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Abstract

The aim of this study was to investigate daily positive humor in couples as an inter-
personal emotion regulation strategy. Associated changes in psychological intimacy were
tested as a possible socio-affective pathway of emotion regulation that mediates the
effects of couple humor on changes in individual momentary affect. Within a dyadic
ambulatory assessment framework, 102 couples reported on their production of posi-
tive humor as an attempt to regulate their partner’s mood, psychological intimacy, and
momentary affect four times a day for | week. An actor—partner interdependence
mediation model revealed actor and partner effects of humor on changes in daily affect.
Furthermore, the indirect effect of own humor via changes in the partner’s feelings of
psychological intimacy (socio-affective pathway) on the partner’s affect was significant.
Results support the assumption that daily positive humor experienced with one’s
romantic partner serves as an interpersonal emotion regulation strategy in daily life as
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reflected in direct effects on one’s own and one’s partner’s momentary affect. The
partner’s changes in affect were partially mediated by changes in their feelings of psy-
chological intimacy. This speaks in favor of an indirect socio-affective mechanism of
interpersonal emotion regulation associated with positive humor expressed toward the
partner.

Keywords
Couple, interpersonal emotion regulation, intimacy, momentary affect, positive humor,
socio-affective pathway

Positive social interactions are essential to health and well-being (Holt-Lunstad & Smith,
2012; Holt-Lunstad, Smith, Baker, Harris, & Stephenson, 2015). Accordingly, research
shows that laughter is linked to improved individual health and well-being (Maiolino &
Kuiper, 2016; Martin, 2002), especially shared laughter with close others (Martin, 2004).
Moreover, positive humor in relational contexts has the potential to increase relationship
satisfaction (see Hall, 2017).

However, less is known about the pathway by which humor affects changes in well-
being when it is used in couples’ daily life. In the present study, we aimed to investigate
whether the production of positive humor is associated with changes in emotional well-
being in daily life of both individuals and their romantic partners. Moreover, we
examined the possible mediating role of psychological intimacy in the relationship
between humor and daily affective experience. The theoretical framework integrates
research on positive humor and relationship processes with recent developments sug-
gesting an interpersonal view on emotion regulation. Our underlying assumption is that
humor-induced changes in relationship quality may serve a regulatory purpose for both
partners. To test this hypothesis, we developed an intensive longitudinal dyadic study
design in which members of a romantic dyad were asked to respond individually to
queries, four times a day for the duration of a week.

Humor as an emotion regulation strategy

Humor has long been seen as an adaptive way to cope with adversity, ranging from
everyday life hassles to major negative life events (Freud, 1928; Vaillant, 1992). More
specifically, recent research suggests an emotion regulatory function of humor (Booth-
Butterfield, Wanzer, Weil, & Krezmien, 2014; Goldin, McRae, Ramel, & Gross, 2008;
Samson, Glassco, Lee, & Gross, 2014; Vela, Booth-Butterfield, Wanzer, & Vallade,
2013). Emotion regulation has been defined as the heterogeneous set of processes by
which emotions are influenced (i.e., dampening, intensifying, maintaining, installing, or
ending an emotion; Gross & Thompson, 2007).

In recent research, several mechanisms have been suggested to explain the function of
humor as an emotion regulation strategy. Humor can distract away from negative
emotions (Strick, Holland, van Baaren, & Van Knippenberg, 2009), and it can “undo”
negative emotions by eliciting positive emotions (Fredrickson & Levenson, 1998);
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humor can change the perspective on a negative event, which ultimately has the potential
to alter its emotional impact (i.e., reappraisal mechanism; Kugler & Kuhbandner, 2015;
Samson & Gross, 2012, 2014). It is important to specify that these adaptive emotion
regulatory effects are stronger for the use of positive humor (i.e., good-natured, bene-
volent, and integrating), compared to negative humor (i.e., mean-spirited, disparaging,
hostile, or aggressive; Samson & Gross, 2012). Moreover, correlational research on self-
enhancing humor, a positive intrapersonal humor style as compared to self-deprecating
humor, a negative intrapersonal humor style, showed that only the positive humor style is
related to beneficial outcomes (Martin, Puhlik-Doris, Larsen, Gray, & Weir, 2003).

Humor in romantic relationships: Improving relationship
quality

A further line of research focuses on the potential relational consequences of humor.
Several attempts have been made to understand the role of humor in social interactions
(e.g., Martin, 2004). Humor has various relational functions, including the potential to
support interpersonal emotion regulation. In interpersonal interactions, there is also a
distinction between positive (e.g., affiliative humor) and negative types or styles of
humor (e.g., aggressive or hostile humor; Martin, 2004). Findings from the intrapersonal
domain, including social contexts, suggest that positive styles of humor have an adaptive
effect on the relationship (Cann, Zapata, & Davis, 2009; Hall, 2013), whereas hostile and
aggressive humor styles have a negative effect (Hall, 2017).

Despite the important advances of relationship science in the last decades, it is still not
fully understood how processes in close relationships promote well-being in individuals
and relationships, and which mechanisms explain this association (Pietromonaco &
Collins, 2017). Aiming to better understand relevant processes mediating adaptive
effects of relationships on individual and relational well-being, the focus of the present
research is to investigate the association between the expression of daily positive humor
in romantic relationships with individual and relationship outcomes. As the study is
embedded in an emotion regulatory framework, positive humor is assessed as an
extrinsic interpersonal emotion regulation strategy. Interpersonal emotion regulation is
broadly defined as emotion regulation taking place in social interaction with possible
effects on one’s own and one’s partner’s affective state (Horn & Maercker, 2016). More
specifically, extrinsic interpersonal emotion regulation has been defined as regulation
strategies employed to regulate the emotions of others (Gross & Thompson, 2007) and
can be considered as one form of interpersonal emotion regulation. Accordingly, in this
study, the production of positive humor was assessed in the context of a benevolent
attempt to regulate the partner’s daily affect. The wording of the item used to gage
interpersonal emotion regulation in our study was “when dealing with my partner’s
current mood, I tried to bring in good humor.”

The notion of interpersonal regulatory functions of humor in the relationship context
is informed by research providing strong evidence that humor also serves relational
functions in couple relationships (Booth-Butterfield et al., 2014; Hall, 2017). In fact,
positive forms of humor are often reported as a critical component of successful romantic
relationships (Hall, 2017; Lauer, Lauer, & Kerr, 1990) and have been associated with
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improved relationship quality. For example, a study by Howland and Simpson (2014),
using an observed interaction framework, demonstrated that individuals using humor
were more empathically accurate and responsive toward their romantic partner—a
mechanism linked to relationship quality. Moreover, the use of affiliative humor (i.e.,
a form of positive humor that is aimed at enhancing relationships) was associated with
a decrease in partners’ negative affect in this study. In further studies relying on ques-
tionnaires and coding of social interactions, affiliative humor was associated with more
closeness and more effective conflict resolution in couples (Campbell, Martin, & Ward,
2008; Winterheld, Simpson, & Orifia, 2013). For instance, De Koning and Weiss (2002)
showed that the use of positive humor was correlated with a person’s own relationship
satisfaction, but only in wives. However, positive humor was associated with the part-
ner’s intimacy and relationship satisfaction in both husbands and wives. The finding of
positive partner effects is in line with recent research pointing to the possible co-
regulatory function of individuals’ use of humor in social interactions as a method of
coping with stressful situations such as bereavement (Booth-Butterfield et al., 2014).

As soon as humor is displayed in the company of others, the common enjoyment of
the humorous moment becomes increasingly important. Accordingly, shared laughter
has been introduced as a behavioral indicator of relational well-being (Kurtz & Algoe,
2015). A 2-week experience sampling study investigating shared laughter with different
interaction partners revealed that shared laughter is associated with better relationship
quality with the interaction partner and more positive affect in the individual (Kashdan,
Yarbro, McKnight, & Nezlek, 2014).

There is evidence that the reported between-person associations regarding positive
forms of humor are also reflected on a within-person level in daily life. A diary study
showed that individuals were more satisfied with their relationships when they reported
higher levels of affiliative humor, while other humor styles did not make a difference
(Caird & Martin, 2014). However, a limitation of this study was that it only included
single-person perspectives and dyadic analyses were not performed. Therefore, inter-
dependencies between partners and humor effects crossing over to the partner could not
be investigated.

With regard to relational processes, there is a need for dyadic study designs that allow
us to capture the interplay between one’s own and the partner’s behavior (Kenny, Cashy,
& Cook, 2006). Such study designs are increasingly used in the research field of rela-
tional humor. A recent meta-analysis by Hall (2017) reveals that the effect of the
partner’s report of positive relational humor on relationship quality above and beyond
one’s own use of humor showed medium effect sizes, which is comparable to actor
effects (i.e., the effect of own humor on own relationship quality). The same meta-
analysis revealed weak associations with the partner’s satisfaction of more self-
directed and negative types of humor. Linked to this, when conflict situations are
induced in the lab, partner effects of affiliative humor are even larger than the actor
effects (i.e., partners benefitted more from affiliative humor than the joker; Campbell
et al., 2008).

However, in the current literature, little is known about the relationship between a
person’s own humor and their partner’s humor in daily life. As an attempt to fill this gap
in dyadic humor research, a dyadic intensive longitudinal framework will be developed
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Figure 1. Conceptual model for the multilevel actor—partner mediation model. Indirect actor
mediation path via own intimacy: aam — bam/aar — bag; indirect partner mediation path via partner
intimacy: apm — bam/apm — bar. @ = First mediational path; b = second mediational path; ¢’ = direct
effect (bold); A = actor; P = partner; M = male; and F = female.

and applied in the current study, allowing us to assess changes in daily well-being and
relationship quality on both romantic partners and investigate associations with daily
positive humor.

The socio-affective pathway: Humor as an interpersonal
emotion regulation strategy

In sum, positive humor as displayed in social interactions has a beneficial impact on
individually experienced affect as well as on relational characteristics associated with
improved relationship quality. Fraley and Aron (2004) suggested that besides shared
enjoyment, humorous interactions promote disclosure and responsiveness, which are
known to be essential for the establishment of psychological intimacy (Reis & Shaver,
1988). Psychological intimacy, in turn, can be seen as the core mechanism underlying
features of relationship quality, like marital satisfaction or relationship distress. Con-
sidering the abovementioned, it can be argued that in relational contexts, humor does not
only regulate the individual’s emotions via intrapersonal processes such as distraction,
an “undoing” effect on negative emotions, and certain kinds of reappraisal (Samson &
Gross, 2012) but also via changes in interpersonal mechanisms. More specifically, in line
with current interpersonal perspectives on emotion regulation (Coan & Sbarra, 2015), it
can be hypothesized that changes in psychological intimacy are a mechanism by which
emotions are regulated in the social context. Accordingly, in the current study, we did
investigate whether known associations between positive humor and improved rela-
tionship quality represent a pathway to more positive affect, which in turn serves an
emotion regulatory purpose. The conceptual model describing this framework is
depicted in Figure 1. Paths cay and cap are used to represent the direct connection
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between humor and affect, that is, the male (cay) and female (cap) actor effect, as
outlined in the first section of the introduction (see c). Paths represented with the letter a
are informed by the known actor and partner effects of positive humor on different
aspects of relationship quality as described earlier. Finally, the following paragraph is
dedicated to introducing the theoretical framework informing the suggested b paths,
between feelings of psychological intimacy and affect.

Recent views on interpersonal emotion regulation put great emphasis on the
regulative nature of relationship quality indicators such as social proximity (Coan &
Sbarra, 2015) or social connections (Kok et al., 2013; Rime, 2007). These approaches
view changes in the social context as being regulatory in themselves. The social
baseline theory (Coan & Sbarra, 2015) postulates that feelings of closeness in rela-
tionships signal a safe and predictable environment leading to reduced emotional
reactions and deactivated neural self-regulation networks (Coan et al., 2017; Coan,
Schaefer, & Davidson, 2006). Further elaborating on the interpersonal view of emotion
regulation, it has been suggested that, in daily life, verbal and nonverbal relational
behaviors that foster psychological intimacy, a core process underlying relationship
quality, might nurture a socio-affective pathway that can be seen as reflecting a
genuine interpersonal, indirect path of emotion regulation (Debrot, Schoebi, Perrez,
& Horn, 2013). This path does not work by known intrapersonal mechanisms such
as reappraisal or distraction but rather works indirectly through changes in the per-
ceived relationship quality in the current social environment, which in turn leads to
more positive affect.

The present study

In this study, positive humor produced in daily life as a response to the partner’s affective
states was investigated as an interpersonal emotion regulation strategy in a dyadic
ambulatory assessment study. Actor and partner effects of positive humor were studied
with both partners of romantic couples to examine if there is an increase in an indi-
vidual’s positive affect when their partner reports using more positive humor (partner
effects; extrinsic interpersonal emotion regulation) above and beyond the individual’s
own production of positive humor (actor effects). Most importantly, the current study
aimed to understand if the effects of positive humor on the partner’s affective states are
mediated by increases in psychological intimacy.
In other words, the following was hypothesized.

H1: In daily life, in the hours succeeding displays of positive humor, there will be
an increase in affective valence in the individual displaying positive humor
(actor effect see, Figure 1, Paths clpm Jpf)> as well as in their partner (partner
effect; see Figure 1, paths ¢ /pf).

H2: In daily life, in the hours succeeding displays of positive humor, there will be
an increase in psychological intimacy in the individual displaying positive
humor (actor effect, see Figure 1, paths a,m/ap), as well as in their partner
(partner effect; Figure 1, paths apm/pe).
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H3: There will be indirect effects on increases in positive affective valence of an
individual’s own humor through changes in a person’s own intimacy (actor
mediation, see Figure 1, paths aapm — bam/aar — bar), respectively, through
changes in their partner’s intimacy (partner mediation, see Figure 1, paths
aam — bam/asr — bar).

Method
Participants

One hundred and two participating couples met our study’s inclusion criteria of being
between the ages of 18 and 40 years, being in a committed relationship for at least 3
months, and seeing each other regularly (at least three times a week). A total of 102
couples were included in the study. The sample size was decided in advance allowing us
to answer the abovementioned research questions with sufficient statistical power
(Bolger, Stadler, & Laurenceau, 2012; Maas & Hox, 2005). Couples were recruited via
e-mails sent to college students in Swiss colleges and universities and via media reports
in local newspapers. Participants’ mean age was 25.40 years (SD = 5.08). The couples’
mean relationship duration was approximately 3 years (M = 35.48 months, SD = 32.31,
ranging from 4 to 180), and 43.3% of the couples were cohabitating. The majority (90%)
indicated that they regularly slept in the same room, including those living in separate
apartments. In terms of their education level, most participants reported having com-
pleted high school (89.8%), and 27% of participants had a master’s degree. The study
population consisted partly of college students (54.4%) and partly of employed indi-
viduals (45.6%). The couples’ average relationship satisfaction, as measured by the
German version of the Relationship Assessment Scale (Dinkel & Balck, 2005; Hendrick,
Dicke, & Hendrick, 1998), was high (M = 30.97, with a range of scores between 16 =
very unsatisfied and 35 = very satisfied).

Procedure

The procedure was approved by the ethics committee for research with human participants
of the German Association of Psychology (Deutsche Gesellschaft fiir Psychologie). After
indicating interest in taking part in the study, prospective participants were contacted by
phone or via e-mail to determine whether they met all inclusion criteria. After providing
their informed consent, couples were asked to choose an assessment week that would be
representative of their daily lives. They were explicitly asked to exclude weeks that
included holidays, visits, or other special events. Participants completed their first set of
questionnaires at the initial meeting with researchers in the lab. They received instructions
on how to complete the momentary questionnaires on the palmtop computer, and all items
were explained in detail. Couples were instructed not to talk about their reports during the
study to minimize mutual influences while answering. The 7-day ambulatory assessment
period took place between the first and the second meeting. At a second meeting, parti-
cipants completed another set of questionnaires and took part in a short interview about
their experience with the ambulatory assessment; these data were not used in this study.
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The equivalent of US$100 was paid to each couple after the completion of the 6-month
follow-up questionnaire (not analyzed in the present study).

Ambulatory assessment. The palmtop computers given to participants were programmed to
ring four times a day, simultaneously for both partners, around 9:00 a.m., 1:00 p.m.,
5:00 p.m., and 9:00 p.m., for seven consecutive days. The ringing times were randomly
selected to be within approximately 30 min of the noted times to reduce expectancy
effects. In total, each person reported their answers on 28 occasions (“momentary ques-
tionnaire™). As this study was part of a larger project on interpersonal emotion regulation,
more variables measuring other concepts concerning emotion regulation and couple
processes were assessed. After reporting on their own momentary affective valence and a
list of intrapersonal emotion regulation strategies, participants also rated their partner’s
current affect. Then, they indicated how they dealt with their partner’s affect by rating
different interpersonal emotion regulation strategies, which included positive humor (see
the following). These additional interpersonal strategies are not the focus of this study, but
some have been investigated elsewhere (see Debrot, Cook, Perrez, & Horn, 2012; Debrot
etal., 2013; Debrot, Schoebi, Perrez, & Horn, 2014). Participants had 2 hr to respond to the
momentary questionnaire after the ringtone signal. After this time, the questionnaire
automatically closed. Completion rates for the momentary questionnaires were very good,
at a rate of 91.4%. The mean answering time after the ringtone was 9:03 min.

Measures

Daily positive humor in the couple. At the beginning of each momentary questionnaire, we
assessed whether the couple had any kind of verbal contact (i.e., direct, phone, text
message, e-mail, etc.) since the completion of the last momentary questionnaire. This
was the case in 71.2% of all entries. If any contact was reported, a list of interpersonal
emotion regulation strategies was displayed, and the participants were instructed to
report how they dealt with their partner’s affective state. The list included positive humor
in the couple as a single item [ tried to bring in good humor. To guarantee a common
understanding of “good humor” as being benign, benevolent, and positive in nature,
participants had been instructed in the first lab session that this referred to “anything that
makes one laugh and/or could be perceived as comical.” Examples of benevolent and
positive versus negative humor were given and discussed with the participants. Over
the assessment week, participants yielded average humor scores ranging from 0 to 3.71
(M =1.1, SD = .8).

Momentary affect. At each measurement occasion, momentary affect was assessed.
Participants were asked How do you feel at this moment? and were instructed to answer
by means of two bipolar scales, ranging from 1 = well to 9 = unwell and from 1 =
discontent to 9 = content. The first scale was reversed and the mean of the two scales
was used, with higher values reflecting a more positive valence. This ambulatory
assessment measure has been shown to have satisfactory psychometric properties
(Wilhelm & Schoebi, 2007). Over the assessment week, the average levels of momentary
affective valence ranged from 3.74 to 8.61 (M = 6.55, SD = .87).
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Psychological intimacy. The questionnaire included the following questions, aiming to
assess psychological intimacy: How have you been feeling regarding your partner (since
the last data entry)? Responses were rated on a 5-point scale (0 = does not apply to 4 =
applies very strongly), using the following four items: cared for, close to, understood,
and secure. The four ratings were averaged to yield a score of psychological intimacy. A
confirmatory factor analysis indicated good psychometric properties for the scale
(Debrot et al., 2012). The aggregated mean of each score within participants varied
between 0.8 and 4.00, with an average score of M = 3.05 (SD = .60), reflecting high
daily levels of intimacy in this sample.

Statistical model

In the data set, momentary questionnaires were nested within persons and each person
belonged to a couple. As recommended for multilevel analysis of intensive longitudinal
data of distinguishable dyads (Bolger & Laurenceau, 2013; Raudenbush, Brennan, &
Barnett, 1995) for testing H1 and H2, two-level Actor Partner Interdepence Models
(APIMs) with two intercepts—one for the female and one for the male partner—were
used (Kenny et al., 2006). Both intercepts were allowed to vary at the couple (level 2)
and the occasion level (level 1). The parameter estimates for the actor and partner effects
of interest were allowed to vary at the occasion level (level 1). All predictor variables
were centered at the couple level so that the estimates reflect deviations from the average
value within the couple. In addition, we controlled for the measure of the dependent
variable at the previous occasion, so that the outcome reflected residualized change
since the preceding report and controls for possible autocorrelations of the dependent
variables over time. Furthermore, the individual mean of humor over the assessment
period was added to the models. This allowed us to control for the effect of the person’s
general tendencies to use humor and to partial out between-person differences. Orig-
inally, we controlled for momentary questionnaire number and momentary ques-
tionnaire number squared to control for systematic linear or quadratic effects of time
during the assessment period (e.g., that the momentary questionnaires in the beginning
differ from those at the end). As these effects were not significant, we omitted them to
simplify the equation. As described here, H1 was tested with momentary affect as the
dependent variable, and H2 was the parallel model with intimacy as the dependent
variable. Additionally, for a preliminary analysis aiming at exploring the variability of
positive humor in the couple in daily life, an empty model with only female and male
intercept was analyzed. We computed an effect size » (Rosenthal, Rosnow, & Rubin,
2003) based on the Wald test with the between-person standard deviation as reference.
There is currently no dominating consent as how to compute effect sizes in multilevel
modeling (Feingold, 2009), and therefore, these values should be interpreted with
caution. The multilevel model was fitted with the MLwiN software Version 2.22
(Rabash, Steele, Brown, & Goldstein, 2009).

To test the mediation hypothesis (H3), the Monte Carlo Method for Assessing Mul-
tilevel Mediation was applied (Preacher & Selig, 2012). This method offers confidence
intervals for the statistical testing of the indirect mediation paths in multilevel models.
Two different paths were analyzed—the actor mediation path describes the indirect
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Table |. Mean and standard deviation of male and female partner’s over all occasions averaged
scores and their correlations (Pearson’s r).

Female Male
Measure M SD M SD | 2 3
I. Momentary affect 6.45 .84 6.19 .87 — .14 Koo
2. Positive humor 1.24 .85 0.98 73 33 — 16
3. Psychological intimacy 3.05 .60 3.05 .61 Elko 24% —

Note. Correlations of female partners are presented above the diagonal (N = 102), and correlations of male
partners (N = 102) are presented below the diagonal. Momentary affect, positive humor, and psychological
intimacy are averaged at the person level over all 28 measurement occasions.

*p < .05; ¥p < .01; *p < .001.

effect of humor on own affect via own intimacy (see Figure 1; @, — bam/@ar — bar). The
partner mediation path reflected the indirect effect of humor on the partner’s affect as
mediated by the partner’s intimacy (see Figure 1; apm — bam/aps — bag). Both paths were
tested separately for female and male partners. If zero was to fall outside the 95%
confidence interval, the null hypothesis of no mediation would be rejected. For
assessing the significance of the indirect paths of the mediation analysis, following the
recommended procedure of Bauer, Preacher, and Gil (2006), a multivariate model was
computed simultaneously testing two equations: The first equation tested the associ-
ation of the mediator, intimacy, with the outcome, momentary affect. The second
equation tested the association of humor and the mediator variable, intimacy, both
predicting momentary affect.

Results

Table 1 presents the means, standard deviations, and correlation coefficients of the
aggregated means on person level (i.e., summing up the 28 measurement occasions per
person and dividing it by 28).

Preliminary analysis: Variability of daily humor

In a first step, within-person variability of humor was examined. For that purpose, an
empty multilevel model with two intercepts, one for the female and one for the male
partner, and humor as the dependent variable was conducted. Fixed effects of reported
production of positive humor revealed that the average score in females was b = 0.98
(female intercept, SE = .07) and in males b = 1.23 (male intercept, SE = .08). The
gender difference between average humor use in daily life was not significant y(1) =
2.28; p = .12. The random effects of the empty model revealed that the within-person
variability over the occasions of the assessment week at level 1 was statistically sig-
nificant within female (62, = 1.22; SE = .04) as well as within male partners (c2, =
1.13; SE = .04). Furthermore, at level 2, there was also significant—though lower—
variance between the female (Gﬁf = .46; SE = .07) and male (Gﬁm = .64; SE = .1)
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participants within the couples. Additionally, level-2 humor covaried significantly
between male and female partners (G, = .16; SE = .06; p = .03). Taken together, these
results suggest that the use of daily humor varies significantly within and between
individuals with a significant interdependency between the partners.

Actor and partner effects of daily humor

H 1: Actor and partner effects of humor on dffect. The results of the first multilevel analysis
testing the association between humor and momentary affect are displayed in the left-
hand section of Table 2. For both partners, the report of having used positive humor in
the relationship since the last momentary questionnaire was associated with a significant
increase in the valence of own momentary affect. In addition, the use of positive humor
was also associated with an increase in the partners’ affective valence. In other words,
during the day, when the partner produced positive humor expressed toward the romantic
counterpart, the experience of positive affective valence of both partners increased.
Thus, as expected in H1, actor and partner effects of production of positive humor on
changes of momentary affect during the day emerged. The average individual level of
humor use in daily life was controlled in Model 1; it was not significantly associated with
momentary affect. All actor and partner effects did not differ significantly between male
and female partners, all xz diff(,) between 0.93 and 2.18, n.s., except for the association
between the average individual level of humor and affect that was marginally different
between men and women, ¥° diff;, = 3.79, p < .10.

H2: Actor and partner effects of humor on intimacy. The second model testing actor and
partner effects of positive humor on psychological intimacy is depicted in the right-hand
side of Table 2. The intercepts around 3.3 suggest a high level of intimacy for the average
couple (predictors are couple centered), as the possible scores range from 0 to 4. Random
effects revealed significant variability of intimacy within individual and between cou-
ples. Confirming our second hypothesis, positive humor predicted changes in own
psychological intimacy in both female and male partners. Beyond that, there was a
significant effect of humor on the partner’s reported intimacy score. Again, these effects
occurred above and beyond the individual mean use of humor, which did not signifi-
cantly predict intimacy. Thus, the expectation that own and partner displays of humor
would be associated with actor and partner fluctuations of psychological intimacy during
daily life is supported. All associations were equal across gender, all %’ diff(;) between
.0.001 and 2.24, n.s., except for the association between the daily actor humor and
intimacy, that was significantly stronger in women than in men, * diff;) = 6.04, p <.05.

H3: Testing indirect paths humor—intimacy —affect. The MCAMM technique was used
to test the mediational effect of intimacy. The indirect actor paths of humor via
own intimacy on own momentary affect were not significant in both female (95%
Clfemale actors [—-2, -03]) and male partners (95% Clate actors [—-2, -04]). However, the
indirect partner paths were significant. Humor reported by women showed significant
associations with their male partner’s affect via male intimacy (95% Clgmale partners
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[.03, .07]). Additionally, the indirect effect of male humor on female affect via female
intimacy was also significant (95% Cliaie partmers [08, .32]).

Discussion

This ambulatory assessment study aimed to investigate intra- and interpersonal effects of
positive humor on changes in momentary affect among romantic partners in an everyday
life context. In accordance with an interpersonal perspective on emotion regulation, we
hypothesized that changes in daily affect as a consequence of relational humor would be
mediated by changes in psychological intimacy.

HI posited that positive humor is associated with changes in positive momentary
affect across different situations in both the individual and their romantic partner. Our
first hypothesis was supported by the multilevel APIM, which showed that in the hours
after the report of having displayed positive humor, the valence of the affective state
increased. This indicates that not only the partner, who is the target of the humor
display benefits from the humor, but also the person performing this humorous
interaction also benefits from the humor display. The partner’s use of humor was
associated with intrapersonal increases in momentary well-being, above and beyond
this association. In general, effects were small to moderate and did not differ signif-
icantly between men and women.

As a next step, our second hypothesis (H2) that there are actor and partner effects
of positive humor on psychological intimacy was also supported. In couples’ daily
lives, positive humor displayed by the partner was associated with increased feelings
of intimacy in themselves as well as in their romantic counterpart. The actor effect
of humor on own momentary intimacy was significantly more pronounced in women
than in male partners, even though this effect was statistically significant in both
genders. In other words, in daily life, positive humor displayed with the purpose to
deal with the partners’ mood is more closely associated with feeling closer to the
partner in females than in males. Those results are in line with findings of a dyadic
study that showed significant actor effects of positive relational humor on rela-
tionship satisfaction in wives alone (De Koning & Weiss, 2002). According to Reis
and Shaver’s (1988) process model, the establishment of psychological intimacy is a
function of disclosure followed by a responsive reaction of the interaction partner. In
general, women tend to disclose more than men also in interactions within romantic
relationships (Dindia & Allen, 1992). Further research is needed to investigate
whether positive humor targeting the partner might involve more disclosure by
the female counterpart, and thus leads to a greater perceived intimacy depending on
the level of disclosure involved.

Furthermore, the assumption of H3, that is, a socio-affective pathway in interpersonal
emotion regulation, was confirmed: Intimacy partially mediated the effects of humor on
affect. This means that changes in partners’ mood associated with positive humor of the
counterpart were explained by increased feelings of shared psychological intimacy. The
partial mediation does not exclude other working mechanisms—shared amusement and
laughter might be further mechanisms worthwhile to investigate in this context (Kurtz &
Algoe, 2015).
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The mediation was only significant for the associations with the partner’s affective
state (see Figure 1 path apy; — bam/apr — bar) but not for one’s own. In other words, the
actor effect of positive humor was not mediated by psychological intimacy. This sug-
gests that there may be different within-person processes compared to interpersonal
processes crossing over between partners. Within-person engaging in a positive strategy
like humor seems to provoke positive changes in affective states that are not explained
by altered relationship quality—even though the use of humor was also related to pos-
itive changes in psychological intimacy within individuals. However, the observed
changes in intimacy did not explain the more positive affective state. Even if it is pro-
duced in a relational context and aimed at regulating the partner’s mood, this suggests
that the known emotion regulatory mechanisms of humor within the person such as
reappraisal (Samson & Gross, 2014) might be more essential for the effects within the
individual performing the humor. Another possibility is that the attempt to deal with the
partner’s mood in a positive way is a compassionate act that improves the person’s mood
independently of changes in intimacy. Indeed, similar positive effects of relationship-
enhancing, “giving” acts have been reported in the literature (Reis, Maniaci, & Rogge,
2017). Moreover, when the partner’s mood is negative, this extrinsic form of inter-
personal emotion regulation might be perceived as stressful for the actor. A further
suggested link between humor and well-being is that it buffers negative stress effects and
fosters mastery (Martin & Lefcourt, 1983). Further research is needed to explore possible
moderating effects of situational aspects like the intensity and negativity of the partner’s
mood and stress levels of the individual displaying humor.

In summary, for the partner displaying humor, the emotion regulatory pathway of
humor seems to be intrapersonal as it is not related to the observed changes in intimacy.
In contrast, for the target of their humor, changes in intimacy mediate the improvement
of mood. This supports the notion of a socio-affective pathway on mood via changes in
relationship quality. In other words, emotion regulation can happen via changes in
relationship quality (Debrot et al., 2013). However, this was a partial mediation, which
indicates that changes in intimacy played a significant but not exclusive role. Further-
more, it should be considered that the use of positive humor was explicitly assessed in the
context of interpersonal emotion regulation (i.e., the attempt to deal with the partner’s
emotions); thus, we do not know whether comparable results would be found when
humor is not targeted at dealing with a partner’s affective state. Further research is
needed to shed more light on the interplay of intra- and interpersonal mechanisms of
daily humor which regulate emotions in a relational context.

Limitations and outlook

This study is the first to demonstrate a socio-affective pathway of positive humor on
mood in romantic partners’ daily lives. However, despite its strengths, the study design
has a few limitations. First, although the temporal unfolding of the study is addressed by
controlling for prior levels of humor and affect, the nonexperimental context of the study
does not allow for firm causal interpretations. Further research is necessary to explore the
causal mechanisms between positive humor, relationship quality, and emotions. For
example, randomized controlled ecological momentary interventions (Heron & Smyth,
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2010) on positive humor in daily life could be used to experimentally manipulate the
situation in an ecologically valid way. Furthermore, another limitation of the current
study, very common in intensive longitudinal research designs, is that humor was
assessed with a single item, and contextual aspects were not included. Thus, we could not
assess the reliability of the measure nor could we investigate whether different contexts
would influence the present results. However, as the question was explicitly addressing
positive forms of humor in couples, the results are coherent with earlier research
underlining the difference between positive or benign and negative, malign, or sarcastic
humor. Further research investigating potential differences of the effect of humor in the
relationship according to contexts or content of humor use in couples’ everyday life
seems intriguing. Considering the significant partner effects, a shared nature of the
humor production can be assumed. However, the current design does not allow us to
make inferences about the quality of the shared experience of the humor. Further
research including measures of shared amusement and laughter in daily life would be
important for shedding more light on this issue. Audio sensing of shared laughter during
the day as applied in the method of the Electronically Activated Recorder (Mehl,
Robbins, & Deters, 2012) in combination with daily self-reports of positive humor would
be a powerful way of improving our understanding how the use of humor relates to the
partners’ well-being. Finally, the study was conducted relying on a quite homogenous
sample of highly satisfied romantic couples. Generalizing the findings to less satisfied
couples and other close relationships is premature and needs further investigation.

The present study opens the door for further research in this field. It would be
interesting to know more about the situational context of the humor display. In our study,
our measures of humor showed associations with affective state and relationship quality
across the multiplicity of situations in daily life. Considering the abundance of situa-
tional features in daily life that are influencing fluctuations in momentary affect, the fact
that positive humor in the relationship provokes significant effects encourages the
assumption that the reported associations reflect fundamental processes of high rele-
vance in interpersonal emotion regulation.

In future studies, the perception of humor by the partner, that is, if a humorous act was
perceived as funny by the partner, would be a further interesting line of inquiry (see
Kurtz & Algeo, 2015). The concept of “shared humor,” that is, how partners cocreate
humorous situations and perception, appears to be of interest as well (see Hall, 2017),
especially regarding intimacy and relationship quality. Furthermore, the similarity of
humor style (Barelds & Barelds-Dijkstra, 2010) and humor orientation in dyads has been
shown to be relevant for the relational effects of humor. So far, this has been studied as a
stable trait. Accordingly, another possible area of future research would be to investigate
whether the changing context in daily life leads to fluctuations in these similarities and
their outcomes.

Despite the limitations presented earlier, the dyadic ambulatory assessment procedure
of this study has several strengths. First, compared to questionnaires or laboratory data,
the assessment occurred in participants’ real life setting on a daily basis, increasing
ecological validity. It further minimizes retrospection bias and reduces effects of
motivated and biased social perception (Fahrenberg, Myrtek, Pawlik, & Perrez, 2007;
Mehl & Conner, 2012; Perrez, Schoebi, & Wilhelm, 2000). The dyadic assessment
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allowed the inclusion of both partner’s perspectives and the examination of partner
effects, which, to the best of authors’ knowledge, had never been done to investigate
humor in daily life. Finally, the multiple assessment occasions provided a reliable
sample of the studied behavior.

Conclusion

What can we say about positive humor in couples’ everyday lives? Individuals rely on
humor in daily life and they vary across situations in the tendency to do so. Couples’
engagement in humor seems to be immediately associated with their own and their
partner’s positive affective valence, as well as experienced intimacy. The present dyadic
ambulatory assessment design included four data entries per day, allowing a fine-grained
analysis of the temporal unfolding of the effect of daily humor within-person and within-
couple in a naturalistic context (Reis, 2012). Furthermore, our analyses allowed us to rule
out that positive humor in the couple was a mere epiphenomenon of earlier positive
affect, as this was controlled for in the models. The results indicate an immediate
association of humor and daily affect within-person and support the view of positive
humor as an adaptive emotion regulation strategy (Lefcourt et al., 1995; Samson &
Gross, 2014; Vaillant, 2000). Pressman and Cohen (2005) suggest that the measure of
momentary affect is a particularly powerful predictor of health more than retrospective
measures which reflect more dispositional affective traits. Our study therefore con-
tributes to the research on daily health processes by pointing to the importance of
positive humor as an interpersonal emotion regulation strategy.

Positive humor has intra- and interpersonal benefits: It is used as an emotion regu-
lation strategy by the individual and seems to be beneficial for maintaining a healthy
relationship. As one might benefit from one’s own positive humor as well as from the
partner’s humor, this seems to be a particularly low-cost and enjoyable emotion regu-
lation strategy. Indeed, social regulation of emotion in general is seen as less effortful
(Coan & Sbarra, 2015). In situations in which individual resources are challenged, the
co-regulating partner’s humor might be a valuable resource for emotion regulation.

Daily humor has strong interpersonal correlates and significant positive partner and
relationship effects. Humor can be seen as an interpersonal emotion regulation strategy
and might represent an important gateway to socio-affective pathways to health. The
remarkable partner effects in our study hint toward possible clinical implications and
speak in favor of considering the training of positive humor in relationships as an
adaptive emotion regulation strategy.
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