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Despite humor’s many benefits, pursuing humor in marketing has risky implications for brand attitudes. We show that because humor

requires a benign violation, even successful humor attempts can be accompanied by negative affect. Consumers’ negative reactions to

benign violations hurt brand attitudes more than perceptions of humor help brand attitudes.
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ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Humor is generally enjoyed by consumers and assumed to ben-

efit marketers (Beard 2005; Eisend 2009). Although humor is perva-
sive in marketing, we highlight a potential risk of pursuing humor: 
humor attempts risk harming brand attitudes. In accordance with the 
benign violation theory (BVT; McGraw and Warren 2010; Veatch 
1998), we propose that humor occurs when a violation is simultane-
ously interpreted as benign. If a violation is necessary for humor, 
the presence of a violation may arouse negative affect, which can 
have a substantial negative effect on brand attitudes. Thus, one rea-
son for the equivocal relationship between humor and brand attitude 
observed in the literature (Eisend 2009; Weinberger and Gulas 1992) 
may be that researchers typically do not measure the negative reac-
tions that frequently accompany humor. 

Studies 1a and 1b explored the relationship between perceived 
humor, negative affective reactions, and brand attitude in two samples 
of print advertisements. Study 1a used 60 print advertisements 
assembled using three searches on Google Images. Specifically, we 
took 20 ads identified using each of the following searches: “funny 
print advertisement,” “offensive print advertisement,” and “print 
advertisement.” Study 1b used 36 advertisements created by asking 
marketing students to craft a humorous headline for a fictional online 
retailer. Participants rated each advertisement on perceived humor, 
negative affective reactions, or brand attitude. In both studies, 
negative affect predicted brand attitude better than perceived humor. 
Regression analyses revealed a strong negative effect of negative 
affect on brand attitude (bStudy1a =-.64; bStudy1b =-.53) and a positive but 
weaker effect of perceived humor (bStudy1a =.26; bStudy1b =.07).

Study 2 tested our predictions across the marketing mix. We 
contrasted product, distribution, pricing, and promotion tactics 
depicting benign violations with similar tactics not depicting 
violations. For example, we compared reactions to a store that 
institutes a pricing policy that blatantly discriminates against 
wealthier, monolingual English speakers (i.e., a sign reads: 
Orange Juice $5; Jugo de Naranja $4) with reactions to a store that 
charges all customers the same price (the sign reads: Orange Juice 
$5; Jugo de Naranja $5). Most consumers consider blatant price 
discrimination unfair (i.e., a violation). However, the discrimination 
may simultaneously seem benign both because it can be justified by 
an alternative norm (the monolingual English speakers can probably 
afford to pay the extra dollar) and because the discrimination is 
psychologically distant (it is geographically far away and victimizes 
other people). Participants rated perceived humor, negative affective 
reactions, and brand attitude in response to one of four marketing 
tactics (product, distribution, price, promotion). Consistent with the 
BVT, humor perceptions were greater in response to marketing tactics 
depicting a benign violation than those not involving a violation. 
However, benign violations also elicited more negative affect and led 
to lower brand attitudes. The observed differences were similar for 
the product, distribution, pricing, and promotion tactics. Regression 
analyses revealed a strong negative effect of negative affect on brand 
attitude (b =-.56). The effect of perceived humor was not significant 
(b =-.11). 

Study 3 tested if the relationship between humor and brand 
attitude depends on whether the absence of humor refers to 
marketing tactics that do not involve violations (i.e., strictly benign 
tactics) or to tactics that involve violations that do not seem benign 
(i.e., malign violations). Although both may lack humor, strictly 

benign tactics should elicit little negative affect compared to malign 
violations. Consequently, although humorous benign violations 
likely hurt brand attitudes relative to purely benign tactics (see study 
2), humorous marketing may help brand attitudes relative to tactics 
depicting malign violations. 

Study 3 tested this hypothesis by adding a third condition to 
the aforementioned pricing stimuli. We added a malign violation 
condition in which the store charges poorer, monolingual Spanish 
speakers $5 and wealthier English speakers $4 (i.e., the sign at 
the store reads: Orange Juice $4; Jugo de Naranja $5). The price 
discrimination here cannot be justified by an alternative fairness 
norm so should be seen as less benign than discriminating against 
wealthier English speakers. As in study 2, comparing a benign pricing 
tactic to a benign violation revealed a negative relationship between 
humor and brand attitude. Conversely, comparing a malign violation 
to one involving a benign violation revealed a positive relationship 
between humor and brand attitude. The discrepant relationship 
between perceived humor and brand attitude can be explained by 
negative affective reactions. Regression analyses revealed a strong 
negative effect of negative affect on brand attitude (b =-.60), but no 
detectable effect of perceived humor (b =.03).  

In study 4 we explored whether the effect of humor on brand 
attitude depends on the type of violation used to create humor. 
Different violations may be equally effective in creating humor, 
but elicit different emotional and behavioral reactions (Rozin et al. 
1999). For example, humor created through purity violations, which 
tend to elicit disgust and withdrawal (Chapman et al. 2009; Lerner, 
Small, and Loewenstein 2004), may hurt brands more than humor 
created through harm violations, which tend to elicit anger and 
approach (Carver and Harmon-Jones 2009). Participants viewed one 
of three advertisements for a fictional cola: a control ad not depicting 
a violation, a humorous ad depicting a purity violation, or a humorous 
ad depicting a harm violation. Although participants found the two 
ads depicting a violation equally humorous, they reported lower 
brand attitudes and less interest in drinking cola when humor was 
created by depicting a purity violation rather than a harm violation.

Benign violations evoke humor. Arousing humor through 
marketing tactics, however, is risky because successful and 
unsuccessful attempts alike may elicit negative affective reactions, 
and these negative reactions have a powerful effect on brand attitude. 
Consequently, the relationship between humor and brand attitude 
depends on the specific benign violation used to create humor and 
whether this method enhances or reduces negative affective reactions. 
Collectively, our studies suggest that (1) marketers attempting to use 
humor should be careful of the strategy they use, and (2) researchers 
attempting to understand the consequences of humor need to measure 
negative affective reactions in addition to perceptions of humor. 
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