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From “haha” 1o “aha” moments in the workplace: Workplace
humour on creativity, the mediating role of psychological safety
and the moderating role of gender
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KEYWORDS ABSTRACT

Creativity This study examines how workplace humor climate relates to employee involvement in
Humor creative work within organizational settings, focusing on the mediating role of
Workplace climate psychological safety and the moderating role of gender. Drawing on research on
Psychological safety workplace climate and creativity, we propose that humor climates shape creative

engagement through employees’ perceptions of interpersonal safety, with effects that
vary across gendered workplace experiences. Using a moderated mediation analytic
approach, two parallel moderated mediation models were tested in a sample of 397
employees in Greece, one examining positive humor climate and one examining negative
CORRESPONDENCE humor climate as the independent variable. In both models, perceived psychological
safety was specified as a mediator and gender as a moderator of the direct relationship
between humor climate and creative involvement. Results indicate that positive humor

Gender

Anna Anastasopoulou climate is associated with higher levels of psychological safety, which in turn relate to
ORIMAS Lab greater involvement in creative work, with gender differentiating the strength of the
1st km Theves - Elefsina, direct association. In contrast, negative humor climate is associated with lower
32200, Theves psychological safety, while also exhibiting a gender-contingent direct relationship with
anastasopoulou anna@aua.gr creative involvement. Taken together, the findings point to workplace humor climate as

a context-dependent social and psychological factor shaping employee creativity through
affective safety and gendered identity dynamics, underscoring the relevance of inclusive
humor norms and psychologically safe environments.

Organizations today face growing pressure to foster creativity and innovation to maintain a competitive edge in
an increasingly dynamic and complex environment. In this pursuit, humor has emerged as an unexpected yet
compelling catalyst for workplace creativity—one that can spark the “aha” moments that drive novel thinking.
While humor is often associated with entertainment or distraction (Plester & Hutchison, 2016; Romero &
Cruthirds, 2006), recent research suggests it can also serve as a powerful tool for enhancing team dynamics,
emotional well-being, and cognitive flexibility, all of which are vital for creativity (Felsman et al., 2020; Mesmer-
Magnus et al., 2012).

Humor, as a complex and elusive phenomenon, resists a definitive definition—indeed, a joke may cease to
be humorous once explained (Meyer, 2000; Scheel, 2017). Yet, when leveraged effectively, it can elicit
amusement, relaxation, and cognitive openness, facilitating creative thinking (Unsworth & Clegg, 2010).
Employee creativity, in this study, is approached not as a static outcome but as a dynamic process of generating
novel and valuable ideas, processes, products and/or services. Although creativity unfolds within social and group
contexts, this study focuses on employees’ involvement in creative work as a behavioral expression of creativity
that is shaped by the immediate work environment. According to the theory of organizational creativity
(Woodman et al., 1993), creative behavior in organizations is shaped not only by individual attributes but also by
features of the immediate work environment that influence how ideas are generated, expressed, and developed.
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Although humor and creativity are distinct constructs, they share significant similarities in the cognitive
processes they activate. Both involve the integration of unexpected or incongruent elements in ways that are
perceived as meaningful or appropriate (Eliav et al., 2017; see also Warren & McGraw, 2016). This shared reliance
on cognitive flexibility helps explain why humor has been theorized as a potential catalyst for creative thinking.
Prior research suggests that exposure to humor can broaden individuals’ thought-action repertoires, increase
cognitive openness, and facilitate engagement with novel or challenging problems (Isen etal., 1987). Accordingly,
the flexible thought hypothesis proposes that the cognitive flexibility required to process humorous stimuli may
also promote the divergent thinking essential for creativity (Martin & Ford, 2018). This perspective aligns with
the componential model of creativity, which emphasizes that creative engagement is shaped not only by domain-
relevant skills and task motivation, but also by cognitive characteristics that support original and flexible thinking
(Amabile & Mueller, 2024).

Despite growing interest in humor as a driver of creativity, prior research has tended to examine humor at
the individual level or focused on its general positive effects, offering limited insight into how shared humor
climates shape employees’ creative engagement. In addition, existing research rarely distinguishes between
constructive and harmful forms of humor at the climate level, despite evidence that humor can have both enabling
and constraining effects. Moreover, less is known about the psychological mechanisms through which humor
climates operate and whether these effects are experienced similarly across employees.

However, the appropriateness of humor and creative outputs is often subjective, judged differently
depending on the individual and context (Lu et al., 2018). Central to this understanding is the role of the work
environment, which shapes the context in which creative activity occurs (Garcés et al., 2016). The expression and
impact of humor and creativity hinge on whether employees feel safe to take interpersonal risks, challenge norms,
and offer unconventional ideas.

This paper investigates how workplace humor climate influences employee involvement in creative work
through the mediating role of perceived psychological safety, while also examining gender as a moderator of the
direct effect. Two parallel models were examined, one focusing on positive humor climate and one on negative
humor climate. In both cases, humor climate is expected to influence creative engagement both indirectly via
psychological safety and directly in a gender-contingent manner. By modeling both mediation and moderation,
this study advances the limited empirical understanding of how humor functions as a psychological and social
mechanism in the workplace (e.g., Lang & Lee, 2010; Logacheva & Plakhotnik, 2021; Biemans & Huizingh, 2024),
offering new insight into the conditional pathways through which humor climates support or constrain employee
creativity.

Humor, risk and psychological safety

According to the benign violation theory, humor emerges when a violation of personal dignity, linguistic
conventions, social norms, or even moral standards is simultaneously perceived as non-threatening or benign
(McGraw & Warren, 2010). For something to be experienced as humorous, it must strike a delicate balance,
challenging expectations without undermining a sense of physical or psychological safety (Bitterly et al., 2017).
Similarly, creativity within organizational contexts often involves constructive norm violations or rule-bending
behaviors that challenge the status quo (Petrou et al., 2020) and may require or generate conflict (Troyer &
Youngreen, 2009; Yong et al., 2014).

While humor can strengthen social bonds and ease tensions within a group (Ho et al., 2011), its contribution
to creativity depends on whether the work environment supports open expression. Although group cohesion has
been linked to creativity (Hiilsheger et al., 2009), it does not necessarily ensure openness or voice, as high levels
of cohesion may also discourage disagreement and suppress unconventional viewpoints (Kakar, 2018).
Constructive humor can help counteract this tendency by making disagreement less threatening and encouraging
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members to voice novel or unconventional perspectives. In this way, humor can play a subtle but powerful role
in maintaining both social connection and the openness required for creativity. Psychological safety therefore
offers a more direct explanation of when and how humor may encourage or inhibit creative involvement.

Nevertheless, because judgments about what counts as “benign” or “constructive” vary across individuals
and work contexts, interpersonal risk becomes a central feature of both workplace humor and creativity (Lu et
al., 2018; Dewett, 2006). Individuals may hesitate to express original ideas if they fear social judgment or
reputational consequences (Miron-Spektor et al., 2015). At the same time, humor has the potential to reduce
interpersonal tension, foster openness, and lower defensiveness, making individuals more receptive to new ideas.
When used constructively, humor can contribute to a psychologically safe climate in which individuals feel secure
taking interpersonal risks, such as sharing unconventional or original thoughts (Romero & Cruthirds, 2006).

More specifically, psychological safety at the group level is conceptualized as a shared belief among members
that the group is a secure environment for interpersonal risk-taking (West, 1990; Edmondson, 1999). In this
sense, psychological safety represents a key psychological mechanism through which features of the work
environment—such as humor—may translate into employees’ willingness to engage in creative work. In
psychologically safe groups, individuals feel comfortable expressing themselves, raising concerns, and
challenging dominant assumptions, even under pressure or in high-stakes situations (Romero & Pescosolido,
2008). Psychological safety is particularly relevant to creativity, as emphasized in Amabile’s componential model
of creativity (Amabile & Pratt, 2016), which identifies support for reasoned risk-taking and exploration as a
critical catalyst for creative engagement and innovation performance (Dewett, 2006; Birdi et al., 2016; Frazier et
al., 2017; Giaccone & Magnusson, 2022).

Taken together, these arguments suggest that psychological safety constitutes a central psychological
mechanism through which workplace humor climate may influence employees’ involvement in creative work,
providing the basis for the proposed mediation hypotheses. When humor is experienced as benign and non-
threatening, it may enhance perceptions of psychological safety, thereby encouraging creative engagement.
Conversely, humor that is perceived as risky or hostile may undermine psychological safety and constrain creative
involvement. Accordingly, the following hypotheses are proposed:

Hia. Psychological safety mediates the relationship between positive humor climate and employee involvement

in creative work.

Hi1b. Psychological safety mediates the relationship between negative humor climate and employee

involvement in creative work.

Humor climate and creativity

Humor influences not only individual emotions but also the broader emotional climate of the workplace. Its
effects often extend beyond those directly involved in a humorous exchange, as emotions can spread throughout
the group through emotional contagion (Chen et al.,, 2022; Barsade et al., 2018; Robert & Wilbanks, 2012).
Depending on how humor is expressed, it can foster either a positive or a negative emotional atmosphere, each
of which shapes employees’ openness to humor and creative thinking. A positive emotional atmosphere
encourages idea elaboration and mutual support, facilitating trust and reducing fear of judgment (Rhee & Yoon,
2011). In contrast, negative emotional experiences—such as feeling excluded or ridiculed due to humor—can
inhibit participation, undermine psychological safety, and restrict creative expression. Prior research suggests
that such climates may coexist with surface-level cohesion while simultaneously suppress voice and creative
participation by increasing interpersonal risk (Kakar, 2018; Edmondson, 1999). In this way, humor contributes
to creativity not merely through isolated humorous acts, but through the shared emotional and normative climate
it helps establish.
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Although prior research has often examined humor through individual-level enactments, the present study
adopts a contextual perspective, shifting the focus from personal humor use to humor as a shared feature of the
work environment. This approach emphasizes how recurring patterns of humor contribute to a collective climate
that shapes employees’ willingness to engage creatively. Accordingly, humor climate refers to socially shared
perceptions regarding how humor is enacted and interpreted within the workplace.

It is also important not to overlook the potentially harmful effects humor can have within workgroups.
Humor may offend or marginalize certain members, foster exclusion, or contribute to the formation of cliques.
Its inherent ambiguity—where meaning and intent are often unclear—can also provoke discomfort or stress (Ojha
& Holmes, 2010). When humor is experienced as hostile or exclusionary, it may strain interpersonal relationships
and reduce participation, thereby constraining creative engagement (Terrion & Ashforth, 2002; Edmondson,
1999).

Humor climate has been conceptualized as a shared cognitive and emotional perception among group
members regarding the appropriateness, frequency, and function of humor within the work environment
(Blanchard et al., 2014). This perspective highlights humor as an emergent property of the work environment
rather than a personal trait. While early work on humor emphasized individual humor enactment (e.g., Martin
et al,, 2003), subsequent research has increasingly underscored the value of examining humor as a shared
contextual feature of work environments (Cann et al., 2014; Chen et al., 2022). Humor climate reflects collective
norms and expectations that shape how humor is expressed and interpreted in everyday interactions, as well as
how supervisors acknowledge, encourage, or regulate humor within teams. Organizational power structures
further shape these dynamics, as hierarchical position influences humor usage, reception, and targeting, allowing
humor to function as a mechanism for reinforcing or contesting workplace hierarchies (Cooper & Schweitzer,
2025).

Positive humor climate refers to a collectively held perception that humor is used constructively within the
workplace to foster emotional well-being, strengthen interpersonal bonds, and enhance the overall work
experience. Such climates are characterized by inclusive and non-hostile humor practices that promote affiliation
and mutual respect, thereby supporting openness, collaboration, and creative engagement (Cann et al., 2014).

Negative humor climate, in contrast, reflects a shared perception that humor within the workplace is used
in harmful, exclusionary, or aggressive ways. In such climates, humor may function as a vehicle for ridicule,
intimidation or social dominance, contributing to a breakdown in psychological safety (Edmondson, 1999).
Drawing on insights from the workplace aggression and social identity literatures, negative humor climates may
also reflect underlying power and identity dynamics within teams, where humor serves to signal status, reinforce
hierarchies, or delineate in-group and out-group boundaries (e.g., Morreall, 2009; Thomae & Pina, 2015; Tajfel
& Turner, 2004). Over time, these dynamics can marginalize certain members, suppress voice, and erode trust,
ultimately inhibiting creative involvement at both the individual and collective levels (Schilpzand et al., 2016;
Hershcovis, 2011).

Building on this distinction between positive and negative humor climates, the present study examines their
direct associations with employee involvement in creative work and considers whether these relationships differ
systematically across employees’ gender.

Gender as a Moderator in the Humor-Creativity Relationship. The impact of humor climate on creative
engagement is not gender neutral. Accumulating research reveals that gender significantly moderates both the
use and perception of humor at work, influencing individuals’ social standing, sense of safety, and creative
expression. Although much of the existing evidence on gender and humor derives from studies of individual
humor enactment, these patterns are theoretically informative for understanding how shared humor climates
are differentially interpreted and experienced by women and men.
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Plester (2015), as well as Humonen and Whittle (2025) deepen our understanding of how humor operates
as a social sorting mechanism—defining in-groups and out-groups, reinforcing power hierarchies, or enacting
subtle forms of resistance. Sexual or gendered humor, in particular, can serve both inclusive and exclusionary
functions, depending on who delivers it, who the target is, and how the audience interprets the interaction. These
layered power dynamics mean that even humor intended as “just a joke” can be deeply consequential, especially
for women navigating traditionally male-dominated workspaces.

Gender norms shape expectations about who is allowed to be funny, how, and to what effect. Studies
demonstrate that humor enacted by men is more likely to be interpreted as competent and high-status, while
similar behavior by women is often viewed as disruptive or inappropriate. For instance, Evans et al. (2019)
showed that humorous women were ascribed lower status and perceived leadership capability than their male
counterparts, even when the content and delivery were the same. Stereotypes and social role expectations
constrain the way we interpret behavior, leading to differential evaluations based on gender.

The social latitude for humor use is narrower for women, especially when it involves aggressive or sarcastic
tones. Moake and Robert (2022) found that while men could use aggressive humor with little social penalty,
women—especially those of lower organizational status—were judged more harshly for the same behavior. High-
status women received some protection, but still faced evaluative risks, particularly when directing humor
toward other women. These gendered constraints limit the ability of women to use humor freely as a relational
or expressive tool. This asymmetry also extends to how humor climates shape perceptions of safety and inclusion
in the workplace. Hobgood et al. (2024) documented that women in leadership roles often experienced aggressive
gender-based humor but felt constrained in responding to or confronting it, fearing social or professional
repercussions. Such experiences contribute to diminished psychological safety, thereby constraining risk-taking
and creative engagement.

Hemshorn de Sanchez et al. (2022) found that women actually reported greater satisfaction with meetings
that featured positive and interactive humor, suggesting that inclusive humor climates may offer
disproportionate benefits to women—perhaps by signaling support, affiliation, and safety. In this way, gender
not only moderates the negative impact of hostile humor climates, but also potentially amplifies the positive
effects of constructive humor. Even in more benign contexts, women’s use and experience of humor are filtered
through gendered lenses. Martin (2004) observed that women in middle management often used humor as a
form of relational negotiation, carefully balancing authority and likability. When they employed sarcasm or
superiority humor, they frequently followed it with apologies—indicating an internalized pressure to uphold
traditional gender norms even while engaging in subversive or boundary-testing discourse. Furthermore, the
perception of humor as benign or threatening varies by gender and social power. Lawless et al. (2020)
demonstrated that sexist humor directed at women was viewed as less funny and more offensive, especially when
perceived as threatening to one's social identity. While both men and women recognized disparagement humor
toward women as problematic, women were generally more sensitive to the potential social injury it caused. This
perceived threat may undermine psychological safety, which in turn can inhibit participation in creative
processes.

Taken together, this body of research highlights the moderating role of gender in the relationship between
humor climate and creative work. Negative humor climates are more likely to be perceived by women as
exclusionary or threatening, thereby eroding psychological safety and constraining their capacity for creative
work. Conversely, in positive and inclusive humor climates, women may experience enhanced support and
engagement. Thus, the effects of humor climate on creativity are not simply a matter of content or tone, but also
of who is speaking, who is listening, and the gendered context in which humor is embedded.

Drawing from the preceding theoretical insights and empirical evidence, this study formulates the following
research hypotheses:
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H2a. Gender moderates the direct relationship between positive humor climate and employee involvement in
creative work, such that the strength of this relationship differs between women and men.

H2b. Gender moderates the direct relationship between negative humor climate and employee involvement in
creative work, such that the strength of this relationship differs between women and men.

The proposed conceptual model adopted in the formulation of the above hypotheses outlines the conditional
nature of the mechanism by which workplace humor climate (positive and negative) affects employee
involvement in creative work in part through the mediating role of psychological safety, while the direct effect of
humor climate on creative work is contingent on employees’ gender (See Graph 1.).

Graph 1. Conceptual diagram of the mediation with moderated direct path

Psychological
Safety
Humor Climate W ( Involvement in
(Positive/Negative) J 'y ;L Creative Work

Gender

Method

Participants

The research sample included 397 employees working across various sectors in Greece. Of these, 140 participants
(35.3%) identified as male and 257 (64.7%) as female. The mean age of participants was 35.21 years (SD = 9.95),
with ages ranging from 19 to 62 years. On average, participants were part of their respective work teams for
64.71 months (SD = 78.29), with a range from 1 to 396 months. The average number of members in each
participant’s work team was 11.18 (SD = 9.19), with team sizes ranging from 2 to 70 employees.

Procedure

A questionnaire was administered in both electronic and paper-based formats to accommodate participant
preferences. A snowball sampling strategy was employed, beginning with employees from the extended social
networks of the researchers. Snowball sampling is a non-probability technique in which current participants
recruit future participants who meet the study’s inclusion criteria (Biernacki & Waldorf, 1981). The primary
inclusion criterion required active participation in a work team consisting of two or more members, aligning
with the definition of a group as interdependent individuals collaborating toward shared goals within an
organizational context characterized by defined boundaries and links to the broader system and task environment
(Kozlowski & Ilgen, 2006). To minimize potential response bias, participants were approached outside of their
formal work environments and assured of anonymity and voluntary participation. A total of 397 questionnaires
were completed and included in the analyses. Because a snowball sampling procedure was used, an exact
response rate could not be calculated; therefore, the final sample size is reported as the primary indicator of
study participation.
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This study was conducted in full compliance with ethical and deontological standards, following the
2024 revision of the Declaration of Helsinki (World Medical Association, WMA). All participants provided
written informed consent and participated voluntarily. The research adhered to the ethical guidelines set
out by the American Psychological Association (APA) and the British Psychological Society (BPS), and took
into account the Codes of Good Research Practice of the respective institutions affiliated with the co-authors.
In particular, ethical approval was obtained from the Collaborative Research Ethics Committee (CREC)
granted on the condition that all requirements outlined in the UEL Code of Good Practice in Research were
met.

Measures

Humor climate was assessed utilizing the Humor Climate Questionnaire (HCQ), an instrument developed by
Cann et al. (2014) to capture variations in humor climate across organizational settings. HCQ measures how
humor and its impact is perceived and experienced in the workplace. Although humor climate is often theorized
as a collective property of workgroups, it was operationalized here as employees’ individual perceptions of
humor-related norms and practices in the work environment. This approach is consistent with the
conceptualization of psychological climate as individuals’ cognitive representations of the work environment,
distinct from aggregated group- or organizational- level climate (James et al., 2008).

Positive humor climate. To measure positive humor climate, we utilized the four-item positive humor subscale
of the HCQ, which captures shared perceptions of humor that is supportive, inclusive, and uplifting within the
workplace. It reflects the extent to which humor is used collectively to encourage coworkers, foster enjoyment,
and enhance the overall work experience by promoting positive social interactions and emotional well-being.
Examples of these items are: “Humor is often used to encourage or support coworkers”; “Humor is something
we all enjoy sharing at work”. The participants were asked to state their degree of (dis)agreement based on a
seven-point Likert scale, where 1 corresponds to absolute disagreement and 7 to absolute agreement. The internal
consistency of the scale was satisfactory (Cronbach’s a= .84).

Negative humor climate. To measure negative humor climate, we utilized the four-item negative humor
subscale of the HCQ, which reflects shared perceptions of humor that is socially aggressive, exclusionary, and
emotionally harmful. Specifically, it includes coworker behaviors such as ridicule following mistakes, the use of
humor to belittle or intimidate, and jokes that make others feel bad. Examples of these items are: “The humor
used by my coworkers can often make someone in the group feel bad”; “If someone makes a mistake, they often
will be ridiculed by others in the group”. The participants were asked to state their degree of (dis)agreement
based on a seven-point Likert scale, where 1 corresponds to absolute disagreement and 77 to absolute agreement.
The scale demonstrated good internal consistency (Cronbach’s a = .83).

Employee involvement in creative work. Employee involvement in creative work was evaluated using four
questionnaire items of the Tierney et al. (1999) questionnaire, that were also utilized by Carmeli et al. (2010).
The construct reflects the extent to which individuals actively engage in generating novel, useful, and work-
relevant ideas. The scale captures self-initiated behaviors such as demonstrating originality, experimenting with
new approaches, and identifying opportunities for improvement in work-related tasks. Examples of these items
are: “I demonstrated originality at my work”; “I generated novel, but operable work-related ideas”. The
participants were asked to state their degree of (dis)agreement or disagreement based on a five-point Likert scale
where 1 corresponds to absolute disagreement and the 5 to absolute agreement. The internal consistency of the
scale was acceptable (Cronbach’s a = .81).

Psychological safety. To measure perceived psychological safety, we used Edmondson’s (1999) seven-item scale.
The construct reflects beliefs regarding the extent to which the work environment is safe for interpersonal risk-
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taking. It captures perceptions that individuals can express themselves, ask for help, share concerns, and
contribute unique perspectives without fear of embarrassment, rejection, or punishment. Psychological safety,
as measured here, encompasses both the absence of perceived interpersonal threats and the presence of mutual
respect and support within the immediate work context. Examples items include: “If you make a mistake on this
team, it is often held against you” and “It is safe to take a risk on this team”. Participants indicated their
agreement on a five-point Likert scale, where 1 corresponds to absolute disagreement and the 5 to absolute
agreement. The scale demonstrated good internal consistency (Cronbach’s a = .80).

The study employed Likert-type response scales of varying lengths, consistent with the original validated
instruments used for each construct. Because the constructs were analyzed as distinct variables within
regression-based models, differences in scale range do not affect the estimation of their relationships.

Analysis

Prior to hypothesis testing, several preliminary analyses were conducted. Descriptive statistics, reliabilities, and
correlations among the study variables are presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics, reliabilities and correlations among study variables

Variables No of Cronbach’s M SD 1 2 3 4
items a

1. Employee 4 0.81
involvement
in creative 380 77 34 ~06 34
work

2. DPositive 4 0.84
humor 5.79 1.15 .34 -.42 .61
climate

3. Negative 4 0.83
humor 2.97 1.45 -.06 -42 -.64
climate

4 z;z;t};()loglcal 7 080 3.63 .78 .34 .61 -.64

Note. Correlations above .33 are statistically significant at p<.01, two-tailed test.

Consistent with the proposed framework, positive and negative humor climate were significantly correlated
with psychological safety and with employee involvement in creative work. As expected, positive humor climate
was negatively correlated with negative humor climate.

To assess potential common method bias (Podsakoff et al., 2003), Harman’s single-factor test was performed
by entering all measurement items into an exploratory factor analysis with a single factor specified and no
rotation. The results indicated that the single factor accounted for 30.9% of the total variance, suggesting that
common method bias is unlikely to substantially influence the study results.

A confirmatory factor analysis was conducted to examine the distinctiveness of the study constructs (see
Table 2.). The hypothesized four-factor model, comprising positive humor climate, negative humor climate,
psychological safety, and creative involvement, demonstrated acceptable fit to the data (CFI = .g9o, TLI = .88,
RMSEA = .08, SRMR = .07). In contrast, a one-factor model in which all items loaded onto a single latent factor
showed poor fit (CFI = .61, TLI = .56, RMSEA = .14, SRMR = .13). The substantial improvement in model fit
relative to the one-factor model supports the discriminant validity of the study measures.
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Table 2. Confirmatory Factor Analysis Results

Model CFI TLI RMSEA SRMR
Four-factor model (Pos. humor, Neg. humor, Psychological safety, Creative involvement) .9o .88 .08 .07
One-factor model .61 .56 .14 13

Note. CFI = Comparative Fit Index; TLI = Tucker-Lewis Index; RMSEA = Root Mean Square Error of Approximation; SRMR
= Standardized Root Mean Square Residual.

In line with prior research, age and organizational tenure were considered as potential control variables.
However, as they were not significantly associated with the dependent variable and did not alter the pattern or
significance of the results, they were excluded from the final analyses for reasons of parsimony.

The analysis procedure was based on the implementation of Hayes (2018) PROCESS macro for SPSS (Model
5; mediation with a moderated direct effect). Two mediation models with a moderated direct path were
estimated: one with positive humor climate as the independent variable and one with negative humor climate as
the independent variable (X).

In these models, workplace humor climate (X) can affect employee involvement in creative work (Y) through
two distinct pathways. The first pathway is the indirect effect, where X influences Y through the mediator,
perceived psychological safety (M). This indirect effect is quantified by the product of two regression coefficients:

e Path (a): The effect of workplace humor climate (X) on psychological safety (M).

e Path (b): The effect of psychological safety (M) on employee involvement in creative work (Y), controlling
for humor climate (X).

The second pathway is the direct effect (Path ¢’), representing the effect of humor climate (X) on creative
involvement (Y) independent of the mediator (M). A key addition in this model is that employee gender (W)
moderates the direct effect (c’). This means the strength (or direction) of humor climate’s direct impact on
employee involvement in creative work depends on employees’ gender.

All analyses were conducted at the individual level and reflect relationships among employees’ perceptions
of humor climate and psychological safety and their self-reported involvement in creative work. Regression
assumptions were examined for all equations included in the moderated mediation analyses. Multicollinearity
diagnostics indicated no concerns (tolerance = .285-1.00; VIF = 1.00-3.50). Durbin-Watson values ranged from
1.88 to 2.08, indicating independence of errors. Examination of residuals revealed no problematic outliers, and
visual inspection of diagnostic plots confirmed that assumptions of normality, linearity, and homoscedasticity
were met.

Results

Our moderated mediation analysis using Hayes' PROCESS Model 5 (Hayes, 2018) examined whether perceived
psychological safety (PS) mediates the relationship between positive and negative humor climate (PH) and
employee involvement in creative work (C), while accounting for gender as a moderator of the direct effects.

Hypothesis 1 predicted that psychological safety would mediate the relationship between positive humor
climate and involvement in creative work. This was confirmed. Humor climate significantly predicted perceived
psychological safety (b = 0.42, SE = 0.05, t(395) = 15.45, p < .001), explaining 37.7% of the variance in perceived
psychological safety (R? = .377, F(1, 395) = 238.66, p < .001). Psychological safety, in turn, significantly predicted
creative involvement (b = 0.11, SE = 0.03, t(392) = 3.41, p = .001). The indirect effect was significant (b = 0.08,
SE = 0.03, 95% CI [0.03, 0.13]), based on 5,000 bootstrap samples, indicating that positive humor climate fosters
involvement in creative work in part by enhancing perceptions of psychological safety.
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Further, Hypothesis 1 proposed that gender moderates the relationship between positive humor climate in
the workplace (PH) and creative involvement (C). Results supported this hypothesis: the interaction term (PH x
Gender) was significant, b = 0.18, SE = 0.06, £(392) = 2.82, p = .005, 95% CI [0.05, 0.31], accounting for an
additional 1.7% of the variance in creativity (AR? = .017). Probing the interaction revealed that positive humor
climate was a significant predictor of creative involvement for women (b = 0.21, p < .001), but not for men (b =
0.03, p = n.s.). This pattern indicates that higher levels of positive humor climate are associated with greater
involvement in creative work among female employees, but not among male employees. Regression results for
the mediation and moderation paths involving positive humor climate are summarized in Table 3.

Table 3. Regression Results for Positive Humor Climate (PROCESS Model 5)

Outcome Variable Predictor b SE t p
Psychological Safety Positive Humor Climate 0.42 0.03 15.45 <.001
Creative Involvement Psychological Safety 0.11 0.03 3.41 .001
Creative Involvement Positive Humor Climate (Women) 0.21 0.06 3.49 < .001
Creative Involvement Gender -0.13 0.07 -1.77 .077
Creative Involvement PH x Gender 0.18 0.06 2.82 .005

Note. Unstandardized regression coefficients (b) are reported. The coefficient for positive humor climate predicting creative
involvement represents the conditional direct effect at Gender = 1 (women), as estimated in PROCESS Model 5. Bootstrap
confidence intervals based on 5,000 samples.

To further interpret the significant interaction between positive humor climate and gender, simple slope
analyses were conducted and are illustrated in Graph 2.
Graph 2. Simple slopes of the relationship between positive humor climate and employee involvement in
creative work as a function of gender
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As shown in the Graph 2., positive humor climate was positively associated with employee involvement in
creative work among women, whereas the association was not significant among men. Specifically, increases in
positive humor climate were accompanied by higher predicted levels of creative involvement for women, while
corresponding changes in creative involvement among men were minimal. This pattern indicates that the direct
association between positive humor climate and creative involvement is conditional on gender, with women
appearing more responsive to supportive humor cues in the workplace.

Hypothesis 2 predicted that perceived psychological safety mediates the relationship between negative
humor climate and involvement in creative work. This hypothesis was also supported. Negative humor climate
significantly predicted reduced psychological safety, b = -0.35, SE = 0.02, t(395) = -16.73, p < .001, explaining
41.5% of the variance in psychological safety (R* = .415, F(1, 395) = 280.01, p < .001). In turn, psychological
safety significantly predicted involvement in creative work, b = 0.49, SE = 0.06, £t(392) = 8.34, p < .001. The
indirect effect of negative humor climate on involvement in creative work through psychological safety was
statistically significant, b = -0.17, SE = 0.02, 95% CI [-0.22, -0.13], based on 5,000 bootstrap samples. This
indicates a robust mediation pathway: the more negative the humor climate, the lower the psychological safety
employees perceived, which in turn was associated with reduced involvement in creative work.

Hypothesis 2 also proposed that gender moderates the direct relationship between negative humor climate
(NH) and employee involvement in creative work, when accounting for the mediating role of psychological safety.
Results supported this conditional moderation effect. When accounting for the mediation pathway, the
interaction term (NH x Gender) was statistically significant, b = —0.103, SE = 0.051, t (392) = —2.01, p = .045,
95% CI [-0.203, —0.002] and explained 0.9% of unique variance in creative involvement (AR? = .009). The
negative sign of the interaction coefficient b indicates that the effect of negative humor climate on creative work
is weaker for women than for men. Probing the interaction revealed that negative humor climate had a
significantly stronger direct effect on creative engagement for men (b = 0.203, SE = 0.045, p < .001) than for
women (b = 0.101, SE = 0.037, p = .007), confirming the presence of a gender-based moderation effect. These
findings indicate a conditional direct effect of negative humor climate on creative involvement that differs by
gender. Corresponding regression results are presented in Table 4.

Table 4. Regression Results for Negative Humor Climate (PROCESS Model 5)

Outcome Variable  Predictor b SE t p
Psychological Safety Negative Humor Climate —-0.35 0.02 —16.73 < .001
Creative Involvement Psychological Safety 0.49 0.06 8.34 <.001

Creative Involvement Negative Humor Climate (Men) 0.20 0.05 4.47 < .001
Creative Involvement Gender —0.07 0.08 —-0.92 .358

Creative Involvement NH x Gender —0.10 0.05 —2.01 .045

Note. Unstandardized regression coefficients (b) are reported. The coefficient for negative humor climate predicting creative
involvement represents the conditional direct effect at Gender = 0 (men), as estimated in PROCESS Model 5. Bootstrap
confidence intervals based on 5,000 samples.

To further interpret the significant interaction between negative humor climate and gender, simple slope
analyses were conducted and are illustrated in Graph 3.

As shown below, negative humor climate was positively associated with employee involvement in creative
work for both men and women when accounting for the mediating role of psychological safety. However, the
strength of this association differed by gender, with a stronger positive direct relationship observed among men
than among women. This pattern suggests that the direct association between negative humor climate and
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creative involvement may operate differently across genders, highlighting the conditional nature of humor’s
effects in the workplace.

Graph 3. Simple slopes of the relationship between negative humor climate and employee involvement in
creative work as a function of gender
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Discussion

This study sought to examine how workplace humor climate relates to employee involvement in creative work,
focusing on the mediating role of perceived psychological safety and the moderating role of gender. Overall, the
findings suggest that humor climate may shape creative engagement through both psychological and social
mechanisms. Importantly, however, the observed relationships are not uniform and should be interpreted
cautiously, as they reveal a complex and conditional pattern rather than a set of universally applicable effects. In
particular, the findings related to negative humor climate call for careful interpretation, as they suggest gender-
differentiated associations that depart from assumptions uniformly negative consequences. In particular, the
findings related to negative humor climate call for careful interpretation, as they reflect gender-differentiated
associations that are context-specific and conditional, rather than indicating that negative humor climate is
inherently beneficial. This gender-differentiated finding is consistent with prior research indicating that humor
in workplace settings is interpreted through gendered social expectations and evaluative norms, which shape
individuals’ perceived legitimacy of participation and behavioral responses (Evans et al., 2019; Lawless et al.,
2020; Moake & Robert, 2022).

Consistent with theories of cognitive flexibility and emotional climate, positive humor climate was associated
with higher levels of psychological safety and creative involvement. This finding aligns with prior work
suggesting that affiliative and supportive humor may contribute to an interpersonally supportive environment
that encourages experimentation and divergent thinking (Martin et al., 2003; Amabile & Pratt, 2016). Conversely,
negative humor climate was associated with lower levels of creative involvement, a pattern consistent with
research on aggressive and exclusionary humor, which highlights its potential to erode interpersonal trust,
undermine psychological safety, and constrain creative expression (Cooper & Schweitzer, 2025; Ford et al., 2020;
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Edmondson, 1999). Taken together, these findings reinforce the view of humor climate as a social-emotional
context that may shape creative behavior, while also underscoring that its influence depends on the meaning
attributed to humor within specific workplace contexts.

While positive humor climate was more strongly associated with women’s creative involvement, negative
humor climate—despite its negative association with psychological safety—showed a positive direct association
with creative involvement among men. This finding challenges prevailing assumptions that negative humor
climate necessarily undermines creativity and highlights the complexity of the relationship between humor
climate and creativity. Notably, this pattern should not be interpreted as evidence that negative humor is
beneficial or conducive to creativity. Rather, it may reflect gendered differences in how norm-violating humor is
interpreted within workplace interactions, operating despite reduced perceptions of psychological safety. From
a theoretical perspective, this suggests that humor climate may activate different psychological and social
processes across identity groups, rather than exerting a uniform influence on creative behavior. These findings
are consistent with social role theory and identity-based perspectives, which suggest that men may interpret
norm-violating humor as a creative challenge or signal, while women may perceive such climates as threatening
or exclusionary (Evans et al., 2019; Lawless et al., 2020; Moake & Robert, 2022).

One possible interpretation is that norm-violating humor may be differentially appraised as a cue of
challenge, competition, or boundary-testing interaction, which can activate creative engagement among men
without necessarily increasing perceptions of interpersonal safety. From a social identity perspective, such humor
may function as an in-group signaling mechanism that reinforces belonging or status within male-dominated
interactional norms, thereby allowing creative expression to occur despite reduced psychological safety (Tajfel &
Turner, 2004). These dynamics can be understood through the lens of gendered interpretations of interpersonal
risk, whereby workplace cues are filtered through identity-based expectations concerning belonging, threat, and
legitimacy of participation. Importantly, this pattern should be interpreted as a situated perceptual process rather
than as evidence that negative humor climates constitute functional or desirable organizational conditions.

By highlighting the conditional and socially situated nature of humor’s impact on creative behavior, this
study contributes to the growing call for a more contextualized understanding of workplace creativity (Chen et
al., 2022; Hemshorn de Sanchez et al.,, 2022). Rather than treating humor as a monolithic organizational
resource, the findings suggest that its influence depends critically on psychological safety and identity-based
meaning-making processes. In this sense, humor climate does not exert uniform effects but operates through
socially situated interpretations that shape creative participation differently across employees.

In sum, fostering a positive humor climate—one that supports inclusion, psychological safety, and emotional
well-being—can represent an important lever for unlocking creative engagement at work. From a practical
standpoint, these findings suggest that managers and organizations should be attentive not only to the presence
of humor, but also to its tone, targets, and social consequences. At the same time, organizations should be
sensitive to the gendered experience of humor, especially in contexts where hierarchical and cultural norms
constrain expression. Humor that is perceived as exclusionary or aggressive may carry uneven costs across
employees, potentially undermining creativity among some groups even when others appear less adversely
affected. Workplace creativity does not emerge solely from task design or individual talent, but from the subtle
social cues embedded in daily interactions, including humor.

While this study offers meaningful insights into the role of humor climate, psychological safety, and gender
in shaping employee creativity, several limitations should be acknowledged. These limitations are important to
consider when interpreting the findings and delineating the boundaries of their generalizability.

One limitation concerns the level of analysis. Although humor climate and psychological safety are
theoretically conceptualized as collective constructs, they were examined here through individual-level
perceptions. While this approach captures employees’ subjective experiences, it may not fully reflect shared
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group-level dynamics. As such, the present findings should be interpreted as reflecting individual psychological
climates rather than emergent team- or organizational-level phenomena. Future research could address this issue
by employing multi-level designs and aggregating perceptions within teams.

In addition, the cross-sectional design limits the ability to draw causal inferences about the directionality of
the observed relationships. Although the theoretical model is grounded in prior research, the possibility of reverse
or reciprocal effects cannot be ruled out. Longitudinal or experimental designs would allow for stronger
conclusions regarding temporal precedence and the causal mechanisms linking humor climate, psychological
safety, and creative involvement. Consequently, the present findings should be interpreted as reflecting
theoretically consistent associations rather than causal effects, and future research is needed to establish
temporal ordering and causal mechanisms more conclusively.

Furthermore, the reliance on self-reported measures introduces the possibility of common method variance
(Kock et al.,, 2021) and social desirability bias (King & Bruner, 2000). Although statistical remedies were
employed to assess and mitigate common method bias, the use of single-source data remains a nontrivial
limitation of the study. Single-source perceptual measures may inflate observed associations due to shared
method variance or response tendencies, even when statistical remedies are applied, and therefore the magnitude
of the reported relationships should be interpreted with appropriate caution. While widely used in organizational
research, self-report data may not fully capture behavioral expressions of humor, support, or creativity. Future
studies should consider incorporating multi-source data (e.g., peer evaluations, supervisor ratings) or behavioral
indicators of creative engagement.

Moreover, gender was operationalized as a binary moderator. While this approach aligns with most existing
literature and demographic reporting standards, it necessarily simplifies the complexity of gender as a social
identity and does not account for nonbinary or intersectional identities that may influence how individuals
interpret and respond to humor. Further research is needed to explore how humor climate interacts with a
broader range of social identities, including race, age, sexual orientation, and organizational role.

Finally, although this study separately modeled the effects of positive and negative humor climates, it did
not examine their potential interaction or dynamic coexistence within teams. Given that humor climates may
fluctuate over time and vary across situations, future research could explore how mixed humor climates or
shifting emotional norms influence team functioning and creativity over time.

Taken together, these limitations point to the need for future research designs that more fully capture the
dynamic, multilevel, and socially embedded nature of humor and creativity at work. Addressing these issues will
be essential for advancing a more nuanced and integrative understanding of how humor operates within
organizational contexts.

In conclusion, this study offers insight into how workplace humor climate shapes employee engagement in
creative work. By incorporating psychological safety as a mediator and gender as a moderator, the findings
suggest that humor functions not only as a relational dynamic but also as a context-dependent psychological and
socially embedded factor that may either support or constrain creativity. These insights should be interpreted
within the scope of the study’s design and methodological choices.

Positive humor climate was found to enhance psychological safety and, in turn, creative involvement,
underscoring the role of emotionally supportive environments in facilitating creativity. Conversely, negative
humor climate was found to undermine psychological safety but still showed a positive direct effect on creative
work, particularly among men. Importantly, this pattern does not imply that negative humor is inherently
beneficial for creativity but rather highlights the conditional and socially situated nature of humor’s effects. This
pattern suggests that the impact of humor is not universally beneficial or harmful, but socially contingent shaped
by identity norms, perceived risk, and group dynamics.
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Importantly, gender moderated the direct effects of humor climate, with women appearing more sensitive
to the relational risks posed by negative humor. These findings point to meaningful differences in how workplace
humor is experienced and interpreted, rather than to fixed or universal gender effects. Moreover, these findings
align with broader literature on gendered communication and workplace behavior, reinforcing the need for
inclusive humor norms that promote psychological safety for all employees.

Ultimately, the study suggests that fostering creativity requires more than structural supports or individual
incentives. However, the present findings should not be generalized beyond similar organizational and cultural
contexts without caution. Fostering creativity may also involve careful attention to the emotional climate of the
workplace and the social signals embedded in everyday interactions, including humor. Taken together, the results
highlight the importance of considering humor as a nuanced social practice whose effects on creativity depend
on psychological safety and socially embedded identity dynamics.
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NMNEPIAHWYH

H napovoa perétn e€etdlel tn oxéomn petabd ToU KAILATOG XLOUHOP GTOV XWPO EPYATig
KOL NG OUPHETOXNG Twv epyalopévwv og OMULOUPYLKY] €PYAOiN OTO OPYOVWOLOKO
TEPLPAMoV, €0TLdlovTag oTov SLapeETOAXPNTIKO pOA0 TG PUXOAOYLKIG aodAAELNG Kot
0TOV POAO TOU PUAOU WG pUBULOTIKIG peTaBANTHG. Baowldpevol otn BiAtoypadio oxeTika
HE TO €pYAOLKO KAIPQ Kal TN SnpovpytkoTNTa, LITOOETOURE OTL TO KAPQ YLoUpop
emnpeddel T SNPLLOVPYLKY EPTAOKT TV £pYAlOUEVEOV PHEOW TNG avTiANYNG TOUG Yo T
Stapoow ik} aohAaieLa, eve 1 ox€on autr dtadopomoteitat avaroya pe o $pUAo. Tt
Stepevivnon twv vmoBéoswv epappootnke avaivon Siapecordfnong pe pubuiotikni
petafAnt) (moderated mediation) péow SVo mapdMniwv poviédwv oe Setypa 397
epyalopévwv omyv EMGEda. To npito povtédo e€étaoe wg avefaptntn petafint to
BeTiKO KAl XLOVPOP, VK TO SEVTEPO TO APVNTLKO KA ¥oUpop. Kat ota Vo poviéia,
N avtdap favopevn Puyxoroykn aodpdAela opiotnke wg Stapecolafntikny petafAnTy, VKD
10 $PUA0 WG PUOLLOTIKY HETAPANTY] TNG AEONG OXEOMG HETAED TOU KAILATOG XLOVHOP KOt
NG OCULLETOXNG ot dnploupykn epyaoia. Ta amoteAéopata £del€av OtL To BeTikd KAlpLA
¥oUpop ouvdéetarl e vPnAdtepa entimeda PuyoAoy KNG AohAAELNG, T OTTOIX LE TN TELPA
TOUG OYETI(OVTOL [E PEYQAUTEPT OUUUETOXT OTn Snpovpytkn epyaoia, eved 10 $vI0
Stadopomotel TV évraon tng Gpeong oxeéong petald twv Vo petafintov. Avtifeta, to
APVNTIKO KAl XLoUpop ouvEEeTal e YapnAdtepa emimeda PuyoAoyKiig aopEAelag Kat
TIOPOVOLALEL ETIONG GLEOT) OYEDT LE TN CUUUETOX] OTn dnovpykn epyaocia, 1 omoio
Stadopomoteitatl avaroya pe To PUA0. ZTUVOALK, TA EVPTHLATA AVASELKVUOUV OTL TO KA
XWUHOp OTOV XWPO €PYAOLAG amoteAel évav ONUAVIIKO KOWWVLKO Kal PUYXOAOYLKO
TOPAYOVTA TOU 0PYAVKOOLAKOU TEPLBEAOVTOG, 0 0moiog enmmpeddel T dnpovpytkoTTa
TV epyalopévwy pEow NG PYuyoroylkng oodpdAelag, pe T ox€om auty va
Stadopormoteital avaroya pe o pvA0. Ta amoteAéopata vmoypappifouv ) onpaoia g
KaMEpyelag €vog Betikol KAIHATOG YlOUHOp Kal NG Snpouvpyiog epyaolokov
TEPPOMIVTILOV  TTOU  evioyUouv TNV Puxoroylky] aodAAElr KOL  TTPOAYOUV TN
Snpovpycomra.
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