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Creativity in humor production:
Quantity and quality in divergent thinking

PETER DERKS and DEDRECK HERV AS
College of William and Mary, Williamsburg, Virginia

Humorous captions for still pictures from old movies were produced by 38 college students. Either
2 or 10 captions for each of three pictures were required. There was a less than 1% overlap among
the captions, demonstrating that the task results in highly divergent answers. Average caption
funniness improved with output order, indicating that in a task leading to divergent responses,
quantity can lead to quality.

Weisberg (1986), in his critique of "myths" of
creativity, presented evidence that sheer quantity of ideas
does not always lead to original answers to problems.
Productivity and brainstorming are not necessarily sources
of creative solutions.

Nevertheless, as ideas are generated in unusual uses
tasks, they tend to increase in uniqueness (Christensen,
Guilford, & Wilson, 1957; Meadow & Parnes , 1959).
Parnes (1961) also rated the "value" of unusual uses, but
added the score to uniqueness for the final evaluation.
Thus , even though quality increased with output , it was
confounded by associative remoteness, which, almost by
definition, should increase with increased output.

Consequently, the measure of the quantity-quality out­
put relation requires either pure quality evaluation or a
task that produces only unique responses. Since the judg ­
ment of quality of an unusual use must depend, to some
extent, on its uniqueness , the second approach was at­
tempted in the present study .

Several writers have proposed humor and humor
production as an "act of creation" (Arietti , 1976; Koes­
tler , 1964). Sense of humor and creativity even correlate
somewhat (Brodzinsky & Rubien, 1976; Colell &
Domino, 1980; Treadwell, 1970). Finally, when subjects
were asked to write "funny" captions for still pictures
from old movies , there was less than 1% overlap among
captions (Derks, in press) . Humor production is, there­
fore , a good candidate for a task that generates non­
overlapping divergent responses.

Furthermore, humor production is a problem-solving
task with a clear but difficult solution. The attempt at hu­
mor cannot be a direct association or completely unrelated
to the situation. The best humor will arouse, surprise,
resolve , and relate to the audience (McGhee, 1979; Ziv,
1984). Humor production is difficult, yet subjects from
schizophrenics to college students are willing to attempt
it (Derks , Leichtman, & Carroll, 1975; Rosin & Cerbus,
1984).

Requests for reprints should be sent to Peter Derks, Department of
Psychology, College of William and Mary , Williamsburg, VA 23185.

An earlier study that examined humor production did
not find a general relation between output order of the
captions and their quality (i.e., funniness) (Derks , in
press). In that study, however, subjects were allowed to
make as many or as few responses as they wished in a
set time period. The variability in quantity and in latency
of responses made it difficult to apply any parametric anal­
ysis. Nevertheless, "best" captions did tend to occur af­
ter "worst" by about two to one.

In the present study the humor producers were required
to write a certain number of captions for the pictures.
Therefore, "early" and " late" could be quantified more
precisely. Performance on a large number of captions was
also compared with performance on a small number. From
this comparison, inferences could be made about how peo­
ple monitored their idea production .

METHOD

Subjects
Thirty-eight introductory psychology students participated in humorous

caption writing to fulfill a course requirement. They were tested in groups
of 5 to 7.

Ten judges were also selected from the introductory class . They were
chosen because their judgments of humor were consistent with a larger
sample of students (Derks , Lewis, & White, 1981). These judges were
paid $10 for evaluating the 684 captions that resulted from humor produc­
tion. The evaluation was done at their own paces on their own time.

Materials
Three pictures were selected because they had elicited a relatively

large number of different responses in previous research . They were
Gibson Gowland chewing on the fingers of a screaming Zasu Pitts in
a scene from " Greed," Lon Chaney in " The Phantom of the Opera "
pointing gleefully to the left as Norma Philbin looks on with dismay ,
and Richard Dix making a rabbity shadow on the wall for a bemused
and bedridden young woman in " A Man Must Live" (Franklin, 1959).
A large digital clock permitted the subjects to record the time at which
each caption occurred to them.

Procedure
The pictures were projected one at a time in a random order. Nineteen

subjects were instructed to write 10 captions, and the remaining sub­
jects wrote 2 for each picture . These captions were to be as " funny
as possible ." The subjects also were told to record the time when the
idea for the caption occurred to them. A picture was not removed until
all subjects were finished.
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The judges were given a packet of the pictures and booklets of the
relevant capt ions , which had been typed and randomized over subjects
and order. They judged the captions on a 2 l-point scale, with 0 = not
at all funny and 10 = extremely funny. Such a scale has been found
to correlate weU with other measures of humor (Derks et al. , 1981).

RESULTS

Overlap
Of the 684 captions generated for the three pictures,

3 were verbatim repetitions. For example, the cliche "Not
tonight , I have a headache" was given twice for " The
Phantom of the Opera" picture . " Not tonight, I have a
hangnail" was also given for the man chewing the lady's
fingers, but was not counted as a repetition . The overlap
rate was well below 1%.

Quantity
Figure 1 presents humor rating (quality) as a function

of order and rate of output (latency) . When the subjects
wrote 10 captions, the latencies got progressively longer
[F(9 ,162) = 9.68,p < .0001]. This effect was primar­
ily due to the short average time, only 19 sec, required
to think of the first caption . After that, the next shortest
latency , from the second to the third caption, was 42 sec,
and the longest latency, for the last caption , was 60 sec.
The latencies for the three different pictures were signifi­
cantly different [F(2,36) = 5.48, P < .1] and interacted
with output order [F(18 ,324) = 2.03 , p < .01]. Since
these effects were of little importance to the present study,
the latencies were combined for presentation in Figure 1.
Of major importance is the consistent high rate of respond­
ing when a large number of captions was required.

The latency for providing only 2 captions was much
slower than that for providing the first 2 of 10 [F(1,36)
= 30.01, P < .0001]. The subjects took as long to
provide the second caption of 2 as they did to provide
the third and fourth captions of 10. The subjects appeared
to be more self-critical when they had fewer captions
to write. Again latency slowed [F(1 ,36) = 53.90,
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p < .000 1] and pictures differed in rate of eliciting cap­
tions [F(2,72) = 4.62 , P < .02]. The only significant in­
teraction for latency was between number ofcaptions re­
quested and the order of captions [F(1 ,36) = 6.04,
P < .02] . Pictures did not interact with conditions.

Average Quality
When 10 captions were written, the rating of their hu­

mor increased progressively [F(9,162) = 2.50, p < .02].
The particular picture did not have an effect on caption
funniness [F(2,36) < 1.0], and there was no interaction
[F(18 ,324) = 1.10]. When only two captions were writ­
ten, however, no effects were significant. The second cap­
tion was not reliably better than the first [F(1, 18) = 1.62],
even though the subjects' latencies suggested that they
were being more self-critical and waiting for a better idea.
Pictures also did not differ in caption funniness [F(2,36)
< 1.0], and the interaction was insignificant [F(2,36) =
1.20] .

In fact, the first 2 captions of 10 were very similar in
quality to only 2 captions [F(1,36) = 1.78]. Furthermore,
the change from first caption to the second was not sig­
nificant [F(1,36) = 2.55] . The only significant relation­
ship was between pictures and order, which interacted sig­
nificantly [F(2,72) = 3.72,p < .05]. One picture showed
a decline in quality from first caption to second, whereas
the other two showed an increase whether the subjects
were writing 2 captions or 10. The delay in production
for only 2 captions was not a result of a change in aver­
age quality.

Finally, as reported by Johnson, Parrott, and Stratton
(1968), the average quality of the 2-captions condition
would be expected to be better than the average quality
of the lO-eaptions condition. If subjects were more selec­
tive for fewer captions, the average should be pulled down
with greater output. Instead, the average quality was 4.69
for the 10 captions and 4.74 for the 2, which was not a
significant difference [t(36) = 0.24] . Even though sub­
jects did show improvement with increased numbers of
captions, they did not show evidence of discriminating
overall quality of their output.

Figure 1. Humor rating (quality) as a function of order and rate
of output (latency),
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Best and Worst
The average improvement in caption quality as a func­

tion of output order might have been a function of in­
creased funniness of the best captions, improved rejec­
tion of the worst captions, or a mixture of both. In order
to evaluate these possibilities, the best and worst captions
for each subject at each output position were examined.
Figure 1 also presents these functions .

Although the quality of the best captions increased
almost parallel to the average , the change is not signifi­
cant [F(9, 162) = 1.35, P = .21]. Nevertheless, the best
caption of 10 was better than the best of2 (8.24 vs. 6.37)
[t(36) = 5.65, p < .0001]. This finding does not cor­
respond with that of Johnson et al. (1968), who found that
" best" responses were equivalent regardless of how many



total responses were made; however , their tasks may have
resulted in less divergent responses than did the present
task. For example , their cartoon task presented four
squares with a caption required for the last. Such context
probably restricted the alternatives. Furthermore, Shep­
pard (1983) found photographs to be funnier than cartoons
based on them.

In any case , the difference was a result of the extended
output. The best of the first 2 captions of 10 were not
significantly better than the best of2 (6.53 vs. 6.37) [t(36)
= 0.40] . Although slower in rate, the subjects who only
wrote 2 captions did not wait until they had thought up
their potentially best responses .

As for an improvement in a quality threshold , the
progressive rise for worst captions with an output of 10
(also shown in Figure 1) is not significant [F(9 ,I23) =
1.28,P = .25]. When compared with the worst of2 cap­
tions, the worst of 10 is still worse (3.36 vs. 2.15) [t(36)
= 4.98, P < .0001]. In fact, this disadvantage also shows
up in the first 2 captions of 10 (3.36 vs. 2.79) [t(36) =
2.15, P < .02] . Apparently , the relative delay for sub­
jects writing only 2 captions was caused by rejecting poor
captions rather than by thinking up better ones. Further­
more, as shown by Derks (in press), a subject writing 10
captions produced his/her best caption after the worst
64.5 % of the time, which is significantly different from
the 50% expected if the 2 were both generated randomly
[t(18) = 2.23, p < .02].

DISCUSSION

If humor is creative and funniness is the quality of that creation, then
early ideas are not as creative as later ones. Furthermore, many ideas
will produce more good ideas than will few, since "few" is determined
by eliminating poor ideas rather thanby selecting good ones. These results
also suggest, but do not prove, that having poor ideas can lead to better
ones .

The use of humor production to examine these issues is unusual . The
task may have resulted in such divergent and idiosyncratic answers as
to tell nothing about usual creativ ity and problem solving. It seems,
however, that real creativity in the arts and science s must be unique.
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Therefore , the more the experimental task produces divergent responses,
the more closely it will model art and invention .
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