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Abstract
There are different concepts of humor: virtuous humor (i.e., benevolent and corrective humor) which represents the morally good,
and three dispositions towards ridicule and laughter, namely the fear of being laughed at (gelotophobia), the joy of being laughed
at (gelotophilia), and the joy of laughing at others (katagelasticism). In the current study, we aim to investigate the relationship of
virtuous humor and dispositions towards ridicule and laughter with happiness. A sample of 229 Spanish undergraduates completed self-reports of the corresponding measures. Regression analyses revealed individual differences in humor predicting
happiness. Gelotophobia and corrective humor were negatively associated with happiness, whereas gelotophilia and benevolent
humor were positively associated with happiness. The effect of gelotophilia on happiness may be due to the existing relationship
between gelotophilia and benevolent humor. Our study extends prior research into the contribution of novel forms of humor to
positive outcomes and replicates important findings on the relationship between humor and happiness. In sum, the results
demonstrated that virtuous humor and dispositions towards ridicule and laughter can be adequately assessed among Spanish
samples, and that it is important to consider novel forms of humor in the study of happiness.
Keywords Gelotophobia . Gelotophilia . Katagelasticism . Benevolent humor . Corrective humor . Happiness

Introduction
Humor has generally been defined as a human experience involving the perception that something is funny (Ruch 2008). It
describes a social phenomenon that takes many forms in different social contexts, such as canned jokes, wits, or funny
verbalizations (Martin 2007). Although the origins of humor
literature date back to classical philosophers such as Plato and
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Aristotle, scholars have recently accumulated a considerable
amount of evidence on the nature and correlates of humor from
different psychological perspectives (e.g., Martin 2001; Martin
et al. 2003; Ruch, Wagner, & Heintz, 2018). Two of the latest
contributions in the field emphasize, on the one hand, the virtuosity of humor and, on the other, the existence of three dispositions towards ridicule and laughter. The former understands
humor as a morally valued trait that guide virtuous behaviors
(Beermann and Ruch 2009a, b) and is articulated by benevolent
and corrective humor (Ruch and Heintz 2016); while the latter
describes different reactions to laughter and ridicule in social
interactions, such as the fear of being laughed at (gelotophobia),
the joy of being laughed at (gelotophilia), and the joy of
laughing at others (katagelasticism) (Ruch and Proyer 2009).
Moreover, scholars have recently introduced a categorization to
distinguish between light (e.g., virtuous and adaptive humor
used to accept benevolently the world’s imperfections) and
darker (e.g., non-virtuous and mockery-related forms of humor
used to deride others) forms of humor (Hofmann et al. 2019;
Ruch et al. 2018). On this basis, our study conceived
gelotophilia, benevolent and corrective humor as light forms
of humor, and katagelasticism as a darker form of humor.
Since gelotophobia entails individual humor reception rather
than interpersonal humor use (e.g., laughter is seen as
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malevolently oriented towards oneself), it may fall off this categorization. Transcultural studies have nevertheless established
threshold scores to identify five categories of geloptophobia
that will be described in sections below (Proyer et al. 2009),
yet within-group categorization of gelotophilia and
katagelasticism are, to the best of our knowledge, not reported
in previous literature. Similarly, advances in the science of wellbeing have generated increasing interest in the study of happiness and the contributors to mental well-being (Layous and
Lyubomirsky 2014; Joshanloo and Niknam 2019). Although
research has examined the mechanisms of happiness and the
development of humor strategies to increase it (Wellenzohn
et al. 2016, 2018), the present study attempts to contribute to
the literature about how engaging in virtuous humor forms and
having different dispositions towards laughter and ridicule can
influence happiness.

Virtuous Humor
Within the study of humor there is no consensus about a singular definition of this multidimensional construct (Ruch
2012); rather, it has been generally referred to as an umbrella
term for all funny and laughable things (Martin 2007).
Although the historical and philosophical literature treated
humor as a virtue, it is only recently that scholars have scientifically investigated the morality of humor in relation to virtues. For instance, in positive psychology research humor is
understood as a character strength within the virtue of transcendence (Peterson and Seligman 2004) and is one of the
strengths most related to well-being (Peterson et al. 2007).
Within this scope virtuous humor has been associated with
the virtues of humanity, transcendence, and wisdom
(Beermann and Ruch 2009a, b; Müller and Ruch 2011).
A recent approach has conceptualized two forms of virtuerelated humor emphasizing the ethical dimension – benevolent and corrective humor (Ruch and Heintz 2016). These are
proposed as novel and more sophisticated humor forms that
fill the gap between humor as a trait and humor as a virtue.
These two derived from prior descriptions of the eight comic
styles of Schmidt-Hidding (1963), a blossoming field in humor research (see e.g., Heintz & Ruch, 2019 and Ruch et al.
2018). The specific comic styles of humor and satire
grounded the basis for conceptualizing and differentiating
benevolent and corrective humor, respectively. In their
initial study, Ruch and Heintz (2016) found that benevolent
and corrective humor captured virtuous elements of humor
beyond the sense of humor, mockery, and character strengths
in a different way. Although benevolent and corrective humor
are both morally based and aim at doing good to others, there
are differences between the two – benevolent humor involves
a humorous outlook used to understand and accept human
weaknesses and world incongruities with a tolerant attitude,
whereas corrective humor uses mockery or ridicule to elicit

human improvement and establish justice (Beermann and
Ruch 2009a; Ruch and Heintz 2016). Despite the use of
wit, corrective humor does not pretend to put someone down
but rather to improve mishaps or mistakes by making fun of
them (see Ruch and Heintz 2016), yet the act of correcting
others might imply the insatisfaction with the current situation and subsequently build upon lower levels of happiness.
The main distinction lies in the motivation of corrective humor to correct wrongdoings by means of mockery, in contrast
to the mere acceptance displayed by benevolent humor
(Heintz et al. 2018).

Dispositions Towards Ridicule and Laughter
Laughter can elicit different responses among people and is not
always experienced as something positive: it can be seen as
aversive and malicious, as self-enhancing, or be used to ridicule others. These interpretations connect with three dispositions towards ridicule and laughter: the fear of being laughed at
(gelotophobia), the joy of being laughed at (gelotophilia), and
the joy of laughing at others (katagelasticism) (Ruch and
Proyer 2009). Variations among these tendencies are seen as
markers of individual differences in the way people cope with
social daily events (Ruch et al. 2014).
Gelotophobia was introduced as a phenomenon related to
social phobia, but Ruch and Proyer (2009) showed that it could
also be experienced by non-clinical populations. One of the
distinctive characterizations of gelotophobes is a persistent bias
in the perception of and response to laughter, because any
situation involving laughter is pictured as being maliciously
directed towards them (Proyer et al. 2012; Ruch et al. 2014).
Gelotophilia and katagelasticism both involve the joy of
laughing but the object of laughter is different – while
gelotophiles enjoy laughing at themselves, katagelasticists enjoy laughing at others (Ruch and Proyer 2009). Gelotophiles
are described as cool, happy, warm, and extroverted people
who usually seek potential situations in which they can make
fun at their own expense and do not abstain from sharing
embarrassing or shameful experiences (Ruch and Proyer
2009). Although gelotophilia may share some commonalities
with the capacity to laugh at oneself, which is referred to as a
core element of humor (McGhee 1996) and entails an adaptive
resource to cope with negative emotions (Hofmann 2018), a
major distinction set these humor terms apart; that is, while
gelotophilia requires an audience to display humor, laughing
at oneself does necessarily not.
One should note two aspects: first, despite being
interpreted as mockery with a benevolent tendency, virtue is
not a central element in gelotophilia (Ruch and Proyer 2009);
and second, regardless of the use of self-disparaging humor,
gelotophiles do not necessarily put themselves down but they
rather enjoy laughing with others at their own expense.
Katagelasticists in turn enjoy laughing at their audience and
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usually do not care about their reactions or emotions, therefore they seek potential situations to make fun at others’ expense and ridicule them if any misfortune happens. They tend
to screen signs of amusement in their audience to evoke humor and are characterized as unfriendly, indifferent, selfcentred, and annoying (Ruch and Proyer 2009). While selfenhancement in gelotophiles stems from poking fun at their
faults, in katagelasticists the motivation lies in injuring others
(Martin et al. 2003; Ruch and Proyer 2009). Similarly, the
virtuous element of correcting and bettering people embedded into corrective humor is lacking in katagelasticism, where
the motivation is rooted in the pleasure derived from putting
others down (Ruch and Heintz 2016).

Humor and Happiness
Humor became an essential element of mental health and
incorporated connotations of being well-adjusted and able
to deal with stress (Martin 2007). It has been associated with
several positive outcomes, such as increased mental well-being, optimism (Schneider et al. 2018; Wellenzohn et al.
2018), and a lower prevalence of cardiovascular disease
(Hayashi et al. 2016). Prior research examined the relationship of humor with mental health (Schneider et al. 2018) and
the effectiveness of humor-based interventions on well-being
(Wellenzohn et al. 2018). More specifically concerning the
role that virtuous humor and the dispositions towards ridicule
and laughter exert on happiness, previous studies reported
that gelotophobia related negatively to well-being indicators
(e.g., life satisfaction, subjective well-being, and happiness)
(Proyer et al. 2012; Samson et al. 2011). Hofmann et al.
(2017) replicated these results and, moreover, found that
katagelasticism was negatively and gelotophilia was positively related to life satisfaction.
Because virtuous humor is morally based and pursues the
good in others, one might find instances in the literature regarding a positive relationship with happiness. To start with,
virtues are considered psychological routes that contribute to a
happy life (Peterson and Seligman 2004). Engaging in virtuous behaviours generally relates to improved well-being
(Steger et al. 2008), and from the character strength perspective virtuous humor-related behaviours made people happier
(Proyer et al. 2013). The use of self-enhancing forms of humor
(e.g., adaptive humorous outlook used during times of
adversity to enhance the self without deriding others; Martin
et al. 2003) can be considered virtuous (Beermann and Ruch
2009b). This type of humor was positively linked with mental
health and well-being, however, the use of non-virtuous forms
of humor such as sarcasm, derision, and self-defeating humor
(e.g., self-disparaging in order to ingratiate others; Martin
et al. 2003) was negatively related (Martin et al. 2003;
Jovanovic 2011; Schneider et al. 2018). In this line of theorizing, a recent study reported positive relationships of subjective

well-being with light styles of humor (e.g., humor understood
as benevolent) and negative relationships with mockery styles
(e.g., sarcasm, cynicism; Ruch et al. 2018). Regardless of the
previous findings, it is necessary to examine more specifically
how virtuous humor (i.e., benevolent and corrective humor)
contributes to happiness.

Current Study
The goal of the current study is to examine the relationship of virtuous humor and the dispositions towards ridicule and laughter with happiness. Although these associations have been previously investigated by separate, we
do not have empirical evidence about the possible interactions between virtuous humor and the humor dispositions
in regard to happiness, and thus our study might contribute to narrow this gap. Based on prior research, we expect
a negative association of gelotophobia and katagelasticism
with happiness and a positive association of gelotophilia
with happiness. Furthermore, we expect benevolent humor
to be positively related and corrective humor to be negatively related to happiness. Finally, we expect that the
positive association between gelotophilia and happiness
will emerge as a result of the shared variance between
gelotophilia and virtuous humor. The rationale is that
these two may share humor-related elements of selfenhancement that help capture one’s and world’s benevolence, respectively.

Method
Participants and Procedure
A total of 229 first-year Spanish university students
(82% female) between 17 and 37 years old (M = 18.89;
SD = 2.60) completed the measures as part of a larger
study aimed at identifying positive traits. The participants enrolled voluntarily, they could withdraw from
the study at any time without further explanation, and
no partial responses were collected. After completing
the measures, participants received an individualized report with their results and the corresponding explanation
for each measure. The mean time spent to complete the
survey was 40 min. All the data and the codebook with
all the variables assessed are available to download in an
open repository at: https://osf.io/wv6ex/?view_only=
0306166dbc73438fb69463efa24fbaa5. No missing
observations were registered because responses were
collected online and each question was mandatory.
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Measures

happy person). Within the current study, the reliability estimate was acceptable (α = .65).

The Phophikat-45 (Ruch and Proyer 2009; Spanish validation:
Torres-Marín et al. 2019) measures three dispositions toward
ridicule and being laughed at: gelotophobia – the fear of being
laughed at (sample item: When others make joking remarks
about me I feel being paralyzed); gelotophilia – the joy of
being laughed at (sample item: I enjoy it if other people laugh
at me); and katagelasticism – the joy of laughing at others
(sample item: I enjoy exposing others and I am happy when
they get laughed at). The questionnaire is composed of 45
items on which respondents answer using a four-point
Likert-type scale (1 = strongly disagree to 4 = strongly agree).
Within the current study, reliability estimates were good for
the three components (α = .87 for gelotophobia; α = .84 for
gelotophilia; α = .82 for katagelasticism).
The BenCor (Ruch 2012; Spanish validation: Heintz et al.
2018) evaluates benevolent humor (sample item: Humor is
suitable for arousing understanding and sympathy for imperfections and the human condition) and corrective humor (sample item: I like to ridicule moral badness to induce or increase
a critical attitude in other people). The scale comprises 12
items on which participants rate their agreement using a
seven-point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly disagree to 7 =
strongly agree). Within the current study, reliability estimates
were good for both benevolent humor (α = .77) and corrective
humor (α = .84).
The Subjective Happiness Scale (Lyubomirksy & Lepper,
1999; Spanish validation: Extremera & Fernández-Berrocal,
2014) assesses the level of individual happiness (In general, I
consider myself…). It comprises four items (one reverselyscored) on which participants are assessed using a sevenpoint Likert-type scale (with different response alternatives
for each item: e.g., 1 = not a very happy person to 7 = a very
Table 1

Results
Descriptive Statistics and Correlations
Between Analyzed Variables
Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics, gender differences,
reliability estimates, and correlations of the analyzed variables. Descriptive statistics within the current study were overall lower than previous studies with Spanish samples. Means
for benevolent and corrective humor within the current study
were 4.42 (SD = 1.12) and 3.10 (SD = 1.26), respectively,
w h i l e m e a ns fo r g el o t o ph o bi a , g elo t o ph i l i a an d
katagelasticism were 1.93 (SD = .55), 2.26 (SD = .53), and
1.66 (SD = .42), respectively. Compared to previous studies
with Spanish samples, means and standard deviations for
benevolent and corrective humor within the current study
were slightly lower. For instance, Heintz et al. (2018) reported
means of 5.44 (SD = .81) and 4.24 (SD = 1.21), respectively.
Comparisons regarding gelotophobia, gelotophilia and
katagelasticism cannot be stated because research using the
Spanish adaptation of the PhoPhiKat has not been already
reported. However, compared to previous studies using nonSpanish samples, means and standard deviations of the three
dispositions towards laughter and ridicule within our study
were also lower. For example, Hofmann et al. (2017) indicated
means of 1.99 (SD = .56), 2.47 (SD = .55) and 1.97 (SD = .43),
and Ruch and Proyer (2009) reported means of 1.97
(SD = .54), 2.34 (SD = .55) and 1.99 (SD = .46) for
gelotophobia, gelotophilia and katagelasticism, respectively.
Transcultural research indicated that scores higher than 2.5
can be considered expressions of gelotophobia (Proyer et al.
2009) and on this basis five categories could be identified: (1)

Descriptive statistics, alpha reliabilities, gender differences and two-tailed Pearson’s correlations between studied variables

Variable

α

M (SD)

Mfemales (Mmales) t

p

d (SD) [95% CI]

1. Gelotophobia
2. Gelotophilia
3. Katagelasticism
4. Benevolent
5. Corrective
6. Happiness
7. Age

.87
.84
.82
.77
.84
.65

1.93(.55)
2.26(.53)
1.66(.42)
4.42(1.12)
3.10(1.26)
4.86(1.00)
18.89(2.60)

1.96(1.82)
2.22(2.44)
1.60(1.95)
4.32(4.94)
2.97(3.71)
4.81(5.08)
18.75(19.58)

.121
.014
.000
.001
.000
.091
.050

.14(.09) [−.04; .32]
−.21** .20** −.02
−.21(.09) [−.39; −.44]
.41** .51**
−.35(.07) [−.48; −.22]
.36**
−.62(.18) [−.98; −.27]
−.74(.20) [−1.14; −.35]
−.28(.16) [−.60; .045]
−.83(.42) [−1.66; .002]

1.55
−2.48
−5.32
−3.46
−3.68
−1.70
−1.97

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

.15*
.35**
.46**
.60**

−.50**
.22**
−.05
.19**
−.07

−.07
.01
−.04
.07
.07
.03

−.10
.15*
.32**
.21**
.22**
.11
.12

8. Gender
α = Cronbach’s alpha; t = independent-samples t-test; d = Cohen’s d (effect size used to indicate the standardized difference between two means);
positive values show higher values for women
*

p < .05; ** p < .01

Note. M = Mean; SD = Standard Deviation
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non-gelotophobes (scores lower than 2); (2) borderline fearful
(scores from 2 to 2.5); (3) little expression of gelotophobia
(scores from 2.5 to 3); (4) substantial expression of
gelotophobia (scores from 3 to 3.5); (5) highly fearful of being
laughed at (scores from 3.5 to 4) (as cited in Torres-Marín
et al. 2017). We implemented these cut-offs into the descriptive analysis to examine the number of gelotophobes in our
sample. Results indicated that 15% of the study participants
(N = 39; 34 females) showed some expression of gelotophobia
(M = 2.90; SD = .24), yet 23.5% of the total sample fall under
the borderline fearful category (N = 61; 54 females) and
61.4% were non-gelotophobes (N = 159; 126 females). No
respondents met the fifth category of high gelotophobes.
Overall, happiness was positively correlated with
gelotophilia and benevolent humor but negatively correlated
with gelotophobia. Gelotophobia and gelotophilia were both
positively correlated with katagelasticism, despite the fact that
they were negatively related to one another. As expected, benevolent and corrective humor were positively correlated. Our
results reported no significant associations between age demographics and humor measures. However, the effect of gender
was significant for gelotophilia, katagelasticism, and benevolent and corrective humor. Women reported significant lower
levels in these humor traits than men. The reliability estimates
of the scales used were mostly good, indicating that a moderate amount of variance was due to measurement error.
The correlation of katagelasticism with benevolent humor
is, at least, remarkable in view of the different motivation and
nature of both forms of humor. To further test the results, we
analyzed how the collinearity with other types of humor impact this relationship, and – while we control for corrective
humor and gelotophilia, the relationship turns non-significant
(see Table 2). This result indicates that the relationship of
katagelasticism with benevolent humor turns non-significant
once the shared variance of corrective humor and gelotophilia
is controlled for.

Happiness, Virtuous Humor, and the Dispositions
Towards Ridicule and Laughter
In order to test the unique effect of virtuous humor and the
dispositions towards ridicule and laughter on happiness, we
analyzed five different linear regression models in which

Table 2 Collinearity of
katagelaticism,
gelotophilia and
corrective humor with
benevolent humor as
dependent variable

Variable

B

SE(B)

β

Katagelasticism
Gelotophilia
Corrective

.02
.71
.43

.14
.11
.05

.01
.34***
.49***

R2 = .39, F(3,255) = 53.974, p < .000
***

p < .001

happiness was introduced as a criterion and the different forms
of humor were introduced as predictors (controlled for age and
gender in all models). The predictor variables in the tested
models were as follows: virtuous humor and the dispositions
towards ridicule and laughter predicted happiness as follows:
(Model 1) benevolent and corrective humor; (Model 2)
gelotophobia, gelotophilia, and katagelasticism; (Model 3)
gelotophobia, gelotophilia, katagelasticism, and benevolent
humor; (Model 4) gelotophobia, gelotophilia, katagelasticism,
and corrective humor; (Model 5) gelotophobia, gelotophilia,
katagelasticism, as well as benevolent and corrective humor.
We expected negative relationships of happiness with
gelotophobia, katagelasticism and corrective humor, and
positive relationships with gelotophilia and benevolent humor. Furthermore, we hypothesized that the positive link
between gelotophilia and happiness may be a result of their
shared variance.
Table 3 shows the results of regression analyses. The
last of the analyzed models, which included all humor
forms as predictors, explained one-third of the happiness
variance (R2 = .30). As expected, results of this model indicated that happiness was predicted positively by benevolent humor, but negatively by gelotophobia and corrective
humor. Although happiness was predicted positively by
gelotophilia (Models 2 and 4), this relation became nonsignificant when benevolent humor was introduced
(Models 3 and 5), which is in line with our hypothesis
regarding the possible link between gelotophilia and happiness due to the shared variance of virtuous humor.
Gelotophobia, in turn, remained a significant negative predictor and katagelasticism remained a non-significant predictor in all of the analyzed models. Finally, corrective
humor negatively explained happiness (Model 1) but when
analyzed in association with ridicule and laughter dispositions (Model 4) it became non-significant. However, when
we controlled for the shared variance of benevolent humor
(Model 5) it became a significant negative predictor once
again. These results suggest that corrective humor is, as
expected, negatively associated with happiness.
Given the number of gelotophobes in our sample and with
the aim to investigate if differences in the presence of this trait
could lead to differences in happiness, we conducted a oneway ANOVA to compare the effect of gelotophobia on happiness in the four groups (group 5 was not included because
no participants scored above the indicated threshold).
ANOVA results reported a significant effect of gelotophobia
on happiness, F(3,255) = 20.894, p = .000. Post hoc analysis
using the Tukey HSD criterion for significance showed differences between the four groups (see Table 4). An overall pattern suggests that groups with no expression of gelotophobia
(groups 1 and 2) were more related to enhanced happiness
than groups with some expression of this humor trait (groups
3 and 4). Group 1 reported significantly higher levels of
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Table 3 Summary of multiple regression analysis for variables
predicting happiness
Variable

B

SE(B)

β

Model 1
Benevolent
Corrective
Age

.31
−.24
.01

.07
.06
.02

.35***
−.29***
.01

.26

.16

.10

−.84
.25
−.07
−.01
.14

.11
.12
.15
.02
.15

−.46***
.13*
−.03
−.01
.05

−.86
.11
−.13
.15
−.01
.10

.11
.13
.16
.06
.02
.15

−.48***
.06
−.05
.17**
−.03
.04

−.83
.27
−.03

.11
.12
.16

−45***
14*
.01

−.04
−.01
.15

.05
.02
.16

−.05
−.01
.06

−.82
.11
−.03
.23
−.14
−.01
.12

.11
.13
.16
.07
.06
.02
.15

−45***
.06
−.01
.25***
−.18*
−.02
.05

Gender
Model 2
Gelotophobia
Gelotophilia
Katagelasticism
Age
Gender
Model 3
Gelotophobia
Gelotophilia
Katagelasticism
Benevolent
Age
Gender
Model 4
Gelotophobia
Gelotophilia
Katagelasticism
Corrective
Age
Gender
Model 5
Gelotophobia
Gelotophilia
Katagelasticism
Benevolent
Corrective
Age
Gender

R2 = .10 for Model 1, F(4,254) = 6.798, p < .000; R2 = .27 for Model 2,
F(5,253) = 18.356, p < .000; R2 = .29 for Model 3, F(6,252) = 16.740,
p < .000; R2 = .27 for Model 4, F(6,252) = 15.405, p < .000; R2 = .30
for Model 5, F(7,251) = 15.512, p < .000
*

p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001

happiness (M = 5.16, SD = .90) than group 2 (M = 4.61,
SD = .93), group 3 (M = 4.11, SD = .68) and group 4 (M =
3.6, SD = 1.27). Likewise, group 2 reported significantly
higher levels of happiness than group 4, suggesting a downward tendency of gelotophobia with respect to happiness in
which higher expression of this humor trait seems detrimental
to happiness.

Discussion
The current study attempted to investigate the contribution of
virtuous humor and the dispositions towards ridicule and
laughter to happiness. Although humor is generally
interpreted as something positive, scholars are increasingly
examining other forms of humor, such as morally-guided humor (Ruch and Heintz 2016) as well as expressions of humor
that entail harm to oneself or others (Greengross & Geoffrey,
2008). Few studies have investigated the relationship of virtuous humor and the dispositions to ridicule and laughter with
happiness. Within the current paper we have provided an empirical test of these relations.
With regard to virtuous humor, benevolent humor was positively related and corrective humor was negatively related to
happiness, thus our initial hypothesis was supported. Albeit
corrective humor falls under the light humor category
(Hofmann et al. 2019), one possible explanation of the negative relationship with happiness is that, at the moment of
laughing, the person may feel unsatisfied with a potentially
detrimental situation, and corrective humor is used to change
it. Hence, negative feelings might emerge due to the divergence and nonconformity with the current situation, which is
fought by means of corrective humor. Besides, although humor involves the virtues of humanity, wisdom, and justice
(Beermann and Ruch 2009a, b), the act of criticizing others’
wrongdoings may imply an uncomfortable situation with underlying negative emotions. Another possible explanation lies
in the primary purpose of corrective humor: because it has an
other-directed focus, its effect on happiness might be indirect
or weaker (see Edwards and Martin 2014). On the contrary, an
attitude of accepting benevolently the world’s incongruities
and fellow mistakes without attempting any correction (benevolent humor) is associated with enhanced happiness.
These two conceptualizations depict humor as a morally valued component that helps explain how people use humor to do
good towards others and improve the world, and also distinguishes the different influences of benevolent and corrective
humor on happiness.
Concerning the three dispositions towards ridicule and
laughter, correlation analysis indicated that gelotophobia and
gelotophilia were negatively correlated to each other, whereas
katagelasticism was positively correlated with both
gelotophobia and gelotophilia. Conversely, Ruch and Proyer
(2009) reported a non-significant correlation between
gelotophobia and kataglasticism. Literature about bullying
has proved that those who have been bullied are more likely
to be bullies (Haynie et al. 2001), so our results could indicate
that people who feel the target of laughter in social situations
may in turn be more prone to laugh about others.
Gelotophobia was negatively related to happiness, which is
in agreement with previous studies (Samson et al. 2011;
Proyer et al. 2012; Hofmann et al. 2017). Because
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Table 4 Post hoc comparisons
using Tukey HSD test of
gelotophobes and nongelotophobes in relation to
happiness

95% CI
Comparisons

Mean difference

SD

p

Lower bound

Upper bound

1–2

.55

.14

.001

.20

.91

1–3
1–4

1.05
1.52

.19
.27

.001
.001

.57
.82

1.54
2.22

Numbers in comparisons column indicate the category of gelotophobia: 1 = non-gelotophobes; 2 = borderline
fearful; 3 = little expression of gelotophobia; 4 = substantial expression of gelotophobia; positive values show
higher values for the first group of comparison
All other comparisons were non-significant, except comparison between groups 2 and 4, in which the former
scored higher (M = .96, SD = .29, p < .005)

gelotophobia entails difficulty in distinguishing between
harmless and harmful contexts of laughter, it is frequent to
misinterpret laughter as being maliciously directed towards
oneself and the emotional responses usually involve low joy,
along with high fear, anger, and shame, causing detrimental
effects such as social withdrawal (Platt 2008; Ruch et al. 2014;
Hofmann et al. 2017). Prior research suggested that emotional
misinterpretations or difficulties in attending affective information might lead to lower levels of happiness (Blasco-Belled
et al. 2019). Furthermore, Proyer et al. (2012) pointed out that
people with gelotophobia see themselves as the object of
mockery and anticipate ridicule in social interaction situations.
Remarkably, our findings showed that increases in
gelotophobia were associated with gradually lower levels of
happiness, and the comparisons between different categories
of this humor trait indicated that expressions of gelotophobia
were indeed associated with lower happiness. These results
suggest that the negative link between gelotophobia and happiness could be due to marked expressions of this humor trait.
Hence, humor- and happiness-based interventions should consider this component in future studies.
Previous findings reported a positive relationship beween
gelotophilia and well-being indicators (Hofmann et al. 2017).
Our findings partly confront these results, as gelotophilia was
positively related to happiness but only when benevolent humor was not accounted for. Close to the concept of selfenhancing forms of humor (Martin et al. 2003), gelotophilia
may involve a tolerant attitude to accept and use one’s mishaps
in order to fuel social interactions. It reinforces the assumption
that gelotophilia might share some commonalities with virtuous
humor; however, the presence of benevolent humor, where virtuosity is more pronounced, may modulate its effect on happiness. Gelotophiles do not pursue social compliance through
derision but rather experience other’s laughter as something
positive and rewarding (Ruch and Proyer 2009), so it seems
plausible that seeking situations to make others laugh might
contribute to their happiness. These results confirmed our hypothesis regarding the positive association between gelotophilia
and happiness as a result of their shared variance. Thus, despite

not being considered virtuous, gelotophilia may also share
virtue-related humor elements stemming from the ability to
laugh at oneself and the motivation to not injure others
(McGhee 1996; Beermann and Ruch 2009a).
Finally, katagelasticism entails the tendency to ridicule
people by means of laughter and contempt. Prior research
showed a negative association with life satisfaction
(Hofmann et al. 2017) but in our study the association with
happiness was non-significant. Katagelasticists do not consider that there is anything wrong in making fun of others and
they do not care about others’ reactions and emotions; for this
reason their humor could sometimes be rude and antisocial
(Renner and Heydasch 2010). Research showed that the use
of damaging forms of humor was negatively related to wellbeing (Jovanovic 2011; Martin et al. 2003; Ruch et al. 2018;
Schneider et al. 2018). One might argue that seeking situations
to deride others presumably does not contribute to happiness
because the virtuous element (i.e., betterment) is not present;
however, the indulgence exerted throughout their attempts of
laughing at others also does not provide instances of happiness. How this laughter disposition influences well-being and
social interactions should be investigated further.
Although previous studies found significant associations of
age with gelotophobia and katagelasticism (Hofmann et al.
2017) and benevolent and corrective humor (Heintz et al.
2018), our results reported no significant associations between
age demographics and humor measures, keeping with Hofmann
et al. (2019). Our findings showed that the effect of gender was
significant for gelotophilia, katagelasticism, benevolent and corrective humor. This is partly in consonance with previous research reporting individual differences on katagelasticism
(Hofmann et al. 2017) and corrective humor (Heintz et al.
2018), but in disagreement with previous studies reporting no
gender effects on virtuous humor (Hofmann et al. 2019).

Conclusions
The current study provides evidence of the complex role that
humor exerts on happiness. On the basis of our results,
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benevolent and corrective humor showed different relationships: while embracing reality and accepting life’s setbacks is
a powerful source for promoting happiness, pointing out and
correcting others’ wrongdoings or one’s current situation
seems to be detrimental to happiness. Perhaps corrective humor is used to fight unsatisfying or adverse situations that
underlie negative feelings. Similarly, the dispositions towards
ridicule and laughter also present distinct patterns in their association with happiness: the fear of being laughed at is detrimental for people’s sense of well-being, yet the joy of making
others laugh at one’s own expense seems to contribute to happiness. This contribution is nevertheless subject to benevolent
humor and might be limited under certain circumstances. Most
remarkably, our study extends prior research in the relationship
of novel forms of humor to happiness (Hofmann et al. 2017;
Heintz et al. 2018), puts forward a mechanism by which the
positive relationship between gelotophilia and happiness is
presumably the result of the connection between gelotophilia
and benevolent humor, and validates the Spanish adaptation of
recently developed humor scales.

Limitations
Some limitations should be acknowledged in the current
study. First, the sampling procedure was probabilistic, which
precludes generalization of the results, and the sample size
was rather small given the correlational nature of the study.
Second, the cultural background of the sample could raise
concerns: because happiness is influenced by culture (Diener
et al. 2013), an examination of whether these novel forms of
humor hold in different cultures may be worth considering in
the study of happiness. Although the literature on happiness
predictors has accumulated an abundance of evidence, the
current research provides a starting point in the study of virtuous humor as an element to consider in happiness-based
research and interventions. Third, we only used self-report
measures, thus future experimental and longitudinal works
are needed to examine the causality of the association between
the studied variables. Fourth, since more literature is currently
available regarding gelotophobia, the current study addressed
in more detail the relationship of this humor trait with happiness than the other two humor traits (gelotophobia and
katagelasticism). And last, we obtained lower means on humor variables compared to previous studies and the scale
assessing subjective happiness reported low internal reliability, thus we recommend to remain cautious when applying the
results reported in the current study to the Spanish population.
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