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One of the evolutionary functions of humor for men is to connote their interest to women.
However, women’s prioritization of humor from prospective mates could foster especially
judicious criteria for humor quality, which may have led selection to favor particularly
funny men. The current research presents four studies comparing the desirability of men
whose humor displays vary in quality (i.e., funny vs. unfunny). Women prefer men capable
of successful humor despite viewing both humor displays as similarly friendly (Study 1).
This preference appears to be rooted in perceptions of investment potential (Study 2) and
especially apparent for long-term mating (Study 3). Physical attractiveness additionally
heightened a preference for funny men (Study 4). These findings provide continued evi-
dence for the desirability of successful humor displays in women’s mate preference by iden-
tifying the underpinnings and boundaries of these preferences. We contextualize results
from complementary perspectives of humor being sexually selected and connoting interest.

Public Significance Statement
Various theories exist describing the evolutionary functions of humor, with most cen-
tering around the facilitation of pairbonds. However, competing perspectives suggest
that humor can aid in the sexual selection process, which leads women to prioritize
humor production in mates. These studies sought to integrate these perspectives by
comparing humor of different qualities. Although funny and unfunny men appeared
similarly friendly, women preferred funny men. Results suggest that the function of
humor is multifaceted within mating domains.
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Women’s successful navigation of mating mar-
kets requires acuity to bothmen’s sexual receptivity
and their ability to increase a mate’s inclusive fit-
ness. Women must consider the extent to which
men’s displays of reproductive quality reliably con-
notes their ability to satisfy mating goals. This acu-
ity would afford women the opportunity to identify
and avoid low-quality mates to minimize their fit-
ness costs (Zebrowitz & Rhodes, 2004). Given

women’s greater minimal reproductive costs (i.e.,
gestation, lactation) compared to men (i.e., sperm
provision), women set particularly high thresholds
for mate selection to reduce their likelihood of erro-
neously selecting low-quality mates (Haselton &
Buss, 2000; Kenrick et al., 1993; Trivers, 1972;
Zhang et al., 2019). Such high thresholds in mate
selection would have led to women’s especially
judicious criteria.
One heuristic on which women rely to determine

men’s reproductive value is their sense of humor.
Women commonly prioritize men’s ability to pro-
duce humor (Bressler & Balshine, 2006; Buss,
1988; Feingold, 1992; for a systematic review of
the evidence, Hofmann et al., 2023). Although
both men and women prefer funnier mates (Li
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et al., 2009), this preference for humor production
appears to be more of a necessity for women
(Hone et al., 2015; Thomas et al., 2020; but see Li
et al., 2002). Despite this interest in humor, the
extant literature has been limited in its comparisons
of categorically funny and unfunny displays in favor
of comparing humor displays to no attempt at
humor. Previous research’s consideration of differ-
ing levels of quality in a humor display have been
limited insofar as they rely on subjective interpreta-
tions of humor about which limited information of
their quality existed (see Wilbur & Campbell,
2011). These methodological shortcomings ambig-
uate the full extent to which humor veridically sig-
nals men’s competence (Driebe et al., 2021),
especially considering how humorous men experi-
ence greater reproductive success (Greengross &
Miller, 2011).
A lack of consideration for how categorically

failed humor influences women’s mate prefer-
ences further precludes a fuller understanding of
this signal value. Indeed, previous research has
shown that categories of unfunny humor mitigate
interest toward failed humorists to a more reliable
extent than interpretations of relative funniness
(e.g., Sacco et al., 2018; Senko & Fyffe, 2010).
Consideration of this methodological rigor could
afford researchers the opportunity to understand
howwomen’s prioritization of humor leads to fun-
nier men enjoying an adaptive advantage and
being selected more readily. Women demonstrate
heightened romantic interest toward relatively
more successful humor displays in a manner that
does not happen for men (Wilbur & Campbell,
2011). This research sought to expound upon
this research for how the quality of humor displays
informs women’s mating decisions by consider-
ing categorically distinct levels of humor quality.
In addition to these methodological refinements,
we sought to identify ancestrally informed boun-
dary conditions, underpinnings of this preference
for successful humor, and domains in which
such displays are central to women’s preferences.

Interpersonal Functions of Humor

The reliance on group living for humans has led
to the evolution of social exchanges that facilitate
closeness. Humor is one process in which individ-
uals can facilitate this closeness, namely through its
production and appreciation (Treger et al., 2013).
Such closeness elicited from humor displays is fur-
ther associated with greater relationship satisfaction

(Hall, 2017). With the resulting laughter’s ability
to strengthen social bonds, various evolutionary
explanations of humor production have emerged
that seek to explainmore domain-specific functions
of humor in mating contexts.
Two notable perspectives of humor have emer-

ged to describe the complementary functions of
humor in somatic and reproductive domains. First
is the interest indicator model, which posits that
humor functions primarily to indicate affiliative
interest for the producer toward another (Li et al.,
2009). Although men and women are similarly
like to employ humor across various somatic
domains (e.g., affiliative), a sexual asymmetry exists
in humor production and quality that could suggest
a degree of sexual selection in humor production.
Previous research has extensively suggested that
humor itself may be a nonphysical fitness indicator
(G.Miller, 2000; G. F.Miller, 2007), as humormay
connote underlying fitness (i.e., good genes) or
potential to increase heritable fitness for one’s off-
spring (i.e., parental investment). Previous research
suggests that humorous people tend to exhibit
higher levels of intelligence across various mea-
sures, with funny men reporting larger numbers of
lifetime sexual partners (Greengross & Miller,
2011; Nusbaum et al., 2017).

Women’s Preferences for Humor

Women’s reproductive success has histori-
cally necessitated the identification of mates
capable of satisfying reproductive goals.
When considering the relevant goals for both
short-term mating (STM) and long-term mating
(LTM; Buss & Schmitt, 1993), selection would
have favored men capable of producing off-
spring exhibiting heritable fitness (STM),
while providing extensive investment (LTM;
Conroy-Beam & Buss, 2017; Li et al., 2002,
2013; Walter et al., 2020). However, expecta-
tions of the opportunities that men could afford
women are merely probabilistic. The inherent
uncertainty of men’s mate value necessitates
women to employ a multimodal assessment of
men’s capabilities to inform their preferences
(Jonason et al., 2012). For example, women
find physically strong men attractive, given its
connotation of heritable fitness necessary for
short-term pairbonds (Brown, Brown, &
O’Neil, 2022; Frederick & Haselton, 2007).
Additionally, prosociality implicates men as
desirable due to the connotation of their
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willingness to invest in offspring (e.g., Bhogal
et al., 2019; Brown & Sacco, 2019; Brown,
Keefer, & Sacco, 2020; Brown, Westrich,
et al., 2020; Brown, Keefer, et al., 2022;
Farrelly & Bhogal, 2021).
Another behavioral repertoire from which

women could infer reproductive value is their
sense of humor, given their prioritization of
humor over several other pertinent traits (e.g.,
Buss, 1988; Feingold, 1992; Wilbur & Campbell,
2011). Nonetheless, it remains less clear which
aspect of this inferred fitness from humor is
most apparent (e.g., Bressler & Balshine, 2006;
DiDonato et al., 2013), thereby precluding our
understanding of which mating context is more
influenced by humor displays.
Men’s humor production is central to wom-

en’s mating decision. Women evaluate men’s
humor judiciously when considering them as
prospective mates, whereas men report greater
interest in women willing to appreciate their
humor (Hone et al., 2015; Wilbur & Campbell,
2011). Selection would have thus favored those
who have not only signaled their interest through
humor but also those whose humor signals com-
petence in some capacity (see Montoya &
Horton, 2014). Although humor displays could
initially connote warmth and gregariousness,
the desirability of the humorist for subsequent
interactions could be contingent upon their abil-
ity to use humor competently, both in humor con-
struction and contextual appropriateness (e.g.,
Brown, Brown, & O’Neil, 2022; Medlin et al.,
2018; Senko & Fyffe, 2010).

Inferences From Men’s Successful Humor

Aconsequence of women’s judiciousness toward
humor production could be especially funnymen on
the mating market. Recent meta-analyses corrobo-
rate this possibility by suggesting that men produce
more humor compared to women that tends to be
funnier (Greengross et al., 2020). These asymme-
tries may reflect the necessity of humor production
in women, whereas women’s humor production is
less important in men’s decisions.
The confluence of production and appreciation

would suggest that selection favored women who
could discern between successful and failed
humor. Humorous men appear socially competent
(Bressler & Balshine, 2006; Driebe et al., 2021;
Gerlach et al., 2019). Several downstream infer-
ences emerge implicating such men as exhibiting

more desirable personalities to increase success in
group living (e.g., social intelligence, extraver-
sion; Figueredo et al., 2006; Greengross &
Miller, 2011; Hall, 2015). This competency
could implicate funny men as exhibiting heritable
fitness that satisfies the mating goals of women for
STM that prioritize good genes (Buss & Schmitt,
1993; Li & Kenrick, 2006) and those of LTM that
see men invest in offspring to increase their own
inclusive fitness (Li et al., 2013; Thomas et al.,
2020).
Conversely, failed and contextually inappropriate

humor elicit disinterest andmay connote an inability
to satisfy women’s relevant mating goals. Women
are particularly discerning toward whether a display
would be successful in mating domains that failed
displays could implicate a man as affording fewer
reproductive opportunities (Medlin et al., 2018;
Sacco et al., 2018; Senko & Fyffe, 2010; Wilbur
& Campbell, 2011; Zeigler-Hill et al., 2013).
Failed humor could be heuristic for a prospective
mate to satisfy the various reproductive goals
women have across contexts.

Current Research

This program of research sought to identify the
depth of women’s preference for successful humor
in mating domains through four experiments.
Namely, these experiments sought to clarify previ-
ously reported effects of sexual selection to deter-
mine the specific motivational underpinnings of
this preference while identifying the contextual
factors under which successful humor is most
desirable and potential boundary conditions.
Study 1 served as an initial replication and exten-
sion effort to determine whether the preference
for successful humor is based on an interest in
the display or derision of a failed display by pro-
viding a neutral comparison. Following this repli-
cation, Study 2 sought to consider the specific
relational affordances inferred through successful
humor display as means of determining the most
salient reproductive benefits of funny men.
Upon identifying these inferred reproductive

benefits, we sought to determine whether these
inferred benefits tracked contextually dependent
mating preferences that would ostensibly favor
some traits in a mate over others. Study 3 consid-
ered the specific importance of humor displays in
LTM and STM contexts. Finally, we addressed
the potential limits of this nonphysical fitness
indicator by pitting humorous displays against
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more veridical cues to good genes in the form of
physical attractiveness. Study 4 considered
whether women would invoke a tradeoff with
their consistently heightened preference for suc-
cessful humor when a prospective mate is physi-
cally attractive. Data, materials, and syntax for
these studies are available at: https://osf.io/rgjk5.

Study 1

This study sought to clarify the basis of wom-
en’s interest in funny men by considering a com-
parison of successful displays of humor versus
failed attempts. Like previous work (Wilbur &
Campbell, 2011), we presented prospective
mates employing pretested humor displays that
varied in quality without having to rely on relative
comparisons of humor appreciation in favor of
experimental controls on the humor displayed.
We also compared evaluations of various humor
displays with control displays that involved no
effort to produce humor, thereby combining dif-
ferent types of stimuli across studies. The presence
of targets not displaying humor further served to
determine whether this preference for funny men
is based on perceptions of failed humorists as deri-
sive or merely unable to reach the standard of
competence inferred through successful displays
(Bressler & Balshine, 2006; Driebe et al., 2021).
We hypothesized that women would prefer
funny displays than unfunny displays while view-
ing funny men as more successful in attracting
mates. This study considered whether the hypoth-
esized preference would be rooted in attraction
toward funny jokes and/or aversion to bad jokes
by providing a series of control statements in
which a target made no effort to be funny.

Method

Participants

We recruited 167 women from a large public
university in the Southeastern United States for
course credit. Five participants were excluded
from final analyses for not reporting heterosexual
attraction or being older than 40 years of age, as
menopause could start as early as 41 and alterna-
tive mating goals (Brown, Keefer, & Sacco, 2020;
Brown,Westrich, et al., 2020; te Velde& Pearson,
2002; nfinal= 162; Mage= 18.97, standard devia-
tion, SD= 1.28; 84%White). Sensitivity analyses
indicated that we were adequately powered to

detect small within-subjects effects (Cohen’s
f= 0.10, 1− β= .80).

Materials and Procedures

Participants evaluated six men as potential
mates in a hypothetical speed dating session.
Much like a standard speed dating set-up,
these studies tasked women to consider meet-
ing different men who were instructed to
“market” themselves to women in these inter-
actions, given both the nature of mating mar-
kets in which women serve as the “investors”
(Baumeister & Vohs, 2004). These evaluative
processes afforded greater ecological validity
for how men and women facilitate pairbonds,
particularly when considering previous
work’s use of one-liners could be seen as
risky (Senko & Fyffe, 2010).
Targets were represented by a single facial

image that was pretested as exhibiting similar
levels of middling attractiveness with neutral
expressions from previous incarnations of this
paradigm (Medlin et al., 2018). Accompanying
each prospective mate was a statement that was
either a joke or a control statement, ostensibly
provided by each target. Participants read about
these prospective mates early in the study and
were informed that they provided a statement as
a form of icebreaker as prompted by the speed
dating service. This decision sought to capitalize
on the nature of humor’s relative spontaneity on a
methodological level, wherein humor is often
rooted in expectancy violations (e.g., Warren &
McGraw, 2016). The control statements were
meant to elicit no humor. Initial descriptions of
statements as jokes could have elicited an expec-
tancy violation that could have made the control
statements funny in their own right (i.e., antihu-
mor; Doerfler, 2012).
Jokes were from a list of pretested jokes

deemed either categorically funny or unfunny
through objective ratings (Sacco et al., 2018).
This methodological decision afforded additional
experimental control not seen in previous studies
to prevent reliance on relative preferences in
humor that could impede causal inferences and
to minimize subjective differences in humor
appreciation (e.g., Ruch et al., 2018). Table 1 pro-
vides the full list of jokes and statements across
studies. Participants viewed two funny jokes,
two unfunny jokes, and two control statements
in randomized and counterbalanced orders.
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Evaluations

Participants evaluated targets across several
dimensions, including a manipulation check to
indicate how funny they viewed each statement
(1= not at all funny to 7= very funny). They
also indicated the extent they perceived each target
as successful in attracting mates along a single
item (1= very unsuccessful to 7= very success-
ful). Another item assessed the extent towhich tar-
gets appeared friendly (1= very unfriendly to 7=
very friendly). We further tasked participants with
responding to a single item assessing behavioral
attraction (Montoya et al., 2018). That is, we
assessed the likelihood participants would want
to give their phone number to each target (1=
not at all to 7= very much).

Results

We conducted four one-way repeated analyses
of variance (ANOVAs) to compare perceptions
of each target (see Table 2). Differences in degrees
of freedom reflect Greenhouse–Geisser corrections
following violations of sphericity assumptions.

Funniness

A main effect emerged, F(1.83, 295.18)=
130.93, p, .001, ηp

2= .449. The funny jokes
were funnier than both the unfunny jokes and con-
trol statements. The unfunny jokes were funnier
than the control statements (ps, .001, ds. 0.48).

Friendliness

An additional main effect emerged, F(2, 322)=
7.56, p= .001, ηp

2= .045. The funny and unfunny
targets appeared friendlier than the control targets

(ps, .001, ds. 0.28). No difference emerged
between the funny and unfunny targets (p= .949,
d= 0.01).

Dating Success

Another main effect emerged,F(2, 322)= 8.84,
p, .001, ηp

2= .052. The funny targets appeared
more successful than unfunny and control targets
(ps, .004, ds. 0.24). No difference emerged
for the unfunny and control targets (p= .282,
d= 0.09).

Attraction

A main effect emerged, F(2, 322)= 10.42,
p, .001, ηp

2 = .061. Participants liked funny
targets more than unfunny and control targets
(ps, .001, ds. 0.30). No difference emerged for
unfunny and control targets (p= .893, d= 0.01).

Discussion

This study contributes to the extant literature indi-
cating that the mere production of humor is insuffi-
cient in fosteringwomen’s interest. Importantly, this
study relied on normed stimuli that afforded

Table 1
Funny and Unfunny Jokes Used in This Study

Category Joke

Funny Cremation: My only hope for a smoking hot body!*
The past, present, and future were having an argument. It was tense.*
“Doctor, I’ve broken my arm in several places.” “Well, don’t go to those places.”
What is Mozart doing right now? Decomposing.

Unfunny What do you call a tiger with glasses on? A scientist tiger.*
How can you open a banana? With a monkey!*
What does a farmer say when he’s looking for a tractor? “Where’s my tractor?”
What is small, grey, and triangular? The shadow of a green triangle!

Control My favorite color is green.
I really like pepperoni pizza.

Note. Jokesmarkedwith an asteriskwere utilized in all studies; thosewithout were used in Studies 2–4.
The control statements were only utilized in Study 1. Yes, we realize how bad some of these are….

Table 2
Means (With SD) for Evaluations of Funny, Control,
and Unfunny Targets in Study 1

Outcomes Funny Control Unfunny

Funniness 3.63 (1.48)a 1.45 (0.92)b 1.93 (1.04)c

Friendliness 4.06 (1.14)a 3.74 (1.06)b 4.05 (1.12)a

Mating success 3.18 (1.24)a 2.88 (1.18)b 2.77 (1.11)b

Liking 2.64 (1.36)a 2.24 (1.09) 2.26 (1.16)b

Note. Letters denotewhich means were significantly different
from each other.
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categorical comparisons of actually funny (vs.
unfunny) humor. Despite both types of humor dis-
plays being similarly diagnostic of men’s friendli-
ness (Li et al., 2009), only funny men were more
desirable than control men. Control and unfunny
men being deemed similarly desirable to each
other.Women’s attraction to humor from prospec-
tive mates required the display to connote interest
and ability (Montoya & Horton, 2014). Given the
fact that humor displays similarly connote interest
in a prospective mate, these results remain unclear
in identifying the potential assets (or deficits) con-
noted through displays. Study 2 sought to identify
the potential social affordances connoted through
humor in mating-relevant domains by comparing
whether a display is successful or unsuccessful.

Study 2

The desirability of successful humor in Study 1
suggested that prospectivemates would havemore
success in satisfying reproductive goals while sim-
ilarly demonstrating a sufficient level of friendli-
ness to women in these domains. Nonetheless,
despite this desirability, Study 1 remains limited
in its ability to identify the underpinnings of this
preference when considering that humor produc-
tion itself connotes numerous socially desirable
traits to perceivers. Within this general desirability
could be awareness of specific connotations about
a social target’s ability to satisfy relevant repro-
ductive goals critical towomen’s mate preferences
(see Neel & Lassetter, 2019). From a social affor-
dances perspective (Neuberg et al., 2020), the
benefits of a humorous man may be specific to a
particular reproductive priority that women con-
sider in the psychological calculus of their mating
decisions. Individuals rely on heuristics of pro-
spective mates’ reproductive goals (Sng et al.,
2020), with humor displays being particularly
informative in how one may facilitate or impede
goals (Brown & Holt, in press).
While recognizing the perceived friendliness of

humor in a prospective mate, these displays are
heuristics for specific traits. Given previous
research demonstrating that funnier men appear
more intelligent to women (Driebe et al., 2021),
we predicted that successful humor use would
implicate a prospective mate as more intelligent.
We further assessed earning potential, given
its importance to women’s mating decisions
and parental abilities, which women value in
mating decisions (e.g., Buss, 1988; Li et al., 2002;

Zhang et al., 2019). We predicted that successful
humorists would be perceived as exhibiting higher
levels of these affordances.

Method

Participants

We recruited 81 women espousing heterosex-
ual attraction from a large public university in the
Southeastern United States for course credit
(MAge= 18.57, SD= 1.16; 77.8% White). A
sensitivity analysis indicated that we were ade-
quately powered to detect medium effects
(Cohen’s dz= 0.31, 1− β= .80). No data were
excluded from the final analyses.

Materials and Procedures

Participants were tasked with evaluating eight
men telling one of the eight jokes pretested as
categorically funny or unfunny paired with
faces from the same selection of men as Study
1. There were four jokes in each category (Sacco
et al., 2018). The similar signal value of mate
value between the control statements and unfunny
jokes afforded us the opportunity to make a com-
parison between successful and unsuccessful
humor displays. The presentation order was ran-
domized and counterbalanced. The targets were
specifically described as having told a joke
ahead of time as a conversation piece in each
speed date. Importantly, this study did not have
a control condition, nor did Studies 3 and 4.

Evaluations. As amore specificmanipulation
check, participants indicated the extent to which
they perceived each joke as funny using a single
item (1= very unfunny to 7= very funny). They
further indicated the extent each target would be
seen as successful in dating like Study 1. In addition
to the same single attraction item from Study 1, we
tasked participants with assessing each target in
terms of their social affordances, with single ad
hoc items: intelligence (1= not very intelligent to
7= very intelligent); being good with children
(1= not very good to 7= very good); and earning
potential (1= not at all high to 7= very high).

Results

Manipulation Checks

Paired samples t tests indicated funny jokeswere
funnier than unfunny jokes. Funny men appeared
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more successful in acquiring mates. Table 3 pro-
vides descriptive and inferential statistics.

Primary Analyses

Participants reported greater attraction toward
the funny targets than unfunny targets. They
deemed funny targets as more intelligent and
possessing a higher earning potential. No differ-
ence emerged in perceptions of their abilities
with children.
Our next step was to identify the bases of partic-

ipants’ attraction toward successful and unsuccess-
ful humor. We conducted bivariate correlations
between perceived intelligence and earning poten-
tial for targets with the respective attraction scores.
Perceptions of intelligence and earning potential
were positively correlated with the respective
attraction scores, although the effects were larger
for funny targets (see Table 4).

Discussion

Once again, women preferred successful
humor. We found additional evidence of afford-
ance judgments that highlight the social value of
these displays. Funny men appeared more intelli-
gent and capable of a higher earning potential, sug-
gesting a perception of social competence that
corresponds with their similar levels of friendli-
ness. These heuristics could implicate funny men
as better able to satisfy mating goals based around
their interest through humor and the perceived
competence to navigate group living.
Despite the consistency between these findings,

various contextual factors in the content of the
humor used in previous studies have produced a
heterogeneity in results as to when humor is desir-
able (e.g., Bressler & Balshine, 2006). The friend-
liness of a humor display could implicate men as

exhibiting the requisite kindness for long-term
pairbonds,whichwould correspondwith the desir-
ability of extraversion in relationships (DiDonato
et al., 2013; Figueredo et al., 2006). Conversely,
the dynamics of humor in mating domains could
have masculine undertones connoting a domi-
nance that limits the desirability of extraversion
to short-term pairbonds (Brown & Sacco, 2017).
Masculinity is broadly an ambivalent cue in mat-
ing connoting both heritable fitness and extra-
version while similarly connoting the potential
for hostility and disinterest in long-term rela-
tionships (Brown, Boykin, & Sacco, 2022;
Brown, Tracy, & Boykin, 2022; Frederick &
Haselton, 2007; Geniole & McCormick, 2013).
Humorous men appear competent, yet certain dis-
plays remain untrustworthy that would undermine
women’s interest in them beyond a one-night stand
(Bressler & Balshine, 2006). Study 3 considered
women’s valuation of successful humor in LTM
and STM.

Study 3

Although women have consistently preferred
humorous men in the previous studies and extant
literature, such preferences could be contextual
and rooted in connotations of humor in mating
domains. According to sexual strategies theory
(Buss & Schmitt, 1993), women prioritize
mates capable of facilitating specific reproduc-
tive goals and prefer specific displays based on
the extent to which they perceive them as capable
of facilitating these salient goals (Kenrick et al.,
1993). In LTM, women prioritize men’s invest-
ment potential, whereas STM sees women prior-
itize men particularly masculine men who could
afford healthier offspring (Jones et al., 2018; Li et

Table 3
Means (With SD) for Evaluations of Funny andUnfunny
Targets in Study 2

Outcomes Funny Unfunny t d

Funniness 3.14 (1.33) 1.77 (0.89) 9.90* 1.10
Mating success 3.18 (1.07) 2.50 (0.99) 5.84* 0.65
Earning potential 3.72 (1.08) 3.23 (1.04) 4.63* 0.51
Intelligence 3.81 (1.07) 3.20 (1.00) 5.20* 0.58
Good with children 3.38 (1.06) 3.26 (1.06) 1.06 0.12
Attraction 2.52 (1.17) 2.02 (0.92) 4.32* 0.48

* p, .001.

Table 4
Bivariate Correlations Between Perceived Intelligence
and Earning Potential and Attraction Toward Funny
and Unfunny Targets

Outcomes
Perceived
intelligence

Perceived earning
potential

Attraction to funny
target

0.48** 0.50**

Attraction to
unfunny target

0.28* 0.24*

Note. Reported effects are for the respective funny and
unfunny targets.
* p, .05. ** p, .01.

HUMOR AND MATING 7

T
hi
s
do
cu
m
en
ti
s
co
py
ri
gh
te
d
by

th
e
A
m
er
ic
an

P
sy
ch
ol
og
ic
al
A
ss
oc
ia
tio

n
or

on
e
of

its
al
lie
d
pu
bl
is
he
rs
.

T
hi
s
ar
tic
le
is
in
te
nd
ed

so
le
ly

fo
r
th
e
pe
rs
on
al
us
e
of

th
e
in
di
vi
du
al
us
er

an
d
is
no
t
to

be
di
ss
em

in
at
ed

br
oa
dl
y.



al., 2013). The general desirability of humor pro-
duction in mating ambiguates whether successful
humor is more relevant to STM or LTM.
Effective humor use could present an adaptive

solution to women, given that funnier men appear
more socially competent. The competence con-
noted through humor could implicate funny men
as capable of satisfying LTM goals, as shown by
the previous study. Conversely, the general mas-
culinity of humor as a mating display from men
could implicate them as particularly dominant
and limit their desirability to STM (Frederick &
Haselton, 2007). Additionally, previous research
has suggested that humor displays in mating
domains could implicate men as disinterested in
monogamous pairbonding and untrustworthy in
LTM (Bressler & Balshine, 2006; Medlin et al.,
2018). This study considered whether successful
humor ismore relevant to LTMor STMwith alter-
native predictions centered around how women
would evaluate humor displays in both contexts.

Method

Participants

We recruited 109 women espousing hetero-
sexual attraction from a large public university
in Southeastern United States for course credit.
One participant was excluded from final analyses
for being older than 40 (nfinal= 108; Mage=
18.62, SD= 0.97; 81.5% White). Sensitivity
analyses indicated adequate power to detect
small effects (Cohen’s f= 0.13, 1− β= .80).

Materials and Procedure

We utilized the same paradigm as previous
studies while contextualizing participants’ interest
for a given relationship. Participants indicated
how desirable they found each target to be in
both STM and LTM along separate 9-point scales
(1= not at all desirable to 9= very desirable;
Brown & Sacco, 2018). We continued to assess
joke funniness and perceived mating success like
Study 2.

Results

Manipulation Checks

Participants found funny jokes funnier and
funny men more successful in dating. Table 5
provides relevant means for this study.

Primary Analyses

We conducted a 2 (target humor: funny vs.
unfunny) × 2 (mating context: STM vs.
LTM) repeated-measures ANOVA. A target
humor main effect indicated that participants
found funny targets more desirable than unfunny
targets, F(1, 107)= 26.88, p, .001, ηp

2= .201.
No main effect emerged for mating context,
F(1, 107)= 2.05, p= .155, ηp

2= .019. A Target
Humor × Mating Context interaction emerged,
F(1, 107)= 6.19, p= .014, ηp

2= .055 (Figure 1).
Simple effects tests indicated funny targets were
more desirable for STM than unfunny targets,
F(1, 107)= 12.49, p= .001, ηp

2= .105. Funny
targets were more desirable in LTM than unfunny
targets, with this effect being larger, F(1, 107)=
39.09, p, .001, ηp

2= .268.

Discussion

Although funny men remained desirable to
women across mating contexts, the effect size
for LTM was double the size for STM. This dis-
crepancy in effect sizes could align with previous
studies considering successfully funny men as
capable of satisfying LTM goals, including the
conveyance of social competence and warmth
(DiDonato et al., 2013). The reduced effect for
STM could reflect that the degree of competency
in a humor display may be less relevant to these
decisions. Alternatively, the content of the humor
could be less indicative of receptivity to STM,
which previous studies demonstrated with
humor displays that heightened STM desirability
(Betz & DiDonato, 2020; Brown, Brown, &
O’Neil, 2022; Medlin et al., 2018).

Table 5
Mean Values of Outcome Variables (and SDs for
Funny and Funny Targets in Study 3

Outcomes Funny Unfunny t d

Funniness 3.27 (1.29) 1.78 (0.85) 11.79* 1.13
Mating success 3.02 (1.11) 2.37 (0.99) 7.07* 0.68
General desirability 2.82 (1.51) 2.29 (1.27) — —

STM desirability 2.82 (1.52) 2.40 (1.35) — —

LTM desirability 2.82 (1.50) 2.18 (1.20) — —

Note. General desirability refers to target desirability as a
main effect (i.e., collapsed across both LTM and STM).
Desirability effect sizes are reported in the omnibus analyses
through ηp

2. STM= short-term mating; LTM= long-term
mating.
* p, .001.
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Nonetheless, this prioritization of humor itself
is merely one of several cues that women use as a
heuristic for men’s overall mate value (Jonason et
al., 2012). Additional cues could compete with
humor production in women’s mate preferences
that may provide additive effects or even super-
sede the importance of humor. Study 4 consid-
ered the competing signal values of humor and
physical attractiveness to determine how and
whether women invoke a tradeoff for attractive-
ness with funny men.

Study 4

The overall preference for funny men could
reflect an interest in women attempting to secure
prospective mates capable of satisfying goals for
both LTM and STM. However, Study 3 was lim-
ited insofar as women only evaluated prospective
mates as middlingly attractive. Not considering
attractiveness as an independent variable may
not represent a more complete consideration of
what women prioritize in STM, given the espe-
cially heightened preference for physical attrac-
tiveness seen in that context (Li et al., 2013).
Physical and behavioral cues of desirability
could provide orthogonal signal values for a pro-
spective mate’s abilities that would have compet-
ing interests in women’s preferences.
When pitting these competing signal values

against each other, researchers could determine
whether the desirability of funny men could

override the signal values of heritable fitness in
other domains. For example, previous research
indicates that the desirability of ostensibly proso-
cial behavioral repertoires is magnified when the
prospective mate is attractive for LTM, although
attractive men are tolerated in STM if their behav-
ior does not connote sufficient prosociality
(Brown, 2022). This study presented attractive
and unattractive men to identify whether success-
ful humor leads women to invoke this tradeoff.
We considered if the prioritization of physical
attractiveness in STM could impede the signal
value of humor.

Method

Participants

We recruited 142 women espousing heterosex-
ual attraction from a large public university in
Southeastern United States for course credit. We
excluded one participant for being older than 40
(nfinal= 141; MAge= 19.06, SD= 2.09; 80.1%
White). Sensitivity analyses indicated we were
adequately powered to detect small effects
(Cohen’s f= 0.12, 1 − β= .80).

Materials and Procedure

Participants engaged in the same paradigm as
the previous studies and responded to the same
items as in Study 3. Importantly, this study differed
in terms of the faces presented to participants. We
presented the faces of the four White targets rated

Figure 1
Contextual Desirability of Funny and Unfunny Men for
STM and LTM, With Standard Error Bars in Study 3

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

STM LTM

ytili
barise

D
la

ut
xe t

n
o
C

Unfunny

Funny

Note. STM= short-term mating; LTM= long-term mating.
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as most attractive and four White targets rated as
least attractive in the age range of 18–30 years
from the Chicago Faces Database, presented with
neutral expressions (Ma et al., 2015). Preliminary
analyses from available database information indi-
cated attractive targets were more attractive than
unattractive targets (d= 11.35; Brown, 2022).
Based on pairings with the jokes, participants eval-
uated two attractive targets telling funny jokes, two
unattractive targets telling funny jokes, two attrac-
tive targets telling unfunny jokes, and two unattrac-
tive targets telling unfunny jokes.

Results

Preliminary Analyses

We conducted two 2 (target humor: funny
vs. unfunny) × 2 (target attractiveness: attractive
vs. unattractive) repeated ANOVAs. For funni-
ness, a target humor main effect indicated par-
ticipants deemed the funny jokes funnier (M=
3.27, SD= 1.47) than the unfunny jokes (M=
1.68, SD= 0.87), F(1, 140)= 260.50, p, .001,
ηp
2= .650. The target attractiveness main
effect was not significant, F(1, 140)= 3.45,
p= .065, ηp

2 = .024. A Target Humor× Target
Attractiveness interaction emerged, F(1, 140)=
10.32, p= .002, ηp

2= .069. Simple effects indi-
cated participants found funny jokes funnier
when told by attractive targets (M= 3.47, SD=
1.64) than by unattractive targets (M= 3.08,
SD= 1.31), F(1, 140)= 8.64, p= .004, ηp

2=
.058. For unfunny jokes, no difference emerged
for attractive targets (M= 1.63, SD= 0.81) and
unattractive targets (M= 1.73, SD= 0.94), F(1,
140)= 1.89, p= .171, ηp

2= .013.
A target humor main effect additionally indi-

cated participants perceived funny targets as
more successful in mating (M= 3.15, SD=
1.23) than unfunny targets (M= 2.45, SD=
1.12), F(1, 140)= 56.76, p, .001, ηp

2= .288. A
target attractiveness main effect further indicated
attractive targets were perceived asmore successful
in mating (M= 3.60, SD= 1.43) than unattractive
targets (M= 2.15, SD= 0.92), F(1, 140)=
240.39, p, .001, ηp

2= .632. No interaction
emerged, F(1, 140)= 1.08, p= .301, ηp

2= .008.

Primary Analysis

We conducted a 2 (target humor: funny vs.
unfunny) × 2 (target attractiveness: attractive
vs. unattractive) × 2 (mating context: STM

vs. LTM) repeated ANOVA. A target humor
main effect indicated funny targets were more
desirable (M= 3.05, SD= 1.65) than unfunny
targets (M= 2.05, SD= 1.42), F(1, 140)=
39.20, p, .001, ηp

2= .219. A target attractive-
ness main effect indicated the attractive targets
were more desirable (M= 3.71, SD= 1.93)
than the unattractive targets (M= 1.85, SD=
1.15), F(1, 140)= 248.85, p, .001, ηp

2= .640.
A mating context main effect indicated partici-
pants appeared more desirable in STM (M=
2.91, SD= 1.55) than LTM (M= 2.64, SD=
1.52), F(1, 140)= 17.98, p, .001, ηp

2= .114.
A Target Attractiveness × Target Humor

interaction emerged (Figure 2), F(1, 140)=
5.47, p= .021, ηp

2= .038. Among attractive tar-
gets, simple effects indicated funny targets
were more desirable (M= 4.07, SD= 1.98)
than unfunny targets (M= 3.34, SD= 1.88),
F(1, 140)= 27.57, p, .001, ηp

2= .165.
Unattractive targets who were funny were also
more desirable (M= 2.03, SD= 1.33) than
those who were unfunny (M= 1.67, SD=
0.98), although this preference was at a reduced
magnitude compared to the former comparison,
F(1, 140)= 15.07, p, .001, ηp

2= .097.
A Target Attractiveness × Mating Context

interaction emerged (Figure 3), F(1, 140)=
56.06, p, .001, ηp

2= .286. Simple effects indi-
cated attractive targets were more desirable for
STM (M= 4.01, SD= 2.03) than LTM (M=
3.40, SD= 1.83), F(1, 140)= 41.24, p, .001,
ηp
2= .228. No difference emerged in the desir-
ability of unattractive targets in STM (M=
1.82, SD= 1.09) and LTM (M= 1.88, SD=
1.22), F(1, 140)= 1.08, p= .300, ηp

2= .008.
No other interactions emerged (ps. .628).

Discussion

Women invoked a tradeoff for funny men,
albeit not in a predicted capacity. Attractive men’s
desirability was amplified when they were funny
for both STM and LTM, which led to similar desir-
ability in both contexts. Such findings align with
previous research indicating that desirability of
attractive physical features is orthogonal to humor
displays and could interfere with the evaluation of
a competing signal value (e.g., Brown, Brown, &
O’Neil, 2022).
This effect is unsurprising, given that women

would prefer an attractive mate when possible
and the targets appeared relatively benevolent

BROWN, BROWN, AND BUCKNER10

T
hi
s
do
cu
m
en
ti
s
co
py
ri
gh
te
d
by

th
e
A
m
er
ic
an

P
sy
ch
ol
og
ic
al
A
ss
oc
ia
tio

n
or

on
e
of

its
al
lie
d
pu
bl
is
he
rs
.

T
hi
s
ar
tic
le
is
in
te
nd
ed

so
le
ly

fo
r
th
e
pe
rs
on
al
us
e
of

th
e
in
di
vi
du
al
us
er

an
d
is
no
t
to

be
di
ss
em

in
at
ed

br
oa
dl
y.



with their friendly humor displays (Li et al., 2002).
When presented with prospective mates whose
behavior and appearance can equally satisfy
STM and LTM goals, it would be advantageous
for women to prefer mates capable of satisfying
as many needs as possible when the potential
costs are less salient (Buss & Shackelford,
2008). These cues to attractiveness could have
been the basis for why previously identified con-
textual effects did not emerge. Additionally, the
desirability of attractive men in STM could have
been more salient compared to the contextual
effects in the previous study.

General Discussion

These four studies provided continued evidence
for the importance of quality in humor displays
while similarly addressing the potential nuance
in relevant mating domains. Although humor
itself serves as a primary function to indicate
one’s interest toward others (Li et al., 2009), the
mere display of warmth required additional evi-
dence of competence to elicit attraction.
Competence in that medium would foster greater
attraction (Montoya & Horton, 2014). These find-
ings complement perspectives on the function of

Figure 2
Desirability of Funny andUnfunnyMen as a Function
of Attractiveness, With Standard Error Bars in Study 4

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

Attractive Unattractive

D
es
ir
ab
il
it
y

Funny

Unfunny

Figure 3
Contextual Desirability of Attractive and Unattractive
Men for STM and LTM, With Standard Error Bars in
Study 4
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humor by addressing the myriad components of
what constitutes actual humor and how various,
and often subjective, evaluations shape interper-
sonal perceptions (Warren et al., 2021).
Heterogeneity exists in scientific literature

for which context sees humor as most desirable.
This may be contingent upon the type of humor
men use which could vary in appropriateness
across contexts and depend on whether the
humorist appears to have the latitude in using
certain humor. Humor connoting sexual recep-
tivity and aggression appeals to women,
although this appeal is limited to STM (Betz
& DiDonato, 2020; Brown, Brown, & O’Neil,
2022; DiDonato et al., 2013; Medlin et al.,
2018). The sophomoric and flippant humor
employed in some studies certainly could
have fostered desirability despite inferences
of such men being less trustworthy if their dis-
plays were contextually inappropriate (Bressler
& Balshine, 2006; Senko & Fyffe, 2010). A
strength of the current research was its reliance
on previously normed humor displays that
differed in objective funniness to attempt to
minimize the potential offensiveness that cer-
tain humor could convey in certain contexts.
Nonetheless, future research would benefit
from orthogonally manipulating both funni-
ness and content to identify whether (in)appro-
priate humor moderates these perceptions of
funniness.
The desirability of successful humor tracked

several affordances implicating that funny men
are perceived as exhibiting greater investment
potential for relationships. These findings align
with previous research indicating that perceived
intelligence tracks humor displays in men,
although actual intelligence appears not to corre-
spond with these inferences (Driebe et al., 2021;
Storey, 2003; but see Greengross et al., 2012). In
light of the heterogeneity in the literature, our
results could suggest that the inferred intelligence
of funny men could be based on specific social
competencies relevant to navigating social inter-
actions rather than general intelligence.
Interestingly, the inferred social affordances

for humorous men were specifically related to
their earning potential and intelligence but not
their potential parental ability. These results
could reflect that the humor in these studies
may not have been contextually appropriate
for demonstrating one’s ability with children.
These humor displays may not resonate with

children, thus impeding perceivers from identi-
fying that affordance as easily. Humor’s desir-
ability varies across different contexts with
specific definitions of appropriateness (DiDonato
et al., 2013; Medlin et al., 2018). Future research
would benefit from considering humor displays
that could resonate with children more readily in
identifying the full extent of affordance judgments
in humor (e.g., making funny faces for babies;
Hofer et al., 2018). Individuals are aware of con-
textual appropriateness of using certain types of
humor across different interpersonal contexts and
calibrate their behavior accordingly (DiDonato &
Jakubiak, 2016). Future studies would benefit
from considering such approaches to humor.
Our representation of humor in these studies was

predicated upon more traditional joke formats that
may not reflect some aspects of humor that exist
beyond verbal displays. Despite the generally
accepted understanding of humor from a standard
approach to witticism, humor can assume many
forms in terms of delivery. For example, humorous
situations could arise fromnonsensical displays due
to the expectancy violations they elicit (Warren et
al., 2021). Nonetheless, to understand whether cer-
tain nonsensical displays constitute successful
humor versus a failed attempt at such a risky
style, perceivers would need to recognize the con-
text of the display to view it as humorous. As our
studies had the opportunity to titrate humor within
a controlled setting, future studies could extend this
work by providing more dynamic cues of humor to
identify potential boundary conditions of what
aspects of humor could be deemed most desirable.
This could be accomplished through video record-
ings of dyadic exchanges (see Li et al., 2009),
which vary in the presentation of comic styles
that range from conventional humor to absurdism
(Ruch et al., 2018).

Limitations and Future Directions

Although these studies provide empirical bridges
between complementary hypotheses for the func-
tion of humor in romantic relationships, several lim-
itations emerged. Despite the pretesting that
demonstrated the funny jokes in the current study
are categorically funny (Sacco et al., 2018),
women did not seem as receptive to these displays
compared to other studies not using mating para-
digms. This limitation is unsurprising given wom-
en’s relatively judicious nature in mate selection
tominimize the likelihood of incurring reproductive

BROWN, BROWN, AND BUCKNER12

T
hi
s
do
cu
m
en
ti
s
co
py
ri
gh
te
d
by

th
e
A
m
er
ic
an

P
sy
ch
ol
og
ic
al
A
ss
oc
ia
tio

n
or

on
e
of

its
al
lie
d
pu
bl
is
he
rs
.

T
hi
s
ar
tic
le
is
in
te
nd
ed

so
le
ly

fo
r
th
e
pe
rs
on
al
us
e
of

th
e
in
di
vi
du
al
us
er

an
d
is
no
t
to

be
di
ss
em

in
at
ed

br
oa
dl
y.



costs (Haselton &Buss, 2000; Kenrick et al., 1993)
and the challenge men face with producing humor
that resonates with women’s preferences (Martin,
2014). Future research would benefit from generat-
ing a more comprehensive stimulus set that offers a
wider array of humor outlets that could become cat-
egorically funny in mating domains.
Another limitation of this research is the hypo-

thetical nature of the speed-dating task. Actual
speed dating paradigms could be advantageous
in future studies, which could allow researchers
to identify behavioral components of their interest
in these actual displays. It could be possible that,
although failed attempts at humormay elicit laugh-
ter, such laughter could be feigned to appear polite.
Laughter’s acoustic properties could correspond
with women’s mating interest in addition to
greater eye contact and smiling (Montoya et al.,
2018). The use of active speed dating paradigms
could additionally lead to researchers to modify
the standard script of these scenarios that often-
times see men having to “market” themselves to
women, wherein women could be in such a role
(Finkel & Eastwick, 2008). Consideration of
methodological changes would further inform
how different paradigms are more conducive to
finding sex differences relative to sex similarities
(see Bhogal et al., 2019).
This research’s focus on mating is a natural

extension of previous literature. However, other
social domains could prove fruitful to consider.
Research on friendships suggests that men choose
friends who could serve as coalitional allies
(Krems & Conroy-Beam, 2020). Funny men
could provide a coalitional advantage based on
their desirability, which could lead men to prefer
funny allies within their social groups (e.g., “wing-
men”). Additionally, this consideration of coalitio-
nal utility could start a discussion on same-sex
romantic relationships, wherein certain reproduc-
tive goals would be less salient. Although same-
sex couples similarly value humor as opposite-sex
couples (Lippa, 2007), this preference could be
less relevant to reproductive goals in favor of
goals related to closeness and commitment. The
inferred masculinity of gay men who assume cer-
tain roles in their pairbonds could additionally
shape the extent to which their partners would be
receptive to their humor displays. For example,
men assuming insertive roles in same-sex relation-
ships (i.e., “tops”) appear more masculine relative
to those assuming receptive roles (i.e., “bottoms”;
Tskhay &Rule, 2013). The masculinized nature of

humor in mating domains could lead to receptive
men to have a heightened preference for humor
similar to women.
Despite the considerable prioritization of humor

production inwomen’smate preferences that could
offset their considerable reproductive costs, it
would be erroneous to assume the sexual dimor-
phism in men and women’s humor production
would precludewomen from being able to produce
humor effectively. Although men consider wom-
en’s humor production a luxury (Hone et al.,
2015), with other research suggesting it is less
important in their mating decisions (Wilbur &
Campbell, 2011), men still prefer funny women
(Hall, 2019; Li et al., 2009; Thomas et al.,
2020). Future research would benefit from identi-
fying potential similarities in men’s interest in
women’s humor production. Given that our
research considered reproductive goals more rele-
vant to women, it could be advantageous to iden-
tify social affordances of funny women to foster
men’s interest. For example, men could perceive
women’s humor as diagnostic of having “guy’s
girl” qualities, increasing access to sexual opportu-
nities (Bradshaw et al., 2022).

Conclusions

The import of humor in relationships appears
contingent upon its quality, an effect that has
been demonstrated numerous times. More specif-
ically, women appear to use the success of a
humorous display to determine men’s abilities in
relationships, particularly as it relates to the fitness
being indicated through the displays. These find-
ings contribute to a comprehensive understanding
of humor’s interpersonal function while identify-
ing how various selection pressures to satisfy var-
ious motives may lead to differences in humor
quality between people.
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