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Much research has established that sex and intelligence differences in humor appreciation exist 

and are marked. However, these differences have never been systematically explored in light of the 

variety of semantic techniques on which humor is based. This research develops a scale of humor 

appreciation which includes five distinct semantic types of humor. Successful scale construction 

indicates that humor appreciation does not vary by type of humor. The scale is applied to a cohort 

of college students. It is reported that significant sex and intelligence differences do not exist for 

all semantic types of humor, nor are all differences in the predicted direction. This research 

recommends that in the future the correlates of humor appreciation be explored by semantic 

technique. 
 

Laughter, humor and funniness have been devoted more scholarly attention than at first 

glance their frivolous character merits. Goldstein and McGhee (1972) present a bibliography of 

nearly 400 publications in these areas. However, this scholarly interest only reflects what has 

been a popular concern for centuries. 

Scholarly attention has had a number of foci. The social importance of an acute sense of 

humor has been especially recognized (Obrdlik, 1942; Middleton and Moland, 1959; Khoury, 

1975). In the present context, sense of humor is conceptualized as the capacity to perceive 

funniness. 

Jokes often serve as a vessel for funniness. A joke is a thought which is couched in a special 

linguistic form of expression. It is the syntax of a verbal statement which imparts to a thought 

the funniness of its impact. Freud (1960) has identified many of the semantic techniques from 

which the funniness of jokes derives. 

Freud (1960) has also pointed out that two general types of jokes exist. Nontendentious 

jokes serve no particular purpose beyond the denouement of a semantic mechanism. 

Nontendentious. humor aims solely at producing pleasure from the exercise of those mental 

processes used to fathom a semantic technique. Tendentious jokes have an aim beyond the 

denouement of a semantic mechanism. Tendentious humor has a point or a moral as well. These 

jokes are the instruments of satire, parody and derision. 

The correlates of humor appreciation have been popular research topics. The relationship 

between humor appreciation and sex has been of particular interest. The bulk of this research 

indicates that sex differences in humor appreciation exist and are marked (Omwake, 1937; 

O’Connell, 1960; Zippin, 1966; Felker and Hunter, 1970). Women are evidently more amused 

by nontendentious humor than men (O’Connell, 1960). However, sex differences by semantic 

type of nontendentious humor have not been explored. 
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The relationship between humor appreciation and intelligence has also been much explored. 

The findings have been somewhat conflicting. Some research has reported a strong positive 

association between one’s sense of humor and intelligence (Bird, 1925; Kenderdine, 1931; 

Laing, 1939; Levine and Redlich, 1960). Other findings indicate a weak or negative relationship 

(Justin, 1932; Stump, 1939; Cunningham. 1962). However, like sex differences, intelligence 

differences by semantic type of humor are never explored. 

This research will focus on the sense of nontendentious humor and its semantic techniques. 

Sex and intelligence differences in humor appreciation will be addressed by semantic technique. 

In general, it is expected that women will manifest a keener sense of humor than men. It is also 

hypothesized that those of high intelligence will exhibit a more acute sense of humor than less 

gifted individuals. 
 

METHOD 
THE SAMPLE 

Ss were drawn from the student population of a major Southern university in the U.S.A. 

Ninety-three undergraduate sociology students volunteered to participate in this research during 

the spring of 1977. The mean age of the sample was 21.5 years. 
 
VARIABLE MEASURES 
1. Sense of Humor 

Sense of humor is addressed as the ability to perceive funniness. This involves the ability to 

perceive the denouement of the semantic technique of a joke. A scale was developed which 

assesses one’s capacity to appreciate the funniness of nontendentious jokes.1 

Thirteen nontendentious jokes were chosen from a currently popular anthology of wit and 

humor. These jokes were selected because they are especially funny and based on a variety of 

semantic techniques. The success of the scale depends on using items of unquestionable 

funniness. From this preliminary pool of items, 1.0 judges were asked to select the six most 

humorous jokes. These were used as test items (see Appendix 1). 

Five nonjokes were constructed by modifying the texts of some legitimate jokes so as to 

preclude their humorous impact. These nonjokes were mixed in with the joke items in order to 

enhance the independent appraisal of each joke item. There is the danger that Ss will tend to 

evaluate jokes comparatively rather than on their individual merit.2 This feature is an 

improvement over related scales which use jokes as test items (Omwake, 1937; Eysenck, 1943). 

In a self-administered questionnaire, Ss were given these instructions: “On the next few 

pages you will find eleven jokes. I am interested in finding out how humorous you think each 

joke is. I would like you to read each joke and then tell me how funny you think it is.” Six 

response categories were provided: very funny, funny, slightly funny, slightly unfunny, not 

funny, not at all funny. 
 
 
 

1 Some research indicates that humor appreciation is highly influenced by group pressures 

(Obrdlik, 1942; Middleton and Moland, 1959; McGhee, 1971; Khoury, 1975). The nature of 

a social setting may tend to enhance or mute one’s sense of humor. The confounding effects 

of this variable are taken into account by this measure which isolates one’s sense of humor 

from the social context. 

2 The scale includes unfunny items as well as funny items in order to reduce the comparison of 

funny items among each other. There persists the problem of comparisons occurring between 

funny and unfunny items. However, this is a constant rather than a variable influence on the 

evaluation of joke items. The funniness of each joke item will be equally enhanced by 

comparison with nonjoke items. (Nonjoke scale items are available from the author.) 
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On the basis of these data, all of the joke items were retained in the scale. The mean 

funniness ratings of the joke items were 3.01, 2.60, 3.79, 4.22, 4.08 and 3.30 (where 6 = very 

humorous and 1 - not at all humorous) - This indicates good agreement among the Ss that these 

jokes are funny. The mean funniness ratings of the nonjoke items were 1.55, 1.90, 1.37, 2.15 

and 1.86, which confirms the unfunniness of the nonjoke items. Item analysis revealed that each 

joke item discriminates at the 0.001 level of significance. Pearson r item-scale correlations 

exceeded 0.57 and ranged as high as 0.72. The internal structure of the joke items produced a 

mean correlation coefficient of 0.33. All but three inter-item correlations were significant at the 

0.01 level or better. The homogeneity of the joke items achieved a Guttman Reproducibility 

Coefficient (calculated by the Cornell technique) of 0.912. In short, the scale measured up to all 

the tests applied to it. Scale items appear in Appendix 1. 

A number of different semantic techniques are used by the scale items. A positive virtue of 

the scale is that it is built on many types of jokes and taps the richness of humor. Moreover, 

individual items are considered in light of their semantic technique rather than their topic or 

content. To explore the correlates of joke content is not to explore the correlates of humor 

appreciation since the funniness of an expression derives not from its topic but from its 

semantic twist (cf. Omwake, 1937). The joke items and the semantic mechanisms which they 

rely on are discussed below. 

Items 1 and 4. Allusion: “its characteristic is replacement by something linked to it in a 

conceptual connection” (Freud, 1960: 75). 

Item 2. Absurdity: “the technique of the nonsensical jokes consists in presenting something 

that is stupid and nonsensical, the sense of which lies in the revaluation and demonstration of 

something else that is stupid and nonsensical” (Freud, 1960: 58). 

Item 6. Double meaning proper or play upon words: “here no violence is done to the word; 

it is not cut up into its separate syllables, it does not need to be subjected to any modification, it 

does not have to be transferred from the sphere it belongs to (the sphere of proper names, for 

instance) to another one. Exactly as it is and as it stands in the sentence, it is able, thanks to 

certain favourable circumstances, to express two different meanings” (Freud, 1960: 37). 

Item 9. Displacement: “its essence lies in the diversion of the train of thought, the 

displacement of the psychical emphasis on to a topic other than the opening one” (Freud. 1960: 

51). 
 

TABLE 1: MEAN SEX DIFFERENCES IN HUMOR APPRECIATION 
 
Type of Humor Malesa Femalesb t p 

Allusion (Item 1) 2.83 2.24 -1.32 <0.10 

 (1.35)d (1.70)   

Allusion (Item 4) 3.42 4.24 -2.50 <0.01 

 (1.53) (1.63)   

Absurdity 2.58 2.63 -0.19 NS 

 (1.43) (1.53)   

Double Meaning 4.29 4.12 0.62 NS 

 (1.05) (1.44)   

Displacement 4.19 3.93 0.87 NS 

 (1.30) (1.65)   

Multiple Usage 3.19 3.44 -0.69 NS 

 (1.65) (1.78)   

 
an = 52; bn = 41; c One-tailed test of significance; dStandard deviations 
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1. Item 11. Multiple use of the same material with slight modification: “the word (or words) in 

which the joke resides may occur once unaltered but the second time with a slight 

modification” (Freud, 1960: 33). 

2. intelligence 

Ss were asked to report their collegiate grade point average. Five response categories were 

provided. These were dichotomized into low (less than 2.0 to 2.99) and high (3.0 to 4.0) 

intelligence. 

FINDINGS 

The total scale scores indicate that women are not significantly more amused by 

nontendentious humor than men (t = -0.89, p > 0.10). However, a significant sex difference 

exists in the appreciation of a certain semantic type of nontendentious humor. Women clearly 

tend more than men to favor jokes which are based on the semantic technique of allusion. 

The sign of the t values is in the predicted direction for most, though not all, types of humor. 

Jokes which rely on the semantic techniques of displacement and double meaning are funnier to 

men than women (though not significantly so). 

Further, the total scale scores indicate that those of high intelligence are not significantly 

more amused by nontendentious humor than those of low intelligence (t = —0.99, p > 0.10). 

However, again, some significant differences exist in the appreciation of certain semantic types 

of humor. Those of high intelligence are more amused by “allusion” jokes than those of low 

intelligence. They also find funnier jokes which are based on multiple use of the same material. 
 

TABLE 2: MEAN INTELLIGENCE DIFFERENCES IN HUMOR 

APPRECIATION 
Type of Humor Lowa Highb t p 

Allusion (Item 1) 
 

Allusion (Item 4) 
 

Absurdity 
 

Double Meaning 
 

Displacement 
 

Multiple Usage 

      2.75 
(1.34)d 
3.80 

(1.44) 
2.61 

(1.51) 
4.25 

(1.16) 
4.02 

(1.30) 
3.10 

(1.75) 

        3.39 
(1.66) 
3.83 

(1.79) 
2.61 

(1.45) 
4.17 

(1.34) 
4.17 

(1.66) 
3.59 

(1.63) 

-2.07 
 

-0.08 
 

-001 
 

       0.32 

 
-0.49 

 
-1.37 

< 0.05 
 

NS 

 

NS 

 
   NS 

 
NS 

 
< 0.10 

an = 52; bn = 41; c One-tailed test of significance; dStandard deviations 

 

With the exception of one nonsignificant difference, all others are in the expected direction. 

The less gifted tend to find “double meaning” jokes funnier than the highly intelligent. 
 

GENERAL DISCUSSION 

This research has a number of important shortcomings. First, it is limited to a study of 

college students. The fallacy of generalizing one’s results from a sample of college students to 

the general population is well known (Robinson et al., 1969). Second, the operationalization of 

intelligence is crude at best. However, despite these limitations, two important conclusions 

emerge from this analysis. 

It is popular to assert that one’s sense of humor varies markedly with the type of joke under 

consideration. Most people are believed to be more amused by some kinds of jokes than by 

others. If this were true, it would be impossible to construct a scale which includes all semantic 

types of jokes and measures the full range of one’s sense of humor. Patently, this collection of 

items would not exhibit homogeneity or possess unidimensionality. . 
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This research demonstrates that it is possible to develop such a scale which as a minimum 

would meet the basic scale criteria. This in turn is evidence that the individual’s capacity to 

perceive funniness does not vary across disparate types of jokes. In the absence of external 

influences, the sense of humor is an indiscriminate human faculty. 

Moreover, the results of this study strongly suggest that further investigation of sex and 

intelligence differences in humor appreciation should take into account the many semantic 

origins of humor. Only a handful have been considered here. However, this analysis reveals that 

significant sex and intelligence differences do not exist for all types of humor. This analysis 

suggests that, contrary to expectation, some types of humor amuse men and the less intelligent 

more than women and the highly intelligent. Clearly, in the future the correlates of humor 

appreciation must be explored by semantic technique. Freud’s (1960) classification system 

seems the best available in this regard. 
 

APPENDIX 1 
Joke items from the Sense of Humor Scale  

Item 1 

“We’ve developed a coin machine guaranteed to give the customer satisfaction,” the salesman 

told the storekeeper. 

“You mean it’s built so the customer can’t lose his coin?” 

“No,” replied the salesman. “But when he kicks it, it groans.” 

Item 2 

A man stood on a street corner waiting in vain for the heavy traffic to thin out so he could cross. 

Finally, as he was about to take his chances, he spied a man on the other side and called to him, 

“Say, how did you get over there?” 

The other cupped his hands about his mouth. “Easy,” he shouted. “I was born over here!” 

Item 4 

Two youngsters were walking home from Sunday school after having been taught a lesson on 

the devil. One little boy was overheard saying to the other, “What do you think about all this 

devil business?” 

The other youngster replied thoughtfully, “Well, you know how Santa Claus turned out. It’s 

probably just your dad.” 

Item 6 

A taxi driver was darting in and out of heavy traffic with complete abandon. 

After a few harrowing blocks, his passenger leaned forward. “Would you please 

be careful? I have eight children at home,” she said. 

To which the driver replied, “Lady! You’re telling me to be careful?” 

Item 9 

A young man about town took a glamorous girl out on a date. They were driving down a 

moonlit country lane when the engine suddenly coughed and the car came to a halt. 

“That’s funny,” said the young man. “I wonder what that knocking was?” 

“Well, I can tell you one thing for sure,” the girl answered icily. “It wasn’t opportunity.” 

Item II 

A foreign visitor to this country was having his belongings searched by a customs official. “Do 

you,” asked the inspector, “have any pornographic literature?” 

“Pornographic literature!” he burst out indignantly. “I don’t even have a pornograph!” 
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