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Abstract

Previous research has indicated that employee joke-telling in the service encounter can have a 

negative impact on customer satisfaction, particularly with respect to perceived overall message 

relevance as a mediating variable. The present study is an attempt to examine if these results 

would be replicated in service encounter settings with other characteristics. Two experiments 

were conducted, and the previous pattern was reproduced: customer satisfaction was reduced 

when employees told jokes compared to when jokes were not told. The results also indicate that 

employee joke-telling reduced both perceived relevance and positive affect, and that these two 

variables mediated the association between employee joke-telling and customer satisfaction. The 

results should be seen in contrast to several humor studies in an advertising context showing that 

humor-comprising ads can have positive effects on the receiver. One main reason for the 

differences is that a service encounter typically includes also other elements than humor in the 

employee’s communication with a customer, and that employee humor usage attenuates the 

customer’s attention to and comprehension of those other elements. 

1. Introduction
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Our point of departure is a set of recent studies by Söderlund et al. (2017) showing that when 

employees tell jokes to customers in service encounters, customer satisfaction is affected 

negatively. These results, however, should be seen in contrast to the suggestion that employee 

use of humor in service encounters can generate positive customer responses (Robert and 

Wilbanks, 2012). The Söderlund et al. (2017) results also appear to be at odds with findings in 

studies of the impact of humor in an educational context, indicating that educators who use 

humor in their classes are more positively rated and produce enhanced learning (Garner, 2006; 

Wanzer and Frymier, 1999). Moreover, the Söderlund et al. (2017) results seem to be in conflict 

with advertising research in which ad humor typically produces positive effects on several 

variables related to the ad itself and the advertised product (Eisend, 2009; Muehling and 

McCann, 1993; Smith, 1993; Sternhal and Craig, 1973; Weinberger and Gulas, 1992). In 

addition, it may be noted that some authors have claimed that humor can distract receivers from 

counterarguing (Cline and Kellaris, 1999; Cline et al, 2003) and reduce resistance (Strick et al., 

2012), and therefore humor would have a positive persuasive potential (Lyttle, 2001).

The main explanation for negative effects in a service encounter setting offered by Söderlund et 

al. (2017) was that customer-employee conversations comprise also other content than jokes 

(typically, the share of this other content is larger in a service encounter conversation compared 

to an ad), that jokes reduce the perceived relevance of the employee’s overall message, and that 

this in turn attenuates customer satisfaction. Thus, a main argument (and an empirical finding) in 

Söderlund et al. (2017) was that perceived message relevance mediated the impact of employee 

joke-telling on customer satisfaction. These results, however, were obtained in service encounter 

settings with several specific characteristics, which calls for more research. The present two 

studies (Study 1 and Study 2) should be seen as attempts to replicate and extend the previous 

findings in the context of other service encounter settings along the lines indicated below. 

First, the Söderlund et al. (2017) service encounter manipulations comprised employee joke-

telling in the pre-purchase phase of the consumer’s decision-making process. In conceptual 

terms, however, it is unclear if jokes from an employee would have the same impact before 

and during the consumption of services. For example, consumers may be particularly 

sensitive to interference by incongruent elements (such as humor) once consumption has 

started, and if this is the case the Söderlund et al. (2017) results may have underestimated the 

negative impact of employee joke-telling. To examine the potential for different effects due to 

when employee humor usage occurs in relation to the customer’s purchase process, both 
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Study 1 and Study 2 in the present study were carried out in a context in which jokes were 

delivered by employees once the service consumption had started. 

Second, the Söderlund et al. (2017) results were generated by an examination of service 

encounters with relatively long customer-employee conversations comprising an overall 

theme. Such settings are likely the boost the negative influence of employee joke-telling, in 

the sense that jokes (which by definition comprise incongruence and demand more elaborated 

information processing) can interfere with the customer’s understanding given that a 

particular theme calls for attention. Yet many service encounters are brief (Ketrow, 1991) and 

with no room for a theme to be communicated. In such settings, jokes may not have a 

negative impact on customer satisfaction. To assess this in the present study, Study 1 

comprised employee joke-telling in a short service encounter in which no theme was 

communicated. 

Third, the humor manipulations in Söderlund et al. (2017) comprised jokes in terms of stories 

about third parties. That is to say, employee X told customer Y a fun story about person Z. 

However, this introduces the mindstates of others than the joke-teller and the listener, and 

there is a limit to how many such mindstates one can deal with before becoming overtaxed 

(Dunbar et al., 2016). Moreover, when a joke is a story, it may stand out as a particularly 

distinct – and incongruent – element in relation to the other elements in a conversation. The 

story format may also result in receiver absorption (Green and Brock, 2000), which means 

that other information than the story itself is likely to receive less attention (Agarwal and 

Karahanna, 2000; Buselle and Bilandzic, 2009). It is thus possible that joking in the specific 

form of story-telling has a particularly strong potential to reduce perceived relevance and, in 

the next step, to reduce customer satisfaction. To assess the replicability of the Söderlund et 

al. (2017) with respect to this aspect, the present Study 1 examined employee jokes in terms 

of storytelling. Moreover, to assess if the result would be the same for other types of jokes, 

Study 2 comprised jokes in terms of employee remarks here and there with the intention of 

being fun rather than storytelling.

Fourth, the Söderlund et al. (2017) findings were obtained in settings comprising a traditional 

service encounter in which the employee and the customer are the only interacting parties. In 

many service contexts, however, several customers are present and consume the service 

together (e.g., a group of tourists with the same guide and a group of gym class participants 

with one instructor). That is to say, in some service contexts customers are a (temporary) 
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group. In such situations, particularly when coaching and counseling are parts of the service 

offer, it is possible that employee joke-telling can have positive effects on various group-

related variables (e.g., perceived team spirit and perceived employee support for team 

members), and they can affect customer satisfaction positively. The present Study 2 was an 

attempt to examine this aspect. 

In addition, Söderlund et al. (2017) found that employee joke-telling did not have a 

significant impact on customer affect. This finding is in contrast with several previous studies 

suggesting that humor is positively associated with positive affect (Eisend, 2009; Eisend, 

2011; Lee and Mason 1999; Moran and Massam, 1999; Skalski et al., 2009). The reason why 

a humor–affect link did not materialize in Söderlund et al. (2017) may be the combination of 

(a) relatively long conversations with much other content than humor and (b) humor 

appearing as a discrete element in a specific part of the employee-customer conversation. 

Given that affect is an ephemeral state of mind, these conditions may have caused affect to 

disappear while additional content (without humor) appeared in the employee-customer 

conversations. To address this in the present study, we re-examine the possibility of an 

employee humor-customer affect link in both Study 1 (in which the conversation was short) 

and Study 2 (in which the employee use of humor appeared at several points in the 

conversation). 

The purpose of the present study, then, is to re-examine the link between employee joke-

telling and customer satisfaction in additional service encounter settings by taking the aspects 

above into account. The present study is a response to the call for replications made by 

several authors (e.g., Easley et al., 2000; Evanschitzky et al., 2007). This call should be seen 

in the light of recent concerns that many findings in management-related areas may not be 

replicable (Evanschitzky and Armstrong, 2013). To this end, and as already indicated, two 

empirical studies (Study 1 and Study 2) were conducted. Since the service encounter settings 

explored in these experiments comprise other specific characteristics than in Söderlund et al. 

(2017), they should not be seen as duplications of the previous studies but as an attempt to see 

if the previous results would generalize to humor usage and service encounters with different 

characteristics. One main rationale for re-addressing the impact of employee humor usage in 

service encounters is that several authors have observed that humor is often a part of what the 

employee says in conversations with customers (Gilliam et al., 2014; Gwinner et al., 1998; 

Locke, 1996; Pearce, 2009). So far, however, there have been few empirical attempts to 

assess how employee humor influences customers. 
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2. Theoretical framework

2.1 Humor, joke-telling, and incongruity 

There are many types of humor (Bryant et al., 1980; Speck, 1991; Weinberger and Spotts, 

1989), so employee humor usage in a service encounter can express itself in several ways. 

Here, our focus is on joke-telling embedded in a conversation in the course of normal 

interactions (Boxer and Cortés-Conde, 1997; Norrick, 1994; Robert and Wilbanks, 2012), 

because this appears to be a particularly common form for employees to joke with customers 

(Gilliam et al., 2014; Gwinner et al., 1998; Locke, 1996). Moreover, for our purposes here, 

jokes are any communication with a witty or funny intent known in advance by the teller 

(Duncan, 1982). In our two empirical studies, we examine the impact of two types of 

employee joke-telling embedded in conversations: (1) a joke in the form of a story about a 

third party appearing once, in the midst of a conversation (Study 1), and (2) brief comments 

intended to be fun that appear in several places within the same conversation (Study 2). In 

conceptual terms, however, and in this section, we assume that both types affect the same 

response variables.  

Our main assumption, thus for both types of jokes in focus here, is that joke-telling in a 

conversation involves incongruity. We also assume that there are two ways for incongruity to 

manifest itself. First, it is assumed that jokes share a main component with other forms of 

humor, namely incongruity in terms of deviations from expectations (Alden and Hoyer, 1993; 

Duncan and Feisal, 1989; Lee and Mason, 1999; Meyer, 2000; Spotts et al., 1997). This thus 

means that joke-telling in a conversation comprises incongruity in the sense that jokes per se, 

by definition, are characterized by incongruity. Second, a joke represents a bounded speech 

act (Boxer and Cortés-Conde, 1997), and when it appears in a conversation it can be seen as a 

discrete conversational element in relation to other elements. This, then, introduces a potential 

incongruity aspect also with respect to the relation between the joke and other things said by 

a joke-teller in a conversation.

2.2 Incongruity, information processing, and perceived relevance

Several authors have argued that humor-based incongruency leads to increased attention 

(Cline and Kellaris, 1999; Cline et al., 2003; Eisend, 2011; van Kuilenburg et al., 2011; 
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Smith, 1993) and more elaborated cognitive processing (Cline and Kellaris, 1999; van Dolen 

et al. 2008, Eisend, 2011). Given the effort involved in processing incongruent stimuli 

(Heckler and Childers, 1992), and given limited cognitive resources and effort-avoidance 

tendencies in information processing (Garbarino and Edell, 1997), however, humor elements 

in a message can reduce attention to and comprehension of other elements appearing in the 

same message (Cline et al. 2003; Krishnan and Chakravarti, 2003; Lyttle, 2007; Smith, 1993, 

Strick et al., 2012; Wood et al. 2011). Eisend (2011) refers to this as a “vampire effect”. In 

other words, humor can have a psychological distracting effect and diverts attention to itself 

(Eisend, forthcoming). Findings suggesting a pattern of this type are presented in Bryant et al. 

(1981); their data suggest that humor in textbooks may impair learning with respect to 

material unrelated to humor. Similarly, it has been shown that humor in ads attenuates 

memory for advertised products and brand names (Hansen et al., 2009). Thus humor may 

harm overall comprehension (Houston et al., 1987).

Here, we use the construct perceived relevance as an indicator of the distracting potential of 

jokes. In the advertising literature, relevance is sometimes referred to as how useful, 

important, or valuable a message is for the receiver (e.g., Laczniak et al., 1989). However, 

here we conceptualize relevance in another sense, namely how well integrated message 

elements are (Ang et al., 2007; Lee and Mason, 1999). A high level of relevance means that 

message elements work in concert with each other to convey a singular message (Ang et al., 

2007). In other words, in a highly relevant message all components contribute to the main 

message communication (Heckler and Childers, 1992; Lee and Mason, 1999). Previous 

research has examined this in terms of, for example, how integrated verbal copy and pictures 

are in ads (Houston et al., 1987). Yet our focus here is on the level of integration of different 

verbal elements (jokes vs. other content) in what a sender says in a conversation.   

Given that the incongruity involved in being exposed to jokes can reduce the receiver’s 

attention to – and processing of – other elements in a message in which the jokes appear, we 

assume that jokes attenuate the receiver’s perceptions of relevance of the overall message. It 

should be noted that a service setting is likely to impose special attention and comprehension 

requirements on the customer compared to receiving an ad, because in a service encounter the 

customer typically has less knowledge about the service and possible solutions and 

alternatives than the employee (Webster and Sundaram, 2009).
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An additional reason why employee joke-telling can reduce perceived relevance has to do 

with the nature of comprehension in a face-to-face context, because in this context exposure 

to humor calls for understanding not only of the humor per se (e.g., the meaning of a joke), 

but also for understanding why humor is used by the other party. Indeed, there are many 

social motives for humor usage, such as desire to bond, reduce tension, control of others, and 

status differentiation (Boxer and Cortés-Conde, 1997; Meyer, 2000; Norrick, 2009; Ziv, 

2010). And in evolutionary terms, humor usage may reveal mating preferences (Eisend, 

forthcoming). We assume that the potential for such motives – which can be positively and 

negatively charged – encourages the receiver to make sense of humor usage (thus not only of 

humor per se) in such a way that attention to and comprehension of other parts of the 

conversation is compromised. 

Given that people’s cognitive processes are limited by a central resource that is taxed by 

multiple sense-making activities, and that this would reduce performance on one or all of the 

sense-making tasks (Beal et al., 2005), the task of the receiver to understand both jokes per se 

and why they are used in a conversation suggests a negative impact of employee joke-telling 

on perceived relevance. Thus we hypothesize the following: 

H1: Employee joke-telling in face-to-face interactions with the customer

       reduces the customer’s perceptions of the relevance of what the employee says

2.3 Perceived relevance and customer satisfaction

Prior research, in an advertising setting, shows that perceived relevance has a positive impact on 

evaluations of the ad and the advertised brand (De Keyser et al., 2015; Lee and Mason, 1999). 

Presumably, this association is mediated by comprehension, because relevance facilitates 

understanding of messages (Heckler and Childers, 1992) and, again in an advertising setting, 

understanding of ads has been shown to be positively associated with ad evaluations (Phillips, 

2000). Thus, when relevance is reduced, we expect reduced levels of overall message 

evaluations. Moreover, in a face-to-face setting, several social norms exist with respect to the 

components of what a sender says to a receiver in a conversation (Skowronski and Walker, 

2004), and breaking such norms could attenuate the receiver’s evaluation of the message. Indeed, 

one of the norms is to “keep it relevant” (ibid.). If employee joking reduces perceived relevance 

(i.e., H1), we would expect that joking has a negative influence on the customer’s message 

evaluations due to breaking norms for social discourse. In addition, joking may violate two other 
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norms, namely “keep it brief” (jokes adds length to a message) and “keep it understandable” 

(humor can be seen as a “little intelligence test”; Norrick, 1994). Taken together, then, we expect 

that reduced perceived relevance attenuates evaluations of a message. 

In the next step of the consumer’s information processing activities, we assume that message 

characteristics (such as perceived relevance) have a valence-congruent impact on the 

customer’s overall evaluations of the firm in which the employee works. This is consonant 

with a common assumption in the service literature, namely that the employee is the firm 

from the customer’s point of view (Bitner et al., 1990; Webster and Sundaram, 2009). It is 

also consonant with the notion that conversation is a key element in employee-customer 

encounters (Grewal et al., 2002; Webster and Sundaram, 2009). In the present study, 

customer satisfaction represents our overall firm evaluation variable. 

Given that employee joke-telling reduces perceived relevance (H1), and given that the 

characteristics of the employee’s message to the customer in a face-to face setting has an 

impact on customer satisfaction, we assume that employee joke-telling has a negative impact 

on customer satisfaction:

H2: Employee joke-telling in face-to-face interactions with the customer

       reduces customer satisfaction

Our reasoning with respect to H1 and H2 implies that the impact of employee joke-telling on 

customer satisfaction is mediated by perceived relevance, so we also hypothesize the 

following:

H3: The impact of employee joke-telling on customer satisfaction is mediated

        by perceived relevance

2.4 Affect as an additional mediating variable

Söderlund et al. (2017) argued that employee humor usage can influence not only perceived 

relevance but also customer affect (and thus that affect can be an additional mediator of the 

employee humor–customer satisfaction link). In their study, however, employee joke-telling 
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versus no employee joke-telling conditions did not produce different levels of affect. One 

reason may be that their study comprised a setting in which employee jokes were embedded 

in quite extensive conversational non-humorous content. And when a relatively large share of 

non-humorous content demands attention and comprehension, the effects of humor on affect 

are likely to be attenuated. Indeed, the common finding that humor in ads produces positive 

affect should be seen in the light of most humor ads comprising little other content than 

humor itself (Spotts et al., 1997). This calls for a re-examination of the affective impact of 

employee humor use in settings that are more humor-dominant. In the present case, we 

assessed this in two ways: in Study 1, the employee-customer conversation was short, and in 

Study 2 employee humor appeared at several points. Both these situations, we believe, would 

make humor more salient vis-à-vis other conversational content, which facilitates an impact 

of employee humor use on customer affect. The theoretical arguments regarding this follow 

below.     

When stimuli are humor-charged, positive affect can occur as an immediate and “pre-

cognitive” reaction (Bryant et al., 1981; Lyttle, 2001; Robert and Wilbanks, 2012; Romero 

and Cruthirds, 2006). Indeed, a frequent finding in advertising studies is that humor enhances 

positive affect (Eisend, 2009; Eisend, 2011; Lee and Mason, 1999; Moran and Massam, 1999; 

Skalski et al., 2009). Similarly, humor has been shown to decrease state anxiety and enhance 

mood (Szabo, 2003). Then, in the next step of consumers’ information processing activities, 

positive affect can positively influence evaluations of messages and senders (Eisend, 2011). 

Thus affect may mediate the impact of employee joke-telling on customer satisfaction. 

However, affect may occur as a mediator also later in this causal chain, because perceived 

relevance can have a positive influence on affect (Ang et al., 2007). One main reason is that a 

relevant message is likely to enhance processing fluency – and processing fluency has been 

shown to have a positive impact on affect (Reber et al., 1998). 

Regardless of when affect occurs, it can be assumed to influence overall evaluations in terms 

of an affect-as-information mechanism (Forgas, 1995). This influence, however, can work in 

opposing directions in a service encounter context. On the one hand, if employee humor 

usage increases “pre-cognitive” positive affect, one would expect a positive influence on 

customer satisfaction. This would be consonant with several studies showing that positive 

affect has a positive influence on customer satisfaction (e.g., Erevelles, 1998; Oliver, 1993). 

On the other hand, however, if humor attenuates perceived relevance (i.e., H1) and thereby 

reduces positive affect, one would expect less customer satisfaction among customers who 



10

are exposed to employee humor. In addition, given that incongruity can produce negative 

affect, because incongruent stimuli demand more elaborated processing (Garbarino and Edell, 

1997), we would again expect a negative impact on customer satisfaction. 

In sum, when employee humor is allowed to have a salient role in relation to other 

conversational content in a service encounter, we assume that (a) humor impacts customer 

affect and (b) affect can have a mediating role in the relation between employee humor usage 

and customer satisfaction. Since employee humor usage can result in both positive and 

negative affect, however, the net outcome in relation to customer satisfaction must be settled 

in empirical terms. Here, we hypothesize the following in order to assess of the role of affect 

in service encounters with employee joke-telling:

H4: The impact of employee joke-telling on customer satisfaction is mediated

       by customer affect 

3. Study 1

A between-subjects experiment was conducted to assess Hypotheses 1-4. The experimental 

design comprised an employee joke-telling factor with two levels (no joke-telling vs. joke-

telling), and we used a text-based role-play scenario approach for the manipulations. 

3.1 Stimulus development, participants and data collection

In the scenario (see Appendix 1), the participants were asked to assume the role of a guest 

who was checking in at a hotel. This involved a short conversation with an employee at the 

reception desk; this employee provided some hotel-related information to the guest and 

answered a couple of the guest’s questions. In the no joke-telling condition, there was no 

joke-telling by the employee; in the joke-telling condition, the employee told one hotel-

related joke, in terms of a short story, in the midst of the conversation. The congruency 

between the joke (which was related to what the guest was asking about) and the other 

conversational (and hotel-related) elements was assumed to be relatively high – a setting 

which in general seems to foster positive effects of humor (van Dolen et al., 2008; Fugate, 

1998; Scott et al., 1990). This setting, then, would allow for a relatively strong test of 

predictions that humor usage can reduce customer satisfaction. Everything else that happened 

in the scenarios was kept constant. The participants (n = 80, Mage = 24.36, 28 men and 52 
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women), which we recruited from business administration courses, were randomly allocated 

to one of two scenario versions. After having read the scenario text, they were asked to 

respond to a set of questionnaire items.

3.2 Measures

Perceived relevance was measured as a response to a question about what the hotel employee 

said to the guest. Four adjective pairs developed by Söderlund et al. (2017) were used in the 

present study: “Few things were relevant-Many things were relevant”, “Weak connection to 

what I wanted to know-Strong connection to what I wanted to know”, “Low level of fit with 

the situation-High level of fit with the situation”, and “Certain parts of the content were not 

appropriate-Most parts of the content were appropriate”. Similar items have been used in an 

advertising context by, for example, Lee and Mason (1999). The items were scored on a 10-

point scale (a low score thus indicates a low level of perceived relevance). Cronbach’s alpha 

for this scale was .91, and we used the average response to the four items as a measure of 

perceived relevance. To assess the validity of this scale we assumed, first, that incongruity 

would be negatively associated with perceived relevance. Therefore, we used a single-item 

measure to assess incongruity of the receptionist’s behavior (“standard behavior-unexpected 

behavior”, scored on a 10-point scale) and we computed the zero-order correlation between 

the responses to this item and the perceived relevance item. The result was a negative and 

significant correlation (r = -.40, p < .01). Second, we used a single-item measure of how easy 

it was to understand the employee; it was scored on a scale ranging from 1 (difficult) to 10 

(easy). The response to this item was positively and significantly associated with the response 

to the perceived relevance scale (r = .75, p < .01). Given the assumptions that incongruity can 

reduce perceived relevance, and that perceived relevance facilitates understanding of 

messages (Heckler and Childers, 1992), our relevance measure thus behaved as expected 

from a nomological validity point of view. 

To measure customer satisfaction, we used Fornell’s (1992) three satisfaction items, which 

have been employed in several national satisfaction barometers (Johnson et al., 2001). The 

items were formulated as follows in our hotel setting: “How satisfied or dissatisfied are you 

with this hotel?” (1 = very dissatisfied, 10 = very satisfied), “To what extent does this hotel 

meet your expectations?” (1 = not at all, 10 = totally), and “Imagine a hotel that is perfect in 

every respect. How near or far from this ideal do you find this hotel?” (1 = very far from, 10 

= cannot get any closer). Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was .92, and we used the average 

response to the three items as a satisfaction measure. As a validity check, we included a 
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single-item measure of the intention to engage in word-of-mouth regarding the hotel (scored 

on a 10-point scale). It was significantly and positively associated with customer satisfaction 

(r = .68, p < .01). The satisfaction measure thus behaved as expected in relation to many 

previous studies resulting in a positive association between customer satisfaction and word-

of-mouth. 

Affect was measured in terms of valence (i.e., pleasantness). We used the question “How 

would you describe your feelings at this point in your hotel stay?” (i.e., immediately after 

having checked in), followed by the items “negative emotions-positive emotions”, “sad-

joyful”, and “bad mood-good mood”. Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was .92. Also in this 

case we used the average response to the three items as a measure in the analysis.

As a manipulation check for being exposed to joke-telling versus no joke-telling, and in the 

very end of the questionnaire, the participants were given the statement “The employee told a 

joke in the conversation” to be scored on a scale ranging from 1 (do not agree at all) to 10 

(agree completely). It should be noted that the joke in our joke-telling condition was intended 

to be fun in the context in which it was told, so to assess this aspect the participants were 

asked to rate the employee in terms of the adjective pair “boring-fun” on a 10-point scale. 

This item was embedded in set of filler items regarding other characteristics of the employee.  

3.3 Analysis and results

The responses to the manipulation check item (“The employee told a joke in the 

conversation”) reached a higher level in the joke-telling condition (M = 6.88) than in the no 

joke-telling condition (M = 2.59). This difference was significant (t = 8.30, p < .01), thus 

suggesting that the manipulation behaved as intended. Moreover, the employee was rated as 

being more fun in in the joke-telling condition (M = 7.07) than in the no joke-telling 

condition (M = 5.90). This difference was significant (t = 2.89, p < .01), indicating that the 

selected joke was fun in the context in which it was told.  

As for the H1 test, the level of perceived relevance was lower in the joke-telling condition (M 

= 5.40) than in the no joke-telling condition (M = 8.00). This difference was significant (t = 

7.05, p < .01). H1 was thus supported. Moreover, customer satisfaction was lower in the joke-

telling condition (M = 6.79) than in the no joke-telling condition (M = 7.50). This difference 

was significant (t = 2.11, p < .05), which means that H2 was supported.
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For H3, our first mediation hypothesis, we used the Preacher and Hayes bootstrapping 

approach (Zhao et al., 2010). In our analysis, the independent variable was employee joke-

telling (scored as 1 if there was no joke-telling and 2 if there was joke-telling). The mediating 

variable was perceived relevance, and the dependent variable was customer satisfaction. The 

zero-order correlations between these variables were as follows: r = -.62 (p < .01) for the 

employee joke-telling–perceived relevance association; r = .65 (p < .01) for the relevance–

satisfaction association; and r = -.23 (p < .01) for the joke-telling–satisfaction association. A 

mediation assessment with Hayes’ Model 4 indicated a significant indirect effect from the 

bootstrap analysis of -1.68 (5000 bootstrap samples, 95% CI limits -2.30 and 

-1.06), thus suggesting that the (negative) effect of employee joke-telling on customer 

satisfaction was mediated by perceived relevance. H3 was thus supported. The direct effect of 

employee joke-telling on satisfaction (-0.89), however, was also significant (p < .01), 

suggesting that complementary mediation was at hand. That is to say, perceived relevance 

indeed mediated the employee joke-telling–satisfaction association, yet the significant direct 

impact suggests that also other mediating variables (such as affect) may have influenced 

customer satisfaction. 

Turning to H4, regarding affect as an additional mediator, it should first be noticed that the 

joke-telling condition produced a lower level of positive affect (M = 7.11) than the no joke-

telling condition (M = 7.93). This difference was significant (t = 2.68, p < .01). Thus, joke-

telling by the employee reduced positive affect. To assess the mediation aspect, we followed 

the same approach as for the H3 test (yet in this case affect was the mediating variable). An 

assessment with Hayes’ Model 4 indicated a significant indirect effect from the bootstrap 

analysis of -0.65 (5000 bootstrap samples, 95% CI limits -1.23 and

 -0.19), thus suggesting that the (negative) effect of employee joke-telling on customer 

satisfaction was mediated by affect. The direct effect of employee joke-telling on satisfaction 

(-0.07) was not significant (p = .79). H4 was thus supported by this analysis.

Our reasoning regarding H3 and H4, however, implies that both perceived relevance and 

affect can be involved in the same mediation chain. And theoretical arguments can be used to 

support both a chain of the type (1) joke-telling – affect – relevance – satisfaction and (2) 

joke-telling – relevance – affect – satisfaction. To examine this further, we assessed chain (1) 

with the Hayes procedure for analysis of serial mediation (Model 6). This analysis showed 

that there was a significant indirect effect (-0.70) with both mediators in place (5000 
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bootstrap samples, 95% CI limits -1.21 and -0.36). The same analysis of chain (2) also 

indicated a significant indirect effect (-0.21) with both mediators (5000 bootstrap samples, 

95% CI limits -0.46 and -0.06). Both chains thus fit with our data, yet the relatively stronger 

indirect effect in chain (1) versus chain (2) can perhaps be seen as an indicator of chain (1) as 

a better model of mediation. In any event, this examination provides further support for both 

H3 and H4. 

3.4 Discussion

Study 1 showed that employee joke-telling in the service encounter reduced customer 

satisfaction. The results also indicated that employee joke-telling reduced both perceived 

relevance and positive affect, and that both variables mediated the link between joke-telling 

and satisfaction. These results were obtained in a setting in which the service encounter was 

characterized by a relatively short customer-employee conversation in which there was 

relatively little other information for the customer to attend to – and there was no particular 

theme in what the employee said. This, we assume, would (a) reduce the disruptive potential 

of jokes with respect to perceived relevance and (b) enhance the potential for a positive 

impact on customer affect. Yet the joke in Study 1 was still able to reduce satisfaction 

compared to the no-joke condition. 

However, as in Söderlund et al. (2017), the joke-telling in Study 1 comprised a story, and this 

story appeared as a distinct and bounded speech act in the midst of a conversation comprising 

also other elements. Given that the story format can be particularly absorbing, and given that 

stories are likely to stand out as distinct conversational element, other forms of employee 

humor usage – which are better integrated in a conversation – may produce different effects. 

Indeed, several authors have suggested that different types of humor are likely to have 

different consequences (Bryant et al., 1980; Lyttle, 2001). 

Moreover, the Study 1 setting (and Söderlund et al.’s settings) comprised a traditional dyadic 

service encounter in which only one employee and one customer were present. Many service 

encounters, however, involve several customers who consume a service as a (temporary) 

group. This invites the possibility that employee humor usage can have effects on group-

related variables (which in the next step can have a positive influence on customer 

satisfaction). One such variable is perceived team spirit, defined here as a sense of 

belongingness to the group and sharing a common goal (Jaworski and Kohli, 1993; Kohli and 
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Jaworski, 1990). Several authors have argued that humor usage in a work group setting can 

enhance team spirit perceptions (Cooper, 2008; Duncan, 1982; Duncan and Feisal, 2009; 

Dwyer, 1991; Morkes et al., 1999; Robert and Wilbanks, 2012; Romero and Cruthirds, 2006). 

We assume that this can happen also in a (temporary) group of customers, which can be seen 

as an ad-hoc team when they consume the same service together. One reason is that humor 

usage can be self-revealing, which is likely to facilitate bonding between group members 

(Robert and Wilbanks, 2012). Indeed, in evolutionary terms, humor can be seen as a social 

grooming activity, and in this sense it can enhance affectional ties between group members 

(Eisend, forthcoming). Another reason is that humor usage can signal intra-group similarities 

and inter-group differences (Cooper, 2008; Dwyer, 1991). Given a service that is consumed 

by a group of customers who interact with the same employee, the following is therefore 

hypothesized:

H5:  Employee joke-telling in interactions with a group of customers

        enhances the customer’s perceptions of team spirit

A second group-related variable is perceived employee support, which we define in terms of 

the employee being aware of the customers’ needs and is responsive to them. This notion of 

support vis-à-vis a group is typically used in work group settings and with reference to the 

group leader (Jones and James, 1979). Again in a work group context, several authors have 

claimed that humor can enhance support activities, such as coaching and counseling, 

particularly in terms of support from a mentor to a protégé. For example, humor can be a way 

to subtly point out mistakes in socially acceptable ways and to suggest alternative approaches 

to solving problems, which could reduce defensiveness and increase the likelihood of 

behavioral change (Robert and Wilbanks, 2012; Wood et al., 2011). In addition, humor can 

boost support activities by reducing social distance between leaders and followers (Dwyer, 

1991; Romero and Cruthirds, 2006) and by improving followers’ views of the leader’s 

relationship-orientation (Cooper, 2008). Given this, we assume that humor usage by an 

employee in a service encounter with coaching content and comprising a group of customers 

can signal that the employee has support intentions. To assess this, the following is 

hypothesized:

H6: Employee joke-telling in interactions with a group of customers

       enhances the customer’s perceptions of employee support
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Perceived team spirit and perceived employee support, we assume, are relevant particularly in 

a group service encounter setting involving (a) the transfer of knowledge from the employee 

to the customers and (b) co-creation in which both the employee and the customers contribute 

to the production of a service. Moreover, in this setting, we assume that both perceived team 

spirit and perceived employee support would have positive effects on customer satisfaction, 

because such variables have been shown to impact job satisfaction in work group settings 

(e.g., Carless and De Paola, 2000; Chou et al., 2002; Werner and Lester, 2001). If such effects 

indeed materialize as a result of employee humor usage also in ad-hoc teams of customers 

who consume the same service together, it thus means that the disruptive impact of humor 

usage on perceived relevance (i.e., H2) can be offset by positive effects produced by the 

group-level variables. To assess this, the following is hypothesized with respect to service 

encounters involving the employee and a group of customers:

H7: Perceived team spirit and perceived employee support are positively associated with

       customer satisfaction

To examine these issues, we conducted a second study in which the setting involved a service 

consumed by a (temporary) group of customers. In this study employee joking comprised 

short comments and remarks with the intention of being fun; these comments appeared here 

and there in the conversation (rather than at one particular point in the conversation as in the 

story case in Study 1). The second study also included measures of perceived team spirit and 

perceived employee support. The purpose of this second study was to re-test H1-H4 from 

Study 1 in a different service setting and with another type of employee humor, and to 

examine the consequences of employee joking on two group-related variables (H5 and H6) 

that we assume are positively related to customer satisfaction (H7).  

4. Study 2

A between-subjects experiment was conducted to test Hypotheses 1-7. The experimental 

design comprised an employee joke factor with two levels (no joke-telling vs. joke-telling), 

and a text-based role-play scenario approach was used for the manipulations. 

4.1 Stimulus development, participants, and data collection
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In the scenario (Appendix 2), the participants were asked to assume the role of a customer 

who attends a gym class in which an instructor provides information about what to do (and 

what the benefits are of various activities). This type of context was selected because some 

authors have suggested that humor in an education context would make lessons easier to 

grasp, facilitate attention (Bryant et al., 1980; Bryant et al., 1981), and enhance participants’ 

learning (Garner, 2006). A service setting involving interaction with an instructor, we 

assumed, would therefore provide a relatively strong test of the possibility that humor usage 

can decrease perceived relevance. 

In the no joke-telling condition, there was no joke-telling by the instructor; in the joke-telling 

condition, the instructor delivered five short comments here and there during the class with 

the intention of being fun. Morkes et al. (1999) have used a similar humor manipulation. The 

jokes in the present study were partly inspired by a YouTube video with Amy Schumer, an 

American stand-up comedian, who played the role of gym instructor in that video. Everything 

else that happened in the two scenarios was kept constant. The participants (n = 88, Mage = 

20.86; 40 men and 45 women; three participants did not report their gender), which we 

recruited from business administration courses, were randomly allocated to one of two 

scenario versions. After having read the scenario text, they were asked to respond to a set of 

questionnaire items.

4.2 Measures

Perceived relevance (alpha = .83) was measured with the same items as in Study 1. We also 

used the same single-item measures as in Study 1 to assess (a) the incongruity of the 

instructor’s behavior and (b) comprehension of what the instructor said. The responses to 

these two items correlated significantly with the perceived relevance measure (r = -.18, p < 

.10; r = .33, p < .01), indicating that the perceived relevance measure behaved as expected 

form a nomological validity point of view. Customer satisfaction (alpha = .83) and positive 

affect (alpha = .91) were measured with the same 10-point scale items as in Study 1. 

Perceived team spirit was measured with the items “The instructor built a sense of shared 

purpose”, “The instructor created a ‘we-are-all-in-the-same-team’ feeling during the class”, 

“The instructor made me feel like all of us in the class were ‘in it together’”, and “The 
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instructor emphasized a common goal for the participants” to be scored on scales ranging 

from 1 (do not agree at all) to 10 (agree completely). A similar measure was used by Jaworski 

and Kohli (1993). In our case, Cronbach’s alpha was .90. Perceptions of employee support 

was measured with three items: “The instructor was genuinely concerned about the needs of 

the participants”, “The instructor cared about the participants”, and “The instructor wanted to 

improve the life of the participants”, scored on scales with 1 (do not agree at all) and 10 

(agree completely) as endpoints (alpha = .77). Similar items, but in a work group context and 

with respect to the group leader, have been used by Jones and James (1979). 

As a manipulation check the participants were given the statement “The instructor told jokes 

during the class” to be scored on a scale ranging from 1 (do not agree at all) to 10 (agree 

completely). As a further manipulation check, and to evaluate the nature of the jokes in the 

joke-telling condition in the same way as in Study 1, the participants were asked to assess the 

instructor in terms of the adjective pair “boring-fun” on a 10-point scale (embedded in a set of 

filler items regarding other instructor characteristics). 

4.3 Analysis and results

The responses to the first manipulation check item (“The instructor told jokes during the 

class”) reached a higher level in the joke-telling condition (M = 7.62) than in the no joke-

telling condition (M = 3.02). This difference was significant (t = 10.02, p < .01). Moreover, 

the responses to the second check item about how fun the instructor was perceived to be 

reached a higher level in the joke-telling condition (M = 7.54) than in the no joke-telling 

condition (M = 6.25). This difference was significant (t = 3.18, p < .01). This thus indicates 

that the manipulation behaved as intended (and that the instructor’s jokes in the joke 

condition were perceived as fun in the context in which they were told). 

The level of perceived relevance was lower in the joke-telling condition (M = 6.14) than in 

the no joke-telling condition (M = 7.25). This difference was significant (t = 3.40, p < .01); 

H1 was thus supported. Moreover, customer satisfaction was lower in the joke-telling 

condition (M = 6.25) than in the no joke-telling condition (M = 7.03). This difference was 

significant (t = 2.27, p < .05), which means that H2 was supported.

To test H3, we used the same bootstrapping approach as in Study 1 (Zhao et al., 2010). The 

independent variable was employee joke-telling (scored as 1 if there was no joke-telling and 2 
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if there was joke-telling). The mediating variable was perceived relevance; customer 

satisfaction was the dependent variable. The zero-order correlations between these variables 

were as follows: r = -.34 (p < .01) for the employee joke-telling–perceived relevance 

association; r = .61 (p < .01) for the relevance–satisfaction association; and r = -.24 (p < .01) 

for the joke-telling–satisfaction association. A mediation assessment with Hayes’ Model 4 

indicated a significant indirect effect from the bootstrap analysis of -.68 (5000 bootstrap 

samples, 95% CI limits -1.29 and -0.24), thus suggesting that the negative effect of employee 

joke-telling on customer satisfaction was mediated by perceived relevance. The direct effect 

of employee joke-telling on satisfaction (-0.11) was not significant (p = .73). H3 was thus 

supported. 

With respect to H4, regarding affect as a mediator, the joke-telling condition produced a 

lower level of positive affect (M = 6.98) than the no joke-telling condition (M = 7.83). This 

difference was significant (t = 2.40, p < .05). Thus, employee joke-telling reduced positive 

affect. These results are similar to Study 1. To assess the potential for mediation with respect 

to the joke-telling–affect–satisfaction chain, we used Hayes’ Model 4. It indicated a 

significant indirect effect from the bootstrap analysis of -0.53 (5000 bootstrap samples, 95% 

CI limits -1.08 and -0.11), which suggests that the (negative) effect of employee joke-telling 

on customer satisfaction was mediated by affect. The direct effect of employee joke-telling on 

satisfaction (-0.25) was not significant (p = .37). H4 was thus supported.

Again, our reasoning regarding H3 and H4 implies that both perceived relevance and affect 

can be involved in the same mediation chain. To examine this, we first assessed the joke-

telling–affect–relevance–satisfaction chain. The Hayes procedure (Model 6) showed that 

there was a significant indirect effect (-0.13) with both mediators in place (5000 bootstrap 

samples, 95% CI limits -0.37 and -0.03). Second, we assessed the joke-telling–relevance–

affect–satisfaction chain, again with Model 6 in the Hayes procedure. This analysis indicated 

a significant indirect effect (-0.26) with both mediators (5000 bootstrap samples, 95% CI 

limits -0.58 and -0.09). Thus, as in Study 1, both chains fit with our data. Yet in the Study 2 

analysis, the indirect effect in the second chain was stronger than the indirect effect in the first 

chain. In any event, this examination provides further support for both H3 and H4.

As for the team spirit hypothesis (H5), employee joke-telling produced a higher level of 

perceived team spirit (M = 6.74) than the no joke-telling condition (M = 6.21). However, this 

difference was not significant (t = 1.32, p = .19). With respect to the employee support 
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hypothesis (H6), the levels in the two conditions were very similar (M = 5.89 for no joke-

telling; M = 5.88 for joke-telling). This difference was not significant (t = 0.03, p = .97). Thus 

neither H5 nor H6 were supported. Nevertheless, both group-related variables were positively 

and significantly associated with customer satisfaction. For perceived team spirit, r was 0.38 

(p < .01); for perceived employee support, r was 0.37 (p < .01). This provides support for H7. 

In other words, even though employee humor usage did not affect these variables, the results 

indicate that they can have a satisfaction-boosting potential in a service setting in which the 

customers represent a (temporary) group.

5. General discussion

5.1 Summary of main results

The main result was that employee joke-telling in the service encounter reduced customer 

satisfaction. This happened both when a joke appeared as a story in a short conversation 

(Study 1), and when several jokes appeared as comments intended to be fun and were made 

here and there in a conversation (Study 2). These characteristics were assumed to be able to 

reduce the disruptive potential of jokes with respect to perceived relevance, but perceived 

relevance was attenuated anyway. Moreover, the results indicate that employee joke-telling 

reduced not only perceived relevance but also positive affect, and both these variables 

mediated the link between employee joke-telling and customer satisfaction (Study 1 and 

Study 2). 

5.2 Contributions 

The present results replicate the Söderlund et al. (2017) findings regarding a negative association 

between employee humor usage in the service encounter and customer satisfaction. The present 

studies also extend the Söderlund et al. (2017) findings by examining other service settings, 

other conversational contexts in which jokes appear, and other types of jokes. This contributes to 

the literature on service encounters, which to date has showed that many employee-related 

characteristics and behaviors have an impact on customer satisfaction. So far, however, the 

impact of employee humor usage has received little attention in service encounter research, 

despite the fact that it has been observed that employees use humor in this setting (Gilliam et al., 

2014; Gwinner et al., 1998; Locke, 1996; Pearce, 2009; Price et al., 1995). A specific 

contribution to this literature is the replication and extension of the Söderlund et al. (2017) 
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finding regarding perceived relevance as a mediating variable, because perceived relevance (and 

other characteristics of the employee’s message) have rarely been examined in the service 

encounter literature. This should be seen as an unfortunate shortcoming in the light of several 

authors arguing that what the employee says to the customer in a service encounter is crucial for 

customer satisfaction (e.g., Grewal et al., 2002; Haas and Kenning, 2014; Webster and 

Sundaram, 2009). 

Moreover, the results contribute to the general literature on the effects of humor in marketing 

settings, a literature that is dominated by advertising studies in which positive effects of 

humor are prevalent. Mixed and negative results of humor, however, have been reported in 

previous advertising studies (e.g., Oikarinen and Söderlund, 2016), thus suggesting that 

humor is not universally superior to non-humor in a communication context (Chattopadhyay 

and Basu, 1990). This should be seen in the light of a research stream asking when humor is 

effective (Cline and Kellaris, 1999; Smith 1993). The present results contribute to this stream 

by adding evidence that humor usage can have negative effects on the receiver, particularly in 

terms of perceived relevance as a mediating variable. This is in contrast to authors who have 

claimed that humorous messages are better understood (Wood et al., 2011) and that they can 

enhance learning (Garner, 2006; Wanzer and Frymier, 1999). 

The combined results in Söderlund et al. (2017) and the present study regarding perceived 

relevance also indicate that the relation between elements within a verbal message (in our 

case: humor vs. other content) calls for further attention by researchers. Yet many existing 

studies of the interplay between various message elements have focused on the relation 

between a verbal message and other elements (e.g., pictures in an ad; Houston et al., 1987). 

Seen in the light of this, and given consumer sensitivity to relevancy aspects, research 

involving verbal messages to consumers (e.g., studies of employees’ statements in service 

encounters, in-store signage, and copy in ads) would benefit if more attention is devoted to 

the message itself in terms of how well various elements are perceived to be integrated. 

5.3 Managerial implications

Several authors encourage managers to use humor in organizational settings (e.g., Rizzo et 

al., 1999). Many firms have also made attempts to produce humor in the organization in a 

systematic way (Redman and Mathews, 2002; Wood et al., 2007), and some firms, such as 

Southwest Airlines, also encourage employee usage of humor in service encounters (Redman 
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and Mathews, 2002). The findings in the present empirical studies, and Söderlund et al.’s 

(2017) findings, however, point in the same way for various joke types and service settings: 

employee joke-telling in the service encounter reduces customer satisfaction. Before these 

findings are qualified by further research, our recommendation is therefore that employees 

should avoid joke-telling in their conversations with customers if the objective is to boost 

customer satisfaction.   

However, our empirical results indicate that perceived relevance was positively and 

significantly associated with customer satisfaction (r = 0.65 in Study 1, r = 0.61 in Study 2). 

Moreover, positive associations in relation to customer satisfaction were found also for 

perceived team spirit (r = 0.38 in Study 2) and perceived employee support (r = 0.37 in Study 

2). Although employee joke-telling did not enhance the levels of these three variables, other 

activities may indeed do so. The exploration of what these activities are – and how to 

encourage frontline employees to engage in them – calls for managerial attention in firms that 

wish to enhance customer satisfaction. For example, with respect to relevance norms in 

conversations, it has been suggested that the relevant sender must understand the goals of the 

receiver, provide inputs so that these goals are met, and deliver content that is interesting for 

the receiver (Skowronski and Walker, 2004). These are thus specific aspects that could be 

examined further for those who are concerned about relevance in conversations. Similarly, 

the organizational literature provides many clues regarding factors that can boost perceived 

team spirit and perceived support in work groups, and such clues may be helpful in 

developing employee behavior in service encounters comprising ad-hoc groups of customers. 

5.4 Limitations and suggestions for further research

We examined two types of employee joke-telling in the present studies, namely joke-telling 

in terms of a story (Study 1) and short comments intended to be fun (2). Yet there are also 

other types of jokes, such as wordplay, irony, and personal narratives (Boxer and Cortés-

Conde, 1997; Dynel, 2009; Norrick, 1994; Norrick, 2003), and further research should make 

attempts to systematically examine if different types of jokes can have different effects when 

they are delivered by an employee in a service encounter. Similarly, there are different forms 

of humor, such as social humor, repressed humor, and self-enhancing humor (cf. Wood et al., 

2007) that may materialize in terms of jokes. Such forms need to be assessed before the final 

word is said on employee joke-telling and its impact in service encounters.
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Further research on the impact of employee use of jokes in the service encounter should also 

make attempts to examine additional mediation issues. We assumed that affect can occur in 

different stages of a process beginning with employee usage of humor and ending with 

customer satisfaction, but to examine this further additional research is needed in terms of 

measuring affect at different points in the process. Further research should also explicitly 

examine variables such as perceived incongruity, comprehension, and processing fluency as 

potential mediators. In addition, humor usage by an employee may result in inferences about 

the employee. Given that the employee is the organization from the customer’s point of view 

(Bitner et al., 1990; Surprenant and Solomon, 1987), such inferences can have an impact on 

customer satisfaction. For example, a person using humor may be perceived as less 

trustworthy and less intelligent (Bressler and Balshine, 2006). And a service encounter 

comprising an employee who is perceived as low in trust and intelligence may have a 

negative influence on customer satisfaction. Moreover, an employee signaling happiness can 

have a positive influence on receiver responses (Söderlund and Sagfossen, 2017), and it is 

possible that humor usage can signal employee happiness. Thus customer perceptions of the 

employee’s affective state may be an additional mediator to include in further examinations.  

With respect to potentially moderating variables, our two studies represent attempts to 

simulate face-to-face interactions between employees and customers in service encounters. 

Such face-to-face interactions still dominate in many sectors, particularly in retailing 

(Bronnenberg and Ellickson, 2015). Various form of electronically-based encounters, 

however, can be expected to increase. Further studies should therefore assess the potential for 

employee joking to influence customer reactions in computer-based employee-customer 

interactions. It should also be noted that all our manipulations (also the satisfaction-reducing 

joke-telling conditions) resulted in relatively high levels of customer satisfaction, because in 

all conditions overall employee performance was relatively good as opposed to poor. Further 

research should therefore explore the impact of joke-telling when employee performance is 

poor. For example, it is possible that joke-telling can signal employee concern and thereby 

reduce the negative impact of other (and poorly performed) employee activities. It is of 

course also possible that joke-telling under the condition of poor performance would add even 

more fuel to customers’ negative reactions. Moreover, our manipulations depicted the 

customer and the service employee as being unfamiliar with each other (thus they had no 

prior relationship history). However, if the interacting parties are more familiar with each 

other, as a result of several service encounters over time, humor usage may produce different 

(and positive) effects on the receiver. Bryant et al. (1980) and Wanzer and Frymier (1999), 

for example, have shown that teachers’ use of humor in class can produce positive effects on 
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students’ ratings of teachers and on students’ learning. Similarly, managers’ use of humor has 

been shown to have several positive effects on organizational members (Decker and Rotondo, 

2001). This thus means that employee joke-telling in the context of ongoing customer-

employee relations needs to be examined. In addition, Bryant et al.’s (1980) results suggest 

that the sender’s personal characteristics seem to influence the effectiveness of humor, in the 

sense that the positive humor usage effects in their study were obtained for male but not 

female teachers. The potential for different effects of humor usage on the receiver when the 

sender is male or female has been underlined by several other authors (e.g., Eisend, 

forthcoming; Wood et al., 2007). This, then, is an additional aspect that needs to be examined 

in a service encounter context. Further research should also consider the moderating potential 

of receiver characteristics, such as, for example, need for cognition (Cline and Kellaris, 

1999), humor orientation (Rizzo et al., 1999), humor appreciation (Duncan et al. 1990), need 

for humor (Cline et al., 2003), and gender (Duncan, 1982; Duncan et al. 1990; Eisend, 

forthcoming; Wood et al., 2007). 

Finally, it should be underscored that even though the present study provided evidence for 

employee joke-telling to have a negative impact on customer satisfaction, other response 

variables may be subject to a positive impact. For example, humor-comprising messages have 

been found to be recalled better than messages without humor (Krishnan and Chakravarti, 

2003), probably because the incongruency involved in humor demands more elaborate 

processing (cf. Houston et al., 1987). Humorous messages may also encourage more word-of-

mouth activity than non-humorous messages (Eisend, forthcoming; Oikarinen and Söderlund, 

2016), and this aspect needs to be considered in times when information sharing between 

customers is considered important by many firms. 
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Appendix 1: The hotel scenario*

You have booked a two-night stay in a hotel for a trip to the capital of a country that you have 
not visited before. When you arrive at the hotel, quite late in the evening, you go to the 
reception. Some years ago, on another trip, you arrived late to a hotel – and that hotel had 
simply cancelled your reservation without saying anything. You hope that this will not 
happen again, because you do not feel like looking for hotels in a foreign city at this late hour. 

“Welcome! What can I do for you?” asks the employee at the reception desk. 
“I have made a reservation for two nights in this hotel, so I would like to check-in”, you say.
“OK, may I see your passport, please”, says the employee.

You hand over your passport to the employee, who turns to the computer and begins to search 
for your reservation.

“OK, we indeed have a nice room for you, for two nights. Would you perhaps consider
  Staying longer; we have some rooms available also for the following nights?” says the
  employee.
“Two nights are enough”, you say.
“OK, two nights! Have you been to this hotel before?” asks the employee.
“No”, you say.
“Well, here is your key; your room is on the fourth floor, please use the elevators to the 
right”,
  says the employee and points to the right in the lobby.

The lobby looks inviting; it actually looks more like someone’s personal living room than a 
hotel lobby. Nice art on the walls, even sculptures, and comfortable-looking chairs and sofas 
in which some guests are seated. There is also an entrance to a bar, and you see that quite a 
number of guests are in there. 

“When does the bar close?” you ask. 
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“You know, some weeks ago one of our guests asked me when our bar opens. I was here 
in the reception when he called – at 3 am. I said that the bar opens at noon. About one 
hour later, the guest called again and asked when the bar opens. Now he sounded a bit 
drunk. Again, I said it opens at noon. After another hour, he called again and asked 
when the bar opens. I think he was more drunk this time. I said that the bar opens at 
noon, and that I could have room service send something up to the guest if needed. Then 
the guest said ‘No, I don’t want to get in…I want to get out! Well, seriously, the bar 
closes only when there are no more clients! So you do have time to go there”, says the 
employee. 
“And when is the breakfast served?” you ask.
“Between 06.30 and 10.00. Make sure you bring your room key to the breakfast restaurant, 
  it is on the second floor”, says the employee. 

You thank the employee and you go to the elevator. The first thing you want now is to look at 
your room and to get rid of your bag.

*The part in bold was used for the joke-telling condition. 

Appendix 2: The gym class scenario*

A friend has suggested that you should go together to a gym class; this friend has received a 
”bring-a-friend-offer” so you can come along for free. You have accepted to do this.

In total, some 15-20 people have showed up for this core class, which is supposed to have an 
abdominal focus. The instructor comes five minutes before the class and walks around among 
the participants and says “Hello!”, “Welcome!”, and “Nice that you could come!” to each 
participant. The instructor looks fit, but not in an exaggerated sense.

When it is time to begin, the instructor explains that today’s class will deal with core 
exercises, and that it will be about 45 minutes long. There will be some 5-6 exercises with 
variations.

“What we’ll do is exercises to build muscle and burn fat. A strong core prevents back 
problems, and the reason why we want to get rid of fat is not necessarily aesthetic; as you 
know, too much core fat is a potential health risk in the long run. Anyway, we devote too 
little time to our core when we exercise. This is sad, because the core is perhaps the most 
important part of our bodies. Everything else is connected to the core one way or another. So, 
are you ready?” asks the instructor.

The participants say that they are ready. First, there is some warming up.

“OK, let’s get started! This is going to be tough! This is not an exercise class. It’s a funeral 
– for our fat. And nobody’s going to miss it!”, says the instructor.

The class begins with V-sits with so-called Russian twists. The only part of your body that is 
in contact with the floor is your butt, you roll up, move arms and legs upwards – and add an 
upper body twist to the left or to the right in the final movement. 
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“Do as many as you can, but hold back a little, we’re doing 6 sets. This is really tough if you 
do it correctly. Yes, this a declaration of war on fat! And we’re going to violate the 
Geneva Convention!” says the instructor. 

The next exercise is Military sit-ups. You work in pairs, the lower part of your legs is locking 
your partner’s legs and vice versa. 

“I want you to do 40 of these. But again hold back a bit, were doing five sets”, says the 
instructor. 

Then it is time to do Classics. Arms crossed over the chest, the only thing that moves is your 
upper body. Legs bent, heels on the floor.

“I want you to do 50 of these. This time we’ll do three sets. This builds strength in the core. 
Some instructors consider these outdated, but recent research shows that they are a really a 
good complement to the other things we do today. This is what it is, a complement, do not do 
only these when you work out on your own. For really good results in the long run, of course 
we need to think about what we eat as well. Avoid fat foods. You know what I eat for 
breakfast? I eat fat for breakfast!” says the instructor. 

And then comes the Plank. Your lower arms and the toes touch the floor. Just hold it. Forever. 
This is tough. You are pretty exhausted now. You look at yourself in the mirror; you are 
really sweating. 

“Yeah, look at yourself in the mirror. You know why gyms have mirrors? I do not really 
understand that – we already know what we look like, that’s why we’re here!” shouts the 
instructor.

There is only one more exercise to do.

“Look at me, lay on the back, no space between your back and the floor, fix the legs 90 
degrees up, make sure the belly is flat. Your rib cage is down, hands behind your head, and 
move only the upper part of the body upwards. Inhale thorough the nose before you move, 
exhale through the mouth when you move. This is my favorite. You know when I began 
with it? I was in front of the mirror admiring my sixpack, but I felt it started to get 
warm so I had to put it back in the fridge. We’ll do 50 of these. Five sets”, says the 
instructor. 

Finally, the class ends. 

“Do not forget that the core needs special attention!” says the instructor. The instructor thanks 
all of you for coming and says goodbye.

*The five parts in bold were used for the joke-telling condition. For the no joke condition, 
part 1 was replaced with “This is an exercise class, not a vacation!”, part 2 was deleted, part 3 
was replaced with “I eat never eat anything with fat!”, part 4 was replaced with “So that we 
can see if we make the correct moves!”, and part 5 was deleted.  
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