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Editorial on the Research Topic

Cross-Disciplinary Perspectives on the Relationship Between Humor and Health: Theoretical

Foundations, Empirical Evidence and Implications

INTRODUCTION

Humor is a ubiquitous phenomenon in our daily lives. People might be exposed to it at a diversity
of times and places from social interactions to medial representations (1). Humor is also an integral
part of aspects which are directly or indirectly related to health and well-being (2, 3).

Based on previous research, we can understand humor as a personality tendency referring to a
sensation (amusement), to a behavior (laughter or smiling), to its use as a way of coping (humor as
a coping mechanism), to an ability (production and creation of stimuli) and finally, to an aesthetic
sense (sense of humor, appreciation of humor) (4). Having a good sense of humor is thought to
be a healthy and desirable personality trait as it refers to the readiness to respond positively to
serious, uncomfortable and stressful situations and may, therefore, be used as a coping strategy (5).
In positive psychology, humor is viewed as a personal quality promoting resilience and well-being
by means of cognitive reappraisal of stressful events (6). Humor has a broad range of effects on
perceptions, attitudes, judgments, and emotions. In this regard, studies have associated humor and
laughter with several physiological, psychological, sociological, and behavioral benefits for physical
and mental health (2, 7–9).

FUNCTIONS OF HUMOR

Based on the positive effects on health promotion and disease prevention, the question has
been raised whether humor and laughter can be used in therapeutic settings (10). For example,
humorous interactions between patients and service providers can support the therapeutic
relationship (11, 12), and positively influence patients’ experiences (11, 13). While the relationship
between humor and health has been investigated through different perspectives, some areas are
still under-researched (13). Communication studies, for instance, have primarily focused on the
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TABLE 1 | Study characteristics.

Topic of interest Humor Sample Sample size

Markova et al. Surgery Clown intervention Children (5–12 years) 62

Fischer et al. Childhood vaccination Fairytale Parents of children at kindergarten 120

Brigaud et al. Alcohol and tobacco prevention Print health ads Female undergraduate students 60

Baumeister and Fischer Willingness to donate organs Video sequences University students 219

Greve et al. Coping with unrequited love Humor as moderating variable (sense

of humor and humorous change of

perspective)

General population 148

Bartzik et al. Stress, flow experience, work

enjoyment, and meaningfulness of

work

Humor training Nurses in training 104

Froehlich et al. Preferences for (un)healthy food items Video clips General population 95

implications of mass media. In this context, it was observed
that humor in advertisements enhances attention and improved
the persuasiveness of preventive messages (14, 15). Whilst
preventive health campaigns appeal to negative emotions like
fear in order to dissuade their audience from hazardous health
behavior, the use of fear can lead to defensive reactions, such as
avoidance or denial. In order to circumvent the phenomenon
whereby preventive messages are perceived as a threat to an
individual’s attitudinal freedom, introducing humor in health
warnings may open the audience for arguments in favor of
health. Because counterargument appears to be one of the most
effective strategies used to resist persuasion (16), it remains an
open question which effect the use of humor in health messages
may have (15). However, humorous messages generally have the
potential to reduce health-based anxiety and, in turn, promote
positive behavior (17).

PAPERS OF THE RESEARCH TOPIC

The Research Topic “Cross-Disciplinary Perspectives on
the Relationship Between Humor and Health: Theoretical
Foundations, Empirical Evidence and Implications” includes
perspectives on the relationship between humor and health from
various scientific disciplines, covering a variety of topics and
samples (Table 1). From overall seven manuscripts published
in this Research Topic (Markova et al.; Fischer et al.; Brigaud et
al.; Baumeister and Fischer; Greve et al.; Bartzik et al.; Froehlich
et al.), six used humor in an intervention study (Markova et al.;
Fischer et al.; Brigaud et al.; Baumeister and Fischer; Bartzik
et al.; Froehlich et al.), whereas one investigated humor as a
moderating variable (Greve et al.). Half of the intervention
studies used humor in the context of health communication
(Fischer et al.; Brigaud et al.; Baumeister and Fischer; Froehlich
et al.).

Among all studies, a variety of topics were covered: Some
of them were directly related to healthcare provision, focusing
either on a clown intervention for children undergoing surgery
(Markova et al.) or on a humor intervention for nurses in training
to reduce stress, and increase flow experience, work enjoyment,
and perceived meaningfulness of work (Bartzik et al.); others

focused on health-related factors such as nutrition (Froehlich
et al.), alcohol and tobacco prevention (Brigaud et al.), organ
donation (Baumeister and Fischer), childhood vaccination
(Fischer et al.), and one further manuscript investigated
humorous coping with unrequited love (Greve et al.). The study
samples consisted of children undergoing surgery (Markova et
al.), female undergraduate students (Brigaud et al.), university
students (Baumeister and Fischer), parents of children at
kindergarten (Fischer et al.), nurses in training (Bartzik et al.),
and the general population (Greve et al.; Froehlich et al.).

FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

The short description of study characteristics shows the broad
range of existing research related to humor. The well-conducted
papers published in this Research Topic provide urgently needed
evidence in this area and may, therefore, serve as a starting point
for intensified research activities in the future. Until now, studies
on humor and its implications on health are still a relatively new
area of research. Thus, the current state of the art calls for greater
research efforts employing careful theoretical formulations and
sophisticated and rigorous methodological approaches. Despite
widespread popular beliefs in the health benefits of humor and
laughter, the research evidence for these effects is still quite weak,
inconsistent and inconclusive (3, 18).

The major challenge for future research will be the
operationalization of the complex and multidimensional
construct of humor in the context of health-related activities. A
clear distinction between humor, laughter and other (pleasant)
emotions—and their link to health-related issues—is partially
missing. Different components of humor are currently reflected
in various conceptualizations. However, previous research has
focused mainly on humor as a vague and oversimplified term
(19), irrespective of further specifications, such as the style of
humor. This may lead to biased and indistinct results when
considering the effects of humor.

Further emphasis needs to be placed on the hypothesized
mechanisms by which specific types of humor may affect
health. It is essential to elaborate whether positive effects relate
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to physiological changes in the body caused by humor and
laughter, effects from positive emotions (such as cheerfulness and
optimism) (20), indirect effects from the alleviation of stressors
or the proliferation of social support through the use of humor in
interpersonal relationships (3).

We do hope that the studies published in this Research Topic
provide new insights and underline the need for well-conducted
studies dealing with the relationship between humor and
health, going even beyond the topics, methods, and disciplinary
perspectives covered in our call.
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