.13*

11. Psychological well-being

(0.82)

0.23%%*

0.20%*

0.13%*

1

3.95

12. Job performance

Reliabilities are in parentheses
* p <0.05; ** p <0.01

Hypothesis 1 stated that the self-enhancing humor of
supervisors would be positively associated with the
(a) psychological well-being and (b) job performance of
their subordinates. Consistent with Hypothesis 1, the self-
enhancing humor of supervisors was positively associated
with the psychological well-being (y = 0.12, p < 0.01)
and job performance (y = 0.09, p < 0.01) of subordinates
as shown in Table 2.

Hypothesis 2 predicted that the affiliative humor of su-
pervisors would be positively associated with the (a) psy-
chological well-being and (b) job performance of their
subordinates. Model 1 in Table 2 shows that affiliative
humor was positively and significantly associated with
psychological well-being (y = 0.07, p < 0.01) but not job
performance (y = 0.01, n.s.). Thus, Hypothesis 2a was
supported, but Hypothesis 2b was not.

Hypothesis 3 proposed that the aggressive humor of
supervisors would be negatively associated with the
(a) psychological well-being and (b) job performance of
their subordinates. Table 2 shows that aggressive humor
was negatively and significantly associated with psycho-
logical well-being, but not significantly associated with job
performance (y = —0.07, p <0.05; y = 0.03, n.s., re-
spectively). Thus, only Hypothesis 3a was supported.

Hypothesis 4 predicted that supervisor humor would be
significantly associated with social distance. Consistent
with this prediction, Model 1 in Table 3 shows that self-
enhancing and affiliative humors were negatively associ-
ated with social distance, whereas aggressive humor was
positively associated with social distance (y = —0.37,
p <0.01; y = -0.16, p <0.01; vy =0.21, p <0.01, re-
spectively). Thus, Hypothesis 4 was supported.

Hypothesis 5 proposed that supervisor humor has an
indirect positive relationship with the psychological well-
being and job performance of their subordinates via so-
cial distance. Supervisor humor was significantly related
to social distance as shown above. The result of Model 2
in Table 2 indicates that social distance was negatively
and significantly related to psychological well-being
(y = —0.11, p <0.01), but not job performance (y =
—0.03, n.s.) after taking supervisor humor into account.
In addition, the bootstrapping test indicated that the
indirect effects of supervisor humor on psychological
well-being via social distance were significant.
Specifically, for self-enhancing humor, the 99 % confi-
dence interval of the indirect effect was [0.01, 0.08], not
containing zero; for affiliative humor, the 99 % confi-
dence interval of the indirect effect was [0.001, 0.04],
which excluded zero; and for aggressive humor, the 99 %
confidence interval of the indirect effect was [—0.05,
—0.003], which excluded zero. However, the bootstrapping
test indicated that the indirect effects of supervisor humor on
job performance via social distance were not significant.
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I’Ir‘lic‘)lc)ileeiirzlg I;Ié:lrlalltrscl;;cral linear Predictor Psychological well-being Job performance
psychological well-being and M1 M2 M3 M4
job performance
Intercept 3.56%* 4.16%* 3.09%* 3.26%*
Control variables
Age 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00
Sex —0.06 —0.03 —0.11* —0.11
Organizational tenure 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00
Tenure with supervisor —0.01* —0.01* 0.01 0.01
Self-enhancing humor (SEH) 0.12" 0.08% 0.09%* 0.08*
Affliative humor (AH) 0.07™" 0.05 0.01 0.01
Aggressive humor (AGH) —0.07* —0.05 0.03 0.03
Self-defeating humor (SDH) —0.03 —0.03 0.04 0.04
Social distance —0.11"" —0.03
Pseudo R* within-supervisor® 0.18 0.04 0.05 0.01
Pseudo R> between-supervisor® 0.82 0.96 0.97 0.99
Pseudo R> between-organization® 0.02 0.75 0.91 0.97
Deviance 329.09 316.15 420.36 419.56

N = 322 for subordinates, 62 for supervisors, and 14 for organizations

* p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01

 These are R? difference compared to the previous model. Model 1 and 3 were compared with the null

model

Thus, Hypothesis 5 was supported only for psychological
well-being.

Hypothesis 6a predicted that affective trust in supervisor
would moderate the relationship between self-enhancing
humor and social distance, such that the relationship be-
tween self-enhancing humor and social distance is stronger
when affective trust in supervisor is high rather low. Model
3 in Table 3 shows that the moderating effect of affective
trust in supervisor on the relationship between self-en-
hancing humor and social distance was significant
(y = 0.08, p < 0.05). However, contrary to hypothesis 6a,
the positive interaction term indicated that affective trust in
supervisor complemented the effect of self-enhancing hu-
mor on social distance. Specifically, tests of simple slopes
showed that self-enhancing humor significantly reduced
social distance when affective trust in supervisor was low
(simple slope =—0.28, p < 0.01), but did not play a sig-
nificant role for social distance when affective trust in su-
pervisor was high (simple slope = —0.12, n.s.) (Fig. 2).

Hypothesis 6b stated that affective trust in supervisor
would moderate the relationship between affiliative humor
and social distance, such that the relationship between af-
filiative humor and social distance is stronger when af-
fective trust in supervisor is high rather than low. Model 3
in Table 3 shows that the interaction term between affil-
iative humor and trust was significant (y = —0.19,
p < 0.01). Specifically, tests of simple slopes indicated that
the relationship between affiliative humor and social

distance was negative and significant when affective trust
in supervisor was high (simple slope = —0.31, p < 0.01),
but was not significant when affective trust in supervisor
was low (simple slope = 0.09, n.s.). These slopes are de-
picted in Fig. 3. Thus, Hypothesis 6b was supported.

Hypothesis 6¢ predicted that affective trust in supervisor
would moderate the relationship between aggressive humor
and social distance, such that the relationship between
aggressive humor and social distance is weaker as affective
trust in supervisor is high rather than low. Model 3 in
Table 3 shows that the interaction terms between aggres-
sive humor and affective trust in supervisor were not sig-
nificant (y = 0.06, n.s.). Thus, Hypothesis 6¢c was not
supported.

Hypothesis 7 predicted that affective trust in supervisor
would moderate the indirect relationships of supervisor
humor with the psychological well-being and job perfor-
mance of their subordinates via social distance, such that
the indirect effect is stronger as affective trust in supervisor
is high rather than low. We examined whether the first-
stage moderation was significant by following the proce-
dure of Edwards and Lambert (2007). The moderated path
analytic procedures showed that the path linking affiliative
humor and social distance associated with the psycho-
logical well-being of employees, which was the first stage
of the indirect effect of supervisor humor on the psycho-
logical well-being of employees, significantly varied as a
function of trust (99 % confidence interval = [0.01, 0.05],
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Table 3 Hierarchical linear modeling results for social distance

Predictor Social distance
Ml M2 M3

Intercept 3.83%% 3 71** 3.58%*
Control variables

Age —-0.00 —0.00 0.00

Sex 0.25% 0.17%* 0.16%*

Organizational tenure —-0.01 -0.01 —0.02

Tenure with supervisor 0.00 0.00 0.00
Self-enhancing humor (SEH) THE —0.24%*  —(0.20%*
Affliative humor (AH) 6F** —0.13*%*  —0.11*
Aggressive humor (AGGH) 0.21%*%  0.16%* 0.13%*
Self-defeating humor (SDH) —0.03  —0** —0.02
Affective trust in supervisor (trust) 0.29%* —0.33%*
SEH x trust 0.08%*
AFH x trust 19***
AGH x trust 0.06
Pseudo R within-supervisor® 0.31 0.10 0.10
Pseudo R between-supervisor® 0.60 0.99 0.83
Pseudo R* between-organization® 0.17 0.99 0.99
Deviance 720.92  682.56 653.12
N =322 for subordinates, 62 for supervisors, and 14 for

organizations

*p <5; *p<0.01

2 These are R? difference compared to the previous model. Model 1
was compared with the null model

45T
--<--- Low Trust
o —— High Trust
8 40+ T
2]
3
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B 3.5+
3'0 1 1 1 ]
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Self-enhancing humor

Fig. 2 Simple slopes of self-enhancing humor on social distance at
levels of trust in supervisor

not containing zero). Specifically, the indirect effect of
affiliative humor on psychological well-being via social
distance was not significant when affective trust in super-
visor was low (simple slope = 0.00, n.s.), but became
significant when affective trust in supervisor was high
(simple slope = 0.05, p < 0.01). These moderated indirect
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Fig. 4 The indirect effect of affiliative humor on psychological well-
being at levels of trust in supervisor

relationships are plotted in Fig. 4. However, other sig-
nificant indirect effects of supervisor humor on employee
outcomes via social distance did not significantly vary by
the level of affective trust in supervisor. Thus, Hypothesis
7 was only partially supported.

Alternative Models

Notwithstanding the logic that we proposed in our hy-
potheses development, we discuss and examine several
alternative conceptualizations of the model. For example,
supervisors may possibly use more affiliative and less ag-
gressive humor when they are socially close to their sub-
ordinates. In turn, supervisor humor affects employee
outcomes. To examine this possibility, we tested the indi-
rect effects of social distance on employee outcomes via
supervisor humor. The results indicated that affiliative and
aggressive humors were not significantly associated with
psychological well-being (y = 0.05, n.s.; y = 0.05, ns.,
respectively) nor job performance (y = 0.01, n.s.;
v = 0.03, n.s., respectively). The bootstrapping test like-
wise indicated that the indirect effects of social distance on



J Bus Psychol (2016) 31:125-139

135

psychological well-being and job performance via affilia-
tive and aggressive humors were not significant.

Second, supervisors who use adaptive humor (e.g.,
affiliative humor) are possibly more likely to be trusted
by their subordinates (Hampes 1999; Hughes and Avey
2009). In turn, a trusting relationship would have
beneficial effects on the psychological well-being and job
performance of subordinates (Aryee et al. 2002). To
investigate this issue, we tested the indirect effects of
supervisor humor on employee outcomes via affective
trust in supervisor. The bootstrapping test indicated that
the indirect effects of self-enhancing humor on psycho-
logical well-being via affective trust in supervisor were
significant at the 95 % confidence interval [0.003, 0.06],
not containing zero. The indirect effects of aggressive
humor were significant at the 99 % confidence interval
[—0.03, —0.002], which excluded zero. However, the
indirect effects of affiliative humor on psychological
well-being and the indirect effects of all types of humor
on job performance via affective trust in supervisor were
not significant. In summary, although the cross-sectional
nature of our data precludes a definitive test of causal
ordering, our results suggest that the indirect effects of
social distance on employee outcomes through supervisor
humor were not significant. Furthermore, affective trust
in supervisors mediates only the relationships between
self-enhancing and aggressive humors and psychological
well-being.

Discussion

We develop a model in which supervisor humor is related
to employees’ psychological well-being and job perfor-
mance directly and indirectly through social distance, and
affective trust in supervisors moderates the latter relation-
ships. Our findings suggest several conclusions. First, self-
enhancing humor is positively related to psychological
well-being and job performance. Second, affiliative humor
is positively related to psychological well-being, whereas
aggressive humor is negatively related to psychological
well-being. Third, supervisor humor is indirectly related to
psychological well-being through social distance. Fourth,
the relationship between affiliative humor and social dis-
tance is stronger when affective trust in supervisors is high
instead of low. Fifth, the relationship between self-en-
hancing humor and social distance is significant when af-
fective trust in supervisors is low but is insignificant when
affective trust in supervisors is high. Finally, the indirect
effect of affiliative humor on psychological well-being via
social distance is insignificant when affective trust in su-
pervisors is low but becomes significant when affective
trust in supervisors is high.

Theoretical Implications

These findings provide several important theoretical im-
plications for humor research and suggested several op-
portunities for more in-depth research. One important
result of this study was the relationships between various
types of supervisor humor and employee outcomes. As
expected, self-enhancing and affiliative humors were
positively related to the psychological well-being of sub-
ordinates, and aggressive humor was negatively related to
psychological well-being. Moreover, self-enhancing humor
was positively associated with the job performance of
subordinates. However, affiliative and aggressive humors
were not associated with job performance. These results
were consistent with the argument of Rapp (1951) that the
usefulness of sense of humor depended on how carefully
people applied it to the frailties of others. Our findings
similarly supported and extended current studies and
indicated that various humor styles differently influence
mental health (Chen and Martin 2007) and job-related af-
fective well-being (feeling about one’s job) (Unal 2014).
Moreover, our findings responded to the call from Nevo
et al. (2001) that the effects of humor should be tested in
different cultural contexts because cultural preferences
may affect the appropriateness of the type of humor.
Specifically, we demonstrated that the positive relationship
between supervisor humor and the psychological well-be-
ing of subordinates, and the positive relationship between
self-enhancing humor and job performance found in
Western society can be generalized to South Korea, where
cultural values and norms are different from those in the
United States.

Next, our findings demonstrated that supervisor humor
was significantly associated with social distance.
Specifically, self-enhancing and affiliative humors were
negatively related to social distance, but aggressive humor
was positively related to social distance. Our findings
supported the proposition of Graham (1995) that the humor
of leaders would affect their social distance with subordi-
nates. Moreover, the results supported that social distance
mediated the relationship between supervisor humor and
psychological well-being of subordinates. Showing how
supervisor humor translates into employee outcomes is an
important step in the development of the literature because
it helps in identifying the underlying processes of the
effect.

Another important implication of this study was the
investigation of the boundary conditions of the effects of
supervisor humor. The results indicated that affective trust
in supervisor moderated the relationship between affiliative
humor, social distance, and the psychological well-being of
employees. Specifically, affiliative humor was significantly
associated with social distance only when employees had a
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high level of trust in their supervisor. Moreover, the indi-
rect effects of social distance on the relationship between
affiliative humor and psychological well-being sig-
nificantly varied depending on the levels of affective trust
in supervisor. These results supported the propositions of
Decker (1987) and Wyer (2004) that supervisor humor may
have a positive effect on employee outcomes under certain
circumstances, but not others. These results are important
for the development and refinement of humor theory about
the instances in which supervisor humor affects employee
outcomes, although additional research is evidently re-
quired on this issue. However, our results indicated that
affective trust in supervisor did not significantly moderate
the relationship between aggressive humor and social dis-
tance. Moreover, the maladaptive nature of aggressive
humor was determined to be consistently harmful to in-
terpersonal relationship even when humor receivers have
high affective trust toward their supervisors.

One of the interaction results was significant but con-
trary to that of our prediction. Specifically, the self-en-
hancing humor of supervisors has greater effect on social
distance when subordinates have lower (rather than higher)
affective trust in supervisor. This result suggests that the
positive mood created by the self-enhancing humor of su-
pervisors may decrease the distant feelings (i.e., social
distance) of employees toward their supervisors when
employees have low affective trust in supervisor. By con-
trast, employees with high affective trust in their leaders
may no longer need to use the mood of leaders as infor-
mation to determine the type of interpersonal interaction
(i.e., close or distant relationship) with their leaders.

Practical Implications

Our study provided practical implications for managers and
organizations. First, managers should note that humor may
not always bring beneficial effects to employee outcomes.
Our results highlighted the importance of encouraging
managers to use more constructive humor (i.e., self-en-
hancing and affiliative humors) than destructive humor
(i.e., aggressive humor) to improve the well-being of em-
ployees. Even if supervisors have a high sense of humor,
the use of destructive humor may harm individual and
organizational effectiveness or even instigate legal ac-
tivities or cultural clashes. Although managers could not be
realistically assumed to be uniformly successful in its im-
plementation, they can be trained to use constructive hu-
mor (cf. Prerost 1993). Moreover, supervisors should be
aware that even constructive humor can be more effective
under certain situations. Our results indicated that the ef-
fects of humor styles on social distance and employee
outcomes depend on the level of affective trust in super-
visor. Thus, trust is the fundamental situation for humor to
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be effective, and supervisors should build a high-trust re-
lationship with their subordinates to increase the effec-
tiveness of their constructive humor.

Limitations, Strengths, and Future Studies

As with any study, our study has several limitations. First,
with the exception of data on job performance, which was
supervisor-rated job performance, the variables were
measured by subordinate ratings, raising the concern for
the common method variance. To reduce this concern, as
Podsakoff et al. (2003) suggested, we used distinct ques-
tionnaire section and instructions, ordering of questions,
and assurance of confidentiality. Moreover, we adopted
precautions against the effects of common method bias,
including high discriminant validity based on CFA results;
nevertheless, their influence over the results could not be
completely ruled out. One method of detecting inflated
correlations caused by common method bias is examining
simple correlations among all variables. As Spector (2006)
noted, unless the strength of common method variance is so
small as to be inconsequential, all simple correlations
should be significant. Although our sample size was suf-
ficiently large to provide a power of 0.80 to detect corre-
lations at an alpha level of 0.05, 5 out of 28 correlations
among the variables assessed by subordinates (18 %) were
nonsignificant. Moreover, common method variance is less
likely to affect nonlinear relationships (Crampton and
Wagner 1994), and many of the significant findings derived
from self-reported data involved the interaction effects and
complex moderated mediation relationships rather than
linear relationships. Thus, the potential response bias may
not be a serious concern. Nevertheless, corroborating our
findings using other measurement methods (e.g., multi-
source assessment for independent and dependent vari-
ables) would be useful.

Second, our data were collected from South Korea.
Consequently, we are uncertain about the extent to which
our findings can be generalized to employees in other
cultural contexts. Furthermore, our study is the first to use
the four-factor humor measures developed by Martin et al.
(2003) in the South Korean context. Future studies need to
perform measurement invariance tests for the humor
measure in order to offer a more rigorous empirical support
for such construct validation across countries and to check
whether the humor measure can be legitimately used for
cross-cultural comparison (Vandenberg and Lance 2000).

In addition, we do not have the information regarding
whether subordinates sufficiently interacted with their su-
pervisor to actually notice supervisor humor. However, this
lack of information may not seriously affect the results be-
cause in testing the research hypotheses, we controlled for
tenure with supervisors, which may reflect the frequency of
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the interaction between supervisors and employees and may
affect employees’ recognition of the humor styles of their
supervisors. Nevertheless, future research should measure
and control for the interaction frequency between subordi-
nates and supervisors, which can affect how frequent sub-
ordinates notice supervisor humor.

The limitations of this study are countered by several
strengths. First, this investigation fills an important gap in
the humor literature by examining how supervisor humor
connects to employee outcomes. Our conceptual model
was mostly supported, suggesting that this model repre-
sents a viable direction for future research. Second, we
collected the data from different sources (e.g., supervisor
assessment of the job performance of employees) to
minimize potential common method biases. Third, the
multi-level analysis separated the within- and between-
supervisor variance of employee outcomes, such that error
terms were not biased systematically. Fourth, the sample
size was relatively large, which might provide adequate
variance and relatively stable results, and enhance the
generalizability of the results.

We call for future studies to develop a more compre-
hensive theory to clarify how and when supervisor humor
positively affects employee outcomes. First, we suggest
future studies to examine how the sense of humor of em-
ployees may moderate the effectiveness of supervisor hu-
mor on employee outcomes. Employees with a higher
sense of humor may be more responsive and positively
react to supervisor humor. Moreover, supervisor humor
likely affects the employee humor. If supervisors use af-
filiative humor, then their subordinates may be more likely
to adopt a similar humor style. In turn, this situation could
strengthen mutual trust, which suggests the need to ex-
amine the effects of supervisor humor on the employee
humor and subsequent employee outcomes. Such research
efforts will broaden our explanatory frameworks for the
effectiveness of supervisor humor on employee outcomes.
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