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Understanding how to create humor is important for marketing communication and product innovation. We compare the ability of

three general theories of humor to facilitate humor production. Marketing students created funnier advertisement headlines after

learning the benign violation theory of humor than after learning incongruity theory or superiority theory.
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Popular sentiment maintains that if you can make someone laugh, you can make someone buy. Humor attempts are common in 
marketing communications (e.g., commercial interludes, print ads) and entertainment products (e.g., television, web-content). Humorous 
products, such as hit films like The Hangover, can generate hundreds of millions of dollars in revenue (www.the-numbers.com 2010), 
and an estimated 10% to 30% of advertisements attempt to elicit humor (Lee and Lim 2008; Krishnan and Chakravarti 2003; Weinberger 
and Spotts 1989). Consequently, understanding how to create humor is important for both marketers and consumers.

Since Plato, scholars have offered many explanations of what makes things humorous (Morreal 1987; Provine 2000). Some of these 
explanations account for particular types of humor, such as verbal humor (Raskin 1985) or irony (Giora 1995). As discussed below, others 
attempt to account for all types of humor. Although many empirical tests address how well different humor theories explain humor (see 
Martin 2007 for a review), we are unaware of research that examines how understanding a theory of humor improves humor production. 
Knowing how to create humor, however, is far more useful for marketers than simply knowing how to explain it. 

We investigate if learning about a humor theory will facilitate the creation of humor. The three most prevalent general theories of 
humor are superiority theory, incongruity theory, and relief theory (Martin 2007; Raskin 1985; Speck 1991). Incongruity theories suggest 
that humor occurs when one perceives something that does not match their expectations or is inconsistent with their beliefs (Elpers, 
Mukherjee and Hoyer 2004; Suls 1972). Superiority theory suggests that humor requires feeling better than someone else and typically 
requires some form of aggression or disparagement. Relief theory suggests that humor occurs when arousal from repressed drives is 
released (Freud 1928; Spencer 1860). Relief theory, however, has largely fallen out of favor because (1) it proposes mechanisms most 
researchers consider implausible, and (2) its predictions are not supported by empirical evidence (Martin 2007). 

Recently, McGraw and Warren (2010) proposed a general humor theory called the benign violation theory (BVT). The BVT 
suggests that humor occurs when people perceive a violation, or something that threatens their beliefs about how the world ought to 
be, but simultaneously see the violation as benign. We suspect the BVT may facilitate the production of humor relative to other humor 
theories because it suggests a wide array of potentially humorous stimuli. For example, unlike incongruity theory and superiority theory, 
the BVT predicts that the mock aggression in play fighting and tickling will arouse humor in the recipient (Gervais and Wilson 2005; 
Koestler 1964; Matsusaka 2004). Additionally, we suspect that incongruity theory and superiority theory may encourage the production 
of stimuli that are incongruous and disparaging but are distressing because the attempt “goes too far.”

Our study tests which general humor theory best facilitates the production of humor for a print advertisement. We asked 57 marketing 
undergraduates to create a humorous headline for an advertisement for an online thrift store (thriftonline.com) that contained a photo 
of a male and female couple wearing mismatched clothing. Participants were randomly assigned to one of four conditions. In three 
experimental conditions participants were instructed to create a funny headline using a (randomly assigned) description of a humor 
theory: superiority theory, incongruity theory, or the benign violation theory. In the control condition participants were simply instructed 
to create a funny headline. Participants were told that they had ten minutes in which to make their headline as funny as possible for 
an audience of their peers. Afterwards, participants answered manipulation check questions to determine the degree to which they had 
used the theory for the task. 

In a second phase of the study, 26 undergraduate students rated the funniness of each headline on a scale from 1 to 5 with higher 
numbers indicating higher levels of perceived humor. Perceptions of humor were reliably correlated (a=.76) so we averaged the ratings 
of the 26 judges for each headline. Participants who used the BVT created the funniest headlines (M=2.38), followed by participants 
in the control condition (M=2.30), participants who used incongruity theory (M=2.17), and finally, participants who used superiority 
theory (M=2.13). Contrast analysis revealed that participants who used the BVT produced funnier headlines than participants who used 
either superiority theory or incongruity theory (F=3.26, p<.08). The analysis reached standard levels of significance when we controlled 
for the participant’s gender (F=4.3, p<.05).

We examined the degree to which participants used the humor theory that they were assigned. Participants reported using the BVT 
to the same degree, on average, as the other theories (MBVT=4.50, MOthers=4.46). Participants, however, were more likely to report 
using superiority theory than incongruity theory (Msuperiority=5.50, MIncongruity=3.46, t=-3.2, p<.01.). Importantly, the judged use of 
the humor theory helped participants who used the BVT but not participants who used either incongruity theory or superiority theory. 
For participants in the BVT condition, use of the theory had a strong positive correlation with the average funniness rating (r=.70, 
p<0.01). For participants in the other humor theory conditions, however, use of the theory was uncorrelated with average funniness 
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rating (r=-.14, p>.6 and r=-.07, p>.8, respectively). That is, participants who reported using the BVT created funnier headlines than 
participants who learned about the BVT but did not use it. Conversely, using the theory did not appear to help participants exposed to 
either incongruity theory or superiority theory. 
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“Is That a Real Song or Did You Just Make It Up?”  
Styles of Authenticity in the Cultural (Re)production of Music
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Extended Abstract
Music as an art form has many linkages to consumption. While music itself is consumed in the form of songs, videos, and concerts, 

its consumption is also integral in the consumption of other art forms such as films (Holbrook 2008; Suisman 2009) and commercial 
forms such as advertising (Scott 1990) and retail atmospherics (Kellaris and Kent 1993; Kotler 1973/1974; Milliman 1986). Similarly, 
music often serves as the background in consumers’ lives—commercial radio accompanies us on our daily errands or newer subscription-
based services free us from the commercial (usually including musical) intrusion into our otherwise quiet lives while we dine, shop, or 
ride elevators (Bradshaw and Holbrook 2008).

Music is also consumed in its live form (Deighton 1992). Bands perform publicly and privately in venues as diverse as symphony 
halls and local blues clubs, and from marching band performances during athletic events to weddings and other gatherings. While we see 
performances as consumption, we might also see the production of music as a consumption activity (Bradshaw, Sherlock, and McDonagh 
2003; Kerrigan, O’Reilly, and Lehn 2009). Musicians use instruments, amplification equipment, and pursue education; and put a great 
deal of effort into both individual practice and group rehearsal. Distinctions between musicians and non-musicians are difficult because 
musical groups may perform frequently, occasionally, or not at all. Similarly, the lines between professional and amateur musicians 
(Stebbins 1979; Thompson and Tambyah 1999) and between performer and audience member (Drew 1997; Minor et al. 2004) may at 
times be vague or nonexistent. Simply getting together with other musicians and “jamming” represents a community activity with its 
own set of norms and values that include respect for others’ abilities, turn-taking, and providing support; and songwriters gain particular 
respect in this community for their originality1 and authenticity. 

FOOTNOTE
1The title of this paper is derived from a CD of original music produced by a local songwriter’s group.

In consumer research, authenticity is desired when cultural resources are used in the production of the self-identity (Beverland and 
Farrelly 2009; Hesmondhalgh 2008; Holt 2002). Authenticity is seen in opposition to the commercial (Belk, Wallendorf, and Sherry 1989; 


