
Frieda Agema 

1 

 

Joke Structure and Topic: influence on women’s disruptiveness 

Women are still seen by society as less than men. This is not new information, but the level of 

which this view permeates through all facets of society might be. This paper focusses on the 

relation between gender and humour, because it is an issue there as well. Both in professional 

and personal areas, women are seen as less funny, even when making the same joke a man 

does (Evans, 2019). In both the US and the UK, there are a lot more professional male 

comedians, and the women that do work as comedians get payed significantly less 

(Humphries, 2014). Additionally, Greengross et al. (2020) argue that women are seen as less 

funny in general. This project delves deeper into this relationship of humour and gender, by 

looking at the types of jokes women make, and how they are perceived as more or less 

disruptive. These concepts will be explained in the next section, after which a few examples 

are given to show if and how the structure and topic of a joke influence the perception of 

disruptiveness of the woman who makes the joke. Lastly, advice for further research will be 

given, in addition to describing the societal impact this project could make. 

 Firstly, to understand how the structure and topic of a joke influence disruptiveness, 

these four notions need defining. To start, what is a joke? Dynel (2009) makes a distinction 

between jokes and humorous remarks, where the first is a subtype of the second. A humorous 

remark is any verbal comment that intends to amuse the hearer, and a joke is part of this, but 

(generally) has a clear set up and punchline (Dynel, 2009). For this project, a joke and 

humorous remark will be used interchangeably, as other authors do not distinguish between 

these.  

 The second notion that will be explained is the structure of a joke. All jokes have a 

structure, which pertains to the design of the joke and the meta-analysis of it. Features such as 

length, if the joke is part of the implicature or the explicature, or its conventional framework 

are part of the structure. Not the topic of the joke, but the way it is set up is important here. 

An example to show the structure of a joke is given through a knock-knock joke. The 

structure is as such:  

Person A: “Knock-knock” 

Person B: “Who is there?” 

Person A: “[Set up]” 

Person B: “[Set up] who?” 

Person A: “[Punchline]” 
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This example shows the conventional framework of a knock-knock joke, and thereby this 

element of its structure. The topic is omitted, but it is still clear how the joke is set up, thus 

showing its structure. 

 This feature of a joke is analysed, because there is a high possibility that the structure 

influences the perceived disruptiveness depending on the gender stereotypes the maker carries 

with them. To explain, it is possible that it is seen as less disruptive when a man makes a 

conventionally structured joke, such as a knock-knock joke, compared to a woman, because 

men are permitted to be funny. It can be imagined that when a man starts a knock-knock joke, 

people sit up to hear it because they assume something funny is going to happen, whereas 

when a woman starts a knock-knock joke, people are upset because she is not supposed to do 

what she is currently doing, thus causing a disruption. This project looks into the feature of 

structure to see if this notion can be supported by scientific evidence.  

Following, the topic of a joke will be defined. For this project, the Question Under 

Discussion (QUD) framework will be used to define the topic of a joke. The QUD framework 

entails that all utterances are answers to (implicit) questions that determine the topic 

(Jasinskaja et al., 2017). Moreover, an utterance can have multiple QUD’s. For example, take 

the ‘that’s what she said’ joke “I don't know why this is better than just hammering it in, but I 

would like to experience it.” “That’s what she said.” The QUD of this joke is “Who else said 

the first sentence?”, but a secondary one could be along the lines of “What did the (imagined) 

woman say during sex?" So the topic of this joke is an (imagined) woman talking about a 

sexual experience by using words that can be interpreted multiple ways.  

It is important to study the topic of a joke to study its disruptiveness, because due to 

the gender roles men and women have, they are ‘allowed’ to talk about different things. 

Men can talk about sex, but not emotions, for example. It can be assumed that the topic of 

a joke influences the perception of disruptiveness of the woman who makes it based on 

these gender roles.  

Lastly, disruptiveness is discussed. While this has been analysed in multiple studies, 

across multiple areas of science, no salient definition seems to have been established. Two 

examples of studies that have researched disruptiveness have been done by Evans et al., in 

2019 and by Govindarajan & Kopalle, 2006. The first of these looked into the effect of gender 

on the perceived level of disruption of a joke in a work environment. Their argument, which 

they found evidence for through conducting an experiment with 216 participants, was that 

“gender stereotypes constrain the interpretation of observed humour such that humour 

expressed by males is likely to be interpreted as more functional and less disruptive compared 
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to humour expressed by females” (Evans et al. 2019). Their way of measuring disruptiveness 

was done through asking their participants to fill in a 7-point Likert scale on 5 elements 

(disruptiveness, distraction, harmfulness to the presentation, reflection of speaker, and 

influence on effectiveness), but they do not use a clear definition of disruptiveness. The 

second of the example studies, done by Govindarajan and Kopalle in 2006, studied a very 

different field. Their research focused on the disruptiveness of innovations at strategic 

businesses. While in two very different fields, this study also used a 7-point Likert scale to 

measure disruptiveness without precisely defining disruptiveness. This phenomenon has not 

been studied very often, but this seems to be the most widely accepted way to do so. For this 

project it is not possible to use this method, as there are no participants. However, several 

factors are taken into account when determining the level of disruptiveness. The main two 

elements are if the joke is perceived to change or halt the QUD, and if it follows or goes 

against gender stereotypes. Instead of a Likert scale, in this case study approach the perceived 

level of disruptiveness will be based on the author’s intuitions, but further research will be 

recommended to study these intuitions through an experimental set up with participants.  

Now that the main notions of this project are clear, let us look at some examples. The 

first example that will be discussed is one that will show the structure of a joke has influence 

on the perceived level of disruptiveness, and that that level increases when a woman is the one 

making the joke. The feature of structure that is analysed is the length of a joke. It can be 

expected that the length of a joke influences its disruptiveness, as a long joke halts the QUD 

for longer than a short joke, therefore being seen as more disruptive. A short joke, such as a 

‘that’s what she said’ joke, interjects one extra sentence into the conversation, and then it can 

continue again. It does not take away that much time from what was being discussed.
1
 On the 

other hand, a shaggy-dog story does take up a lot of time. This type of joke is inherently a 

longer story, but one without a punchline or climax (Chiaro. 1992). An example of such a 

joke is:  

Ghandi walked barefoot everywhere, to the point that his feet became quite thick and hard. 

Even when he wasn’t on a hunger strike, he did not eat much and became quite thin and frail. 

He also was quite a spiritual person. Furthermore, due to his diet, he ended up with very bad 

breath. He became known as a super-calloused fragile mystic plagued with halitosis. (Dynel, 

2009) 

                                                
1 Responses such as laughter or annoyance (when a joke is seen as disruptive) are not taken into account for the 

time assessment of this joke, as it is not the joke or the speaker that utilises this time, it is the response of the 

audience that does.  
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This joke is a lot longer than just one sentence, so it takes a lot more time away from the QUD. 

It might even change it due to the fact that so much time has passed, the previous QUD is 

disregarded. Clearly, the length of a joke can influence its perceived disruptiveness, as more 

or less time is spent on the joke dependent on it. But how does gender play a factor into this? 

Why does the length of a joke influence women’s disruptiveness more than men’s? This is 

due to one of the many gender roles that women carry, namely that they should be subservient 

to men. This gender role encourages women to take up as little space as they can, and 

therefore should not speak out or take the floor to do so. By telling a lengthy joke, such as a 

shaggy dog story, a woman does the opposite of that. She takes the floor for a while, and talks 

about something that might or might not be relevant to the QUD, instead of being quiet. A 

man would be more easily authorised to tell a shaggy dog story, because it is okay if a man 

speaks for a long time. Accordingly, the perceived level of disruptiveness of a lengthy joke is 

higher when a woman makes it then when a man does. 

 The second example that shows how the structure of a joke influences its 

disruptiveness, especially when a woman makes it, relates to the conventional framework of a 

joke. This feature entails that jokes often have a certain structure in which it works. A knock-

knock joke, a ‘that’s what she said’ joke or a pun are all examples of these. While the topic 

might differ per iteration of the joke, it is (almost) always set up in similar ways. A pun 

always entails a level of double meaning and a ‘that’s what she said’ is always said after a 

sentence that can be interpreted as sexual. These conventional frameworks are therefore very 

recognisable, and when a person begins to make such a joke, the audience will be notified 

immediately. For example, when someone starts a knock-knock joke, there is no other way 

than to say “knock knock”. There are very few settings where these words are uttered without 

it being the start of a “knock knock” joke. Only when someone is walking into a room or new 

space, one would say “knock knock” in a serious way. Any other time when this is not the 

case, this utterance signals that a joke is starting. This influences the level of disruptiveness of 

a joke, as people are able to easily recognise a joke is starting, thus increasing its 

disruptiveness. Concentration and attention previously focussed on the QUD will divert to 

listen to the joke being made. A joke in a less conventional framework is more likely to 

‘sneak up’ on a person, thus being less disruptive. Similarly to the length of a joke, when a 

person knows a joke is going to happen, more time will be taken away from the QUD, thus 

making it more disruptive. A woman using a conventional framework to make a joke will feel 

the negative influence of the feature even more, as women are not supposed to be funny. 

When they signal that they are going to make a joke, this goes against their gender role of 
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being quiet and demure. Additionally, in a work setting, the clear signalling of a joke might 

‘prove’ to people that the woman is not dedicated to her work, which is also a stereotype 

(Evans et al., 2019). Contrastingly, a man doing so will show his colleagues that he is not a 

bore and that he can also take time away from work, which is a good quality for men to have. 

This shows that conventional frameworks for jokes influence the level of perceived 

disruptiveness, in particular that of a woman, due to the clear signal the framework gives.  

 The two examples of the length and conventional framework have shown how the 

structure of a joke can influence the disruptiveness of it, and how a woman using these 

structural features is impacted more by these issues than a man would be. However, the 

structure is not the only part at play when making a joke, the topic is important too. Therefore, 

consecutively, two examples showing the influence of the topic of a joke will be discussed.  

 The first example of a joke where the topic of the joke influences the perceived level 

of disruptiveness will be one created by Evans et al. (2019). Their study focussed on the 

different perception of disruptiveness between a male and female manager of a store. Their 

experiment was set up in a way that both actors gave two presentations, one serious one, and 

one with jokes in it. One of their humorous conditions, as they call the jokes included in their 

‘funny’ presentation, was “I don’t have any specific data to support my claim and perhaps 

that’s OK because 27% of statistics are made up anyway” (Evans et al., 2019, p. 34). The 

QUD of this joke is “is it problematic that there is no data to support this claim?” The topic of 

the joke is the fact that there is no real data to support the claim, and the statistic of 27% is 

made up. This topic influences the level of disruptiveness of the joke, because it suggests that 

the person who makes the joke is not serious about their work, because they make up statistics 

instead of having real data. This is disruptive, because it does not fit in a professional setting. 

However, this violation of work ethic impacts women more than men, because they are 

already believed to be less dedicated to work. As Evans et al. (2019) explain it, “working 

women are stereotyped as having lower dedication to work (Rivera & Tilcsik, 2016), due to 

their association with family responsibilities and the perception that women cannot be 

simultaneously dedicated to both work and family (Blair-Loy, 2004)” (pp. 8-9). However, 

when a woman shows this disregard for her work by making a joke of which the topic is that 

she does not take her work entirely seriously, this will be taken as proof of the gender 

stereotype. This ensures the woman is seen as more disruptive, because it reinforces the belief 

that the woman would rather be at home, taking attention away from the presentation. On the 

other hand, a man making a joke about his low work ethic will be seen as less disruptive, 

because it will be taken less seriously. For men the gender stereotype that their focus is 
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divided between work and family does not exist, thus there is no reason to believe he is 

serious when he jokes about his low work ethic.  

 A second example of a joke to show how the topic influences the level of 

disruptiveness is ‘Roses are red. Violets are fine. You’ll be the six, and I’ll be the nine’ 

(Hubbard, 2021). The Question Under Discussion for this joke is “In what positions should 

we have sex?” as it is an explicit sex joke. It refers to the position where two partners lie 

opposite from each other, one on top of the other. This joke can be seen as more disruptive 

due to the topic being a sexual one, which is still a taboo to talk about in everyday 

conversations, even though it is becoming more and more accepted (at least in certain circles). 

This is due to the fact that by making a sex joke, the taboo is broken, which takes attention 

away from the QUD. Of course, this is not the case when the joke is made in response to or 

during a conversation about sex, which is a plausible context for the joke to be made. 

However, it is also plausible that the joke is made in different contexts, where the goal of the 

joke is to be purposefully cheeky. All in all, a sex joke can be very disruptive, but again, just 

like with the previous three examples, a woman making a sex joke is punished more severely 

than a man would be. This is because in our society, women carry with them the gender role 

of being chaste and pure. Women are not supposed to have or want sex, as can be seen by the 

fact that slut shaming is still highly rampant. Slut shaming is, as the name suggest, the 

debasing of women because of their sexual behaviour by calling them names or for example 

spreading (fake) nude pictures of them. Some studies say 1 in 5 teenage girls deal with this 

phenomenon (Van Royen, 2017). So, when a woman makes a sex joke, it goes against this 

desired chastity and purity, making the joke more disruptive. Men do not have the issue that 

them having sex is unsavoury. The contrary is true, a man who has a lot of sex is to be lauded 

instead of shamed. This discrepancy between how men and women should deal with sex 

ensures that the disruptiveness of a sexual joke differs between them. When a woman makes a 

sex joke, it will be seen as very disruptive and inappropriate, whereas when a man makes one, 

it is seen as funny.  

 To conclude, this report has shown that women will be seen as more disruptive when 

making jokes than man, and that the structure and topic of a joke play a part in this. The 

examples of the two features of structure; length and conventional framework showed that the 

structure influences the perceived level of disruptiveness of a woman making a joke, because 

taking the floor for a long time, or clearly signalling that you are going to make a joke go 

against what society wants from a stereotypical woman. Additionally, the two examples of a 

work related joke and sex joke show that the topic of a joke is also very important to the 
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perceived level of disruptiveness of the woman making a joke. Because the stereotype exists 

that women are not very dedicated to work due to their family life, making a joke about made 

up data might prove to your audience that you have a low work ethic. Moreover, making a sex 

joke as a woman goes against the desired chastity and purity society wants from her, ensuring 

the joke is seen as more disruptive. 

 All in all, these four examples have shown that women are still punished for stepping 

outside of the societal gender norms, and humour falls under this. While women are often 

seen as less funny than men, this report has shown that this is not inherently true. Women are 

not less funny; women are looked down upon and not supposed to be funny. 

 However, more research is needed. The assumptions and intuitions mentioned in this 

study need experimental testing, to see their true validity. Additionally, research could be 

done in different domains of humour and gender. Humour in the workplace is different than 

humour on stage during a stand-up routine, which is again different than humour at home. All 

these different domains need studying to provide a clear picture of the relationship between 

gender and humour. Moreover, the delivery of a joke; if it is announced or if the speaker is 

(almost) laughing, will impact the disruptiveness of a joke as well, but this report has not yet 

looked into this. To fully understand the relation between humour and gender, this needs to be 

done. While women are breaking away from gender norms and emancipation is still 

happening, more and bigger steps need to be taken. This report has brought light to one aspect 

of the issues surrounding gender, but we are nowhere close to being done.  
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