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Abstract
Humor plays a significant role in counselor supervision, influencing rapport-building, stress management, and reflective practice. This article discusses the dearth of applicable research regarding the use of humor in counselor supervision and the resultant gaps in research on the topic. The findings of this systematic review indicate that, while humor fosters a supportive supervisory environment, more research needs to be conducted on the topic of the use of humor in counselor supervision.
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 Humor in Counselor Supervision: An Empty PRISMA Systematic Review
Frankl (1988) noted that humor is unique to humans and only humans can use it. Humor can be used as a tool to survive and thrive (Frankl, 1988). Humor can improve rapport, de-escalate emotional distress, and facilitate cognitive shifts (Kneisel et al., 2023; Martínez, 2023). Though humor is part of the human experience, there is a lack of practical guidance and structured training on how supervisors can effectively use humor in supervision (Haydon et al., 2023; Wijewardena et al., 2024). Vereen et al. (2006) argued that humor is a critical counseling tool that can reduce stress, build rapport, and boost self-efficacy, which can be extrapolated to the realm of counselor supervision.
Supervisory Relationships and the Use of Humor
Supervision is a crucial element of counselor education, providing a space for growth, learning, and professional development (Harris et al., 2024). Clinical supervision is essential for ensuring quality and professional development in counseling (Harris et al, 2024). Supervision can act as a transformative, reflective tool that provides a structured space for emotional processing, professional learning, and group support (Cadei et al., 2021). However, within the supervisory relationship, the dynamics between supervisor and supervisee can significantly influence the effectiveness of the process (Harris et al., 2024). Supervision can often feel intimidating or overly formal for both supervisors and supervisees (Kobayashi & Berge, 2022).
Humor as a Mechanism for Resilience and Reframing
Humor gives humans the capacity to remove themselves from the control of a situation and thereby gain control of themselves (Frankl, 1988). Frankl (1988) proposed that humor allows for perspective and a human’s capability to establish enough self-detachment to create distance from themselves and that which challenges them, thereby allowing the means with which they can choose the attitude they have toward themselves. Supervisors can use humor intentionally to foster a supportive environment and to gently correct norm violations among doctoral students (Kobayashi & Berge, 2022).
Humor, when used appropriately, has been shown to foster rapport, reduce anxiety, enhance communication, and promote learning in educational and therapeutic settings (Briggs & Owen, 2022; Haydon et al., 2023; Ji et al., 2023; Kneisel et al., 2023; Martínez, 2023; Morrison et al., 2024; Pletscher, 2024; Tatum, 2021; Tsukawaki & Imura, 2020; Vereen et al, 2006). Humor in supervision also offers a mechanism for counselors to process and reframe difficult cases, reducing stress and promoting cognitive reappraisal (Kneisel et al., 2023; Martínez, 2023). Humor can help supervisees navigate difficult work situations and facilitate reframing of those situations, as well as act as a social glue during the supervision experience (Cadei et al., 2021). Supervisees can leverage humor to integrate their personal experiences into professional challenges and foster resilience simultaneously (Cronin et al., 2023). Vereen et al. (2006) noted that humor can be an expression of culture as well as a mechanism to enhance resilience. In the context of counselor supervision, humor is not necessarily the result of casual conversation, it can be used deliberately as a tool with which communication and rapport can be enhanced (Vereen et al., 2006). It helps supervisors and supervisees reframe challenging issues, negotiate power differentials, foster a supportive, reflective environment, and enhance coping skills (Vereen et al., 2006). Specifically, adaptive humor styles can act as resilience factors in both supervisors and supervisees (Altan-Atalay & Fatih Boluvat, 2024). In turn, supervisor engagement in self-reflection on both personal and professional levels can improve supervisory effectiveness (Kemer, 2024).
Humor as a Relational Tool in Supervision
Humor facilitates trust and collaboration between supervisors and supervisees (Haydon et al., 2023).  However, Ji et al. (2023) cautioned that leaders should first work to build a strong interpersonal rapport with followers before employing humor. Humor helps mitigate hierarchical boundaries, enabling supervisors to present feedback in a less threatening manner (Morrison et al., 2024). In supervision, humor functions as a relational tool that can balance hierarchical differences, promote group cohesion, and facilitate self-reflection (Morrison et al., 2024). However, Sizemore and O’Brien (2023) cautioned that unsuccessful attempts at humor can lower a supervisor’s status in the eyes of supervisees. Unfortunately, there is a lack of guidance on how supervisors can successfully use humor (Sizemore & O’Brien, 2023). An understanding of humor theories can inform best practices for the incorporation of humor in supervisory relationships (Sizemore & O’Brien, 2023).
Theoretical Perspectives on Humor
Incongruity-resolution and benign violation theories of humor explain that humor arises when an unexpected element (an incongruity) is resolved cognitively in a way that is perceived as non-threatening (benign), producing an effective response such as mirth or laughter (Gonot-Schoupinsky et al., 2024; Sizemore & O'Brien, 2023; Taleb et al., 2022). From a cognitive perspective, humor works when it creates a benign violation of mental schemas or societal norms, triggering an incongruity that requires resolution (Sizemore & O'Brien, 2023). In a social context, successful humor evokes shared feelings of benign superiority among the audience, strengthening interpersonal bonds (Sizemore & O'Brien, 2023). Social theories suggest that successful humor elicits shared feelings of benign superiority among the audience, which strengthens interpersonal bonds (Sizemore & O’Brien, 2023). In contextual theories of humor, humor is less effective in goal-directed or overly serious situations, and its success depends on the context being appropriate for playful interactions (Sizemore & O’Brien, 2023). Humor that incorporates benign violations is most likely to elicit laughter (Sizemore & O’Brien, 2023). In addition, supervisee learning and development are promising contexts for using humor to enhance cognitive flexibility (Sizemore & O’Brien, 2023). Sizemore and O’Brien (2023) concluded that humor, when used effectively, can be a powerful tool for improving supervisory effectiveness and fostering a positive environment.
In play-mirth and extended relevance theories of humor, research by Hatzithomas (2024) builds on cognitive appraisal frameworks and integrates elements from classic and contemporary humor theories (e.g., incongruity and benign violation theories), as well as differentiates mirth from other positive emotions like joy and relief by emphasizing its unique cognitive and motivational appraisals. Generative humor builds on this premise and asserts that humor functions as a coping mechanism that reduces stress and fatigue while increasing creativity, innovation, and collaborative problem-solving (Cadei et al., 2021). It can help reframe and negotiate the challenges associated with complex work situations (Cadei et al., 2021). Generative humor, along with supervision, collective narrative, and professional respect, supports supervisee well-being (Cadei et al., 2021). These frameworks emphasize that successful humor depends not only on the cognitive processing of unexpected stimuli but also on the correct inference of the speaker’s affective intention (Zuo, 2020). They emphasize that effective humor requires audiences to interpret both the informational (what is said) and affective (how it is meant) dimensions (Hatzithomas, 2024; Zuo, 2020). Divergences in cognitive backgrounds can hinder this inference process, leading to either failed humor or unexpected humor (Zuo, 2020).
Implications for Counselor Supervision
Therapeutic humor is argued to be an integral, beneficial component of the counselling process (Briggs & Owen, 2022). However, Briggs and Owen (2022) argued that current therapist training often neglects the role of humor, which suggests a need for its inclusion in training curricula. Does the same hold true within the context of counselor supervision? An understanding of humor and how it can be used effectively in supervisory relationships would benefit the field of counselor supervision and, by extension, the field of clinical mental health counseling (Sizemore & O’Brien, 2023). While humor has been shown to enhance the experience of supervision, it can also do harm (Sizemore & O’Brien, 2023). With that in mind, the purpose of this systematic review is to determine what is known about the use of humor in counselor supervision, particularly within counselor education and training. 
Method
To address this, the PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) guidelines (Page et al., 2021) were followed to conduct a systematic review on the use of humor in counselor supervision in peer-reviewed research, published in English, and conducted between 2021 and 2025. The PRISMA process was used to demonstrate transparency in the work (Page et al., 2021). To ensure comprehensive adherence to the PRISMA guidelines, the 27-item PRISMA Checklist was used to organize the study and provide a framework (Page et al., 2021). Table 1 illustrates the comprehensive and methodologically rigorous search across multiple academic databases to identify relevant studies; however, no studies met the inclusion criteria.
Table 1
Database Search Strategy and Terms Used
	Search
	Database(s)
	Search Terms Used
	Filters Applied
	Results Retrieved
	Date Searched

	1
	EBSCO QuickSearch (Academic Search Ultimate, APA PsychArticles, APA PsychINFO, Education Research Complete, Education Source Ultimate, MEDLINE Ultimate, Psychology and Behavioral Sciences Complete, Sociology Source Ultimate)
	("humor" OR "humour") 
AND 
("counselor supervision" OR "clinical supervision" OR "therapist supervision" OR "supervisory relationship") 
AND 
("satisfaction" OR "competence" OR "skill development" OR "training outcomes")
	English language; Published between 2021–2025; Peer-reviewed journal articles
	0
	March 2025 and April 2025

	2
	EBSCO QuickSearch (Academic Search Ultimate, APA PsychArticles, APA PsychINFO, Education Research Complete, Education Source Ultimate, MEDLINE Ultimate, Psychology and Behavioral Sciences Complete, Sociology Source Ultimate)
	("humor" OR "humour") 
AND 
("counselor supervision" OR "clinical supervision" OR "therapist supervision" OR "supervisory relationship") 
	English language; Published between 2021–2025; Peer-reviewed journal articles
	1
	March 2025 and April 2025



The PRISMA flowchart (Figure 1) illustrates the method used to filter and remove results that did not adhere to the eligibility criteria for inclusion in this systematic review. 
Figure 1
PRISMA 2020 Flow Diagram
[image: ]
Studies were included in this systematic review if they met the criteria listed in Table 2.
Table 2
	Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

	Inclusion
	 
	Exclusion

	The population consisted of practicing clinicians or counselor trainees, including graduate-level counseling students or individuals enrolled in formal counselor education or training programs.
	
	They did not focus on counselor trainees, or practicing clinicians, as the primary population.

	The intervention involved the intentional use of humor within clinical supervision.
	
	They did not occur in a supervision context.

	The comparison was traditional or standard supervision without a specific emphasis on humor.
	
	They did not explicitly involve humor as a component of the supervision process.

	The study reported on outcomes related to supervisee satisfaction and/or counselor competence.
	
	They did not assess supervisee satisfaction or counselor competence as an outcome.

	The article was published in a peer-reviewed journal between January 2021 and March 2025, in the English language, and available in full text.
	
	They were theoretical papers, literature reviews, commentaries, editorials, or conference abstracts without original data.

	
	
	They were not published in a peer-reviewed journal.

	
	
	They were published outside the date range of January 2021 to March 2025.

	
	
	They were not available in English or as full-text articles.



A Boolean search using the terms  ("humor" OR "humour") AND ("counselor supervision" OR "clinical supervision" OR "therapist supervision" OR "supervisory relationship") AND ("satisfaction" OR "competence" OR "skill development" OR "training outcomes"), with a search window between 2021 and 2025, and only within peer-reviewed journals, yielded no results. A second search was conducted in which the number of Boolean search terms was reduced to produce more results. The second search included the following Boolean search terms: ("humor" OR "humour") AND ("counselor supervision" OR "clinical supervision" OR "therapist supervision" OR "supervisory relationship"). One record was retrieved from database searches for title and abstract screening. The title and abstract retrieved was screened based on the inclusion and exclusion criteria. The title was ultimately excluded from the study.
Results
One article was identified for potential inclusion for this systematic review. However, examination of the article resulted in its disqualification. The article did not meet the inclusion criteria because the supervision population was that of salespeople rather than counselors in supervision (Lei et al., 2023). As a result, the article was removed from the systematic review. The failure to identify any qualifying empirical studies indicates an absence of research in the use of humor in counselor supervision.
The dearth of relevant literature suggests that the application of humor within a counselor supervisory setting remains an underexplored. There are several potential explanations for this gap in the research. Since humor is inherently subjective, it can be challenging to use intentionally and measure in empirical research (Yoshimura et al., 2024). What someone might find humorous in one context or culture may not be interpreted the same way in another culture, which would make it difficult to study (Ali & Bardaie, 2024; Bradley et al., 2024). In addition to the influence of culture on humor, power dynamics and professional boundaries may create uncertainty or hesitancy in its use in supervisory settings and make the topic less attractive to research.
The significant gap in the research on the topic of the use of humor in counselor supervision would suggest that the use of humor in counselor supervision remains unexplored and warrants further investigation. While no studies were available for analysis, the exploration of the use of humor in counselor supervision presents an opportunity for further research that could enhance the understanding of interpersonal dynamics in supervisory relationships. Training could be created in which supervisors could learn how to incorporate humor intentionally into counselor supervision.
Discussion
The purpose of this systematic review was to investigate the current research on the use of humor in counselor supervision. Though a comprehensive search of the available literature was conducted following PRISMA guidelines (Page et al., 2021), no relevant studies were found that specifically addressed the use of humor in counselor supervision. The absence of relevant research highlights a significant gap in research regarding counselor supervision. While supervision is a foundational element of counselor development (Harris et al., 2024), the role of humor in enhancing supervision remains underexplored.
The literature reviewed in related fields suggests that humor is a tool that can foster resilience, strengthen rapport, reduce stress, and facilitate learning and reflective practice (Cadei et al., 2021; Tatum, 2021; Tsukawaki & Imura, 2020; Vereen et al., 2006). For example, humor has been shown to contribute to mindfulness (Kastner, 2024), promote cognitive reappraisal (Kneisel et al., 2023), and mitigate emotional distress (Martínez, 2023). Within the context of counselor supervision, humor could serve similar functions. For example, humor can support supervisee development, softening hierarchical boundaries, and create an emotionally safe space for difficult conversations (Kobayashi & Berge, 2022; Morrison et al., 2024).
As mentioned previously, the lack of research in the use of humor in counselor supervision may be attributed to several factors, such as its subjectivity, dependence on context, as well as cultural and interpersonal dynamics, which would make the topic more difficult to study (Ali & Bardaie, 2024; Yoshimura et al., 2024). In addition, failed humor can damage supervisory rapport and diminish perceived authority (Rosenberg et al., 2024). Therefore, while humor may have potential as a tool to enhance the supervisory experience, it also carries inherent risks if used improperly (Gonot-Schoupinsky et al., 2024). Gonot-Schoupinsky et al. (2024) posited the need to understand the history, theories, and prominent figures associated with humor to understand its relevance in the realms of health, emotion, and behavior.
While no studies have been conducted on the applicability of conceptual models of humor in counselor supervision, this review integrates conceptual models and findings from other disciplines to inform potential applications in counselor supervision. Theories such as Incongruity-Resolution, Benign Violation Theory, and Play-Mirth Theory provide a foundation for understanding how humor can trigger changes in cognition and enhance rapport when used appropriately (Sizemore & O’Brien, 2023; Hatzithomas, 2024). For example, generative humor has been associated with resilience, creativity, and problem-solving (Cadei et al., 2021). Humor can provide other benefits as well.
The integration of humor into supervision training has potential benefits. For example, supervisors could benefit from a humor toolkit that includes theoretical education, practical exercises such as role-playing, and guidance on how to use humor (Wijewardena et al., 2024). Instruments like the Short Sense of Humor Scale (SHS-S) may be useful in assessing the humor styles and skillsets of both supervisors and supervisees (Heintz et al., 2022). The ability to tailor humor to cultural contexts and individual differences is essential, in that humor may be appropriate in one cultural context and not another, which would equip supervisors to use humor intentionally while respecting the individuality of each supervisee (Vereen et al., 2006; Wijewardena et al., 2024).
This systematic review also emphasizes the importance of developing humor interventions that are appropriate and effective in counselor supervision. Existing training programs and psychometric tools are often focused on therapy or leadership contexts and are not adapted for the unique demands of counselor supervision. Longitudinal and experimental studies are needed to investigate the impact of humor on supervisee outcomes such as learning, resilience, and satisfaction. Multicultural research would further enhance our understanding of how humor is used and interpreted across diverse supervisory settings.
In conclusion, while no empirical studies were identified that directly examined the use of humor in counselor supervision, the theoretical and interdisciplinary literature reviewed provides a compelling argument for further inquiry. Humor has the potential to serve as a meaningful, multidimensional tool in supervision when used ethically, intentionally, and reflectively. Future research should aim to build an evidence base that can guide training, practice, and policy. Supervisors who thoughtfully integrate humor into their practice could foster more resilient and mindful counselors, which could ultimately contribute to the quality of the counseling profession.
[bookmark: _Toc529359668][bookmark: _Toc529449460][bookmark: _Toc31899674]Limitations and Future Directions
The main limitation of this systematic review is the absence of empirical studies that specifically address the use of humor within counselor supervision. While humor has been explored in other settings, such as therapy (Kneisel et al., 2023), education (Tatum, 2021), and leadership (Pletscher, 2024), its application in the relationship between counselors and their supervisors remains largely unexamined. Such a gap limits the ability to draw evidence-based conclusions about the effectiveness, risks, and best practices associated with humor in the context of the relationship between counselor and supervisor. Future research should prioritize the development and evaluation of humor-based interventions specifically designed for counselor supervision.
Humor is a subjective and culturally specific phenomenon, which makes it difficult to study across diverse supervisory contexts (Briggs & Owen, 2022; Kemer, 2024; Vereen et al., 2006; Yoshimura et al., 2024). The perception of humor varies not only between individuals but also across cultural, historical, and social backgrounds (Yoshimura et al., 2024; Vereen et al., 2006). For example, humor that is acceptable in one cultural context may be perceived as inappropriate in another (Briggs & Owen, 2022; Haydon et al., 2023; Vereen et al., 2006; Yoshimura et al., 2024). Humor can connect people, or be a source of misunderstanding, especially in cross-cultural supervisory relationships (Ali & Bardaie, 2024). Consequently, future research should include multicultural perspectives to examine how humor is interpreted and used across diverse counseling populations and supervisory settings.
Insights from African American humor and group analytic perspectives stress the need for contextual and culturally sensitive humor (Vereen et al., 2006; Vosmer, 2023). For example, African American humor is deeply rooted in the history of coping with oppression, discrimination, and hardship (Vereen et al., 2006). Humor serves as both a cultural expression and a mechanism for resilience, and helps individuals navigate and reframe challenging life experiences (Vereen et al., 2006). 
As Kneisel et al. (2023) noted, humor can improve rapport, de-escalate emotional distress, and facilitate cognitive shifts, but may also risk misinterpretation. Poorly timed or inappropriate humor can undermine trust (Vosmer, 2023). Excessive or misplaced humor can blur professional roles in supervision (Briggs & Owen, (2022). Risk is also inherent in the style of humor employed. Altan-Atalay and Fatih Boluvat (2024) cautioned that the use of maladaptive humor styles, such as self-defeating and aggressive humor can increase the risk of depression. To mitigate the risks associated with humor, such as inappropriate use or boundary violations, Briggs and Owen (2022) suggested mindful use of humor and allowing the intended audience (e.g., supervisees) dictate its use and direction. Future studies should investigate the impact of failed humor in supervisory contexts and develop strategies for mitigating potential harm.
Another limitation is the lack of supervision-specific assessment tools for measuring humor use and its effects. While validated instruments such as the Short Sense of Humor Scale (SHS-S) are useful in broader contexts (Heintz et al., 2022), they do not capture the nuanced interpersonal, cultural, and developmental dynamics of the supervisory relationship. Developing and validating assessment tools tailored specifically to counselor supervision would allow for more accurate and meaningful evaluations of humor’s impact on supervisee development, rapport, satisfaction, and clinical outcomes. To address the limitations identified, several future directions are recommended, such as empirical validation, culturally responsive research, development of humor training resources, and interdisciplinary integration. In the context of empirical validation, longitudinal and experimental studies should be conducted to investigate how humor influences supervisory process and supervisee outcomes, such as learning, resilience, and professional identity development. Culturally responsive research could examine humor through the lenses of culturally responsive frameworks. They could consider the diverse backgrounds and experiences of both supervisors and supervisees. Development of humor training resources might include humor training modules and humor toolkits. Counselor education programs should consider the incorporation of humor training into supervision courses. These modules could include theory, practical skill-building (e.g., timing, tone, delivery), and reflection on humor’s ethical and cultural implications (Wijewardena et al., 2024). Supervision-specific humor toolkits should be developed to guide supervisors in how they can integrate humor into their practice effectively and ethically. Such toolkits could support the cultivation of appropriate humor styles within the context of counselor supervision and help identify and address instances of failed humor. Interdisciplinary integration of humor research from counseling, education, organizational psychology, and communication studies can enhance counselor supervision practices and help refine existing theoretical models.
While the current literature provides a promising foundation for understanding humor’s potential in counselor supervision, significant research efforts are required within the realm of the use of humor in counselor supervision. By addressing the limitations and advancing research in the use of humor in counselor supervision, the counseling field can gain a better understanding of how to use humor to enhance supervisory relationships and support supervisee development.
Conclusion
Humor can be a dynamic and multifaceted tool that has the potential to enhance supervisory relationships in counselor education. Despite its demonstrated benefits in other domains, such as education, psychotherapy, and organizational leadership, this systematic review revealed a surprising absence of studies that directly examine the intentional use of humor in counselor supervision. These findings highlight a critical gap in the literature, particularly since supervision is a cornerstone of counselor development and professional identity formation (Bradley et al., 2024; Harris et al., 2024).
Through the examination of theoretical models, such as incongruity-resolution theory, benign violation theory, and play-mirth theory, this systematic review illustrates how humor may function to reduce stress, foster rapport, and enhance learning when applied ethically and with cultural sensitivity (Hatzithomas, 2024). However, humor is not perceived or interpreted in the same way by everyone. Its risks include reinforcing power imbalances, eroding trust, and undermining professionalism when it is used incorrectly. Therefore, the ethical, relational, and contextual dimensions of humor must be thoroughly understood and addressed in counselor supervision. Future research should aim to empirically validate the use of humor in supervisory settings, develop psychometrically sound assessment tools, and investigate cultural nuances that shape its impact. Counselor educators and supervisors may also benefit from structured training that includes humor theory, delivery techniques, and reflective practice. By addressing the current research void and advancing supervision-specific humor interventions, the counseling profession can move toward a more personal, resilient, and human-centered supervisory process in which humor serves not as a distraction, but as a deliberate tool for connection, growth, and transformation.
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