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Abstract | Employee well-being has been a focus area for Human Resource managers as well as top

management alike. The belief that healthy, happy employees would be more e�cient, and consequently

contribute more, has verily driven the research to understand the implications of di�erent aspects of

an employee's health and happiness. Based on the work of key humour researcher Dr. Paul McGhee,

it has been established that humour does play a key role in ensuring a happy and healthy workforce.

The current study attempts to evaluate the bene�ts of the use of humour at the workplace, primarily in

terms of in�uencing the work culture. The data for the study has been collected from the hotel sector

and has been analysed to understand the use of humour and its in�uence on the work culture. The

�ndings suggest that the presence and use of humour has a strong positive impact on work culture.

The researchers also found that, contrary to previous literature, the use of humour did not depend on

demographic variables like age, tenure in the current organization or total work experience. Furthermore,

the study also attempts to understand how the use of humour would impact the work culture. In this

regard, the researchers found that certain dimensions of humour at the workplace, had a stronger impact

on the culture and it is expected that the �ndings would guide the behaviour of leaders and managers

in the creation of a mutually bene�cial workplace.
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1. Introduction

Humour, as a topic of interest, was established

in academic research by Dr. Paul McGhee, in the

1970s. He began his study by choosing it as a

topic for his doctoral dissertation in 1968. Since

then, his work in the area has established the im-

portance of humour and its relation to other cons-

tructs like well-being and health. In his earlier stu-

dies, he chose to study children and the impact

of humour on their lives. Later, he expanded his

scope of study to include adults and seniors. His

work, along with the e�orts of Tony Chapman and

Hugh Foot have resulted in an increased interest

in understanding the role of humour in life.

The �rst International Conference on Humour

and Laughter was convened in Cardi�, Wales, in

1976. Subsequently, the number of studies focu-

sing on humour has increased; and several journals

focusing on the dissemination of knowledge in the

area, were created. The Humour: International

Journal of Humour Research began publication in

1987 and was one of the �rst to highlight this area

of study to academicians everywhere. This was

followed by the European Journal of Humour Re-

search, the Israeli Journal of Humour Research and

Rivista Italiana di Studi sull'Umorismo.

Researchers in the area of Organizational Stu-

dies have also attempted to explore how humour

in�uences the workplace. Substantial work has

been done to understand how employees use hu-

mour as a coping mechanism, to counter the levels

of stress (Cann et al. 2000). In the current study,

the researchers explore how the use of humour can

contribute to the work culture in hotels. The hotel

sector was chosen for the study, primarily because

it is an employee driven sector and is extensively

dependent on human interaction between people

(Câmara, Signoretti, Costa & Soares, 2018).

2. Theories of humor

As per Plester (2009), humour may be explai-

ned using three key theories. These have been la-

belled by Raskin (1985) as cognitive-perceptual,

social-behavioural and psychoanalytical theories.

The cognitive-perceptual theory suggests that hu-

mour occurs when something unexpected happens,

like a person missing the table and dropping so-

mething or missing the chair and falling (Bergson,

1911).

Social-behavioural theories draw from the hu-

man tendency to laugh when one feels momentarily

superior. These are also more popularly termed as

superiority theories (Douglas, 1999). These theo-

ries explain why one would �nd slapstick comedies

funny or someone else's misfortunes amusing.

The psychoanalytical group of theories, made

popular by Freud (1905) suggest that humour is

mainly a release mechanism. It is a function of re-

lief or release from tension. It is a technique to let

out any bottled-up emotions that one may have.

Douglas (1999) suggests that humour provides a

safe avenue for venting our feelings and promotes

harmonious functioning. He suggests that people

are constantly �ltering their actions and responses

and humour allows them a chance to actually say

what they feel. These theories are also termed as

the relief or release theories and are particularly

applicable to the use of humour in the workplace.

3. Humor at work

Humour has been studied in the context of or-

ganizations and the workplace for close to two de-

cades. Research has identi�ed that humour at the

workplace can help in the formation of harmonious

relationships (Cooper, 2008). Terrion and Ash-

forth (2002) explained the role of humour as quite

similar to that of a lubricant in Mechanics. They

proposed that the primary role of humour is the
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same at the workplace as in any social setting; to

construct and maintain smooth and harmonious

relationships. It has been found to break barri-

ers and even improve supervisor and team mem-

ber, inter-personal relationships. Drawing from the

theory of release, Holmes (2000) proposed that hu-

mour is used for expressing negative thoughts and

feelings in a more positive and acceptable manner,

thereby substantially reducing levels of stress and

tension within the group.

One key area in which humour has been stu-

died in the workplace, is its role in the supervisor-

subordinate relationship. Decker and Rotonda

(2001) proposed that the use of humour is an uns-

poken sign of support; and implies that the su-

pervisor or leader values the relationship with the

subordinate. In line with their �ndings, Romero

and Cruthirds (2006) suggested that the use of

humour at the workplace produces positive emoti-

ons and thoughts amongst team members.

Martin et. al. (2003) suggest that humour

must be viewed as a two-dimensional construct.

The �rst dimension describes the focus of the hu-

mour; self or others. The second dimension is used

to describe whether the humour is positive or ne-

gative in nature. Based on the two dimensions,

humour may be categorised as four types or two

styles; two positive and two negatives.

Figure 1 | Dimensions of humour
Source: Martin et. al. (2003)

Self-enhancing humour and a�liative humour

are positive styles while self-defeating and aggres-

sive humour are negative styles. Whilst, a�liative

and aggressive humour are directed at others and

impact the relationship, self-enhancing and self-

defeating styles are directed at oneself. A�liative

style is used to attract others and creating posi-

tive relations. Aggressive humour styles are used

to have fun at the cost of others. Organizati-

onal studies propose the use of a�liative styles

of humour to improve team cohesion and create

a positive work environment (Mesmer-Magnus et

al., 2012). Additionally, studies also suggest that

employees who use a�liative styles of humour are

more committed, cooperative and more satis�ed

at the workplace (Romero & Arendt, 2011).

Jeong et. al. (2016) studied frontline ho-

tel employees and found that the use of humour

amounted to workplace fun and facilitated group

cohesion and increased interpersonal trust. The

use of humour added substantially to positivity at

the workplace and reduced the number of interper-

sonal con�icts and issues. Chen and Ayoun (2019)

suggest that the use of the a�liative humour style



102 |JT&D | n.o 34 | 2020 | MATHEW et al.

by employees was strongly related to their percep-

tion of the level of supervisory support for fun and

socializing. Since the profession requires frequent

interactions with co-workers, the study proposed

that the use of a�liative style would strengthen

relationships and improve performance. Additio-

nally, much contradictory to conclusions of pre-

vious research, Chen and Ayoun (2019) proposed

that even the use of aggressive style of humour in

the form of sarcasm or irony, was considered less

insulting in the hotel environment and, did to a

great extent, indicate inclusiveness. The recipients

of this brand of humour also indicated that the use

of aggressive behaviour made them feel like they

were an integral part of the group. Terrion & Ash-

forth (2002) concluded that the use of aggressive

humour did foster a sense of identity and commu-

nity. This in turn, further contributed to the hotel

employee's relationship with their organization.

Svensson (2011) studied the role of the work

culture in fostering innovative and creative beha-

viour, in frontline employees of hotels. He has

based his study on the work of Schneider (1980),

who proposed that in the case of a service or-

ganisation, the Culture was crucial. Schneider

(1990) describes culture as a combination of pro-

cesses, practices and behaviours. This de�nition

presupposes the importance of the relationships at

work, the attitude towards the organization and

general atmosphere at the workplace. The esta-

blished impact of the use of humour on supervisor-

subordinate relations, co-worker relations, perfor-

mance, attitude towards the organization, levels

of commitment, loyalty and belongingness to the

organization; led the researchers to arrive at the

hypotheses of this study, enumerated below.

H1a: The use of Humour at the workplace

is signi�cantly and positively related to the Work

Culture.

In addition to testing the above hypothesis,

the researchers also explored the use of humour

in a hotel environment. This involved assessing

whether the use of humour varies with various

demographic variables; as well as the correlation

between the dimensions of humour and the di-

mensions of the work environment. As per Hofs-

tede (1984), in cultures with high power distance

and which are largely collectivist, the use of hu-

mour is rare and more prominent only at the higher

levels of the management. Dwyer (1991) found

that the relative positional hierarchy in the work-

place would determine who, more often, uses sense

of humour. Similarly, the dimension of tight-

ness/looseness would predict the use of humour

for expression of feelings. This would suggest that

a more constrained culture like the Indian or Chi-

nese culture, would be characterised by higher le-

vels of self-regulation, and consequently lesser le-

vels of humour. This has led us to our assumptions

that the use of humour in workplace would be de-

pendent on demographic factors like age, number

of years in the organization and total work experi-

ence.

H2a: Use of humour varies with the age of the

respondents

H3a: Use of humour is dependent on the total

work experience of the respondents

H4a: Use of humour at the workplace is de-

pendent in the tenure in the current organization.

4. Methodology

The population for this study comprised of

employees working in luxury hotels in Bangalore.

A list of hotels was procured from the Karnataka

Hotels and Restaurants Association website. Se-

ven hotels agreed to participate in the study.

Instruments

The tools for measurement were adapted from

other studies in the area. The instrument used

to measure work culture was adapted from the
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work of Zeyneb Aycan, Koc University, Istanbul.

The instrument measures the dimensions of malle-

ability, proactivity, obligation towards others, res-

ponsibility seeking, participation, autonomy, feed-

back, goal setting, performance � extrinsic reward

contingency, task signi�cance, empowerment, self-

control, supervisory control and skill variety on a

six-point scale, through 39 statements. The ins-

trument was found to have a good reliability score

of 0.72.

The Sense of Humour Scale by McGhee (1996)

was adapted to assess the use of humour in every-

day work life. The scale contains 40 questions

and measures eight dimensions that include En-

joyment of Humour, Seriousness/Negative Mood,

Playfulness/Positive Mood, Laughter, Verbal Hu-

mour, Finding Humour in Everyday Life, Laughing

at Yourself, and Humour under Stress. Respon-

dents were asked to mark their responses on a

seven-point scale. The scale had a reliability score

of 0.7.

Participants

The researchers followed judgemental sampling

and questionnaires were distributed to the partici-

pants during the day shift. All participants were

management level employees. A total of 170 res-

ponses were received from the employees of the

participating hotels, of which 14 responses were

discarded because of incomplete data. This resul-

ted in a �nal sample size of 156.

The participants belonged to the age group of

21 to 50, with a majority falling in the category

of 31 to 40 years. The sample consisted of 81%

males and 19% females, a fair representation of

the proportion of male to female employees in the

sector.

The sample included members from all depart-

ments, with F&B service employees forming the

majority. A large majority of those included had

spent more than three years in the current organi-

sation and has a total work experience of 4 to 6

years.

Data collected was analysed using IBM SPSS

and the results are presented in the next section.

5. Analysis and discussion

The �rst step of the analysis involved unders-

tanding the descriptive statistics of the variables,

as shown in Table 1.

The mean score for the `Sense of Humour'

scale, in the sample, was found to be 165.42 and

for `Work Culture', the mean value was found to

be 137.72. An analysis of the dimensions revealed

that the highest score was found to be for Posi-

tive/Negative mood, followed by Playful/Serious

attitude. Analysis of the dimensions of Work Cul-

ture showed that the dimension of Malleability had

the highest mean value, followed by Proactivity.

Analysis of the skewness and kurtosis values

suggested that the data could be considered nor-

mal and that parametric tests could be employed.

The next step of the analysis was the ANOVA

to evaluate the variance of the usage of Humour

across age groups. The summary of the analysis is

provided in Table 2.
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Table 1 | Descriptive Statistics

The variance of the dimensions of Sense of Hu-

mour scale did not signi�cantly vary across the dif-

ferent categories of age of the respondents. The

only dimension which showed a signi�cant variance

was that of Enjoyment of Humour, which appea-

red to reduce with increase in age.

The second variable was the total work expe-

rience, in number of years. The researchers as-

sumed that the scores would vary depending on

the respondent's total number of years of work ex-

perience. Based on literature, senior employees

were more likely to use humour. The result of the

analysis has been provided in Table 3. The results

suggest that the number of years of experience did

not in�uence the use of humour or attitude of the

respondents.
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Table 2 | Sense of Humour vis-a-vis Age of Respondents
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Table 3 | Sense of Humour vis-a-vis Work Experience of Respondents
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The �nal demographic variable was the tenure

in the current organization. The analysis of the va-

riance across the di�erent groups suggested that

the use of humour or attitude towards humour was

not dependent on the respondent's tenure in the

current organization. The results of the analysis

are provided in Table 4.

Table 4 | Sense of Humour vis-a-vis Tenure in the Organization

The last section of the analysis evaluated the

in�uence of humour in the workplace on the or-

ganization's culture. The results of the regression

analysis are presented in Table 5.

Table 5 | Regression Analysis

In model 1. the correlation between the vari-

ables was found to be strong with an r of 0.548.

The variable of sense of humour was found to ex-

plain 30% variance in the work culture. In model

2, the dimensions of the Sense of Humour scale

explained 30% variance in the variable of Work

Culture. Both models were found to be a good �t

(p<0.05).

The table of coe�cients of Model 1 suggest

that the presence of humour is signi�cant in pre-

dicting the quality of the work culture and the va-

lues for the equation have been presented in Table

6.
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Table 6 | Regression Coe�cients for Model I

The regression equation representing the rela-

tionship is given below

Work Culture = 81.768+ (0.338 * Sense of Hu-

mour). . . . . . . . . . . . (1)

The analysis of coe�cients for Model 2 sug-

gest that only 3 dimensions were signi�cant in pre-

dicting the work culture; Positive/Negative Mood,

Finding Humour in everyday life and Humour at

Stress. The dimension of Finding Humour in

Everyday Life was found to have the strongest im-

pact on the work culture, followed by the mood of

the employee and the use of humour in stressful

situations. The results are presented in Table 7.

Table 7 | Regression Coe�cients for Model II

The regression equation representing the se-

cond relationship is given below

Work Culture = 84.442+ (0.725 * Posi-

tive/Negative Mood) + (1.025 * Finding Hu-

mour in Everyday Life) + (0.694 * Humour at

Stress). . . . . . . . . . . . (2)

A summary of the results of the hypotheses

testing has been provided in Table 8.

Table 8 | Summary of hypotheses testing

The analysis of the use of humour across sam-

ples revealed that the use of humour was not signi-

�cantly dependent on any demographic variables.

While in the current sample, the age group of 21-

30 years scored the highest on the Sense of Hu-

mour scale, the variance across the age groups was
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not statistically signi�cant. Except for the dimen-

sion of `Enjoyment of Humour', none of the other

dimension of the sense of humour scale varied with

demographic variables of Age, Tenure in the Cur-

rent Organization or Total Work experience. This

was contrary to the expectations set by the study

on impact of cultural and demographic dimensions

on the use of humour by Hofstede (1984). The

`Enjoyment of Humour' was found to reduce with

increase in age. This could be attributed to the

perceived need for seriousness or the belief that

work must be taken seriously. However, the lack

of dependence of the use of humour on the demo-

graphic variables of experience and tenure in the

organization, are in contradiction to the suggesti-

ons of Hofstede (1984) and Dwyer (1991). Both

these studies suggested that as the person gets

more comfortable with the work environment and

grows in seniority, the use of humour is likely to

increase.

The contradiction should not be surprising as

previous studies in the hotel sector have proven

that the results of studies in non-hospitality sec-

tors do not necessarily hold true in the hotel sector

(Chen & Ayoun, 2019). While the use of aggres-

sive humour or sarcasm has been found to have a

negative impact on work relations; in the hotel sec-

tor it has been found to indicate inclusion into the

`inner circle' or as a sign of acceptance. According

to Decker and Rotonda (2001), this would also

indicate that the managers greatly value their re-

lationships with their subordinates. This is likely to

help the manager to relate better with employees,

which would result in creating a more stimulating

work environment (Cornell, 2019).

The relationship between the use of humour

and the work culture was expected to be signi�-

cant and positive. This relationship has been sup-

ported by the �ndings of the study. The �ndings

suggest that the use of humour can positively im-

pact the work culture. Existing literature provides

adequate evidence for the proposition that the use

of humour can increase group belongingness, re-

duce the number of con�icts and improve inter-

personal relationships in the organization (Jeong

et. al., 2016). The current study carries that rela-

tionship one step further by analysing the impact

of the use of humour on dimensions of the orga-

nization culture. According to Carter McNamara,

(2000), culture is the element that dictates the

levels of work pleasure, the quality of interacti-

ons and the work processes. The dimensions of

culture included in the current study are malleabi-

lity, proactivity, obligation towards others, respon-

sibility seeking, participation, goal setting, extrin-

sic/intrinsic reward contingency, task signi�cance,

empowerment, self-control and supervisory control

(Aycan et. al., 2000). These dimensions would re-

sult in employee reaction and responses that may

be categorised as cognitive, behavioural and af-

fective (Martin, 2000). The employee responses

would eventually impact the performance of the

organization.

The researchers then attempted to analyse the

dimensions of humour that would have the stron-

gest impact on the work culture (McGhee, 1996).

Out of the eight dimensions studied, only three

dimensions were found to have a signi�cant im-

pact on the work culture. The regression analysis

revealed that the dimensions of Positive/Negative

mood, �nding humour in everyday life and humour

in stress had signi�cant impact on the work cul-

ture. Finding humour in everyday life was found

to have the strongest impact on the work culture,

suggesting that everyday interactions and enjoying

the daily routine was important in creating a posi-

tive culture.

The dimension of Positive/Negative mood was

found to be the next strongest. Thus, the abi-

lity to switch moods and adopt a more positive

or playful mood was found to have an advantage

in the workplace. The ability to �nd humour in a

stressful situation was also found to have a signi-

�cant impact on the work culture. This suggests

that the ability to laugh and �nd a light moment,

even in a stressful situation would help in creating
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a positive and productive work culture.

The purpose of the study was to understand

how employees perceive the usage of humour at

their workplace. The �ndings suggest that for the

sample, the usage of humour is dependent on the

age group, with younger employees participating

more than the senior employees. The �ndings of

the study suggest that humour can signi�cantly

impact the work culture and that the use of hu-

mour, especially in stressful situations would help

in creating a bene�cial work culture. In the context

of a personal-interaction intensive industry like ho-

tels, the culture becomes even more crucial, given

that the employee is the point of contact and, in

the true sense, re�ects the brand (Schneider 1980).

6. Conclusions

The fundamental aspects of sense of humour

and its relationship with work culture have been

investigated in this study. The study �nds that

there exists a direct relationship between the use

of humour at the workplace and the work culture

of the organization. The use of humour appears to

have a positive impact on the work environment,

especially in times of stress and crisis. Theoreti-

cally, it was expected that the age or the level of

experience would in�uence the tendency to use hu-

mour. However, the study found that other than

for the dimension of `Enjoyment of humour', the

use of humour was independent of demographic

variables. For the current sample, the enjoyment

of humour was found to decrease with reference to

age. The other two assumptions were rejected as

the results suggested that Use of Humour did not

vary with Work Experience or Tenure in the Or-

ganization. Practically, the �ndings suggest that

the hospitality industry can bene�t from encoura-

ging the use of humour in daily activities, identify

methods to promote positivity at the workplace

and encourage leaders to allow the use of humour

to dissipate a crisis situation.

7. Limitations and scope for future research

One of the major limitations in this study was

related to the sample composition. The lack of fe-

male respondents would suggest that the views col-

lected were more representative of the male mind-

set. The inclusion of more females would have also

provided insights into gender di�erences with re-

gards to the use of humour at the workplace.

The second limitation was with regards to the

method of data collection. The researchers relied

on the perception data rather than observation.

While the method is accepted in management stu-

dies, especially in the area of organizational behavi-

our, the validity of the study in predicting a causal

relationship would have been higher through ob-

servation.

The current study is unique in terms of the

variables and the proposed relationship between

the variables. The hotel sector in India has not

been the target population of many studies and

this study attempts to provide some insights into

the population. The industry is one of the major

employers in the country but also records a high

attrition rate of approximately 45%. The resear-

chers hoped that by further understanding the in-

dustry and opening the industry to more analysis,

there could be some improvement in the working

environment and retention rates in the sector.
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