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INTRODUCTION 
Humor is a multi-disciplinary field of research. People have 
been working on humor in many fields of research, such as 
psychology, philosophy and linguistics, sociology and 
literature. Especially in the context of computer science (or 
Artificial Intelligence) humor research aims at modeling 
humor in a computationally tractable way. Having compu-
tational models of humor allows interface designers to have 
the computer generate and interpret humor when interacting 
with users. Being able to recognize a user’s frustration [5] 
can be useful; however, preventing it whenever possible by 
an adequate use of humor can be useful as well. 
There are many situations in human-human interaction 
where humor plays an important role. It does not only play 
an entertaining role. It helps in regulating conversations 
(social and business conversations), building trust between 
partners and facilitating self-disclosure and it is an impor-
tant factor in social attraction. 
Nass has shown in different studies [7, 10] that humans 
respond in the same way to computers as they do to persons 
with respect to psychosocial phenomena such as personal-
ity, politeness, flattery, and in-group favoritism. Making use 
of this paradigm we may investigate a similar role to be 
played in human-computer interaction for various types of 
humor use and we can see whether the regulating and so-
cial-psychological aspects of humor can play positive roles 
in human-computer interaction. 

HUMOR IN HUMAN-HUMAN INTERACTION 
In interpersonal interactions, either at work or at home, hu-
mans use humor, humans smile and humans laugh. Humor 
can be spontaneous, but it can also serve a social role and 
be used deliberately. A smile can be the effect of appreci-
ating a humorous event, but it can also be used to regulate 
the conversation. A laugh can be spontaneous but can also 
mask disagreement or be cynical. Research has shown that 
laughs are related to topic shifts in a conversation and 
phases in negotiations or problem solving tasks. 
For our aims we are not particularly interested in a possible 
preconceived aim of a conversational partner to create hu-
mor during a conversation or discussion. Rather we look at 
situations where humor occurs more or less spontaneously 

during an interaction, where it occurs in a supporting role, 
for example to hide embarrassment, to dominate the discus-
sion or to change the topic, or where it induces trust or has 
a role in interpersonal attraction [2]. Humor support, or the 
reaction to humor, is an important aspect of interpersonal 
interaction. Humans employ a wide range of humor in their 
conversations and the given support shows the understand-
ing and appreciation of humor. There are many support 
strategies. The strategy that can be used in a certain situa-
tion is mainly determined by the context of the humorous 
event. The strategy can include smiles and laughter, the 
contribution of more humor, echoing the humor, offering 
sympathy or contradicting self-deprecating humor. There 
are also situations in which no support is necessary. In or-
der to give full humor support, humor has to be recognized, 
understood and appreciated. These factors determine our 
level of agreement on a humorous event and the grade of 
how we want to support the humor. Support may show our 
involvement in the discussion, our motivation to continue 
and how much we enjoy the conversation or interaction. 

HUMOR IN HUMAN-COMPUTER INTERACTION 
It can be expected that in future applications, not only in 
specially designed entertainment environments, human-
computer interaction will become less goal-directed than in 
the past. Information and communication technology moves 
to the living room and all sorts of social environments 
where we have human- (embodied) agent interaction and 
computer-mediated interaction where computers can be-
come a (semi-autonomous) partner in the human-human 
interaction. As more researchers get involved in these top-
ics it becomes clear that our current understanding of user 
concerns is too much derived from the world of work and 
efficiency and it should be complemented with under-
standing of social partner concerns, including the different 
roles of humor. 
Recently, embodied conversational agents (ECAs) have 
become a well-established research area. Embodied agents 
are agents that are visible in the interface as animated car-
toon characters or resembling human beings. Sometimes 
they just consist of an animated talking face, displaying 
facial expressions and, when using speech synthesis, having 
lip synchronization. These agents are used to inform and 
explain or even to demonstrate products or sequences of 
activities in educational, e-commerce or recreational set-
tings (Fig. 1). Experiments have shown that ECAs can in-
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crease the motivation of a student or a user interacting with 
the system. Current research deals with improving intelli-
gent behavior of these ECAs, but also with adding emo-
tional behavior and personality in order to make them more 
believable to the user and to induce trust. Event appraisal 
theories to model emotions are being used in this field. For 
example, in the Carmen project [6] event appraisal is used 
to recognize and process feelings of guilt and anger in a 
setting where an embodied conversational agent talks with a 
mother of children with leukemia. 

In order to try to 
realize that ECAs 
smile or even laugh 
at the right mo-
ment, it seems 
natural to have an 
ECA appraise the 
events in the inter-
action and in the 
environment in a 
similar way. A next 
step would be the 
generation of hu-
mor, e.g. a 

humorous remark that is adequate in the context of the 
dialogue or aims at playing a social and/or regulating role in 
the interaction. 

HUMOR THEORY AND HCI 
In order to generate and comprehend humor we need com-
putational theories of humor. There are theories of humor 
and some of them are oriented towards formal models that 
indeed can be used [4,8,11], but at this moment certainly 
not in every domain, not for every application and not for 
every type of interaction. To identify which theories are 
best suited for human-computer interaction and how they 
should be developed further in order to become really use-
ful is a challenge which we think that it is time to meet. 
One possible way of proceeding is to review existing theo-
ries and observations concerning the appraisal of (humor-
ous) situations (available as events, in conversation, in ver-
bal descriptions or stories) in terms of possible agent mod-
els that include explicit modules for beliefs, desires, inten-
tions and emotions. For example, it would be worthwhile to 
investigate how such a model can include reasoning mecha-
nisms about situations where there is the feeling that the 
situation is normal, while at the same time there is a viola-
tion of a commitment of the agent about how things ought 
to be. With this view in mind it is useful to look at attempts 
to define degrees of incongruity [3], attempts to define hu-
mor in terms of violations of Grice’s conversational maxims 
[1], proposals to define and explain humor or laughter in 

terms of perceptual, affective, and response patterns, but 
also ‘measures’ from questionnaires that are used to meas-
ure the propensity to laugh in a variety of verbally de-
scribed situations. 

GOAL OF THE WORKSHOP 
This workshop aims to: 
• provide a forum to discuss the role of humor in human-

computer interaction; can humor in the interface have 
similar effects as in interpersonal interactions and when 
do we want these effects? 

• discuss a research agenda, including the identification 
of relevant (computational) humor theories, shortcom-
ings and necessary development of theories; this will be 
done with future interface applications in mind. 

In this workshop we hope to attract researchers from a wide 
range of disciplines, including Human-Computer Interac-
tion, Computer Science, Computational Linguistics, Artifi-
cial Intelligence, Psychology and Social Science. 
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Fig. 1: User interacting with an embodied 
agent. When should the agent smile? 
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