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Non-native English Speakers Are Not Disadvantageous in Humor Appreciation, but
Detection, Compared with Native Speakers

Masaki Nakanishi
University of California San Diego, La Jolla, California, United States

Haoyin Xu
University of California, San Diego, La Jolla, California, United States

Seana Coulson
UC San Diego, San Diego, California, United States

Abstract

Humor comprehension is a great challenge for foreign/second language (L2) learners. Previous studies on humor com-
prehension in L2 speakers have relied only on descriptive approaches or subjective ratings on humor materials. How-
ever, no study has quantitatively investigated the behavior of L2 speakers in different stages of humor comprehension
including humor detection and appreciation. This study first developed/validated a novel method to separately assess
joke detection and appreciation, and conducted a series of experiments to explore the difference between native and
non-native English speakers. The results showed that the non-native speakers achieved significantly lower accuracy in
the joke detection than the native speakers, whereas the appreciation ratings were comparable between them. The re-
sults suggested that the non-native speakers are not necessarily disadvantageous in the joke appreciation, but detection,
compared with native speakers
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