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Abstract 

Purpose: The interest on leader humor styles is recent. By applying a trustworthiness 

framework, we examine a) how leader humor styles contribute to performance and deviance 

via trust in the supervisor and b) who benefits/suffers the most from different leader humor 

styles. 

Methodology: We tested our hypotheses in a sample of 428 employee-supervisor dyads from 

19 organizations operating in the services sector. 

Findings: Affiliative and self-enhancing leader humor styles are particularly beneficial for 

employees with low core-self-evaluations, helping them develop trust in the supervisor and 

consequently improving their performance. An aggressive leader humor style, via decreased 

trust in the supervisor, reduces performance, regardless of employees’ core self-evaluations. 

Self-enhancing and self-defeating leader humor styles also present significant relationships 

with organizational deviance. 

Research limitations: Limitations include the cross-sectional design and the limited number 

of mechanisms examined. 

Practical implications: Organizations need to train leaders in the use of humor and develop a 

culture where beneficial humor styles are endorsed, while detrimental humor styles are not 

tolerated. 

Originality: These findings contribute to the literatures on trust and humor, by showing that 

the use of humor is not as trivial as one could initially think, particularly for those with low 

core self-evaluations, and by expanding our knowledge of the mechanisms by which different 

leader humor styles may influence performance and deviance. 

 

Keywords: Leader humor styles, core self-evaluations, trust, performance, deviance.  
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Does Leader Humor Style Matter and to Whom 

Humor is a basic element of human interaction and is part of the culture of many 

successful companies (Romero and Cruthirds, 2006). Increasing evidence demonstrates the 

benefit of using positive humor in the workplace (Mesmer-Magnus et al., 2012), particularly 

by leaders. Leader humor contributes to the quality of the leader-member exchange (e.g., 

Pundt and Herrmann, 2015; Pundt and Venz, 2017), affective organizational commitment 

(Pundt and Venz, 2017), burnout and strain (Huo et al., 2012; Pundt and Venz, 2017), 

innovative behavior (Pundt, 2015), and performance (Avolio et al.,1999; Kim et al., 2016).  

Most studies focus on the positive effects of leader humor. Nonetheless, its 

detrimental consequences, if misplaced or used poorly, have also been documented, albeit 

more rarely (e.g., Huo et al., 2012; Kim et al., 2016; Pundt and Herrmann, 2015; Robert et 

al., 2016; Tremblay, 2017; Wisse and Rietzschel, 2014). A closer look into these studies also 

shows a concern to identify boundary conditions, as the effects of humor seem to depend on 

several other elements (Huo et al., 2012; Kim et al., 2016; Robert et al., 2016; Tremblay, 

2017; Wisse and Rietzschel, 2014).  

Thus, several important questions remain unanswered. First, building on a trust 

framework (Mayer et al., 1995) embedded in social exchange theory (Blau, 1964), we argue 

that different supervisor humor styles (Martin et al., 2003), contribute to the supervisor’s 

image of trustworthiness. Leader humor styles signal (lack of) trustworthiness (Karakowsky 

et al., 2019), influencing the quality of social exchange. A more nuanced perspective is 

warranted in order to understand how humor, in its multiple facets, contributes to the social 

exchange process. We focus on humor because, as Robert and Yan (2007) suggested, 

“although humor might appear to be inconsistent with the serious nature of work, it inserts 

itself in some form in most social contexts (…) and plays an important role in regulating 

social behavior in all societies (…)” (p.206). 
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Second, we still need to understand who benefits and/or suffers the most from the use 

of humor by leaders, as the effect of humor depends not only on the person using it, but on 

the perceiver as well (Wisse and Riezschel, 2014). Moreover, we know that individuals react 

differently to the underlying norms of social exchanges (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005). By 

proposing employee core self-evaluations (CSE; Judge and Bono, 2001) as a boundary 

condition concerning how employees react to the supervisor’s humor styles, we contribute to 

both the social exchange and humor frameworks. 

Third, we still know little about how leader humor influences employee behavior. The 

few studies that examine the relationship between humor and performance present mixed 

results (Avolio et al., 1999; Goswami et al., 2016; Kim et al., 2016), suggesting that the 

relationship might not be direct, but via several mechanisms (Cooper, 2008). Additionally, 

the link between humor and deviance has remained elusive in the literature, despite the 

awareness of the pervasiveness and costs of deviant behaviors (Bennett and Robinson, 2000). 

We explore a fundamental social exchange mechanism, trust in the supervisor, in order to 

shed light onto why individuals react to leader humor. We include performance and deviance 

as two proactive attempts to either help or undermine organizational goals (Rotundo & 

Sackett, 2002). 

Leader Humor Styles and Trust 

The seminal discussions around humor conceptualized it as a social lubricant. 

However, humor might not always facilitate social relationships; it might actually undermine 

them. To provide a more comprehensive view of humor, Martin et al. (2003) developed the 

Humor Styles framework. The framework revolves around two axes: whether humor is used 

to enhance the self or one’s relationship with others; and whether humor is benign and 

benevolent or potentially detrimental or injurious. Thus, humor can be: affiliative (to enhance 

the relationship with others in a benign fashion); self-enhancing (to enhance the self in a 
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benevolent fashion); aggressive (to enhance the self in a detrimental fashion to others); and 

last, self-defeating (to enhance the relationship with others at the expense of oneself) (Martin 

et al., 2003). Individuals express each humor style in particular ways: telling jokes and saying 

funny things (affiliative); enjoying the incongruities of life even in the face of stress (self-

enhancing); putting down others and ridiculing them (aggressive); or saying funny things to 

gain approval while ridiculing oneself (self-defeating). Researchers should examine the four 

styles independently. Martin et al.’s (2003) discriminant validity analysis and Robert et al.’s 

(2016) findings support the importance of a more nuanced view of humor and highlight its 

role in the maintenance of social exchanges.  

Trust is another important cornerstone of social relationships. Only social exchanges 

tend to engender feelings of personal obligation, gratitude, and trust (Blau, 1964). Mayer et 

al. (1995) defined trust as the willingness to put oneself in a position of vulnerability to the 

actions of another party based on the expectation that the other will behave with one’s 

interests in mind. Employees observe the nature, actions and practices of their leaders to draw 

inferences about the nature of their relationship, which in turn solidifies or destroys trust in 

leadership (Dirks and Ferrin, 2002). Mayer et al.’s (1995) model of trust emphasizes the 

importance of trustworthiness as an indication of the character of the trustee. Trustworthiness 

is built around three characteristics of the trustee: ability (skills that enable a party to be 

influential in a given domain), benevolence (if the person is believed to want to genuinely do 

good to the trustor), and integrity (the trustee follows a set of principles that the trustor finds 

acceptable). 

Karakowsky et al. (2019) examined affiliative humor and argued that it influences 

trust in the leader by signaling two of these qualities. Affiliative humor signals benevolence 

because it reflects humility (Gkorezis & Bellou, 2016) and reduces status differences between 

leaders and their teams. It also signals ability (or at least self-confidence) as a poor performer 
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would not feel comfortable engaging in activities often seen as frivolous in the workplace. 

We argue that affiliative humor also demonstrates integrity, as the leader is using humor to 

enhance interpersonal cohesiveness and attraction (Martin et al., 2003), behaving in a way 

that is consistent with positive organizational values. 

A similar reasoning can be applied to the other three humor styles. Like affiliative 

humor, self-enhancing humor should also reflect ability given its positive valuation of the self 

and high self-confidence. Even though it has an intrapersonal focus and is a healthy defense 

mechanism (Martin et al., 2003), self-enhancing humor should also signal benevolence as it 

emphasizes the maintenance of a positive outlook, particularly in the face of adversity, and 

integrity given that it is a demonstration of tolerance and is not detrimental to others. 

Aggressive and self-defeating humor should signal the opposite; that the leader is not 

trustworthy. Aggressive humor not only signals a lack of benevolence, as the leader tries to 

enhance the self at the expense of others, but it also indicates that the leader lacks integrity 

(reflected in putting others down or using humor to manipulate others; Martin et al., 2003) 

and competence (as making jokes at the expense of others can be interpreted as a strategy to 

pass the blame to others). Self-defeating humor should primarily be interpreted by trustors as 

compensating for lack of ability (or self-confidence). It may also signal to subordinates that 

the leader may not have the capability and resources to look after their interests. 

Building on social exchange theory, and particularly the trust framework, we argue 

that employees will trust their supervisors to the extent that they signal their trustworthiness 

through humor styles: affiliative humor indicates the leader is humble, self-confident and 

follows an inclusive code of conduct; self-enhancing humor shows the leader’s believes in 

him/herself, maintains a ‘glass half-full’ approach and has strong moral principles; aggressive 

humor demonstrates a lack of care about others, the endorsement of manipulative approaches, 
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and an attempt to avoid blame; self-defeating humor reveals lack of self-confidence and 

inability to deal with difficulties and questions the value set of the leader. 

Hypothesis 1: Leader a) affiliative and b) self-enhancing humor styles are positively 

related to trust in the supervisor, while leader c) aggressive and d) self-defeating humor styles 

are negatively related to trust in the supervisor. 

Leader Humor Styles and Subordinates’ Self-View 

The impact of humor varies, depending not only on who is using it, but also on who is 

receiving/observing it (Cooper, 2008). Moreover, although social exchange norms are 

universal, individual reactions to such norms might differ substantially (Cropanzano & 

Mitchell, 2005).  This led Nienaber et al. (2015) to call for further research on the role of 

subordinate attributes in the trust development process. 

Subordinates’ core self-evaluations (CSE; Judge and Bono, 2001) play a particularly 

relevant role in the development of trusting relationships (Gardner and Pierce, 2009). CSE 

represents the fundamental evaluations individuals make about themselves and their 

behaviors embedded in their environment, and consists of four traits (Judge et al., 2003). 

Self-esteem refers to the overall value one places on oneself as a person; generalized self-

efficacy refers to how well one can perform across situations and contexts; neuroticism is the 

tendency to focus on negative aspects of the self and use a negative explanatory style; and 

locus of control focuses on whether the events in one’s life are explained by internal or 

external contingencies (Judge et al., 2003). An individual with a high CSE is characterized by 

a high self-esteem and self-efficacy, low neuroticism and internal locus of control. 

Building on Mayer et al.’s (1995) framework and answering Nienaber et al.’s (2015) 

call, we propose that employees interpret leader humor styles in light on their CSE as 

individuals react to events and actions in light of their self-worth (Judge et al., 1997). 

Individuals with a high CSE will naturally develop trusting relationships with others, as they 
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appraise situations more positively (Chang et al., 2012; Neves & Champion, 2015) and 

should therefore be less reliant on external cues. In this case, leader humor  should not be an 

important determinant of trust as these individuals are already inclined to develop positive 

relationships given their high propensity to trust. Individuals with low CSE, however, 

externalize their negative self-view into the social environment, shaping how they perceive it 

(Swann, 1992). These individuals not only have difficulties developing trusting relationships 

but should be more sensitive to information regarding the target of their trust. Subordinates 

with low CSE should be more attentive to external sources of information and therefore react 

positively when the leader demonstrates he/she is trustworthy, either by using an affiliative or 

self-enhancing humor style as ‘social lubricants’. Given their low propensity to trust, low 

CSE individuals should also experience reduced trust when confronted with a supervisor that 

demonstrates his/her detrimental intentions either by engaging in aggressive or self-defeating 

humor styles. Thus: 

Hypothesis 2: The positive relationship between leader a) affiliative and b) self-

enhancing humor styles and trust in the supervisor, and the negative relationship between 

leader c) aggressive and d) self-defeating humor styles and trust in the supervisor are 

moderated by CSE, such that these relationships are stronger for low CSE employees 

Consequences for Employee Behavior 

In-role performance and deviant behaviors carry an important, yet independent, 

weight in performance assessment, and therefore both should be considered (Rotundo & 

Sackett, 2002). When individuals are in a social exchange relationship characterized by trust, 

they strive to repay the positive treatment in kind. Trust leads employees to promote 

organizational welfare through in-role performance, thereby cementing the establishment of a 

social exchange relationship with the supervisor (Colquitt et al., 2007; De Jong et al., 2016; 

Dirks and Ferrin, 2002). Although less frequently examined, trust has also been associated 
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with counterproductive work behaviors. Individuals in relationships characterized by a lack 

of trust also attempt to repay in kind, albeit in a negative fashion, often engaging in voluntary 

behaviors that violate organizational norms, i.e., organizational deviance (Bennett and 

Robinson, 2000). The few existing studies have empirically supported this hypothesis (Mo 

and Shi, 2017; Neves and Champion, 2015).  

In light of the norm of reciprocity (Blau, 1964), and given the power of positive 

humor as a social lubricant and the potential for negative humor to undermine social 

relationships, particularly for employees with low CSE, we argue that trust in the supervisor 

is an important mechanism through which leader humor influences employee in-role 

performance and organizational deviance. Based on the above discussion we propose that, 

particularly for low CSE employees, trust in the supervisor is an important mechanism 

through which leader humor influences employee performance and organizational deviance.  

Hypothesis 3: The positive relationship between leader a) affiliative and b) self-

enhancing humor styles and trust in the supervisor, and the negative relationship between 

leader c) aggressive and d) self-defeating humor styles and trust in the supervisor are 

moderated by CSE, such that these relationships are stronger for low CSE employees, with 

consequences for in-role performance 

Hypothesis 4: The positive relationship between leader a) affiliative and b) self-

enhancing humor styles and trust in the supervisor, and the negative relationship between 

leader c) aggressive and d) self-defeating humor styles and trust in the supervisor are 

moderated by CSE, such that these relationships are stronger for low CSE employees, with 

consequences for organizational deviance 

Our theoretical model is depicted in Figure 1. 

------------------Figure 1 here---------------- 

METHOD 
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Sample and Procedure 

Our research assistants contacted representatives with managerial responsibilities of 

several organizations from the services sector operating in Portugal. Representatives of 19 

services organizations agreed to participate in the study. We then contacted employees and 

their supervisors (the number of participants per organization varied depending on 

availability) in these organizations and only provided the surveys when both parties 

(employee and supervisor) agreed to participate. The surveys were delivered only on site to 

guarantee anonymity, since we had to develop a code (combination of letters and numbers) to 

match employee and supervisor data.  

We received surveys from 514 employees and 167 supervisors. After listwise deletion 

of the participants with missing questions, our final sample was composed by 428 (83.3%) 

employees and their 151 supervisors (90.4%). These organizations operated in areas such as 

real-estate, energy, information technologies, transportation, consultancy, insurance, 

advertising and health care. The number of participating dyads per organization ranged 

between 7 and 39, with an average of 23.  

Subordinate demographics were as follows: about half were female (51.4%), they 

were on average 37 years old, and had an average organizational tenure of 9.7 years. Their 

educational attainment was: less than high school 11.4%; high school 37.4%; undergraduate 

degree 39%; master or other graduate diploma 12.1%. Supervisor demographics were as 

follows: the majority was male (59.6%), on average they were 41 years old with a mean 

organizational tenure of 14.3 years. Their educational attainment was: less than high school 

6%; high school 23.9%; undergraduate degree 44.4%; master or other post-graduate diploma 

29.8%. 

Measures 
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All the scales were measured through Likert-type scales anchored in 1 = totally 

disagree and 5 = totally agree. 

 Supervisor humor style. We measured the four types of humor with the Humor Styles 

Questionnaire (Martin et al., 2003). The scale has 32 items, eight per dimension, which we 

adapted to focus on the supervisor. Sample items include “My supervisor usually doesn’t 

laugh or joke around much with other people” (R) (Affiliative), “My supervisor’s humorous 

outlook on life keeps him/her from getting overly upset or depressed about things” (Self-

enhancing), “If someone makes a mistake, my supervisor will often tease them about it” 

(Aggressive), and “My supervisor often goes overboard in putting him/herself down when 

he/she is making jokes or trying to be funny” (Self-defeating). Cronbach’s alphas were .86 

(Affiliative), .79 (Self-enhancing), .70 (Aggressive), and .76 (Self-defeating). 

 Core self-evaluations. We measured core self-evaluations with the 12-item scale 

developed by Judge et al. (2003). Sample items include “Overall, I am satisfied with myself”, 

“When I try, I generally succeed”, “There are times when things look pretty bleak and 

hopeless to me”, and “I determine what will happen in my life”. Cronbach’s alpha was .77. 

Trust in the supervisor. We measured trust in the supervisor with the six items used 

by Neves and Caetano (2009).  These are the highest loading items of the original 

interpersonal trust scale developed by McAllister (1995). Sample item is “We have a sharing 

relationship. We can both freely share our ideas, feelings, and hopes”. Cronbach’s alpha was 

.81. 

In-role performance. Supervisors rated their subordinates’ in-role performance with 

the 5 items developed by Williams and Anderson (1991). Sample item is “This employee 

adequately completes assigned duties”. Cronbach’s alpha was .85. 

Organizational deviance. Supervisors responded to the five items previously used by 

Neves and Champion (2015), which were adapted from Aquino et al. (1999) and  Robinson 
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and Bennett’s (1995) scales. Sample item includes “This employee intentionally slowed 

down the pace of his/her work”. Cronbach’s alpha was .82. 

Control variables. We examined employees’ and supervisors’ age, gender, education, 

length of relationship, and tenure in the organization. We followed Becker et al.’s (2016) 

recommendation that models should only include control variables that are statistically 

related to the outcome variables.  Of the demographic variables assessed, only employees’ 

gender, education, and their tenure with supervisor; and supervisors’ gender and education 

were significantly related to at least one of our outcome variables, and thus were kept in our 

analyses. We also included trust in the organization (7-item scale developed by Robinson, 

1996) as a control mechanism. This allows us to examine whether the key mechanism is trust 

in the supervisor or just trust in general, regardless of the agent. 

RESULTS 

Descriptive statistics, reliabilities, and zero-order correlations are presented in Table 

1. Before testing our hypotheses, we assess the distinctiveness of the constructs with 

Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA). Given that the ratio between the number of indicators 

(k = 67) and the sample size (N = 428), we used a partial disaggregation technique (Bagozzi 

& Edwards, 1998). This technique consists of reducing the number of indicators by 

combining two or more items into one single indicator. We combined high- and low-loading 

items, as recommended by Little, Cunningham, Shahar, and Widaman (2002), for the scales 

with the highest number of items (CSE and humor), reducing them to four indicators each. 

------------------Table 1 here---------------- 

We compared our theoretical model (including the control mechanism), composed of 

nine constructs, to a series of nested models using the chi-square difference test (Bentler & 

Bonett, 1980). The nine-factor model presented a good fit to the data (χ2 = 1554.91, df = 824, 

CFI = .91, RMSEA = .05, SRMR = .06). This model presented a significantly better fit than 
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five nested models, and therefore we treated the nine constructs separately in our analyses. 

All indicators presented acceptable loadings, with standardized coefficients ranging between 

.76 to .80 for affiliative humor, .61 to .77 for self-enhancing humor, .59 to .73 for self-

defeating humor, .51 to .65 for aggressive humor, .69 to .73 for CSE, .61 to .72 for trust in the 

supervisor, .42 to .73 for trust in the organization, .26 to .90 for in-role performance, and .53 

to .84 for organizational deviance. 

Hypothesis Testing 

Because our data had a multilevel structure such that subordinates (Level 1) were 

nested in supervisors (Level 2) who were nested in organizations (Level 3), we employed 

hierarchical linear modeling (HLM). As such, we controlled for the random level 2 and level 

3 variance in the intercept and tested all hypotheses using HLM3 (Raudenbush et al.,  2013).  

All continuous variables were grand mean centered.  

Following the recommendations of Becker et al. (2016) all models were tested with 

and without control variables. We did not find substantive differences and for completeness 

of information we report findings with control variables.  

As shown in Table 2, affiliative humor (γ = .31, p < .01) and self-enhancing humor (γ 

= .26, p <.01) were positively, while self-defeating humor (γ = -.10, p < .05) and aggressive 

humor (γ = -.42, p < .01) were negatively, associated with trust in the supervisor. These 

findings support hypotheses 1a to 1d.  

------------------Table 2 here---------------- 

The beneficial leader humor styles and CSE interaction effects on trust in the 

supervisor were significant, but not the detrimental humor and CSE interaction effects 

(affiliative humor: γ = -.23, p < .01; self-enhancing humor: γ = -.20, p < .01; self-defeating 

humor: γ = .04, ns; aggressive humor: γ = .01, ns). We probed the nature of the significant 

interaction effects using the procedure recommended by Cohen et al. (2003; see Figure 2) for 
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low (-1 standard deviation, SD) and high (+1 SD) CSE. For low CSE the positive relationship 

of affiliative humor with trust in the supervisor was stronger (B = .42, SE = .05, p < .01) than 

for high CSE (B = .18, SE = .06, p < .05). A similar pattern of relationships was observed for 

the self-enhancing humor x CSE interaction: the relationship of self-enhancing humor with 

trust in the supervisor was stronger for low CSE than for high CSE (B = .39, SE = .08, p < 

.01; B = .17, SE = .07, p < .01). Thus, hypotheses 2a and 2b are supported, but not 2c and 2d.  

------------------Figure 2 here---------------- 

We then tested the moderated mediation effect using the Monte Carlo Method of 

Assessing Mediation (MCMAM) (Selig and Preacher, 2008) since it is suited for multilevel 

models and show comparable performance to bootstrapping (Bauer et al., 2006).  

The indirect effects of affiliative humor for both low and high CSE were significant (-

1 SD = .06, CI = .005, .11; +1 SD = .02, CI = .002, .05). Likewise, the indirect effects for 

self-enhancing humor was significant for both low (-1 SD = .05, CI = .005, .11) and high 

CSE (+1 SD = .02, CI = .0007, .06). Both moderated mediation indexes were significant 

(affiliative humor x CSE: -.03, CI = -.07, -.003; self-enhancing humor x CSE: -. 03, CI = -

.06, -.0004), suggesting that the magnitudes of these indirect effects were different across low 

and high CSE. Thus, hypotheses 3a and 3b are supported. On the other hand, aggressive 

humor was indirectly related to subordinates’ in-role performance independently of CSE 

(indirect effect:  -.05, CI = -.11, -.01), whereas self-defeating humor was not (indirect effect: -

.01, CI = -.03, .00). 

Trust in the supervisor (γ800 = -.11, ns) did not predict organizational deviance. Thus, 

hypothesis 4 was not supported. Nonetheless, self-enhancing leader humor held negative (γ = 

-.16, p < .05), whereas self-defeating leader humor presented positive (γ = .12, p < .05), direct 

effects on organizational deviance. 

DISCUSSION 
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 The study of humor in the workplace is still nascent, particularly if focused on leaders. 

While not all leaders use humor (or use it for positive goals), some do incorporate it in their 

repertoire. However, and as our study shows, different leader humor styles carry rather 

distinct consequences for employee behavior.  

 Our findings contribute to the literatures on trust and humor in several ways. First, 

grounded in social exchange theory and building on the trustworthiness framework (Mayer et 

al., 1995), we extend prior theorizations (Goswami et al., 2016; Kim et al., 2016) and show 

how leader humor helps establish/destroy trust in the supervisor. This demonstrates the 

potential of humor as a management tool and as a barrier for trust, depending on its style. 

 Second, our findings also suggest that leader affiliative and self-enhancing humor 

styles are particularly helpful for employees with a negative self-view. This is aligned with 

the perspective that the receiver is an important part of humor effectiveness (Cooper, 2008). 

Prior research showed the importance of CSE for the development of trust (Gardner and 

Pierce, 2009), but did not provide strategies to help those with low CSE. Leader affiliative 

and self-enhancing humor styles offer a potential answer. 

Third, our study is part of an emerging literature that shows that leader humor has an 

impact – beneficial or detrimental - on employee behavior. This nuanced view of humor 

contrasts with the most common approach that tends to treat humor as an overall positive 

construct (Mesmer-Magnus et al., 2012) and provides further evidence that processes should 

be considered when examining the link between humor and behavior (Cooper, 2008). This is 

particularly important in the organizational context given the potential costs of aggressive and 

self-defeating leader humor styles for performance and deviance. The lack of significant 

interaction effects for both aggressive and self-defeating leader humor styles and employee 

CSE suggest that the use of negative humor by leaders is detrimental to all employees and as 

such should be the focus of organizational interventions.  
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 The present findings suggest that training (prospective) leaders, on the use of humor, 

particularly on the distinction between beneficial and detrimental humor may be helpful. The 

potential of beneficial humor styles (affiliative and self-enhancing) as a management tool has 

already inspired top business schools to develop specific courses on the use of humor 

(Stanford’s course ‘Humor: Serious Business’ is a good example). 

Organizations should also attempt to develop a culture of beneficial humor. There are 

several companies operating in rather diverse sectors famous for their cultures of fun, such as 

Southwest Airlines or Zappos. The development and maintenance of such cultures starts in 

the selection process, where newcomers are hired based on cultural fit, rather than functional 

competencies alone. These organizations often internally promote individuals to leadership 

positions, so being embedded in the culture should reflect itself in leader behavior.  

Limitations and Future Research 

Our study is not without limitations. Our cross-sectional design does not allow for 

causality inferences, and therefore the possibility that the process is bidirectional or even in 

the opposite direction cannot be excluded. However, a significant body of research has 

broadly supported the leadership perceptions – employee attitudes – employee behavior 

process model (for meta-analytical evidence see Lee et al., 2018; Ng, 2017). The present 

model should nonetheless be tested using experimental or cross-lagged panel designs. 

Second, this study also raises concerns about common method variance (CMV). 

However, there are several factors that minimize such concerns. First, and as argued by 

Spector (2006), it is difficult to accurately assess internal states, such as perceptions, attitudes 

or emotions with other sources beyond self-report. Second, CMV deflates interaction effects, 

making their detection more difficult (Busemeyer & Jones, 1983). Third, we obtained 

measures of predictor and criterion variables from different sources and balanced positive and 



Leader Humor Style  18 

 

negative items in our measures as recommended by Podsakoff et al. (2012). Fourth, the CFA 

supported the distinctiveness of the measures collected. 

Future research should consider other potential mechanisms of the effects of leader 

humor styles. For example, the broaden-and-build theory (Fredrickson, 1998) posits that 

positive emotions broaden the individual’s thought-action repertoire, which helps build 

personal resources. Future research may also consider cultural differences and similarities 

concerning the use and expression of humor. Is leader humor dependent on the different 

cultural expectations concerning what effective leaders do?  

CONCLUSION 

Our study provides empirical evidence for the importance of leader humor styles for 

employee behavior: if used in a beneficial fashion, it helps develop trusting relationships, 

particularly for those that normally would have difficulties in establishing such relationships; 

if used poorly, it destroys the trust employees place in their leaders, with consequences for 

performance and deviance. So it seems that, as Beard (2014) has described in rather simple 

terms, “the workplace needs laughter” (p. 130) and probably leadership is a good place to 

start, as long as the differences between humor styles are taken into account.  
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Table 1  

Correlations, means, standard deviations and reliabilities 

 Mean S.D. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 

1. Affiliative humor 3.58 .73 (.85)             

2. Self-enhancing humor   3.05 .61 .63** (.79)            

3. Aggressive humor 2.61 .65 -.10* -.29** (.68)           

4. Self-defeating 2.18 .64 -.12* .12* .34** (.76)          

5. CSE 3.99 .53 .14** .14** -.34** -.25** (.77)         

6. Trust in the supervisor 3.97 .73 .48** .51** -.50** -.18** .33** (.82)        

7. Trust in the organization 3.90 .71 .20** .25** -.40** -.25** .51** .49** (.81)       

8. In-role performance 3.81 .69 .16** .22** -.15** -.12* .20** .26** .14** (.83)      

9. Organizational deviance 1.65 .76 -.11* -.12* .12* .09 -.19** -.17** -.09 -.41** (.82)     

10. Subordinate’s gender 1.51 .50 -.02 -.04 .03 -.03 -.03 -.03 -.11* .01 .02 -    

11. Subordinate’s education 3.48 .93 .07 -.00 -.09 -.09 .18** .05 .08 .16** -.15** -.03 -   

12. Subordinate’s WG Tenure 5.42 5.85 -.00 -.01 .03 -.12* .06 .11* .04 .08 -.03 .09 -19** -  

13. Supervisor’s gender 1.40 .49 -.00 .00 .04 .03 -.03 -.04 -.11* -.04 .01 .32** -.07 -.03 - 

14. Supervisor’s education 3.96           .92 .04 -.00 .08 -.03 .12 .03 .10* .08 -.01 -.06 .39** -.08 .08 

Notes. Education was coded as follows::1 = 4th grade; 2 = 9th grade; 3 = complete high school; 4 = undergraduate; 5 = postgraduate studies.  

Gender coding: 1 = male, 2 = female. WG = work group * p < .05, ** p < .01. Level 1 N = 428, Level 2 N= 151, Level 3 = 1 
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Table 2  

HLM results for trust in the supervisor, in-role performance and organizational deviance 

 

Model 1: 

Main 

effects 

Model 2: 

Affiliative 

Humor x CSE 

Model 3: Self-

Enhancing 

Humor x CSE 

Model 4: 

Aggressive Humor 

x CSE 

Model 5: Self-

Defeating Humor 

x CSE 

Model 6: In-role 

Performance 

Model 7: 

Organizational 

Deviance 

Intercept (γ000 ) 4.01 (.11)** 4.01 (.11)** 4.02 (.11)** 4.01 (.11)** 4.02 (.11)** 3.84 (.14)** 1.54 (.17)** 

Controls         

   Supervisor’s education .05 (.04) .04 (.04) .04 (.04) .04 (.04) .04 (.04) .04 (.05) .07 (.06) 

   Supervisor’s Sex -.04 (.06) -.04 (.06) -.05 (.06) -.04 (.06) -.04 (.06) -.06 (.08) .02 (.10) 

   Subordinate’s Sex -.01 (.06) -.01 (.05) .02 (.05) .01 (.05) .01 (.05) .03 (.07) .05 (.07) 

   Subordinate’s Education -.01 (.03) -.01 (.03) -.02 (.03) -.02 (.03) -.02 (.03) .08 (.04) -.11 (.04)** 

   Tenure with supervisor .01 (.00)* .01 (.00)* .01 (.00)* .01 (.00)* .01 (.00)* .01 (.01) -.00 (.01) 

   Trust in the organization      -.02 (.05) .02 (.05) 

Independent variables        

  Affiliative humor .31 (.05)** .30 (.05)** .30 (.05)** .30(.05)** .30 (.05)** -.03 (.06) .05 (.06) 

  Self-enhancing humor .26 (.06)** .28 (.06)** .28 (.06)** .26 (.06)** .26 (.06)** .20 (.07)** -.16 (.07)* 
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** p <.01, * p < .05, † p < .10

  Self-defeating humor -.10 (.04)* -.08 (.04)† -.09 (.04)* -.08 (.04)† -.08 (.04)† -. 11 (.05)* .12 (.05)* 

  Aggressive Humor -.42 (.05)** -.37 (.05)** -.37 (.05)** -.39 (.05)** -.41 (.04)** .04 (.06) -.04 (.06) 

  CSE   .15 (.05)** .15 (.05)** .16 (.05)** .16 (.05)**   

  Interaction   -.23 (.06)** -.20 (.08)* .01 (.07) .04 (.08)   

Mediator        

   Trust in the supervisor      .13 (.06)* -.11 (.06)† 
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Figure 1. Theoretical model 

Note. * measured by the supervisor



 

 

Figure 2. Interaction effects on trust in the supervisor 

 

 


