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Abstract 

The use of humor in advertising has been well researched in Western countries. 
However, the study of it in Chinese societies is in its infancy. In addition, previous 
studies generated inconsistent findings about the effect of humor on persuasion in 
advertising. This study aimed to fill the gap by investigating both the utilization of 
humor in Hong Kong television advertising and people’s responses toward humorous 
commercials. A total of 356 television commercials shown between February and May 
2004 was content analyzed. Using Sternthal and Craig’s (1973) classification of humor 
advertising, it was found that about twenty percent of the sample utilized humorous 
devices to some extent. Two hundred fifty-four university students were recruited to 
watch five television commercials extracted from the analyzed sample (2 humorous, 1 
filler and 2 non-humorous). They were then requested to respond to a structured 
questionnaire incorporating the following dimensions: perceived humor, level of “prior 
exposure,” level of “need for cognition” (NFC), and degree of attention, disruption and 
persuasion. Results showed that humor secures attention getting while at the same time 
disrupts message processing. Petty and Cacioppo’s (1986) elaboration likelihood model 
was applied to examine the effect of humor in persuasion. It was found, as predicted, 
humor enhances message persuasiveness when the moderating variable NFC was 
controlled. Participants with low NFC were easier to be persuaded by humorous 
commercials than did participants with high NFC. It was also found that repeated 
exposure to the same humorous commercial did not affect its persuasive effect. Finally, 
male audiences regarded humorous commercials as more persuasive than non-humorous 
one. However, female audiences were in the opposite. The study provides guidelines for 
advertisers/advertising practitioners who would like to employ humor in their 
communication. Meanwhile, it also draws ethical concerns toward the increased 
application of entertainment-coated persuasion. 
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	The embedding of entertainment element in advertising actually reflects a phenomenon of de-advertising and commercialism (see Figure 4.4). Humor advertising might be viewed as some funny advertisements at first. People might think that it is to bring them enjoyment and thus make them happy. However, if one goes a step further, he or she will see the actual intention of it. It is to make selling look less like selling, or to “de-advertise.” The phenomenon of de-advertising has become more and more prominent nowadays. We witnessed more and more naughty advertisements which look just like newspaper/magazine features. We read the “article” as if it were a feature on make-ups or healthy products until we have spotted the disclaimer at the corner. Apparently, advertisers try very hard to hide their overt selling intention.  
	 
	This induces several questions. If more and more advertisements were of the humorous variety, would advertising on the whole come under less criticism from the public? Humorous advertisements generally seen as being less deceptive may receive less criticism from the public than those hard-sell typed advertisements. Ward, Wackman, and Wartella (1977) found that television commercials were regarded as deceptive by many people including grade school children. As mentioned in Chapter 2, most surveyed children expressed preference towards interesting/funny commercials. What if children were exposed to these humorous advertisements day after day? Will they still be so skeptical towards advertising? The findings of this study which please the advertisers have nevertheless left worries to parents and media educators. 
	Implications 
	Using university students as the sample, the study provides important implications for advertisers/advertising practitioners, media educators and researchers as well. The results have direct implications for advertisers/advertising practitioners who would like to employ humor in their communication strategy. It helps them better understand how humor advertising work and how to produce advertisements young people enjoy. Humor, as proven in the study, is an effective tool for advertising. If used to advantage, it may be a winning formula for successful product selling. Advertisers/advertising practitioners who still follow traditional reasoning by highlighting the product information may need to review its effectiveness. They may consider constituting their messages in a refreshing and enjoyable fashion by embedding the promotional intent into entertainment.  
	The study has indicated that advertising appeal, gender and level of “need for cognition” all interplay to affect the effectiveness of humor advertising. Advertisers/ advertising practitioners may use these variables as segmentation tools in targeting young audiences and in vehicle selection. Some television programs or magazines may have audiences or readership that are higher in “need for cognition” than others, such as programs with themes related to public policies, scientific and technological issues, etc. This study speculated that inserting humorous advertisements into such programs or magazines are unlikely to be successful. The study also supported the use of sex demographic as a basis for market segmentation. Some television shows or magazines may warrant a male or female readership in general. Advertisements place in material targeted to males could employ more humorous appeals whereas material aimed at females should avoid doing so.  
	Previous research illustrated that children showed a marked improvement in understanding humor found in advertising by the age of 9-year-old (Brown & Bryant, 1983; Belk, Mayer, & Driscoll, 1984; Nippold, Cuyler, & Braunbeck-Price, 1988). Young children before nine years old have difficulties in understanding humor elements in advertising. Undoubtedly, this group of audience is the most vulnerable one towards advertising gimmicks. Lacking the essential defense mechanism make them easily fall prey to temptations in advertising. The present study demonstrated that humor advertising has a strong persuasive effect. Humor, combined with overt persuasion attempts, sometimes acts as a camouflage for direct selling. Therefore it is suggested that parents or media educators should take effective measures to aid young children in understanding this form of marketing communication. It is impossible to avoid advertising and some of us actually invite it into our lives. However, it is important to become aware of entertainment-coated promotion.  
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