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Abstract: If laughter functions to build relationships between individuals, as current theory
suggests, laughter should be linked to interpersonal behaviours that have been shown to be
critical to relationship development. Given the importance of disclosing behaviours in
facilitating the development of intense social bonds, it is possible that the act of laughing may
temporarily influence the laugher’s willingness to disclose personal information. We tested
this hypothesis experimentally by comparing the characteristics of self-disclosing statements
produced by those who had previously watched one of three video clips that differed in the
extent to which they elicited laughter and positive affect. The results show that disclosure
intimacy is significantly higher after laughter than in the control condition, and suggest that
this effect may be due, at least in part, to laughter itself and not simply to a change in positive
affect. However, the disclosure intimacy effect was only found for observer-ratings of
participants’ disclosures and was absent in the participants’ own ratings. We suggest that
laughter increases people’s willingness to disclose, but that they may not necessarily be

aware that it is doing so.
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Introduction

If laughter functions to build relationships between individuals (Bachorowski &
Owren, 2001; Dunbar, 2012; Li et al, 2009; Owren & Bachorowski, 2003), it should also be
linked to interpersonal behaviours otherwise involved in relationship development (Mehu,
2011). Given the importance of disclosing behaviours in forging affiliations (Collins &
Miller, 1994), it is possible that the act of laughing may temporarily influence the laugher’s
willingness to disclose personal information. This would certainly be beneficial to the
formation of intense social bonds, and hence in line with laughter’s hypothesised function as
a social lubricant (Dunbar, 2012; Dunbar et al. 2012), as disclosures are often traded as a
means of developing and deepening relationships (Collins & Miller, 1994; Derlega & Berg,
1993). Indeed, people tend to like those to whom they disclose, as well as those who disclose

to them (Collins & Miller, 1994).

Just as primates are at risk of providing support to those who later fail to reciprocate
(i.e. freeriders: Dunbar, 1999), self-disclosure is risky in that too much disclosure may lead to
social exploitation (Omarzu, 2000). As a result, there is always a tension between disclosing
to potential partners and avoiding manipulation (Maestripieri et al., 1992; Mehu, 2011).
However, just as grooming may alleviate the tension posed by the problem of freeriders in
primates (relaxing the groomed via endorphin release and hence encouraging the exchange of

support: Dunbar, 2010; Goosen, 1981; Schino et al, 1988), the endorphin activation triggered
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by laughter (Dunbar et al, 2011) may serve to assuage the tension caused by the possibility of
social exploitation. After all, endogenous opioid activation triggered by laughter has been
shown to have a role in regulating fear (Chaijale et al, 2013, Ipser et al, 2012; Resendez &
Aragona, 2012), and laughing has profound effects on stress reduction (Keltner & Bonanno,
1997; Mehu, 2011). Thus, laughter, like social grooming, may serve to reduce one’s
sensitivity to social threat by virtue of augmenting endorphin release (Ipser et al, 2012), and
this in turn, may facilitate the development of social bonds by inducing a psychological state

in which the laugher is willing to begin exchanging disclosures.

Although there are currently no studies that directly address the relationship between
laughter and disclosure, a recent study provides evidence that is consistent with such a link.
Forgas (2011) presented participants with a video clip either from Fawlty Towers (a British
comedy programme), or from a film that discussed death from cancer (My Life) in order to
induce happiness or sadness (respectively). Following this, he instructed participants to
imagine that they had met someone whom they found attractive and to write down five pieces
of information they would like to tell this ‘other’ about themselves. After having rated the
disclosures for intimacy, abstractness (disclosing about concrete behaviours vs. abstract
traits), and valence (positivity versus negativity of content disclosed), Forgas found that those
who watched the comedy clip disclosed more intimate, more positive, and more abstract
information about themselves (Forgas, 2011). Forgas interpreted the difference in disclosure
between the two conditions as a result of a change in mood. However, it is possible, given the
choice of a comedy video to induce positive affect, that the change in disclosure was not a
product of mood per se, but a result of different laughter rates in response to the two clips.
Accordingly, the present study directly compares positive affect inductions involving and not

involving laughter in order to determine whether laughter mediates any effects on disclosure.
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Even if positive affect, independent of laughter, increases self-disclosure (just as it
increases willingness to take risks: Trope, Ferguson, & Raghunathan, 2001), there is reason
to believe that laughter will have a greater effect on willingness to disclose than positive
mood alone. Dunbar et al. (2012) found that positive affect inductions involving laughter
elevated endorphin release (as measured via pain thresholds) significantly more than
equivalent positive affect inductions not involving laughter. To the extent that endorphins
rather than positive affect per se underpin primate social relationships (Curly & Keverne,
2005; Dunbar, 2010; Keverne et al., 1989; cf. Spoor & Kelly, 2004), these results imply that
positive affect with laughter will be more successful than positive affect without laughter at

increasing disclosure.

Another potential consideration with Forgas’s procedure is that it focused entirely on
how much participants were observed to disclose and so failed to consider the extent to which
the participants personally felt that they disclosed. This is important, as there may be a
‘disconnect between disclosing behaviours and perceptions’ (Nguyen, Bin, & Campbell,
2012, p. 109). In other words, people in a positive mood may, in reality, reveal more than

those in a sad mood, but they may feel like they disclose more when sad than when happy.

The current study

To address whether laughter has an effect on self-disclosure, the current study sought
to compare the characteristics (intimacy, abstractness, and valence) of self-disclosing
statements produced by those who had previously watched one of three video clips that
differed in the extent to which they elicited laughter and positive affect (neutral, positive
affect, and comedy). As in Forgas’s (2011) study, participants in this study were asked to
write down five pieces of information they would like to reveal about themselves and their
statements were subsequently rated by two independent observers for intimacy, abstractness,

and valence. However, unlike in Forgas’s procedure, in the present study the disclosing
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statements were also rated on the three facets of disclosure by the participants themselves (in

order to address both ‘actual’ and perceived disclosure).

On the basis of the social lubricant theory of laughter, we predicted that people in the
comedy condition would disclose more intimate information about themselves than those in
either the neutral or the positive affect conditions. While we expected people in the positive
affect condition to disclose more intimately than those in the neutral condition, given the
influence of positive affect on willingness to take risks (Trope, Ferguson, & Raghunathan,
2001), we also predicted that those in the comedy condition would reveal more intimate
information about themselves than people in either the neutral or the positive affect
conditions, since laughter, rather than positive affect per se, is hypothesised to have evolved

specifically to facilitate the development of intense social bonds.

Method

Design

The experiment used a 3 x 2 between-subjects factorial design, with clip (comedy,
positive affect, and neutral) and group sex (male vs. female) as the independent variables and
self-reported and observer-rated disclosure (intimacy, abstractness, and valence) as the

dependent variables.

Participants

Participants were 112 students (72 women, 40 men; age range 18-31; M =22.43
years, SD = 3.34 years) who were compensated for their participation with £10 cash. As
laughter in mixed gender groups may serve a sexual rather than a cooperative function (Mehu
& Dunbar, 2008), each group was either all male or all female in composition. Each group of

four participants were randomly assigned to one of three conditions. Of the males, 12



LAUGHTER’S INFLUENCE ON THE INTIMACY OF SELF-DISCLOSURE

individuals were assigned to the comedy condition, 16 to the neutral condition and 12 to the
positive affect condition; of the females, 24 individuals were assigned to each of the three
conditions. Participants were recruited via mass email to the faculties and departments of the

two universities in Oxford. Participants signed up individually for the experiment.

Procedure

Four individuals arrived simultaneously at the meeting room of the social psychology
laboratory, where they were welcomed by an experimenter and completed an informed
consent form. None of the participants in any of these groups had met before, and all were
requested not to speak to each other until asked to do so by the experimenter. Through the
advertising of the study and through the participant information form, participants were led to
believe that they would be given the opportunity to interact with the other participants at

some later point during the study.

Manipulation

Each group of 4 participants first watched one of thel0-minute mood-induction
videos. The comedy film was taken from a performance by stand-up comedian Michael
Mclntyre (from his BBC television series Michael McIntyre’s Comedy Road Show). The
neutral film was taken from a golf instruction video (Paul Wilson’s Golf Instruction Tips and
Schools). The positive affect video was an excerpt showing lush, pleasant scenes and animals
from the Jungles episode of the BBC TV series Planet Earth. These films were previously
used for similar purposes by Dunbar et al (2012). The choice of a comedy clip to stimulate
laughter was driven by the need to monitor Duchenne (relaxed, unforced laughter that is
stimulus driven and emotionally valent) as opposed to non-Duchenne laughter (which is
context-driven and emotionless). Importantly, only Duchenne laughter has been shown to
increase positive affect and alleviate stress (Keltner & Bonanno, 1997), and as a consequence

only Duchenne laughter is believed to trigger endorphin release and serve the function of
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facilitating the development of social bonds. The neutral film had previously been shown to

increase positive affect, but not induce laughter (Dunbar et al. 2012).

All videos were played using Windows media player and were projected onto a
SMART Board SB680 (screen size: 188 cm x 117.2 cm). Because humans do not laugh
readily when watching even the funniest performances alone (Freedman & Perlick, 1979;
Provine, 1996), and because laughter is 30 times more likely to occur in social contexts than

when alone (Provine, & Fischer, 1989), all subjects were tested in groups of four.

Manipulation checks

Laughter rates and funniness. Since it was important that the experimenter left the
room during the manipulation (Chapman, 1976) and since people are poor judges of how
much they laugh (Vettin & Todt, 2003; 2004), laughter to the video clips was recorded by a
small audio recorder, discretely placed behind the participants. At the end of the study, two
raters independently counted the number of laughs recorded for the group for each 10 minute
session. These ratings were highly consistent (Cohen’s kappa = .82). For analysis, we
averaged the raters’ scores. Participants also rated how funny they found the clip on a scale of

1 (not at all) to 5 (a great deal).

PANAS. Immediately after the clip, the participants’ emotional state was assessed
using the positive and negative affect schedule (PANAS). The PANAS is a 20 item self-
report measure of positive and negative affect developed by Watson, Clark and Tellegen
(1988). The PANAS requests that participants indicate the extent to which they are currently
experiencing a range of positive and negative emotions on a scale of 1 (very slightly or not at
all) to 5 (extremely). There are 10 items that relate to positive affect (e.g. enthusiastic,
interested, and excited) and 10 items that relate to negative affect (e.g. upset, ashamed, and

irritable).
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Self-disclosure task

After the manipulation checks, in an ostensibly unrelated experiment on “social
communication”, participants were instructed to sit in separate corners of the room and pick
up their (randomly assigned) piece of differently coloured card (red, blue, green, or yellow)
and show it to the other participants. Participants were instructed to remember which
individuals held which coloured cards, before facing away from each other to individually
complete a questionnaire. As part of the questionnaire, participants were instructed to

compose a message for one of the members of the group as follows:

Of the other people present whilst you watched the clip, please compose a message for the
person holding the [ ] card so that they can get to know you better. Write down on the sheet
provided the five pieces of information you would like to say about yourself to this person.
Please use the same words you would use in the actual conversation. You will subsequently

have the opportunity to interact with this person.

This was adapted from Forgas’s (2011) self-disclosure task. However, while Forgas
requested that participants targeted their message to a hypothetical other, with whom they
were instructed to imagine having a conversation, the present study asked participants to
compose a message for someone they have just met and believe that they are about to interact

with. This was intended to increase the ecological validity of the task.

All participants composed a message for someone who did not compose a message
for them. Coupled with the fact that participants individually completed the questionnaire,
this all but eliminated the possibility of the participants attempting to signal to their partners
that they were writing a message for each other and hence manipulate their partner’s desire to

disclose (e.g. catch their partner’s eye and smile).

Dependent measures
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Following the disclosure task, participants then rated their five self-disclosing
statements on 10-point scales for intimacy, abstractness, and valence. These constructs were
defined (as in Forgas, 2011) to the participants as follows: (a) intimacy: revealing more or
less personal details; (b) abstractness: information about specific versus general, abstract
characteristics (e.g., disclosing about concrete behaviours vs. abstract traits); and (c) valence:

positivity versus negativity of content disclosed (e.g., revealing successes vs. failures).

The five disclosing statements were also rated on the same dimensions (i.e. intimacy,
abstractness and valence) on 10-point scales by two independent raters blind to the
experimental condition. The constructs were defined to the raters in the same way that they
were defined to the participants. As the two raters showed acceptable levels of agreement
across each dimension of disclosure (Cohen’s kappa = .76) their ratings were averaged for

further analysis.

Control measures

Participants were also requested to provide information about their own traits, which
have previously been shown to modify self-disclosure in interactions (Greene, Derlega, &
Mathews, 2006). To this end, participants were asked to complete the 10 item personality
inventory (TIPI); a psychometrically reliable and valid instrument for testing openness,
conscientiousness, agreeableness, extraversion, and neuroticism (Gosling, Rentfrow, &

Swann, 2003).

Debriefing

Debriefing featured a series of open-ended questions about what participants thought
about the study. Responses suggested that participants had not been aware of the

manipulations.
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Results

Manipulation checks

Laughter rates and funniness. To establish that laughter rates differ across the conditions in
the way predicted, we tested for an effect of video type on laughter whilst watching the video.
There was a main effect of condition on the extent to which participants laughed during the
clip (F (2,109) = 28.45, p <0.001, #2=.34) and on the extent to which they found the clip
funny (F (2,109) = 17.72, p < 0.001, 2= .25). Scheffé¢ post hoc tests confirmed that both
laughter and rated funniness were (i) significantly higher in the comedy condition than in all
other conditions (p < 0.001) and (ii) that there were no significant differences in laughter and
rated funniness between the neutral and the positive affect conditions (p > 0.05). (Since
participants completed the study in groups, the analyses were repeated at group level using
aggregated data; the pattern results were identical in all cases, n=28.) For the means and

standard deviations see table 1.

Mood and positive affect. To check whether the comedy and positive affect
conditions increased positive affect more than the neutral condition, and to confirm that the
comedy and the positive affect video were matched in their effect on mood, we examined the
effect of video type on positive and negative affect. Contrary to expectation, there was no
main effect of video type on overall positive affect (F (2,108) = 1.21, p >.05, 2= .02) or
overall negative affect (F (2,109) = .87, p > 0.05, n?>=.02), although the results are in the
predicted direction. However, there was a main effect of video clip on how interested
participants reported to be feeling (condition: F (2, 109) = 6.04, p < .05, #? =.10). Schefté
post hoc tests revealed that interest was (i) significantly higher in the comedy and positive
affect condition than in the neutral condition (p < 0.05) and (ii) that there was no significant

difference in reported interest between the comedy and the positive affect conditions (p >
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0.05). Thus, at least one aspect of positive affect was influenced as intended by the

manipulation. For the means and standard deviations see Table 1.

Table 1

Mean and Standard Deviation for Laughter, funniness and affect as a function of condition

Comedy (n=36) Positive affect (n = 36) Neutral (n = 40)
Measure M SD M SD M SD
Laughter 17.22 17.43 44 .84 2.80 4.66
Funniness 3.03 1.11 1.75 81 1.95 1.01
Overall
Positive 2.47 .60 2.63 .61 241 .70
Affect
Overall
Negative 1.18 25 1.19 22 1.25 .30
Affect
Interest 3.42 77 3.50 .94 2.89 .85

The effect of laughter on disclosure

The relationship between self-report and observer-rated disclosure. To test
whether self-reported disclosure and observer-rated disclosure are independent measures of
disclosure, the three disclosure dimensions were correlated across these two forms of
measurement. Self-reported valence and observer-rated valence correlated significantly (»
(112) = .27, p < .05) as did self-reported intimacy and observer rated intimacy (» (112) = .20,
p <.05). However the modest size of these correlations suggests that raters and disclosers had

partly discrepant perceptions of these dimensions. Further, the correlation between self-
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reported abstractness and observer-rated abstractness was non-significant and close to zero (r

(112) = .06, p >. 05).

Laughter and self-reported disclosure. Considering self-reported disclosure only,
the three facets of disclosure (intimacy, abstractness and valence) were correlated with one
another to test their independence. There were no significant relationships between any of the

three facets of self-reported disclosure (p > 0.05).

We ran a multivariate analysis of variance (MANOV A) with the three self-rated
facets of disclosure (i.e. intimacy, abstractness and valence) as the dependent variables, with
gender (male/ female) and condition (comedy, positive affect and neutral) as the two
independent variables. There was no main effect of gender (Pillai’s trace V' =.059, F (3,104)
=2.190, p > .05, n?=.06) or of condition (V= .051, F (6, 210) = .924, p > .05, #?=.03), nor
was there an interaction effect between the two (V' =.073, F (6,210) =1.32, p > .05, * =
.04). These results held, even when separately and concurrently controlling for the effects of
personality traits that have previously been shown to influence disclosure rates (i.e.

extraversion, neuroticism and openness).

Laughter and observer-rated disclosure. As with self-rated disclosure, we first
tested whether the different facets of observer-rated disclosure (intimacy, abstractness, and
valence) were indeed independent of one another. Only observer-rated intimacy and

abstractness were significantly related (» (112) = .47, p <0.01).

We then ran a second MANOVA with each of the three observer-rated intimacy,
abstractness and valence facets of disclosure as the dependent variables and gender (male/
female) and condition (comedy, positive affect and neutral) as the two independent variables.
The multivariate main effect of condition was significant (V' =.240, F (6, 210) =4.64, p <

.05, #?=.12) but the main effect of gender (V'=.037, F (3, 104) =1.33, p > .05, #?=.04) and
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the interaction effect (V'=.047, F (6, 210) =, p > .05, n*>= .02) were non-significant. There
were also significant univariate main effects of condition for observer-rated intimacy (¥
(2,106) =5.81, p <.05, 2= .10) and abstractness (¥ (2,106) = 6.187, p <.05, n?= .11, see

Figure 1), but not on observer-rated valence (¥ (2,106) = 1.17, p > .05, ?=.02).
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Figure I: Mean score (+s.e.) for each observer-rated disclosure facet (intimacy, abstractness

and valence) as a function of video condition (comedy, neutral and positive affect).

Scheffé post hoc tests for observer-rated intimacy revealed that (i) intimacy was
significantly higher in the comedy (M = 5.24, SD = 1.72) than in the neutral (M = 4.04, SD =
1.47) condition (p < 0.05), (ii) that the difference in observer-rated intimacy between the

comedy and the positive affect (M =4.54, SD = 1.54) condition was non-significant (p >
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0.05) and (iii) that the difference in observer-rated intimacy between the neutral and the
positive affect condition was non-significant (p > .05). Scheffé post hoc tests for observer-
rated abstractness revealed that (i) the difference in observer-rated abstractness between the
comedy condition (M = 4.07, SD = 1.24) and the neutral condition (M = 3.64, SD = 1.63) was
non-significant (p > .05) and (ii) that abstractness was significantly higher in the positive
affect condition (M = 5.06, SD = 1.24) than in the comedy or the neutral conditions (p <
0.05). Separately and concurrently controlling for the effects of personality traits that have
previously been shown to influence disclosure rates (i.e. extraversion, neuroticism and

openness) did not affect the pattern of significant results.

Discussion

The present finding that observer-rated intimacy increased in the comedy condition
relative to the neutral condition supports Forgas’s (2011) result that people who watched a
comedy clip were more likely to disclose more intimate information than those who watched
a sad clip. However, while Forgas attributed the difference in disclosure to a change in affect,
the present study found that the induction of positive affect alone (at least in terms of
manipulating interest) was insufficient to produce significant changes in the intimacy of
disclosure. Although merely inducing positive affect (or at least one aspect of it) did indeed
increase the personal intimacy of disclosure relative to the neutral condition, only the comedy
condition did so significantly. This suggests that Forgas’s results may have been a
consequence of disparate laughter rates, rather than changes in mood per se. Indeed, the fact
that the present study failed to induce significant changes in overall positive affect (beyond
interest) in the comedy, neutral, and positive affect conditions, argues against the
interpretation that a change in mood is responsible for the differences in disclosure intimacy.
After all, there was no significant difference in overall positive or negative affect between the

comedy, neutral, and positive affect conditions, but the three conditions did differ
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significantly on the amount of laughter they elicited and the intimacy of the disclosures they
provoked (with comedy generating significantly more laughs than the other two conditions,

as well as more intimate disclosures).

One likely reason why the comedy condition elicited significantly more intimate
disclosures than the neutral condition is that the higher laughing rate led to an increase in
endorphin activation. Given laughter’s effect on endorphin release (Dunbar et al, 2012) and
the role of endorphins in the formation of social bonds (Machin & Dunbar, 2011), laughter,
through the psychopharmacological effects of endorphins, may have increased willingness to
disclose intimate information. As the effect of endorphins may be limited to behaviours
associated with social bonding (Machin & Dunbar, 2011), the present finding that the
abstractness and valence of disclosures were not significantly increased in the comedy
condition relative to the neutral or the positive affect conditions is particularly interesting and
may reflect their lack of importance in relationship development. Certainly, when we think
about disclosure as a tool for building relationships, how abstract or positive disclosures are
seems far less important than their personal intimacy (Collins & Miller, 1994; Derlega &
Berg, 1993). Similarly, laughter may have influenced observer-rated but not self-rated
disclosure intimacy, as the former may be more critical for relationship development. In other
words, the extent to which one feels one has disclosed may not be as important for
relationship development as the extent to which others judge one to have disclosed (Nguyen,

Bin & Campbell, 2012; Schiffrin et al, 2010).

Precisely how endorphins work to increase disclosure intimacy is a question for future
research. Although it has been suggested that endorphins influence social bonding via their
effect on mood (Dunbar et al, 2012), the fact that the present study found no effect of
increasing positive mood on disclosure intimacy suggests that this may be incorrect. Indeed,

the comedy and the positive affect conditions were matched on feelings of interest and
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overall positive and negative affect, so any difference between the two conditions cannot be

attributed to discrepancies in emotional state — at least not as measured by PANAS.

One possibility is that endorphins influence disclosure intimacy (and hence facilitate
the development of social bonds) by allowing one to shift attention away from oneself. Since
excessive self-focus (i.e. a preoccupation with how the self appears to others and a
heightened attention to internally generated information) increases access to negative
attitudes and interferes with performance in social situations (Ickes, Wicklund, & Ferris,
1973; Mor & Winquist, 2002), endorphins may serve to facilitate interaction through
reducing self-directed attention. This makes sense, given opiates’ main effect of inducing
relaxation. Without laughter, people in the neutral condition may have been more attuned to
their own concerns about disclosing too much information to others and coming across as
‘weird’ or unlikable, while, conversely, those in the comedy condition, by virtue of their
laughter, may have been more attentive to the demands of the situation and thus less likely to

pay attention to such thoughts.

That endorphins may increase disclosure intimacy by shifting attention away from the
self, suggests an alternative though not necessarily mutually exclusive explanation for why
laughter influenced observer-rated but not self-rated disclosure intimacy; namely, that
laughter reduced self-focus, and that this in turn reduced people’s awareness of how
intimately they were disclosing. This raises a series of intriguing questions for further study.
First, it predicts that manipulating self-focus will affect the extent to which there is a
discrepancy between self-rated and observer-rated disclosure. Second, it suggests the
possibility that laughter will lead people to be inaccurate in their judgments of their own
disclosure, yet accurate in the extent to which they judge people to have disclosed to them.

And finally, it suggests that people with psychiatric disorders characterised by excessive self-
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focus, such as social anxiety disorder (Clark & Wells, 1995; Ingram 1990), might benefit

from practicing laughter when in the company of others.

Another result of the present study is that people in the positive affect condition
disclosed significantly more abstractly than those in either the neutral or comedy conditions.
As participants in the positive affect manipulation were no higher on positive affect scores
than those in other conditions, we may infer that something about the positive affect
condition, besides its effect on mood, caused people to disclose more abstractly. When
thinking about the differences between the videos used in the positive affect condition and the
videos used in the neutral and comedy conditions, the possibility arises that the content of the
positive affect video raised more abstract themes than the more specific observations of
Michael Mclntyre (comedy video) or the more specific advice about golf provided by Paul
Wilson (neutral video). It is therefore possible that participants may therefore have been
primed in the positive affect condition, via exposure to abstract content, to subsequently

reveal more abstract disclosures (Gilead, Liberman, & Maril, 2013).

The present study also found no difference between the neutral condition and the
positive affect and comedy conditions on self-rated or observer-rated disclosure positivity.
While it is possible that this result reflects a true lack of an effect of comedy and positive
affect on disclosure positivity, it is also conceivable that this result is a product of the strength
of the present manipulation of mood. Notably, both the positive affect and comedy conditions
did not differ significantly from the neutral condition on overall positive or negative affect.
This suggests that both these conditions were not very successful in influencing the
participant’s emotional state, and consequently, that the change in mood in the comedy and
positive affect conditions was insufficient to cause any differences in disclosure positivity

between people in these conditions and people in the neutral condition.
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While the present study improved upon the ecological validity of Forgas’s (2011)
self-disclosure task by having participants compose a message for another participant as
opposed to an imaginary other, it is possible that the act of disclosing via a written message
does not reflect disclosure in a conversational context. One reason may relate to
communication mode richness (Daft & Lengel, 1986). In comparison to communicating face
to face (FTF), sending a message to another via written text provides a substantial reduction
in communication channels (notably facial expressions and voice intonations). If people
prefer to communicate difficult concepts and emotionally sensitive information via ‘rich’
media (Daft, Lengel, & Trevino, 1987), it is possible that the current lack of an effect of
laughter on the abstractness and the valence of disclosures is a consequence of the
communication medium, rather than a lack of an effect of laughter per se. Future research
should therefore address whether similar results are obtained when participants interact with

one another FTF as opposed to via written text.

Regardless of whether disclosure via the written word corresponds to disclosure in a
conversational context, the present study’s use of text as a medium for participants’
disclosures has value in itself. With the rise of social networking sites (SNS) such as
Facebook and Twitter, many people now frequently reveal a significant amount of personal
information via text (Coleman, Paternite & Sherman, 1999; Naaman, Boase & Lai, 2010).
While it may not be the ‘richest’ medium for communicating personal information (Daft &
Lengel, 1986), a growing number of people use it to do so every day (Kock, 2005). To the
extent that the present study’s disclosure task mimics communication via SNS, one may
wonder how applicable the current result of a ‘disconnect’ between actual and perceived

disclosure is to interaction via SNS.

One reason why self-reported and observer-rated disclosure differed in the present

task is that the disclosures did not involve immediate and continuous feedback such as that
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provided by facial expressions (Parkinson, 2008). Like people disclosing on SNS, people in
the present study were unable to observe another’s responses to their disclosures, both as they
were producing them and after they had been produced. This may have distorted self-

judgments about how much one had disclosed. This possibility awaits testing.

|Another limitation of the present design is that we only recorded overall laughter for
the group and did not record how much each individual within a group laughed. This is
important, as people in the present study may have disclosed more intimately in the comedy
condition, not because they laughed more per se, but because they were asked to compose a
message to someone they had previously seen laughing. In other words, it may not be the act
of laughing which facilitates disclosure, but the perception of another laughing which makes
people more willing to reveal personal information when subsequently asked to communicate
with the laugher. This might reflect the fact that a shared sense of humour seems to be a
powerful cue of shared interests and potential friendship (Curry & Dunbar 2012), and may

thus signal the potential for greater intimacy.

In all likelihood, however, the relationship between laughter and disclosure intimacy
in the present study is a result of a combination of both laughing oneself and perceiving
others laughing. Indeed, the well-known contagion effect of laughter (Provine, 2000; Dunbar
et al. 2012) suggests that the two processes work in tandem, with others’ laughter generally
leading to one’s own laughter and own laughter typically inducing more laughter in others.
Thus, own laughter and others’ laughter likely merge to augment disclosure overall.
Nevertheless, future research measuring laughter rates on an individual basis is needed to

establish more precisely the way laughter facilitates self-disclosure. |

The principal goal of the present research was to test the social lubricant theory of
laughter by asking whether laughter increases the probability that people will disclose more

intimate information about themselves, and hence facilitate the formation of social bonds

19



LAUGHTER’S INFLUENCE ON THE INTIMACY OF SELF-DISCLOSURE

between people. Through controlled experimental conditions, we found support for the role
of laughter in encouraging more intimate disclosures to strangers but not more abstract or
positive disclosures. Of particular interest was the fact that this effect was limited to
observer-ratings of disclosure and not self-ratings of disclosure. This was suggested to be in
line with the notion that laughter is linked specifically to fostering behaviours that encourage
relationship development, since observer-ratings of disclosure may be more important for
relationship development than how much one feels like one is disclosing. These results
suggest that laughter should be a serious topic for those interested in the development of

social relationships.
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