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This chapter provides an overview of existing studies on markers of humor, including pros

ody, laughter, and other paralinguistic phenomena, such as smiling, ranging from Sacks's pio

neer study on the telling of a joke, to recent exper imental studies on the prosodic markers of 

humor in conversation, to the role of laughter and other multimodal cues as possible markers 

of humor. The chapter moves from a "linguocentric" approach to discourse analysis (Erickson, 

2004) towards a multimedia approach capable of offering a more ecologically valid picture of 

humorous discourse. The issue at stake is whether and how the presence of humor is signaled 

prosodically and/or by mean� of other multimodal non-linguistic signals in conversation.A sam

ple data analysis of a fragment of conversational humor within a multimodal discourse analysis 

framework is also provided to illustrate recent advances in the field and introduce the reader to 

possible future lines of research. 

1 Historical Perspective 

In this chapter, we are concerned with humor performance and whether speakers signal the 

presence of humor in conversation. This chapter focuses on humor, as another chapter in the 

present volume is dedicated to markers of irony (Burgers & van Mulken, 2017). The idea that 

humor is marked comes from folk theories of humor performance (see Attardo & Pickering, 

2011 for a review) according to which humor would be produced with characteristic prosodic 

features such as laughter, high-pitch, high-volume, etc. Or, to put it differently, humor in con

versation would be delivered "with bells and whistles" (Chafe, 1994, p. 131). As we will see, 

despite the fact that scholars often assumed this to be true, very few empirical studies have been 

conducted to test this hypothesis. 

1. 1 Prosodic Features of Humor

Research on the prosodic features of humorous narratives stemmed from research about how 

prosodic features such as pauses, pitch height and range, etc., are used by speakers to organize 

and structure their texts, and by hearers to interpret and parse these texts.The first studies on the 

topic, however, lacked an experimental and empirical component, and were carried out using 
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were delivered in conversation, Bertrand and Priego-Valverde (2011) studied conversational 

non-narrative humor focusing on discursive and prosodic cues used by speakers to construct a 

humorous mode of communication. Results showed that a variety of prosodic cues are used by 

interlocutors, but they are not specific to humor. 

The picture that emerges from the results of these non-experimental studies is close to what 

folk theories of humor describe, namely, that participants in a conversation will use a set of pro

sodic phenomena to mark the presence of the humor and to set the humor aside from the rest 

of the conversation. However, as it will be shown in the next section, data from experimental 

studies of prosodic features of humor point towards a very different conclusion. 
I 

1.1.3 Experimental Studies of Prosody and Humor 

As was mentioned at the beginning of section 1.1, empirical studies of prosodic markers of 

humor are scarce and began to appear only recently. The first empirical study that tested whether 

humor is marked prosodically in English was Pickering et al. (2009), followed by Attardo and 

Pickering (2011),Attardo et al. (2011), and Attardo et al. (2013). In languages other than English, 

empirical studies of humor prosodic markers have been completed for Greek (Archakis et al., 

2010), Portuguese (Hamson et al., 2011), and Japanese (Kadooka, 2012). 

In Pickering et al. (2009), a set of 10 video recordings of two participants performing two 

jokes each, recalled from memory, were instrumentally analyzed using a KayPENTAX Comput

erized Speech Laboratory (CSL) Model 43006. The following acoustic measures were made for 

each intonational phrase: pitch maxima and minima, volume maxima and minima, pause length, 

and speech rate. Non-parametric statistical analysis of the data showed that punch lines were 

delivered with a significantly lower pitch than the setup. In this regard, Pickering et al. (2009) 

suggested that "prosody trumps humor" (p. 519), meaning that because punch lines normally 

occur at the end of the narrative (the joke), their delivery is characterized by the typical prosodic 

features of the end of a paratone: lower volume and lower pitch. Thus, this finding is considered 

to be an effect of the paratone structure, rather than a characteristic of humorous texts. 

The results of Pickering et al. (2009) disprove folk theories of humor, which predict that the 

punch line will be delivered with higher pitch and volume. Moreover, the data also disprove 

Bauman's hypothesis by showing that there were no significant differences between setup and

punch line regarding volume, pause length, and speech rate, nor were the presence of laugh

ter, the use of a rhetorical pause, or the reported speech effect stable characteristics that could 

reliably be used to identify the presence of humor. Finally, the last prosodic feature analyzed 

by Pickering et al. (2009) as a possible marker for the presence of humor in conversation was 

"laughing voice" or"smiling voice" (Tartter, 1980).This label has been used to describe a change 

in voice quality as a side effect due to "the adjustment of the vocal tract in smiling or laughing" 

(Pickering et al., 2009, p. 524) that causes widening of the mouth opening, shortening of the 

vocal tract, and enlarging of vocal tract opening (Shor, 1978). Results suggested that smiling 

voice may be one possible paralinguistic indicator of the presence of humor, occurring in 5 of 

the 20 analyzed samples. 

Building on and expanding the results of Pickering et al. (2009) by going beyond narrative 

humor and including also spontaneous conversational humor, Attardo and Pickering (2011), 

Attardo et al. (2013), and Attardo et al. (2013) also found that humor in conversation or in 

experimental contexts is not marked by pitch, volume, speech rate, or pauses, nor is it reli

ably marked by the presence of laughter. These empirical studies confirm that, contrary to 

folk theories of humor and claims of non-experimental studies of prosodic humor markers, in 

English, humor in conversation or in experimental situations is not reliably marked by means 
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