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Abstract 

The central question of this study is to examine whether the appreciation of dark humour depends more 

on the participants' Need For Humour (NFH) than on their gender. Dark humour jokes were selected 

on various topics (i.e., death, disease, victim suffering, alteration of body integrity) to be evaluated by 

men and women in terms of their understanding, funniness, the willingness to share them on social 

media platforms and the emotions they evoked (i.e., amusement and disgust). These participants were 

also asked to complete a questionnaire usually used to score their need for humour (i.e., high versus 

low in NFH). The main results show that participants' need for humour (rather than their gender) 

determines their appreciation of dark humour and their willingness to share this type of content on 

social media platforms. These results deepen the understanding of inter-individual differences in the 

appreciation of dark humour, emphasizing the importance of the need for humour over that one related 

to gender differences. Another contribution of this study relies on highlighting the value of comparing 

personal and interpersonal measures when considering the appreciation of dark humour. In addition, 

the emotional response to dark humour also shed light on the appreciation process in its interpersonal 

aspect (i.e., sharing dark humour contents on social media platforms). Overall, the findings underscore 

the need to go beyond gender as an explanatory factor, emphasizing that individual’s traits such as 

NFH better account for variations in dark humour appreciation. 
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1. Introduction 

The idea that women are less funny than men is a widespread stereotype (e.g., Hooper et al., 

2016; Mickes et al., 2012; Nevo et al., 2001). In line with this stereotype, the literature reports 

gender differences in humour production ability (see for instance Evans, 2023; Hofmann et al., 

2023 for systematic reviews; Greengross et al., 2020 for a meta-analysis). Indeed, men tend to 

use a wider range of forms of humour styles than women, who are often considered less funny. 

According to Hofmann et al., (2023), men and women tend not to differ in their appreciation 

of different forms of humour, with the exception of sexual and hostile humour. Precisely, 

women appreciate sexual humour less than men. They also appreciate hostile humour less than 

male, especially when the humour is targeted at women (Hofmann et al., 2023).  

1.1.  Gender differences in the appreciation of dark humour  

The results concerning gender differences in the appreciation of dark humour are rather 

contradictory. Some results show that this specific form of humour, which treats negative 

serious ideas (like death, suffering of the victims or body integrity) in a light-hearted, playful 

manner (Charaudeau, 2006), is judged more harshly by women. Aillaud and Piolat (2012), for 

instance, reported that women rated dark cartoons as being more incongruous but also less 

funny than men did. In the same way, women tend to appreciate sick jokes1 less than men 

(e.g., Herzog & Anderson, 2000; Herzog & Karafa, 1998; Saroglou & Anciaux, 2004). More 

recently, Willinger al., (2017) further explored the appreciation of this form of humour and did 

not find any gender-related differences in their study. In 2020, Bischetti and colleagues 

observed a gender effect which seemed surprising with a preference for dark humour and 

disaster-inspired humour in women. Specifically, their findings revealed that women 

considered Covid-19 humour shared on social media to be more aversive but funnier than 

men. According to this result, women too can appreciate humour that crosses the red line of 

social norms and morality, and have fun with its transgressive content. In view of these 

divergent results in the literature on dark humour, it seems important to assess further the 

extent to which gender has an impact on the appreciation of this form of humour, particularly 

in relation to other characteristics that are the result of inter-individual differences, such as 

individuals’ sense of humour. 

To explain why gender differences are usually expected when individuals are faced to 

dark humour (i.e., transgressive contents), it seems relevant to closely look at the literature 

dealing with moral behaviour and ethical decision-making processes. Indeed, women appear to 

be less likely to accept moral violations, such as killing someone (e.g., Carron et al., 2024; 

Cordellieri et al., 2020; Ponzoni et al., 2023). They are also more severe when social norms 

are transgressed, especially if the transgressor is another woman (e.g., Chen-Xia et al., 2022). 

However, in the case of dark humour, expression of transgression is expressed in a humorous 

context and may suggest to women that, in this context, the moral violation is okay. As 

Brigaud and Blanc (2021) explained “The juxtaposition of morbid and farcical elements in 

dark humour elicits two simultaneous perceptions: one, that the dark content constitutes a 

moral violation in which negative serious topics are mocked and, the other, an interpretation 

that the dark content is benign” (p. 278).  

In line with this idea, McGraw and Warren (2010; see also McGraw et al., 2012; Warren 

et al., 2021) argue that a violation perceived as benign (i.e., okay, safe, acceptable) can also be 

 
1 This form of humor treats sinister and tragic subjects (i.e., death, disease, handicaps including deformity, 

and other themes centered on suffering) with amusement and trivializes the victim's suffering in the same way 

that dark humor does. 
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perceived as humorous. More specifically, the benign violation theory of humour proposes 

that humour arises when a violation is simultaneously appraised as being benign. As Warren et 

al. (2021) pointed out, the perception of the benignity of a moral violation is highly subjective 

and depends on the values, experiences and personality traits of individuals. In particular, they 

highlight one of the most differential traits when it comes to humour: the individuals’ sense of 

humour. Indeed, this personality trait is known to affect the processing (i.e., comprehension 

and appreciation) of humorous material (e.g., Cline & Kellaris, 2007; Picard & Blanc, 2013; 

Yeo et al., 2020). Even though, in both WEIRD and non-WEIRD cultures alike (Crawford & 

Gressley, 1991; Tosun et al., 2018), the embodiment of a sense of humour is predominantly a 

male figure, a sense of humour primarily reflects an individual characteristic that goes beyond 

simple gender differences. Consequently, it could be that appreciation of dark humour is 

determined more by this personality trait than by gender. This is precisely the idea that the 

present study aims to explore. 

1.2. The Need for Humour 

A sense of humour has also been conceptualized as a personality characteristic that refers to 

the extent to which individuals are used to laugh, smile, create and express humour in their 

lives (Ruch, 1998; Martin, 1998, 2003). This distinction between the tendency to generate or 

be the source of humour (i.e., the internal humour dimension) and the tendency to experience 

humour in other people or situations (i.e., the external humour dimension) is found in many 

self-report instruments designed to assess sense of humour (for reviews, see Casu & Gremigni, 

2012 and Gibson, 2019). The study of individual differences in sense of humour has also 

highlighted the motivational component of this construct: the Need for Humour (NFH, Cline 

et al., 2003) an individual’s tendency to generate and seek out humour. Interestingly, this 

personality trait increases with age, concurrently with humour appreciation (Creissen et al., 

2025). In addition, NFH influences responses to humour. Indeed, Cline et al., 2003 (see also 

Cline & Kellaris, 2007) showed that people with high NFH responded more positively to 

humorous advertisements than people with low NFH. In line with these findings, Picard and 

Blanc (2013) reported a preference for humorous advertisements (over non-humorous ones) in 

children aged 9-11 with high NFH scores. In contrast, those with low NFH scores showed no 

preference. More recently, Yeo et al. (2020) find that respondents with high NFH scores 

reported greater intentions to share or retweet humorous science message on social media. 

Interestingly, this relationship between NFH and social media engagement was present even 

among those who experienced little humour from the message. According to Yeo et al. (2020), 

these results suggest that people with high NFH are predisposed to share humorous content, 

even if they don't find it particularly funny themselves.  

If a high NFH predisposes people to appreciate humour in general, it could be that this 

personality trait also influences the appreciation of unconventional forms of humour such as 

dark humour. In this study, we hypothesize that individuals with high NFH will tend to 

appreciate dark humour more than those with low NFH. This hypothesis is based on the results 

of previous research. Indeed, a first set of results shows a positive correlation between 

individuals' sense of humour and appreciation of dark humour (Herzog & Bush, 1994; Herzog 

& Anderson, 2000). Similar results were obtained in a study of Herzog and Karafa (1998). The 

authors observed a stronger positive correlation between sense of humour and preference for 

dark jokes than between sense of humour and non-dark jokes. A second set of results shows 

that people's sense of humour is associated with their spontaneous facial expressions of 

amusement in response to moral violations. According to Franchin et al. (2023), participants 

with a high sense of humour smile more in response to scenarios involving moral violations 

compared to those with a low sense of humour. In line with the theory of humour as benign 
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violation (McGraw & Warren, 2010; McGraw et al., 2012), which predicts that smiles (i.e., 

spontaneous facial expressions of amusement) are linked to the perception of the benign nature 

of a violation, this result suggests that participants with a developed sense of humour perceive 

moral violations as being more benign (less malignant) than other people. Overall, these two 

sets of studies led us to assume that individuals’ NFH is related to the benign appraisal of the 

transgressive content of dark humour and that consequently it determines the appreciation of 

this form of humour. 

1.3. The present study 

Anything can be funny, but it depends more on the level of NFH than on gender. This idea is 

at the core of the present study, which aims to assess whether the appreciation of dark humour 

depends more on the personality trait ‘need for humour’ than on gender. In order to provide a 

comprehensive analysis, four main objectives were defined. First, in order to examine 

differences in the appreciation of dark humour between male and female participants, their 

individual levels of need for humour (high or low) are taken into account. Second, we 

compared two complementary measures of humour appreciation: a personal measure, 

reflecting participants' evaluations of various characteristics of jokes (e.g., comprehension and 

humour ratings), and an interpersonal measure, operationalised by their intention to share dark 

jokes. Third, based on these evaluations, the study sought to examine the normative dimension 

of dark humour by assessing whether the perceived acceptability of laughing at sinister topics 

varies according to participants' gender and need for humour. Fourth, the study aims to assess 

participants' specific emotional responses, namely amusement and disgust, elicited by dark 

humour stimuli. 

We hypothesised that appreciation of dark humour would be more influenced by the 

“need for humour” personality trait (NFH) than by gender. Thus, individuals with a high NFH 

should appreciate dark humour more than those with a low NFH. The present study 

incorporated various measures to provide a more comprehensive and accurate understanding 

of dark humour appreciation, taking into account participants' gender and need for humour. 

We expected participants with a high NFH to rate dark humour more positively and to be more 

inclined to express their intention to share it than those with a low NFH. Among the self-

reported measures commonly used in previous studies to assess appreciation, one distinction 

should be highlighted: while comprehension and funniness can be considered a personal 

appreciation of dark humour (e.g., Aillaud & Piolat, 2012, 2014; Herzog & Anderson, 2000; 

Saroglou & Anciaux, 2004; Willinger et al., 2017), content-sharing behaviours or intentions to 

post on social media reveal interpersonal appreciation (e.g., Bischetti et al., 2020; Cao et al., 

2023). The latter are particularly relevant because they require overcoming social barriers to 

humour, such as fear of social judgement and culturally embedded gender rules or stereotypes. 

Furthermore, consistent with the findings of Franchin et al. (2023), individuals with a high 

NFH are expected to perceive transgressive dark content as more benign (less malignant) than 

those with a low NFH. As a result, they should judge the act of laughing at sinister topics as 

more acceptable. Based on the findings of Aillaud and Piolat (2014) which indicate that the 

transgressive content of dark humour elicits both amusement and negative emotions such as 

disgust, we further hypothesise that individuals with a high NFH will report lower levels of 

disgust and higher levels of amusement in response to dark humor stimuli, compared to those 

with a low NFH. Moreover, we propose that the emotional responses - specifically amusement 

and disgust - will mediate the relationship between NFH and the appreciation of dark humour. 

This hypothesis aligns with the Benign Violation Theory (McGraw & Warren, 2010; McGraw 

et al., 2012), which posits that humour arises when a moral or social violation is perceived as 
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simultaneously threatening and benign, thereby eliciting a mix of emotional reactions — in 

particular, the co-occurrence of amusement and disgust. 

2. Research methodology 

2.1. Participants 

A priori power analysis conducted with G*Power v3.1.9.7, assuming a medium effect size (f = 

0.15), a significance level of .05, and 95% power, indicated that a total sample of 136 

participants would be required. We deliberately recruited more participants (N = 174) to 

anticipate potential missing data, exclusions, or noncompliance with instructions. Given that 

the actual sample exceeded the minimum required, we also conducted a sensitivity analysis to 

determine the smallest effect detectable with the achieved sample size. A sensitivity analysis 

was performed using G*Power software version 3.1.9.7 (α = .05, power = 0.95). Given the 

final sample size of 174 participants, the analysis indicated that the study was powered to 

detect an effect size as small as f = 0.13. 

Participants (N = 174; 50% female, Mage = 26.73, SD = 10.15) were recruited from two 

main sources: students from the University of Montpellier Paul-Valéry, France, and online 

through social media platforms. The mean age was 28.17 years for female participants and 

25.29 years for male participants. The inclusion criteria were as follows: 18 years of age or 

older and French as the native language. Participants were not paid for their participation, and 

their participation was entirely voluntary. They were informed that their responses remained 

anonymous in accordance with national data protection laws. All participants provided 

informed consent prior to their participation in the study. 

2.2. Material 

2.2.1. Humorous materials  

To assess the appreciation of dark humour, we used 12 short dark humour jokes. For example, 

one of the dark jokes used was the following: 

A child complains to his parents: "Dad, Mom, I don't want to sleep with Grandma anymore!"  

Parents: "Look honey, we already told you, we don't have enough money to bury her." 

These jokes were selected on the basis of pre-test ratings given by a separate sample of 82 

participants (there were 50% female) (Mage = 22.52 years, SD = 4.05). These judges were 

tested using an online questionnaire created on the platform Qualtrics 

(https://www.qualtrics.com). After giving their informed consent, they were asked to rate a set 

of 40 jokes regarding their darkness: 20 jokes with supposedly non-transgressive content (i.e., 

nonsense or clownish humour) and 20 with supposedly transgressive content (i.e., dealing with 

sinister topics with amusement). The 4 sinister topics were death, disease, suffering of the 

victims and alteration of body integrity (see Aillaud & Piolat, 2014; Willinger et al’s for 

similar topics, 2017).  
Jokes were presented in a counterbalanced order across participants. Following the same 

procedure as Aillaud and Piolat (2012, 2014), the judges rated “How dark do you find this 

joke?” using a scale from 1 (not at all dark) to 4 (very dark). The 4-point Likert scale was used 

to avoid having a midpoint and, in this way, to force a choice.   

Based on the results of this pre-test, we selected from the 40 jokes evaluated those with 

the highest mean scores on the darkness scale and the most consistent appraisal among the 



The European Journal of Humour Research 14 (2) 

Open-access journal | www.europeanjournalofhumour.org 
186 

sample (i.e., those with the most scores equivalent to 3- dark humour or 4- very dark humour) 

(see Brigaud & Blanc, 2021 for similar criteria). Thus, each of the 12 selected jokes (3 jokes 

for each of the 4 sinister topics) received a score of 3 or 4 from at least 85% of the sample. All 

other jokes were excluded from the experimental material. 

2.2.2. Need for humour scale 

To assess differences in need for humour among our sample, we utilized the Need for Humour 

scale ((NFH scale) developed by Cline et al.’s (2003); in particular the French version which 

was validated in a previous study (Picard & Blanc, 2013). The NFH scale measures the 

tendency to generate humour (the need to experience humour internally- Internal Humour) and 

the tendency to seek out humour (the need to experience humour from external sources- 

External Humour). This scale included 8-items: 5 assessing Internal Humour (e.g., I can crack 

people up with the things I say) and 3 items assessing External Humour (e.g., I enjoy being 

with people who tell jokes or funny stories). Participants rated each of the 8 items on a 7-point 

Likert-type scale with anchors 1- strongly disagree and 7- strongly agree. Total score ranging 

from 8 (low need for humour) to 56 (high need for humour). 

2.3. Procedure and measures 

Participants were tested using an online questionnaire created on the platform Qualtrics 

(https://www.qualtrics.com). Note that national French research policy does not require 

approval of an ethics committee when data from a survey are collected and analyzed 

anonymously.  

After giving their informed consent, participants were exposed to the 12 short dark 

humour jokes selected in the pre-test. Jokes were presented in a counterbalanced order across 

participants. They rated each of them with respect to comprehension (to what extent is it easy 

to understand this joke?) and funniness (to what extent is this joke funny?) (see Aillaud & 

Piolat, 2012 for similar measures). They also rated the level of amusement and disgust evoked 

by each joke (to what extent does this joke evoke amusement? to what extent does this joke 

evoke disgust?), (see McGraw & Warren, 2010; Koszałkowska & Wróbel, 2019 for similar 

measures). Then, participants were asked if they would share the jokes with their friends or 

family through online social media platforms (see Lee et al., 2017; Platas-García et al., 2023 

for a similar measure). After rating the jokes, participants assessed the extent to which it is 

acceptable to joke about death, disease, suffering of the victims and alteration of body 

integrity. All ratings were made on 4-point scales, ranging from 1- “not at all” to 4- “a great 

extent”. Finally, participants completed the Need for Humour (NFH) scale and provided 

demographic information, including age and sex assigned at birth (female or male). 

3. Results 

3.1. Need for Humour scale 

The correlation between the Internal and External-humour dimensions was positive and 

significant (r = 0.48, p < .001). The more likely individuals were to produce humour, the more 

likely they were to seek humour. As advised by the original authors of the scale (Cline et al., 

2003), the two dimensions were summed and averaged into a single “global” measure of NFH. 

Then based on a median split of the scores (Median = 5.44), participants were then assigned to 

either the high NFH group or the low NFH group.  
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In order to examine whether there was a gender difference in NFH, the scores obtained by 

the two NFH groups were analysed by taking into account not only Gender but also Humour 

dimension. We performed a 2 × 2 × 2 analysis of variance (ANOVA) with Need for Humour 

(high vs. low) and Gender (female vs. male) as between-subjects factors and Humour 

Dimension (internal vs. external) as a within-subjects factor (see Table 1).  

Table 1.  Descriptive statistics for participants to the NFH scale 

 Low NFH High NFH 
 Men (n = 41) 

 

(n = 41) 

Women (n = 46) 

(n = 46) 
Men (n = 46) 

(n = 46) 

Women (n = 41) 

(n = 41) Global (8 items) 4.80 (0.60) 4.37 (0.77) 6.23 (0.42) 6.02 (0.48) 
Internal humor (5 items) 4.44 (0.80) 3.80 (0.98) 6.00 (0.52) 5.61 (0.70) 

External humor (3 items) 5.41 (0.97) 5.32 (1.10) 6.62 (0.51) 6.70 (0.46) 

Note. High means indicate a high need for humor (max = 7). Standard deviations are in brackets. 

As expected, a main effect of NFH was obtained, with higher scores for those corresponding 

to the high NFH group compared to those of the low NFH group, F(1, 170) = 287.60, p < .001, 

ηp
2 = .63. More importantly, the ANOVA also revealed a significant main effect of Gender, 

F(1, 170) = 8.71, p < .01, ηp
2 = .05. Men had a significantly higher need for humour than 

women. However, this difference was observed only for the internal humour dimension, F(1, 

170) = 9.45, p < .01, ηp
2 = .05. Indeed, post hoc analysis (Scheffé test) revealed that men 

obtained higher scores than women only on the internal dimension (i.e., the tendency to 

generate humour) (p < .001). No significant difference was observed between men's and 

women's scores on the external dimension of humour (i.e., the tendency to seek out humour). 

Note that the interaction between Gender and NFH was not significant, nor was the interaction 

between Gender, NFH and Humour Dimension, showing that within each NFH group (low 

and high), the scores on the NFH scale (i.e., total, internal and external scores) of men and 

women did not differ from each other. In other words, the two NFH groups (low and high) 

differed significantly from each other in terms of need for humour, regardless of Gender.  

3.2. Personal and Interpersonal Appreciation of dark humour 

We conducted separately 2 × 2 × 4 analyses of variance (ANOVAs) with the Need for 

Humour (high vs. low) and the Gender (female vs. male) as between-subjects factors and the 

Joke Topic (death vs. vs. disease vs. vs. suffering of the victims vs. alteration of body integrity) 

as within-subjects factor, on each of the three measures. Means ratings (and standard 

deviation) for comprehension, funniness, and sharing of jokes as a function of Joke Topic, 

Gender and Need for Humour are reported in Table 2. 

For comprehension ratings, the results of the analysis revealed a main effect of the Joke 

Topic, F(3, 510) = 8.52, p < .001, ηp
2 = .05. Post hoc analysis (Bonferroni method) revealed 

that participants rated disease jokes as less easy to understand than other jokes (ps < .01). A 

significant main effect of the NFH was also observed, indicating that the high NFH group 

rated jokes as easier to understand than the low NFH group, F(1, 170) = 8.32, p < .01, ηp
2 = 

.05.  

Regarding funniness ratings, a Joke Topic effect was also observed (F(3, 510) = 17.61, p 

< .001, ηp
2 = .09), indicating that participants rated disease jokes as less funny than other jokes 

(ps < .01). The jokes about alteration of body integrity were judged funnier than the others (ps 

< .01). A significant main effect of the NFH was also observed, indicating that the high NFH 

group rated the jokes as funnier than the low NFH group, F(1, 170) = 15.56, p < .001, ηp
2 = 

.08.  
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Regarding the intention to share jokes, the results of the analysis revealed a main effect of 

the Joke Topic, F(3, 510) = 22.19, p < .001, ηp
2 = .11. Post hoc analysis (Bonferroni method) 

revealed that participants would be less willing to share disease-related jokes with their friends 

or family through online social media platforms than other jokes (ps < .001). In contrast, they 

were more willing to share jokes about body alterations than other jokes (ps < .001). A 

significant main effect of the NFH was also observed, indicating that the high NFH group was 

more willing to share jokes on social media than the low NFH group, F(1, 170) = 26.17, p < 

.001, ηp
2 = .13.  

No significant effect of Gender was observed, either in terms of comprehension or 

funniness of the jokes, or in terms of sharing intention. 

Table 2. Means ratings (and standard deviation) for comprehension, funniness, and sharing 

intention as a function of Joke Topic, Gender and Need for Humour. 

Dimensions Comprehension Funniness Sharing intention 

 Mean  SD Mean  SD Mean  SD 

Joke Topic       

Death 3.79 .58 2.69 1.03 2.60 1.06 

Disease 3.58 .77 2.44 1.07 2.38 1.12 

Suffering of the victims 3.73 .62 2.69 1.04 2.61 1.10 

Alteration of body 3.81 .55 2.94 1.01 2.83 1.04 

Gender       

Women 3.68 .53 2.60 .92 2.46 .94 

Men 3.77 .48 2.79 .85 2.75 .91 

Need for Humour       

Low 3.62 .64 2.43 .84 2.35 .86 

High 3.84 .28 2.95 .86 2.92 .93 

Note. The higher the scores, the more the jokes are judged to be easy to understand and funny, and the 

more inclined participants are to share them with their friends or family through online social media 

platforms (max = 4). 

To assess the relationship between joke comprehension, funniness and sharing intention, we 

conducted Pearson’s correlation analyses (See Table 3). Comprehension ratings were 

positively and significantly correlated with funniness ratings: the easier participants found the 

jokes to understand, the funnier they found them. Comprehension ratings were also positively 

and significantly correlated with sharing intention: the easier participants found the jokes to 

understand, the more likely they were to share them with friends or family through online 

social media platforms. Finally, ratings of funniness were positively and significantly 

correlated with sharing intention: the funnier participants found the jokes, the more likely they 

were to share them. 

Table 3. Correlations between comprehension, funniness and sharing intention 

Measure 1 2 3 

1. Comprehension _   

2. Funniness 0.31*** _  

3. Sharing intention 0.28*** 0.91*** _ 

Note. Asterisks indicate significance *** p <.001. 
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3.3. Relationship between Need for Humour (high vs. low), participants' emotional 

responses and their intention to share dark jokes 

To examine the relationship between NFH, amusement, disgust and sharing intention, Pearson 

correlations were calculated. A multiple regression analysis was also carried out to study the 

impact of the variables on the intention to share. Finally, a multiple mediation analysis was 

performed. In the mediation analyses, the NFH (High coded as 1 vs. Low coded as 0) was used 

as the independent variable, intention to share jokes was the dependent variable, and 

amusement and disgust were used as mediator variables.  

Following the mediation modeling method proposed by Baron and Kenny (1986), in order 

for the model to be acceptable, four assumptions must be met: (a) the predictor variable must 

be related to the dependent variable; (b) the predictor variable must be related to the mediator; 

(c) the mediator variable must be related to the dependent variable after controlling the effect 

of the predictor variable; and (d) the effect of the predictor variable on the dependent variable, 

controlling the effect of the mediator variable, must not be statistically significant. We used 

the bootstrapping procedure for a sample of 1,000 and a confidence interval (CI) of 95%. 

Indirect effects were considered significant if the bootstrapping confidence interval did not 

include zero (Frazier et al., 2004). 

Pearson correlation analyses (see Table 4) revealed that NFH was positively correlated 

with amusement and intention to share jokes, but negatively with disgust. Amusement was 

positively correlated with the intention to share jokes, but negatively with disgust. Finally, 

disgust was negatively correlated with the intention to share jokes. 

Table 4. Correlations between NFH, amusement, Disgust and sharing intention. 

Variable 1 2 3 4 

1. Need for Humour (NFH) -    

2. Amusement     0.34** -   

3. Disgust - 0.19* - 0.36** -  

4. Sharing intention     0.35**   0.92** - 0.43** - 

Note. Asterisks indicate significance after Bonferroni correction * p < 0.01; ** p < 0.001, with 

boldface indicating significance before a Bonferroni adjustment (p < 0.01). 

A multiple regression analysis (see Table 5) was carried out in order to evaluate the 

relationships between the dependent variable of intention to share jokes and NFH, amusement, 

and disgust as explanatory variables. The results showed that amusement and disgust predict 

sharing intention. Indeed, a significant regression equation was found, F(3,173) = 352.56, p < 

.001, with an adjusted R² of .86. The more participants were amused by the jokes, the more 

likely they were to share them. Conversely, the more disgusted they were with the jokes, the 

less likely they were to share them. 

Table 5. Multiple linear regression analysis of possible factors related to sharing intention. 

Predictors B SE β p 

Need for Humour (NFH) 0.04 0.03 0.04 0.22 

Amusement 0.91 0.03 0.87 < 0.001 

Disgust -0.12 0.04 -0.10 < 0.01 
 

The results of the correlations and regression analyses supported the viability of the mediation 

because the four assumptions of Baron and Kenny (1986) were met. 
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Figure 1 shows a multiple mediation model in which amusement and disgust mediate the 

relationship between NFH and the intention to share the jokes. We observed a significant 

indirect total effect in the relationship between NFH and sharing intention (β = 0.64, SE = 

0.13, 95% CI: [0.40, 0.87]). Its relationship was mediated by both amusement (β = 0.60, SE = 

0.13, 95% CI: [0.37, 0.83]) and disgust (β = 0.04, SE = 0.02, 95% CI: [0.01, 0.10]). However, 

the direct effect of NFH on sharing intention when controlling for the mediator variables (path 

c’) was not statistically significant (β = 0.06, SE = 0.06, 95% CI: [-0.06, 0.20]) indicating a 

full mediating effect. 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Multiple mediation analyses of direct effect of the Need for Humour on intention to 

share jokes for the two mediators (Amusement and Disgust). 

3.4. Acceptability of the four sinister topics  

We conducted an analysis of variance (ANOVAs) with the Gender (female vs. male) and the 

Need for Humour (high vs. low) as between-subjects factors. The results revealed a significant 

main effect of the NFH, indicating that the high NFH group found it more acceptable to joke 

about topics such as death, disease, suffering of the victims and alteration of body integrity (M 

= 3.10, SD = 0.85) than those in the low HNF group (M = 2.44, SD = 0.82), F(1, 170) = 26.56, 

p < .001, ηp
2 = .13. A significant main effect of the Gender was also observed, indicating that 

male found it more acceptable to joke about the 4 sinister topics (M = 3.04, SD = 0.79) than 

female (M = 2.50, SD = 0.91), F(1, 170) = 17.60, p < .001, ηp
2 = .09. 

4. Discussion  

Anything can be funny, but it depends more on NFH levels than gender. Based on this idea, 

this study provides a consistent set of results that support our hypothesis that appreciation of 

dark humour varies considerably depending on individual differences in NFH, rather than 

gender. First, people with high levels of NFH found dark jokes easier to understand, rated 

them as funnier, and were more likely to share them on social media than those with low level 

in NFH. Second, no gender-related effects were observed in the various measures of humour 

appreciation, whether they reflected more personal evaluations of jokes (such as 

comprehension and perceived funniness) or a more interpersonal dimension, such as the 

intention to share jokes on social media. The latter measure is inherently social, as sharing a 

joke not only involves anticipating the reactions of others, but also reflects the image one 

projects of oneself as someone who approves of or finds the content amusing. Given their 

explicit and self-reported nature, as opposed to implicit measures of amusement (e.g., facial 

expressions of smiles), these measures were theoretically more likely to elicit responses 

consistent with social expectations, particularly among women, who are generally expected to 

be less likely to respond positively to transgressive content. However, no gender differences 
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were observed. Thirdly, in line with our hypothesis, participants with high NFH rated laughing 

at sinister topics as more acceptable than those with low NFH, suggesting that the former tend 

to perceive moral violations as more benign (less malicious) than the latter. Finally, the 

specific emotional responses elicited by dark humour, namely amusement and disgust, provide 

additional information to the appreciation measures, showing that individuals with high NFH 

reported feeling more amusement and less disgust than those with low NFH. Once again, no 

gender differences were observed: emotional experiences in response to dark humour were 

similar in men and women. 

The findings of this study contribute to the existing literature on the appreciation of dark 

humour in several respects. Consistent with previous research showing that people with a 

well-developed sense of humour are generally more likely to appreciate humour (e.g., Cline et 

al., 2003; Cline & Kellaris, 2007; Picard & Blanc, 2013; Yeo et al., 2020), and dark humour in 

particular (Herzog & Anderson, 2000; Herzog & Bush, 1994; Herzog & Karafa, 1998), our 

results indicate that this personality trait is a key determinant of receptivity to dark humour. 

Furthermore, this study contributes to the current debate in the literature concerning gender 

differences in the appreciation of dark humour, where existing evidence remains inconclusive. 

Some studies suggest that women tend to appreciate this form of humour less than men (e.g., 

Aillaud & Piolat, 2012), while others report the opposite (e.g., Bischetti et al., 2020), and still 

others find no significant differences between the two gender categories (e.g., Willinger et al., 

2017). To clarify this issue, the present study examined gender differences both in the 

appreciation of dark humour and in the perception of the acceptability of jokes about grim 

topics. Our results showed that, although women enjoy dark humour as much as men, they are 

less likely to judge joking about grim topics as acceptable. This suggests that men's and 

women's responses may be influenced more by socially constructed gender roles and 

expectations than by inherent dispositions. In line with this view, Hofmann et al. (2023), in 

their systematic review on humour and gender, explain that "some differences may be 

explicitly linked to certain gender roles and cultural specificities (such as cultural display 

rules, politeness norms, etc.), which are not related to actual differences between men and 

women, but rather to norms and roles that are implemented (to varying degrees)" (p. 2). More 

specifically, gender stereotypes related to ethics impose a normative expectation on women 

that they must behave more ethically than men (Kennedy et al., 2016). This may help explain 

why gender differences emerge specifically in judgments about the acceptability of jokes on 

sinister or transgressive content, even though no gender differences were observed in the 

enjoyment of dark humour itself. When women are asked to evaluate the extent to which it is 

acceptable to joke about such content as serious topics- that is, when the joke is removed and 

they are asked to judge the acceptability of joking about the topics themselves - their judgment 

appears to be guided by social prescriptions and gender roles, making it more likely that 

women will judge such joking as socially inappropriate or inconsistent with what is expected 

from them. By contrast, when the same content is explicitly presented as a dark humour joke, 

the humour frame lifts these normative restrictions, and no gender differences are observed in 

the enjoyment of dark humour. 

In addition, one of the main strengths of this study lies in the analysis of emotional 

responses to dark humour jokes among men and women, based on their NFH (high or low). 

Once again, the results revealed no gender-related effect on these measures, but a significant 

effect of NFH. Interestingly, the mixed emotional responses elicited by dark humour 

manifested differently in individuals with high NFH compared to those with low NFH. 

Specifically, individuals with high NFH reported being more amused and less disgusted than 

those with low NFH. According to the benign violation theory (McGraw & Warren, 2010; 

McGraw et al., 2012), which posits that amusement occurs when a transgression is perceived 

as both wrong and acceptable, this finding suggests that individuals with high NFH are more 
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likely to perceive moral violations as benign (i.e., less malicious) than those with low NFH 

(see Franchin et al., 2023 for a similar conclusion). This theoretical interpretation is reinforced 

by the observation that people with high NFH considered it more acceptable to joke about 

serious topics such as death, illness, victim suffering and physical injury than those with low 

NFH. More generally, the present study extends the findings of Aillaud and Piolat (2012, 

2014) on dark humour by demonstrating that this form of humour elicits mixed emotions of 

amusement and disgust (see Hemenover & Schimmack, 2007, for similar emotional reactions 

to disgusting humour). Complementarily, it sheds new light on the role of amusement and 

disgust in the appreciation of dark humour, providing the first experimental evidence that 

these mixed emotional reactions play a mediating role in individuals' intention to share. More 

specifically, amusement was positively associated with the intention to share dark jokes, while 

disgust was negatively associated with it. Furthermore, our results showed that these mixed 

emotions play a mediating role in the relationship between the need for humour and the 

intention to share this type of content. 

Finally, from a methodological perspective, our results encourage the use of multiple 

measures (e.g., cognitive and emotional) to better understand how dark humour is perceived. 

Implicit measures could also complement self-reported data, providing responses that are less 

sensitive to social norms and social desirability. Within this multidimensional framework for 

processing humour, we observed a positive and significant correlation between understanding 

dark jokes, perceiving them as funny, and the intention to share them. Consequently, future 

research should consider examining the interdependent influences between these variables, as 

illustrated by Platas-Garcia et al. (2023), who demonstrated, for jokes without dark humour, 

that comprehension influences the perception of funniness, which in turn affects the intention 

to share them. 

5. Conclusion and limitations  

In our study, we focused solely on dark humour jokes dealing with four classic sinister themes 

(death, disease, victim suffering, and alteration of body integrity). Although the results made a 

solid contribution to the personal and interpersonal appreciation of dark humour regardless of 

gender, we cannot generalise our findings for at least two reasons. First, the topics must be 

considered with caution, as we noticed that jokes about disease were less appreciated than 

those related to other topics. Second, our results need to be extended to other stimuli such as 

cartoons or the various forms that dark humour can take on social media (e.g., videos, memes, 

witty comments). This diversity of forms is also enriched by AI-powered dark joke generators, 

such as Dark ChatGPT or Mr Knock Knock. As Voisey and Heintz (2024) explain, exposure 

to these new forms of humour could make dark humour unrestrained and increasingly 

common. It could also be that exposure to dark humour and its trivialisation via social media 

explains the absence of a gender-related effect in our study. Indeed, the study was conducted 

among Generation Z students who have spent most of their lives with access to the Internet 

and who conduct their social activities via social media. The internet has also contributed to 

the trivialisation of dark humour with content that mocks traumatic situations related to current 

events, such as terrorist attacks (e.g., dark humour related to the 2016 terrorist attack in Nice, 

Dynel & Poppi, 2018), health crises (e.g., dark humour related to Covid-19, Bischetti et al., 

2021) or wars (e.g., dark humour related to the war in Ukraine, Bondarenko, 2025). These 

different forms and contents reflect the complexity of dark humour and therefore deserve to be 

studied in greater depth, not only to better understand the extent to which they influence its 

appreciation, but also to examine how these factors interact with variables such as gender. 
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Another limitation of the present study concerns the operationalization of gender. Our 

decision to rely on a binary categorization (i.e., female or male) was guided by the aim of 

ensuring comparability with prior research and facilitating replication and cumulative 

knowledge building. Indeed, most empirical work in psychology on humour and gender 

differences has focused on women and men (see Evans, 2023; Hofmann et al., 2023, for 

systematic reviews; Greengross et al., 2020, for a meta-analysis). At the same time, we fully 

acknowledge that this binary classification is somewhat limited, as it relies solely on sex 

assigned at birth and therefore excludes individuals who fall outside the woman-man binary 

(e.g., intersex, nonbinary, or transgender individuals) and does not account for the variability 

of gendered communication styles. Indeed, some men may exhibit more feminine 

communication styles, while some women may exhibit more masculine styles. In a research 

domain that has so far been highly polarized, future studies could move beyond a binary 

approach (male/female) to examine non-binary identities and the multiple dimensions of 

gender in relation to humour production and appreciation, thereby addressing an important gap 

in the literature. 
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