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Abstract

Existing research into the use of humour in advertising fails to adequately address a number 
of central concerns. These issues include (i) definition of humour and types, (ii) the effect 
humorous advertising appeals have on an individual, (iii) how the effects of humour in 
advertising are moderated by culture and, (iv) establishment of a link between intended and 
perceived humour in advertising. 
Propositions are developed for a series of research studies to construct a framework that will 
assist in determining what adaptation of humorous appeals is necessary to optimise their 
effectiveness in cross-cultural advertising. 

Introduction 

Humour is frequently used in advertising, but its effects and effectiveness are not well 
understood. With over US$167 billion globally being spent annually on ads with humorous 
appeals (ZenithOptimedia 2007), it is critical that advertisers gain the highest possible 
effectiveness. In particular, with organisations standardising their products and promotion 
globally, the use of humour in cross-cultural advertising demands examination. 
The debate over standardisation or localisation of marketing strategies and in particular 
advertising strategies has been ongoing for decades (Agrawal 1995). Proponents of 
standardisation believe that there is a growing convergence amongst cultures, typified by the 
global consumers in certain product segments (Dawar and Parker 1994). The competing 
pressures - to gain the benefits of standardisation while retaining the customer focus of 
localisation - lead to the need for evidence delineating a point on the continuum between 
purely standardised and complete adaptation at which an organisation can develop effective 
advertising strategies. 
This paper attempts to synthesise the literature on humour in cross-cultural advertising and 
conceptualise the link between culture and the effectiveness of humorous appeals in 
advertising. From this synthesis a framework will be developed, enabling researchers to 
determine what level of adaptation of humorous appeals is necessary to optimise effectiveness 
of cross-cultural advertising. A critical section of this framework will also address the gap 
between intended and perceived humour, and its impact on measures of effectiveness. 

Culture

As a basis for cross-cultural research into humour in advertising, it is useful to examine the 
literature on the elements and dimensions of culture. The concept of culture is difficult to 
define accurately and comprehensively. Kroeber and Kluckhohn (1978; 1952) cite over 164 
definitions of culture. Fletcher (1979:17) opined that “culture is the total way of life in a 
society”; and Hofstede (1988:6) expressed his view that culture is “the collective 
programming of the mind that distinguishes the members of one category of people from 
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