
Abstract

The present study investigates perceived gender differences in the producion and social use of hu-
mor in the interpersonal communication of Romanian older women, aged 60 and above. The study is
a qualitative investigation, based on semi-structured interviews. The aim was to understand the percep-
tions and motivations that women have when using humor in social interactions, and to explore the func-
tions that humor serves in their day-to-day communication. A previous quantitative investigation found
statistically significant gender differences between Romanian older men and women on a sense of hu-
mor scale, and suggested that the use of humor in interpersonal communication had stronger social
benefits for women (Schiau, 2016a). Drawing on these findings, and keeping in mind other studies that
discuss the different use of humor by men and women, this study aims to investigate specific gender
differences in the production of humor, as perceived by the participants. 
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1. Introduction

Literature Review: Gender Differences in the use of Humor 

The field of interpersonal communication investigates the way humor functions in social
contexts, its role in our communication strategies and its contribution to the success of our
social interactions (Lynch, 2002). Ziv (2010) highlights that interpersonal humor “oils the
wheels of communication” (p. 13), allowing us to build interpersonal relationships with min-
imum effort. The social and psychological advantages of humor, for all age and gender groups,
are well documented by a growing body of studies. Morevoer, research suggests that the ap-
preciation of humor can play a key role in maintaining an overall sense of wellbeing through-
out the process of ageing (Damianakis & Marziali, 2011), and a number of studies indicate
that older people can make use of humor to more easily overcome the psychological effects
of ageing (Berk 2001, Capps 2006a, Dziegielewski et al. 2004). 
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The research literature on humor also discusses gender differences regarding the way men
and women produce humor and can benefit, socially and psychologically, from its use. Green-
gross (2013) suggests that women, more often than men, use humor as a coping mechanism.
Early studies on gender specific uses of humor found that women prefer to listen to and share
amusing tales regarding everyday life (Crawford & Gressley, 1991), as this creates a sense
of communion and solidarity (Coates, 1996; Hay, 2000, 2002). Maltz and Borker (1983) al-
so noted that the type of humor used by women creates social bonds and a feeling of solidar-
ity. Conversely, Martin and colleagues (2003) highlighted the fact that men use more aggressive
humor than women, while the type of humor used by men has been found by several studies
to primarily serve the goal of status affirmation (Maltz & Borker, 1983; Shuster, 2007). Kot-
thoff (2000) also found that, in informal conversations, women use more self-defeating hu-
mor, while men tell more jokes, use more humor directed at others and produce more humor
on sexual topics. These findings are in line with studies discussing gender differences regard-
ing interpersonal communication practices, in general. For example, a study by Kuhn and
Villeval (2015) found women to be more focused on cooperation, while Gneezy and col-
leagues found that women were more likely to avoid competitive activities (Gneezy, Nieder-
le, & Rustichini, 2003; Niederle & Vesterlund, 2007). Research by Dunbar and colleagues
suggests that the conversations of women are directed in a manner that builds bonds and so-
cial networks, while the conversations of men are based primarily on “self-promotion” (Dun-
bar, Duncan, & Marriott, 1997).

Other researchers discuss the different topics that men and women address in their use of
humor. A series of early studies proposed not only that women cannot produce humor at all
(see Lakoff, cited in Bing, 2007, p. 340), but also that women do not use, produce, or repro-
duce humor on topics regarding sex and sexuality. These presumptions were contradicted by
studies that indicate women, especially in all-women groups, do appreciate sexual-themed hu-
mor, as long as it is not aggressive towards women (see Bing, 2007). Lundell (1993) main-
tains that it is unlikely for women to appreciate humor on sexual topics that have a hostile or
aggressive component, a type of sexual-themed humor created by men, for men; he concludes
that women appreciate humor on topics related to sex and sexuality as much as men do, when
it is not hostile towards women. Dunbar and colleagues (1997) found that the conversations
of women are often dominated by topics pertaining to family and children, while men do not
approach these subjects as often. Against this background of thematic distinctions and simi-
larities, it seemed relevant to investigate the opinions and perceptions of the participants in
the present study in terms of topics for humor production.

Other studies have highlighted a gender difference in the way men and women self-eval-
uate their sense of humor. Ruch, Proyer and Weber (2010) found that, on the humor scale
employed by their study, women evaluated their own sense of humor lower than men did, for
all the age groups except for the oldest participants. This result was also obtained by Thor-
son and Powell on the Multidimensional Sense of Humor Scale (1993), and it was replicat-
ed by Schiau (2016a) on a group of Romanian older adults. One potential explanation for this
finding replicated across the literature could be the widely spread social perception that men
are funnier than women, an impression that is also reflected by research studies: for instance,
a 2007 study by Shuster connected humor to higher levels of testosterone in the organism,
which are characteristic of men. 
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The Present Study

The present study departs from the research by Schiau (2016a) who investigated the use
of humor in the interpersonal communication of Romanian older adults, aged 60 and over, in
a quantitative approach, using the Multidimensional Sense of Humor Scale (Thorson & Pow-
ell, 1993). Women in the sample obtained lower scores than men on three of the four sub-
scales of the instrument (humor for negotiation, production and social use of humor, adaptive
humor). This could equally be a matter of perception, as the data was self-reported, but it can
also point to relevant gender-specific communication abilities and styles. The study also found
that, for the women in the group, but not for the men, the production and social use of humor
contributed to the reduction of the feeling of social loneliness. This could suggest that women’s
use of humor has social and emotional benefits, and the potential of managing the feeling of
social loneliness – a mechanism that was not found in the case of men in the sample, despite
their higher scores on the humor scale. This gender difference was not found in two other
methodologically identical studies, one conducted on a group of English older adults aged 60
and older, and one with a group of Romanian students aged 18-30 (Schiau, 2016b), which
could suggest both cultural and cohort differences. In order to explore these findings, and to
better understand the connection between use of humor and the experience of loneliness for
older women, a follow-up, qualitative, interview-based study was necessary. The aim was to
explore the motivations of women aged 60 and older for using humor, their self-evaluation
of the sense of humor, and perceived gender differences in the production of humor in inter-
personal communication. 

Consequently, the reseach questions of the present study regard perceived gender differ-
ences in the use of humor. Do older women identify and explain gender differences in the use
of humor? Do women perceive humor-based communication as different in same-gender
groups, compared to mixed-gender groups?

2. Methodology

Method 

The present study was based on semi-structured interviews conducted during the month
of February 2016. The interview guide contained questions about the production and social
use of humor in interpersonal communication, the humor styles and topics used, and sense
of humor and perceived gender differences in the use of humor. 

The interviews primarily took place at the home of the participants. They were audio
recorded, with the consent of the participants, and then transcribed to analyze the data. The
interviewer also took notes about socio-demographic data and context information. Study
participants came from varied socio-economic backgrounds in terms of income and level of
education. However, most of the participants had benefitted from access to higher education.

Participants 

A convenience sample of 11 Romanian older women, aged between 60 and 83, partici-
pated in the present exploratory study, giving their consent to be interviewed, after having un-
derstood the research objectives. 
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3. Results and Discussion 

Three primary perceived gender differences emerged in the data analysis: type of humor
produced (canned or spontaneous/experience-based), topics for humor production, and com-
municational behaviours connected to humor production (gossip and bragging).

Older Romanian Women and Experience-based Humor

The women who participated in the study were asked to recall and describe a humorous
interaction with another woman, or in a group of women. The findings were consistent with
previous studies by Hay (2000), and suggested that, in interpersonal communication instances
that make use of humor, women prefer to share stories and everyday events from their own
lives, retold for the amusement of the other participants in the conversation. Hay suggests that
sharing such humorous personal stories offers information that allows the source and the re-
ceiver to know each other better and increase solidarity. 

“Women don’t really tell jokes. They generally tell stories that are most often about them-
selves. Situations in which they were faced with a funny event, or something that someone else
has told them. (…) I did this many times, listened to women’s stories, events they were involved
in, something happened to them, they were involved in a situation, happy or less happy, but
the resolution of the story is that they came out of it all right.” (woman, 70, higher education)
One other implication of this finding is that women perceived themselves as using less canned
humor, such as telling jokes, and relying more on spontaneous, experience-based humor.

“With another woman? Something silly, something trivial. Well, the moment the cat fell
off the shelf into the dog’s water bowl, which broke, and the kitchen was filled with water,
and we laughed about it. Or… I don’t know, we laugh continuously. When we laugh, we re-
ally laugh.” (woman, 67, higher education) 

“For everyone, even if you go to the market, something always happens to give you a rea-
son to laugh, and when you meet other [women] you start to tell them, «hey, look at what so-
and-so did», or «listen to what someone said», and everyone starts to laugh and enjoy themselves,
or there are also family problems, someone will say «listen to what my child said to me», it re-
ally is surprising how clever children are these days”. (woman, 83, primary education) 

One other finding regarding gender differences is the degree to which women reported dis-
cussing topics related to family and children, topics which previous studies found to be very
present in the conversations of women, but less so in those of men (Dunbar et al., 1997). Gen-
der roles have arguably changed in recent times, allowing us to speculate that, for younger
adults, the topics of conversation and humor production could no longer be clearly deliniat-
ed. However, the finding seems relevant for the cohort under analysis, which clearly assigned
gender roles. 

Humor Production: Women Gossip and Men Brag

Women in the group reported that they use gossip in the interactions that they perceive as
humorous. The topic of gossiping came up spontaneously during the interviews, when dis-
cussing the use of humor in same-gender groups. 

One woman talked about her weekly meetings with a group of women who shared funny
stories about their everyday life, but who also gossiped, an act that the participant described
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as indispensable to women. “It varies, sometimes we talk about human types, and, yes… it’s
normal to also make fun of others, but mostly… for example, for two years I went to the gym,
but it was far away and we didn’t do much there, I could have done those things at home, but
I also went to socialize. I went twice a week, but every week we also went out for coffee af-
terwards. And that’s where, of course… we talked about books we read or things like that…
I am not one for gossip, but I am not obtuse either. We talked about things that happened, every-
one has a funny story to tell. And a little gossip, it’s not possible for women to not gossip.”
(woman, 70, higher education). Studies that deal with the phenomenon of gossip suggest that
it plays an important role in the social group, contributing to its functionality and to group
cohesion by creating social bonding (Dunbar, 2004). One study found that only less than 3-
4% of conversations classified as gossip were malicious, but that gossip in the form of ex-
change of social information can take up to 65% of dialogue time (Dunbar et al., 1997). 

While women declared to use gossip in their humorous conversations, their perception
was that men use humor to brag. This is in line with Dunbar and colleageus (1997), who sug-
gest that, generally, the conversations of men are based on self-promotion – a quality that we
can speculate extends to their social production of humor, too. “Men, especially after they’ve
had a drink, then they start telling, each more than the other, adventures from their lives,
where they have been, things they did, each more boastful than the other, because bragging
is a man’s disease, women do it less, they are more modest, it is rarer to find a woman like
that, but men like it: «Oh, I went there, I did that », or «I do this, I am so and so ».” (woman,
83, primary education). The women’s perception of male-specific humor is consistent with
studies that have found male humor to be based on status affirmation (Maltz & Borker, 1983,
Shuster, 2007). Studies about boastfulness in communication did indeed find gender differ-
ences, with women using a gentler way of self-praise, which is closer to simply sharing pos-
itive information, while the way men engage in bragging involves a more extreme way of
presenting information and using more superlative terms, usually about one’s own person
(Miller, Cooke, Tsang, & Morgan, 1992). 

Gender and Sexual-themed Humor

The study participants were asked about the gender differences they perceive in the use
of humor, in terms of preferred topics for humor production. The idea that men primarily cre-
ate humor on topics regarding sex and sexuality emerged. The explanations that the women
offered for this male-specific type of humor ranged from a crisis of masculinity in later life,
to simply classifying men as vulgar. 

“Yes, men, most of them, have more… worldly topics… There are men who are well-
known for being vulgar, for telling dirty jokes and what not…” (woman, 70, higher education)

“Men laugh a lot about sex-related topics, and women about men’s flaws.” (woman, 61,
higher education)

“All these sexually themed jokes, I do not encourage them and I do not participate in them,
especially not at my age. Men make such jokes, about potency, about this, about that, I think
they are out of line. Men our age proably reach a crisis and then feel the need to make a joke
about virility, stuff like that, which I think are, I don’t know, frustrations…” (woman, 60,
higher education). 

This perceived difference is in accordance with findings that suggest men are more prone
than women to use aggressive humor and to produce humor on sexual topics (Kotthoff, 2000;
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Martin et al., 2003). Moreover, we could speculate that this perceived gender difference is in
line with the rather traditional gender roles that are still predominant in Romania (White,
Vanc, & Coman, 2011), which may lead to men being socially permitted to discuss members
of the opposite sex in an aggressive and sexualizing manner. Lundell (1993) suggested that
it is unlikely for women to appreciate such humor on sexual topics that is produced by men,
for men, and has a hostile or aggressive component. 

Studies that have investigated the use of humor in all-female groups challenge the idea
that women do not appreciate sexual-themed humor, but rather value it just as much as men
do, provided it is not aggressive and offensive to women (Bing, 2007). The fact that women
do in fact engage in the production of humor on such topics is illustrated by the women who
took part in the study. One participant, a former school teacher, said that “There are men who
say dirty things; we also make filthy jokes, it’s not a problem, in front of men and women.
But if a man says «Look at her tits!», like students used to say in the school courtyard, with
a certain tone, a certain facial expression … Yes, usually men are more trivial than women,
women are more delicate. Usually!” (woman, 67, higher education)

“Women do this very rarely, I have met women who tell such jokes with licentious terms,
and some of them even tell them very well; I met a woman at a class meeting with former
colleagues, we used to meet every five years, and one of our collagues had a wife who was
very funny, she told jokes with extraordinary talent and everyone laughed, and she did use
such terms… but she did not seem… as vulgar as men.” (woman, 70, higher education).

Therefore, the idea emerged that women do, in fact, produce sexual-themed humor, but, in
doing so, they perceive themselves as remaining “more delicate” and not “as vulgar as men”.

4. Conclusions and Study Limitations 

The study identified a series of perceived gender differences in the use of humor by a
group of Romanian older women aged 60 and older, in terms of humor styles, topics and lan-
guage, and use of canned versus experience-based humor. 

The current study found evidence to suggest that women are more likely to use humor in
a manner that creates solidarity, a sense of community and social bonds. They do that by shar-
ing humorous personal anecdotes based on their own, everyday life experiences (rather than
using canned humor in the form of jokes), and by exchanging social information in the form
of gossip, which, studies maintain, has social bonding advantages. Conversely, women per-
ceived male humor as a form of status assertion and self-promotion, likely using a style of
aggressive, sexually-themed humor. These are instances of communicational behaviours that
are not conducive to social bonding, but rather to competitiveness.

The women indicated that they do not reject humor about sex and sexuality per se, but
rather were opposed to the men’s approach to the topic, which they perceived as aggressive
– a type of humor used by men, for men. The women confirmed that they also produced and
appreciated “filthy” jokes, but they noted that, in doing so, they were not as vulgar as men. 

There are some obvious limitations to this study. A limitation is the very topic under in-
vestigation, namely humor. Having a sense of humor has high social desirability and it is not
unlikely that study participants have, to some degree, adjusted their answers in order to rep-
resent their use of humor in communication more favourably. Future studies investigating
gender differences in the use of humor should take the next logical step and go beyond the
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study of perceptions, by analyzing actual episodes of humor-based communication, in same-
gender and mixed-gender groups. 

Despite these limitations, the current study identified a series of relevant perceptions and
behaviours in the interpersonal communication of Romanian older women. Investigating the
perceptions of a group that has been largely neglected in mainstream research studies (older
adults from Romania, and Eastern European populations generally) can lead to a better un-
derstanding of the functions of humor in older age.
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