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Psychological Distance for Benign Humor

Hong Im Shin

Sunchon National University

Humor reduces tension in social conflict situations and facilitates psychological wellbeing as a
character strength. However, certain types of humor are perceived to be annoying and to increase
conflict. Based on the theory of benign violations, the current research aim to differentiate what
is and is not humorous In Study 1, the participants (N=78) had to rate the extent to which
they found each of the seven instances of humor presented to be funny, humorous, upsetting,
offensive, threatening, and relevant. Our results revealed that humor with middle scores of violation
(threatening and offensive) was more humorous than humor with lower scores of violation. In
Study 2, the participants (N= 70), either in a psychologically close or psychologically distant condition,
had to indicate the extent to which they rated seven sentences as funny, humorous, upsetting,
offensive, threatening, and one’s perceived relevance of the stimulus. According to the results,
participants in the psychologically close condition perceived less humor in the sentences which
they rated more threatening. In contrast, participants in the psychologically distant condition rated
these violating sentences as funnier. Our findings implicate that psychological distance plays a
critical role in humor perception under conditions of violations. Future research and limitations
of this study are discussed.

Keywords: Humor, Benign Violation, Psychological Distance, Psychologically Threatening
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