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abStRaCt

A sense of humor is a desirable characteristic in both 
romantic and platonic relationships, and people 
communicate their sense of humor by telling jokes. 
However, there are sex differences in joking, so men 
tell jokes more often than women. Men’s benefits 
from joking correspond with such fundamental 
social motives, as mate seeking and mate retention, 
affiliation, and self-protection. However, less is 
known about the relation between tendency to tell 
jokes and more general styles of self-presentation, 
that is, tactical ways of behaving that can be used 
in many social interactions. In our study (N = 139 
Polish men aged 18 to 60 [M = 29.94, SD = 11.66]), 
we wanted to examine the relationships between 
self-presentation styles (e.g., self-promotion and 
self-depreciation), humor styles (e.g., affiliative, 
self-enhancing, aggressive, and self-defeating), and 
tendency to tell jokes in adult men. We found that 
men focused on self-promotion produced humor 
more often and their humor styles contained more 
affiliative and self-enhancement aspects. Moreover, 
men’s use of affiliative humor completely mediated 
the relationship between their self-promotion and 
their tendency to tell jokes. We also found that men 
oriented on self-depreciation use more self-defeating 
humor, but their self-defeating motivation does not 
correlate with their tendency to tell jokes. Our results 
suggest that men may tell jokes, especially those 
involving affiliative humor, to tactically achieve their 
self-promotion goals.
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żaRt dla ciebie, WzRost statusu 
dla mężczyzn: tendencja 

mężczyzn do opoWiadania 
żaRtóW afiliacyjnych jest 

zWiązana z ich stylem 
autopRomocji

abStRaKt

Poczucie humoru jest pożądaną cechą zarówno w związkach romantycznych, jak i platonicznych, a ludzie ko-
munikują swoje poczucie humoru, opowiadając dowcipy. Istnieją jednak różnice płciowe w żartowaniu, męż-
czyźni opowiadają dowcipy częściej niż kobiety. Korzyści, jakie mężczyźni czerpią z żartowania, korespondują 
z takimi podstawowymi motywami społecznymi, jak poszukiwanie i utrzymywanie partnera, przynależność 
i ochrona samego siebie. Mniej jednak wiadomo na temat relacji między skłonnością do opowiadania dow-
cipów a bardziej ogólnymi stylami autoprezentacji, czyli taktycznymi sposobami zachowania, które mogą być 
wykorzystywane w wielu interakcjach społecznych. W naszym badaniu (N = 139 polskich mężczyzn w wieku 
od 18 do 60 lat [M = 29,94, SD = 11,66]) chcieliśmy zbadać zależności między stylami autoprezentacji (au-
topromocją i autodeprecjacją), stylami humoru (afiliacyjnym, samodeprecjonującym, agresywnym i w służbie 
ego) oraz skłonnością do opowiadania dowcipów u dorosłych mężczyzn. Odkryliśmy, że mężczyźni, którzy 
byli skoncentrowani na autopromocji, częściej wytwarzali humor, a ich style humorystyczne zawierały wię-
cej aspektów afiliacyjnych i dotyczących wzmacniania siebie. Co więcej, używanie przez mężczyzn humoru 
afiliacyjnego całkowicie mediowało związek między autopromocją a skłonnością do opowiadania dowcipów. 
Odkryliśmy również, że mężczyźni nastawieni na samodeprecjonowanie częściej używają autodestrukcyjnego 
humoru, ale ich autodestrukcyjna motywacja nie koreluje ze skłonnością do opowiadania dowcipów. Nasze 
wyniki sugerują, że mężczyźni mogą opowiadać dowcipy, zwłaszcza te zawierające humor afiliacyjny, aby 
taktycznie osiągnąć swoje cele dotyczące autopromocji.

SłOWa KluCzOWE

style humoru, dowcipy, wizerunek publiczny, autoprezentacja, status społeczny
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intRODuCtiOn

People have an ongoing interest in how others perceive them and even in relatively 
mundane encounters (e.g., at home, work, or school) people monitor others’ reactions 
to them and often try to convey images of themselves that promote their attainment 

of desired goals (Leary & Kowalski, 1990). Self-presentation styles manifest themselves 
in everyday situations and affect how a person is perceived by others (Leary, 1996). There 
are two styles of tactical self-presentation: self-promotion and self-depreciation (Wojcisz-
ke, 2002). Self-promotion is presenting oneself in a favorable light as a competent person, 
equipped with certain knowledge and numerous skills, successful and deserving, self-confi-
dent and worthy. Self-depreciation is presenting oneself as a modest, helpless, and incom-
petent person, burdened with flaws, suffering failures, and being personally responsible for 
them, unsure of oneself and one’s skills (Wojciszke, 2002).

Both self-promotion and self-depreciation are status-relevant individual activities (Chap-
ais, 2017) and status seeking is another fundamental social motive (Kenrick et al., 2010; Neel 
et al., 2016) identified among people from different cultures (Pick et al., 2022). Self-promo-
tion enhances social status, which in men translates into increased access to resources and 
desirable mates (Von Rueden et al., 2011). In groups, high social status is also associated with 
being a leader and having an influence on important collective decisions (Van Vugt, 2006). 
While the benefits of self-promotion are more pronounced, self-depreciation can also bring 
benefits. Being a follower of an effective leader can provide personal benefits without hav-
ing to take responsibility for important decisions (Van Vugt et al, 2008). Self-depreciation 
also corresponds to the self-debasement tactic by which people manipulate others to elicit 
and terminate their actions (Buss et al., 1987). Moreover, when people are perceived as like 
others, they may benefit more from social interactions (Guéguen et al., 2011) and people feel 
uncomfortable when they believe that their higher performance poses a threat to another 
person (Exline et al., 2013), and they trust members of their group less when they perceive 
them as diverse (Zhang et al., 2022). Therefore, one’s self-depreciation tactic may serve 
to calibrate one’s perceived level of skills with the levels of other group members to increase 
the level of ingroup similarity (Kim, 2014; Laursen, 2017).

People can also influence their social image through humor. A sense of humor is a de-
sirable characteristic in both romantic (Brauer & Proyer, 2002) and friendly relationships 
(Sprecher & Regan, 2002), and people communicate their sense of humor by telling jokes 
(Hurley et al., 2011). The ability to generate funny content is related to higher intelligence 
(Greengross & Miller, 2011; Howrigan & MacDonald, 2008), openness to experience, and 
extraversion (Howrigan & MacDonald, 2008), so telling jokes may communicate a high lev-
el of these traits. However, there are sex differences in joking, so men tell jokes more often 
than women ( Jach et al., 2022) and men’s jokes are rated funnier than women’s jokes (Green-
gross et al., 2020). In men, telling jokes may be related to their mating strategies (Green-
gross & Miller, 2011). Men tell jokes to get the attention of their potential romantic part-
ners (Wilbur & Campbell, 2011) and women are more interested in dating men who joke in 
social situations (Guéguen, 2010). Women more than men prefer partners who joke during 
dating and as long-term partners (Hone et al, 2015). Women whose partners have a better 
sense of humor are more likely to initiate sex and perceive their partners as more intelligent, 
more creative, more self-confident, and with better leadership skills (Gallup et al., 2014).

However, telling jokes may also have intrasexual functions. Under conditions of intra-
sexual competition, men are superior to women in humor production ability and exhibit 
enhancement in humor ability following exposure to attractive women primes (Barel, 2019), 
therefore, in the mating context men may try to outperform their mating rivals in jok-
ing skills. Telling, understanding, and appreciating jokes requires a specific background, so 
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through joking, men can communicate their knowledge, culture, and worldview to others 
(Flamson & Barrett, 2008). Jokes can also facilitate creating alliances because people have 
more positive attitudes toward others with a similar sense of humor (Curry & Dunbar, 
2006) and affiliative humor helps to shape stable friendship dyads (Hunter et al., 2016). On 
the other hand, people use aggressive jokes to ridicule others and to damage their self-con-
cept (DiCioccio, 2012). The function of aggressive humor may also be to manipulate oth-
ers and make them more conforming and more afraid of failing through an implied threat 
of ridicule ( Janes & Olson, 2000). Moreover, the aggressive humor of leaders translates 
into higher anxiety, more ruminations, and more withdrawal behaviors in their employees 
(Chen et al., 2022).

In addition to affiliative and aggressive humor, there are also self-enhancing and self-de-
feating humor styles (Martin et al., 2003). Self-enhancing humor focuses on intrapsychic 
aspects and its function is to help cope with stressors and adverse life events (Kuiper et al., 
1993) as well as negative emotions (Ford et al., 2017). On the other hand, the motivation 
to use self-defeating humor is to entertain others by exposing one’s weaknesses and failures 
(Martin et al., 2003). Self-defeating humor correlates positively with loneliness, shyness, and 
depression, and negatively with self-esteem (Steiger et al., 2011). However, self-defeating 
humor also correlates positively with seductiveness, manipulativeness, humorousness, and 
risk-taking (Kfrerer & Schermer, 2020), therefore, it may help in self-presentation as a weak 
person in need of immediate assistance (Doliński, 2016).

Men can benefit from joking in specific contexts, such as romantic relationships 
(Guéguen, 2010), creating alliances (Flamson & Barrett, 2008), and intrasexual competition 
(Barel, 2019). Therefore, men’s benefits from joking correspond with such fundamental social 
motives, as mate seeking and mate retention, affiliation, and self-protection (Kenrick et al., 
2010; Neel et al., 2016). However, less is known about the relation between tendencies to tell 
jokes and more general styles of self-presentation, that is, tactical ways of behaving that can 
be used in many social interactions (Leary, 1996; Wojciszke, 2002).

In the current study, we examined the relationships between self-presentation styles, 
humor styles, and tendency to tell jokes in men. Self-promotion reflects motivations for 
increasing social status and enhancing one’s public image (Leary & Kowalski, 1990). Two 
common strategies for achieving high status are a prestige-acquiring strategy based on 
benevolent sharing of knowledge and skills with community members, and a dominance-
acquiring strategy based on formidability and aggression (Henrich & Gil-White, 2001). 
Therefore, we predicted positive correlations of self-promotion and self-enhancing humor 
because people may use self-enhancing humor to reduce the anxiety related to tasks they 
encounter (Ford et al., 2017) and performing tasks in a way that others can see may elevate 
their social status. We also predicted a positive correlation of self-promotion and affiliative 
humor because people can use affiliative humor to make others like them more and 
likeability is related to being higher on prestige (Cheng et al., 2013). Moreover, we predicted 
a positive correlation of self-promotion and aggressive humor because people can elevate 
their status through aggression that leads to domination over others (Henrich & Gil-White, 
2001) and aggressive uses of humor are intended to belittle other people (Martin et al., 2003).

On the other hand, self-devaluation is aimed at strategically undermining one’s social 
status, and people with lower self-esteem use more negative humor (e.g., aggressive humor 
and self-defeating humor; Ozyesil, 2012), therefore, we predicted a positive correlation be-
tween self-depreciation with self-defeating humor. The ability to generate humor is an in-
dicator of desirable traits (e.g., intelligence; Greengross & Miller, 2011; Howrigan & Mac-
Donald, 2008), therefore, we predicted that self-promotion would correlate positively with 
tendency to tell jokes. We also wanted to check if self-presentation styles predict tendency 
to tell jokes and if humor styles mediate the relationships between self-presentation styles 
and tendency to tell jokes.
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mEthOD

PartiCiPants and ProCedUre

A sample of 139 Polish men aged 18 to 60 (M = 29.94, SD = 11.66) consented to participate 
in an anonymous, online study via Lime Survey platform. The participants were informed 
of the nature of the study. If they consented via a tick-box, they provided information about 
their demographic characteristics and they filled out the questionnaires related to their 
humor styles, tendency to tell jokes, and self-presentation styles, such as self-promotion 
and self-depreciation. A G*Power analysis indicated that the sample size was large enough 
to detect relatively small effects in correlation analyses (|ρ| = .23) with appropriate power (1-
β = .80) given α equal to .05 (Faul et al., 2007). After the survey, participants were thanked, 
debriefed, and had an opportunity to contact the second author via e-mail in case of ques-
tions or concerns.

measUres

We measured humor styles using the Polish translation (Hornowska & Charytonik, 2011) 
of the Humor Styles Questionnaire (Martin et al., 2003). Participants were asked how much 
they agreed (1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree) with 32 items corresponding the affilia-
tive humor (e.g., “I enjoy making people laugh.”, Cronbach’s α = .82), self-enhancing humor 
(e.g., “If I am feeling depressed, I can usually cheer myself up with humor.”, α = .79), aggres-
sive humor (e.g., “If someone makes a mistake, I will often tease them about it.”, α = .76), 
and self-defeating humor (e.g., “I let people laugh at me or make fun at my expense more 
than I should.”, α = .78). The items were averaged to form indexes for each type of humor.

To measure tendency to tell jokes, we designed our own scale. Participants were asked 
how much they agreed (1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree) with five items correspond-
ing to tendency to tell jokes (item 1: “If I hear a good joke I’ll probably repeat it.”, ; item 2: 

“I like telling jokes.”, item 3: “People laugh at my jokes.”; item 4: “I remember the jokes I hear 
and I repeat them.”, and Item 5: “I am good at telling jokes.”). The scale had good internal 
consistency (α = .86) and satisfactory fit as a unidimensional scale (χ2/df = 1.62, CFI = .992, 
TLI = .981; SRMR = .021; RMSEA = .067) when we included a covariance between item 
1 and item 4. The items were averaged to form an index for tendency to tell jokes.

We measured self-presentation styles using the Self-Presentation Questionnaire (Wo-
jciszke, 2002). Participants were asked how often (1 = never; 5 = very often) they do things 
described in 30 items corresponding the self-promotion (e.g., “I give the impression that 
I know more than I really do.”, α = .87) and self-depreciation (e.g., “I avoid talking about 
my successes.”, α = .85). The items were averaged to form indexes for each type of self-pres-
entation style.

RESultS

Descriptive statistics and correlations are presented in Table 1. Older participants were more 
likely to use self-enhancing humor and younger participants were more likely to use ag-
gressive humor and self-defeating humor and were more self-deprecating. However, the age 
of participants was not related to their self-promotion, affiliative humor, and tendency to tell 
jokes. Self-promotion correlated positively with affiliative humor, self-enhancing humor, 
and tendency to tell jokes. Moreover, we observed negative correlation of self-promotion 
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and self-depreciation. However, self-promotion did not correlate with aggressive humor 
and self-defeating humor. Self-depreciation correlated positively with self-defeating hu-
mor; however, it correlated negatively with self-enhancing humor and tendency to tell jokes.

Affiliative humor correlated positively with the other humor styles as well as tenden-
cy to tell jokes and self-enhancing humor correlated positively with tendency to tell jokes; 
however, self-enhancing humor did not correlate with aggressive humor and self-defeating 
humor. Aggressive and self-defeating humor correlated positively; however, neither of these 
two humor styles correlated with tendency to tell jokes.

Since age correlated with some variables studied, we also calculated partial correlations 
accounting for age. Tendency to tell jokes and self-promotion correlated positively with 
aggressive humor and the partial correlation between self-depreciation and self-enhancing 
humor was not significant. The remaining partial correlations were in line with previously 
observed correlations.

Subsequently, we run mediation analysis with self-presentation styles as predictors, hu-
mor styles as mediators, and tendency to tell jokes as an outcome. We showed direct, indirect, 
and total effects in Table 2. Our model explained 30.4% of tendency to tell jokes. The anal-
ysis revealed a positive total effect of self-promotion on tendency to tell jokes; however, 
this effect was fully mediated by the positive direct effect of affiliative humor on tendency 
to tell jokes. Moreover, we discovered some direct effects; self-promotion positively affected 
self-enhancing humor, and self-depreciation positively affected self-defeating humor.

DiSCuSSiOn

As we expected, self-promotion correlated positively with affiliative humor. This result indi-
cates that men more focused on presenting themselves as competent, multi-skilled, and val-
uable from the point of view of the group more often use humor aimed at building a positive 
atmosphere and strengthening group bonds. This is in line with results showing that pres-
tige-oriented people are more approachable (Henrich & Gil-White, 2001) and that others 
perceive those who have adopted a prestige-acquiring strategy as likable (Cheng et al., 2013). 
This result is also in line with rules of influence based on reciprocation, and liking (Cialdini, 
2007). People are more positive about others when they receive messages that make them 
feel good when they like them. Mentioned effects can be achieved through the use of pos-
itive, friendly humor that emphasizes community aspects.

Self-promotion also correlated with self-enhancing humor, suggesting that men who 
are more status-oriented tend to use humor to encourage themselves, comfort themselves, 
and reduce the anxiety related to the tasks they encounter (Ford et al., 2017). However, we 
did not observe a correlation between self-promotion and such humor styles as aggressive 
humor and self-defeating humor. Thus, men who are motivated to achieve high social sta-
tus do not seem to tend to achieve their goals either by lowering other people’s self-esteem 
and sense of competence or by jokingly portraying themselves as less competent or failing. 
This suggests that men seek self-promotion through positive rather than negative humor 
styles and avoid the ambiguity of implying that they often fail and behave incompetent-
ly. However, when accounting for age, we revealed a positive correlation between self-pro-
motion and aggressive humor, thus the relationship between these variables may be more 
complex and needs more research. Moreover, a negative correlation between self-promo-
tion and self-depreciation additionally suggests that men avoid the ambiguous presentation 
of their public image. In fact, people perceive targets who use more positive humor styles as 
having higher self-esteem and targets who use more negative humor styles as having low-
er self-esteem (Zeigler-Hill et al., 2013). Moreover, research conducted so far also suggests 
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that self-deprecatory humor might not serve the needs of self-promoting candidates within 
political, competitive settings (Stewart, 2011).

On the other hand, self-depreciation correlated negatively with self-enhancement humor 
and positively with self-defeating humor. This indicates that men motivated to lower their 
public image and status avoid using humor to cheer themselves up in the face of the tasks 
they face. In social situations, they also more often use humor aimed at showing their weak-
nesses and lack of useful skills. These results are consistent with the dynamics of self-de-
preciation as related to both self-identification and influence tactics. Men who consider 
themselves incompetent and helpless may avoid using self-enhancing humor in order not 
to distort their own opinion of themselves (Stopa et al., 2012). They may also use humor 
to present their failures to others to make their social image more consistent with their 
self-image (Leary & Kowalski, 1990). On the other hand, for men pragmatically striving for 
self-depreciation, the use of self-defeating humor may help achieve goals related to with-
drawal from action and obtaining help from others (Speer, 2019). However, when account-
ing for age, the partial correlation between self-deprecation and self-enhancing humor was 
not significant. This result suggests that in men self-depreciation may be not related to less 
frequent self-enhancing behavior but rather have different functions, e.g., related to better 
group fit (Guéguen et al., 2011, Kim, 2014; Laursen, 2017)

The tendency to tell jokes correlated positively with self-promotion. The results indicate 
that men motivated to enhance their public image tend to tell more jokes. This is in line 
with the results showing that people associate the ability to create humorous content with 
such highly valued traits as intelligence (Greengross & Miller, 2011; Howrigan & MacDon-
ald, 2008), openness to experience, and extraversion (Howrigan & MacDonald, 2008). On 
the other hand, men focused on self-promotion may act for increasing their social capital 
and humor may indicate their interest in initiating new relationships and maintaining exist-
ing ones (Li et al., 2009). However, the tendency to tell jokes did not correlate with self-de-
preciation. The lack of relationship between the tendency to tell jokes and self-depreciation 
may result from two motivations that are the source of self-depreciation. On the one hand, 
people who are truly convinced of their low self-worth may feel that they are not competent 
at telling jokes. On the other hand, people who intentionally seek to diminish their status 
may use self-defeating humor. However, there is a paradox in using self-defeating humor as 
an influence technique: its content indicates a lack of competence, but its form (joking) in-
dicates possession of positively assessed traits (e.g., intelligence; Greengross & Miller, 2011; 
Howrigan & MacDonald, 2008). In fact, people using manipulation tactics (e.g., those high 
on Dark Triad traits) do not prefer to use regression tactics as a way of presenting themselves 
as weak and helpless ( Jonason & Webster, 2012).

Mediation analysis revealed that men’s motivation for self-promotion affects their ten-
dency to tell jokes, but this effect is mediated by affiliative humor. Men who are motivated 
to enhance their public status joke more often, but the content of these jokes tends to focus 
on affiliative aspects, emphasizing friendly intentions and community issues. There were also 
positive effects of self-promotion on self-enhancing humor and self-depreciation on self-de-
feating humor, but neither of these effects affected tendency tell jokes. These results point 
to less social and more internal functions of these humor styles. Men focused on self-pro-
motion may enhance themselves with humor, which may help them pursue goals related 
to such motives as mate selection (Guéguen, 2010) or intrasexual competition (Barel, 2019). 
Men oriented on self-depreciation may use self-defeating humor to convince themselves 
of low competence and lack of actions that could lead to an increase in their social status.
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limitatiOnS & COnCluSiOn

Our study is not free from limitations. First, we did not compare men and women, so we 
cannot fully consider the results obtained to be specific only to men. Second, we only meas-
ured the general tendency to tell jokes without considering different social contexts of tell-
ing jokes (e.g., intersexual versus intrasexual, relationships with people with equal versus 
unequal social positions). Third, we did not distinguish between possible sources of motiva-
tion for self-depreciation (e.g., related to low self-esteem versus related to social influence). 
Fourth, we conducted our research in a convenience sample of Polish participants, so re-
search in a more representative and more culturally diverse sample is needed to draw more 
grounded conclusions. Fifth, our study was cross-sectional and did not take into account 
longitudinal measures and mediation implies change over time (Maxwell & Cole, 2007). 
If self-presentation strategies, humor, styles, and tendency to tell jokes are relatively stable 
variables, the indirect effect we observed could be positively biased. Future studies should 
take into account longitudinal measures or use statistical methods that are less dependent 
on the aspect of time.

In our study, we examined the relationship between men’s motivations for self-promo-
tion and self-depreciation, their tendency to tell jokes, and the styles of humor they use. We 
found that men focused on self-promotion produce humor more often and their humor 
styles contain more affiliative and self-enhancement aspects. Moreover, men’s use of affili-
ative humor completely mediated the relationship between their self-promotion and their 
tendency to tell jokes. We also found that men oriented towards self-depreciation use more 
self-defeating humor, but their self-defeating motivation does not correlate with their ten-
dency to tell jokes. Our results suggest that men may tell jokes, especially those involving 
affiliative humor, to tactically achieve their self-promotion goals.
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