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Abstract  

Laughter is a universal phenomenon that is little understood by scientists. Many theories 

have been posited to explain how and why we laugh. Some suggest it is an evolutionary 

mechanism while others say it provides emotional relief. In this study, I explored the emotional 

relief theory of laughter. Laughter is often found in conversation and social interactions. I wanted 

to see if laughter is associated with feelings of comfort in a conversation. I studied a class corpus 

to calculate rates of laughter and used self-reported feelings of comfort. I was also interested in 

gender dynamics in conversation and laughter. Although laughter is universal, I wanted to see if 

speaking to someone with the same gender yielded more laughter. I found a positive correlation 

between comfort and laughter suggesting people who are more comfortable laugh more. But, I 

did not find any gender influences on the rates of laughter.  
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What’s so funny? 

Laughter is an essential part of the human condition. It is universally observed across 

age, race, gender, and cultural differences. Scientists have even discovered laughter and play 

among chimpanzees (Dingfelder 2011). But, this phenomena remains elusive to scientists and 

philosophers. There are many theories to explain laughter. Some claim that it is an evolutionary 

response to passing danger, while others claim it is used for social cohesion and emotional relief. 

Laughter usually occurs in conversations and social interaction. In fact, people are 30% more 

likely to laugh when they are with other people than they are when they’re alone (Scott, Lavan, 

Chen, & McGettigan, 2014).  

There are two kinds of laughter. One is evoked laughter, an involuntary laughter caused 

by external stimuli like a funny joke or being tickled. The other is conversational laughter. This 

is an intentional laugh used in interaction to signal something to the listener. These two kinds of 

laughter are represented in different parts of the brain, have different acoustics, and are easily 

detectable in an interaction (McGettianet al., 2015).  

Laughter is always used to communicate something. In our evolutionary past, it was used 

to signal relief to passing animal danger or a mistake in the activation of the fight or flight 

response (Scott, 2015). But, in an increasingly social world, laughing can mean a lot more. 

Laughter can be used as a signal for turn-taking in a structured conversation. Often times, the 

speaker will use verbal and non-verbal cues to signal when they are done speaking (Sacks, 

Schegloff, & Jefferson, 1974). Laughter can be a cue after an utterance or a backchannel 

signaling the end of a turn (Vettin & and Todt, 2004).  
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Laughter can be analyzed as an adjacency pair. Adjacency pairs are a type of turn-taking 

rule in which two speakers utter something right after each other. In this case, the first pair could 

be a joke or a funny statement which elicits laughter as the second pair (Glenn & Holt, 2013). 

The recipient's laughter is counted as a turn or response. This response mediates the flow of the 

interaction between the interlocutors by providing a timely response to an utterance. Laughter 

can also be used to give context to the first utterance. By adding laughter at the end of a turn, the 

first speaker can indicate their true intentions behind their utterance and repair any 

misunderstandings. This is used especially if the listener did not react the way the speaker had 

intended them to (Vettin & Todt, 2004).  

Laughter is used as a tool for social cohesiveness. In studying motivational speeches by 

management gurus, researchers found that speakers who invited their audiences to laugh were 

more successful in projecting clear message points and displaying group cohesion (Greatbatch & 

Clark, 2003). This kind of interactional laughter encourages others to join in to display 

like-mindedness and affiliation (Stewart, 1997). Laughter is also embedded in social context. It’s 

inherently ambiguous and can only be deciphered through social cues. We use previous 

utterances, body language, and gestures to differentiate between joyful, polite, nervous, and 

embarrassed laughs (Curran et al., 2017).  

In this study, I wanted to understand the relationship between laughter and 

comfortability. Scientists have shown that social laughter releases feel-good endorphins while 

lowering stress-inducing cortisol (Manninen et al 2017). In addition, having a sense of humor 

can help in reducing anxiety (Yovetich, Dale, & Hudak 1990).  I wanted to see if this emotional 

relief theory of laughter will hold true in our conversations. 
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 I will be looking at self-reported ratings of comfortability seeing how that influences 

frequency of laughs in a 10 minute conversation. I believe the more comfortable a participant is, 

the more they will laugh. I will also be exploring the differences in gender dynamics of laughing 

in a conversation. I will analyze the frequency of laughs in a male-male, female-female, and 

female-male gender dynamics. Since the participants were not familiar with each other, I think 

participants in a homogender conversation will feel more comfortable and laugh more than 

participants in a heterogender conversation.  
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Methods 

Participants 

Participants were 28 undergraduate students at the University of California, Santa 

Cruz. The students were all enrolled in Psych 139G: Conversations. They did not receive any 

monetary or academic rewards for participating. Each participant used the data created in the 

conversations for their own projects. Nine of the participants self-identified as male while 19 

self-identified as female. There were two dyads of male-male, five dyads of male-female, and 

seven dyads of female-female.  

Materials and Procedure  

The data I used was from a corpus of transcripts created by the class. Participants 

recorded two 10 minute conversations about existing restaurants and imaginary restaurants 

they’d like to build. After the conversations were recorded, each participant wrote a transcript of 

that conversation according to a class guideline. Each transcript and recording were checked by 

three other people to make sure they were complete and consistent. Then they were added to a 

class corpus. Each participant included a rating of their comfortability and their gender identity. 

Comfortability was measured on a 1 to 7 scale with 1 being super uncomfortable, 4 being neither 

comfortable nor uncomfortable, and 7 being super comfortable.  

To start my study, I counted each laugh, giggle, and chuckle made by a participant. Since 

laughs were not considered as words, I divided by the number of turns taken in the conversation 

to calculate the rate of laughter. If there was more than one laugh in one turn, I counted each as 

individual laughs. For instance, one transcript included the following turn, “ *[laugh] when 

they’re* +crispy fries [laughs]+” which was counted as having two laughs. 
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Then I used Google sheets to find the correlation between each participant’s self-reported 

comfort level and their rate of laughs. Finally, I used a single-factor ANOVA test to evaluate 

individual gender dynamics. Females talking to females were placed in group 1, females talking 

to males in group 2, males talking to females in group 3, and males talking to males in group 4. 

Results  

As expected, participants who exhibited high levels of comfort also tended to exhibit high 

rates of laughs, r = .38, p = .04 (see figure 1).  There was a moderate positive correlation 

between ratings of comfort and rates of laughter. Contrary to my second hypothesis, individual 

gender dynamics did not seem to influence rates of laughter in the conversation, F(23) = 0.53, p 

= .66. Participants in a heterogender conversation laughed more on average than those in a 

homogender conversation (see figure 2).  

 

Figure 1: Correlation between ratings of comfort and rate of laughter  
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Figure 2: Graph of average rate of laughs for each gender group 

 

 

Discussion 

I found a positive relationship between laughter and comfort. Participants who were more 

comfortable laughed more.  This could be because being more comfortable leads people to laugh 

more. But, it could also be the other way around. People who laugh more in conversations may 

become more comfortable as it progresses. This correlation provides some evidence for the 

emotional relief theory of laughter. But, there seemed to be no gender differences in rates of 

laughter. On average, participants who talked to the opposite gender laughed more than 

participants who talked to the same gender which was the opposite of my hypothesis. However, 

different researchers with better gender diversity might yield different results.  
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Because this was a corpus study, it was difficult to understand what actually makes 

something funny. Laughter is embedded in a larger social context that uses non-verbal 

communication and modifications that are hard to transcribe. I also relied on self-reported 

measures of comfortability a couple of weeks after the initial conversations were had. 

Participants may not have remembered how they were exactly feeling in the conversation. They 

also may have inflated their answer to be polite to their conversation partner who had access to 

these ratings.  

The next step in my study is a randomized within-subjects observational experiment. 

Participants will come into the lab and talk to research assistants about real and imaginary 

restaurants. Half the participants will be talking to a male research assistant wearing informal 

clothing like jeans or formal clothing like a lab coat. The other half will be talking to a female 

research assistant wearing formal or informal clothing. After the conversation is over, they will 

fill out an anonymous survey about their comfort level in each condition. Participants who talk to 

research assistants in informal clothing would feel more comfortable and laugh more in their 

conversations. I think females talking to a male research assistant in formal clothing will laugh 

the least while all participants in an informal homogender conversation will laugh the most.  

During the coding process, I noticed that some laughter followed quotation devices 

including said and like.  Quotation devices are often used to express dramatization and 

emotionality (Blackwell et al 2015).  

A:  like I was really close to being 12 at the time so I was like *‘What the heck? Like Yes 

I am like - ’* 

B: *[laughs]* 
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A: like - and I was like ‘ O:h like let me show you my ID- wait I don’t have one I’m 

freakin’ twelve’ like - 

B: *Oh my g:od [laughs]* 

Future researchers could look at the effect quotation devices might have on laughter. Are 

people more likely to laugh after any quotation or do people use these devices intentionally to 

signal humor? Future researchers could also look at the role of non-verbal communication and 

gestures in laughter. How do speakers use their bodies to get their humorous message out and 

how does the recipient receive this message? As well as instances of flouting, when a speaker 

breaks a Gricean maxim on purpose (Grice 1975). Do speakers tend to laugh when they are 

flouting? How do they communicate to their listeners that they are not serious? On the other 

hand, how do listeners learn to recognize flouting and do they laugh in response?  

Laughter is a ubiquitous phenomenon across all ages, gender, race, and culture. Its 

universality is unique in a complex world. There is still much work to do in decoding the reasons 

why we laugh and how we use it to communicate intentions and feelings.  
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