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Abstract

The current study examines whether the fear of being laughed at (geloto-
phobia) can be assessed reliably and validly by means of a self-report
instrument in different countries of the world. All items of the GELOPH
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(Ruch and Titze 1998; Ruch and Proyer 2008b) were translated to the lo-
cal language of the collaborator (42 languages in total). In total, 22,610
participants in 93 samples from 73 countries completed the GELOPH.
Across all samples the reliability of the 15-item questionnaire was high
(mean alpha of .85) and in all samples the scales appeared to be unidimen-
sional. The endorsement rates for the items ranged from 1.31% through
80.00% to a single item. Variations in the mean scores of the items were
more strongly related to the culture in a country and not to the language
in which the data were collected. This was also supported by a multidimen-
sional scaling analysis with standardized mean scores of the items from the
GELOPH<{15). This analysis identified two dimensions that further helped
explaining the data (i.e., insecure vs. intense avoidant-restrictive and low
vs. high suspicious tendencies towards the laughter of others). Furthermore,
multiple samples derived from one country tended to be (with a few excep-
tions) highly similar. The study shows that gelotophobia can be assessed
reliably by means of a self-report instrument in cross-cultural research.
This study enables further studies of the fear of being laughed at with
regard to differences in the prevalence and putative causes of gelotophobia
in comparisons to different cultures.

Keywords: Cross-cultural comparisons, gelotophobia; humor; laughter,
multi-national study.

1. Introduction

Laughter is an innate emotional expression in human beings, having a
distinct facial and vocal pattern (Ruch and Ekman 2001). Therefore, it
is a reasonable assumption that laughing at others will also be a known
phenomenon across all cultures and regions of the world. There is empir-
ical data that people get laughed at for a broad variety of reasons. In a
recent study, Proyer, Hempelmann, and Ruch (this issue) identified 102
different reasons for being laughed at. By means of a corpus study, they
reviewed written records of what actually happened to people when they
got laughed at (based on newspaper reports, books, etc.).

Although these reasons were extracted from sources in the German
language, it can be assumed that a comparable number of reasons exist
in different regions of the world. Thus, it can be predicted that forms of
good- and bad-natured laughter exist all over the world. Hence, it is a
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reasonable hypothesis that people who fear being laughed at by others
(i.e., gelotophobes) can be found all over the world. So far, there is pre-
liminary data on the existence of gelotophobia in a number of different
countries. In a survey Ruch (2002) collected data from 39 countries on
all five continents. In total, 116 informants completed a humor survey
that also entailed questions relating to the fear of being laughed at.
Among others, informants were asked how strong is the fear of being
laughed at in the average person in their country, and how much does it
affect their behavior? Most of the respondents admitted that the fear of
being laughed at does exist in the average person in their culture and
that it is fairly strong in affecting how they behave. Interestingly, 17%
felt that laughing at is even more prevalent in their country than laughing
with others. Only 5% of the informants said that it is not at all character-
istic in their culture or that it does not exist. Furthermore, there were
gender differences among the informants in the appraisal of whether the
fear of being laughed at exists in the respective country (higher endorse-
ments by women). Overall, this study provides initial evidence on the
global existence of the fear of being laughed at. However, the number of
informants from some countries was low and some continents were not
well represented.

The main objective of this study is to enable further cross-cultural
studies on gelotophobia by showing that the fear of being laughed at can
be assessed in a reliable way by means of a self-report instrument in dif-
ferent regions of the world. Moreover, it provides useful information in
different cultural contexts (e.g., by showing that different item contents
are important in different countries). However, predictions on the exis-
tence of gelotophobia in different places of the world are difficult since
no empirical data exists. The uncertainty about the global existence of
the fear of being laughed at is based on several factors. For example, the
diagnosis “gelotophobia’ cannot be found in clinical classification sys-
tems such as the DSM (Diagnostic Statistic Manual) or the ICD (Inter-
national Classification of Diseases). Another important point is that the
scientific study of the fear of being laughed at has started only recently.
Since the concept was first observed among German patients, as was all
the work on deriving the concept, defining and measuring it was done in
the German speaking countries. Therefore, its validity might be limited
to this single cultural background. Thus, it might well be that the fear of
being laughed at is only a local phenomenon and not as prevalent in
other parts of the world as it is in the German-speaking countries.
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Overall, it is expected that the fear of being laughed at exists to a cer-
tain degree in all countries in the world, but it is also expected that coun-
tries will differ in their prevalence rates (e.g., determined by cut-off scores
in a subjective measure for gelotophobia; see Ruch and Proyer 2008b).
However, before prevalence rates can be computed, it has to be shown
that the data from a country is stable across different independent sam-
ples from that country. Thus, it will be necessary to collect more than
one sample from some countries (e.g., large countries like China or the
United States). It is expected that there might be regional differences
across large countries, but that the general tendencies will be comparable
(i.e., a similar expression of mean scores in all items) and that indepen-
dent samples that are collected in the same country (same town or a
near-by region) will be highly similar in their profiles. Furthermore, it is
expected that cultural factors contribute to the endorsement of the items
in a gelotophobia self-report instrument. Among other criteria, the items
of the questionnaire were chosen based on prototypicality ratings for the
experiential world of gelotophobes (see Ruch and Proyer 2008b). Thus,
the country-specific averaged endorsement to the statements represents
the degree to which the item is of relevance in the respective country.

1.1.  Choosing research samples for a multi-national study on
gelotophobia

In the first empirical studies on gelotophobia (Ruch and Proyer 2008a,
2008b) using a large sample of N = 495 normal controls, no relationship
was found between the fear of being laughed at and age, marital status, or
the size of town in which the participants lived. Thus, it was decided that
none of these demographic variables needed to be individually consid-
ered, especially when setting up the conditions for the collection of the
samples. Though there were no gender differences in these first studies,
we decided to collect data from men and women as gender differences in
different countries might occur due to cultural specificities of the respec-
tive country. The collaborators had no restrictions regarding the compo-
sition of the samples except that all participants had to be 18 years of age
or older.

All contributors to the present study were asked to provide a minimum
sample of 100 males and 100 females from their country. In most
cases researchers from institutions of higher education were asked to
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participate. Thus, most of the samples consisted of university students.
Because the gelotophobia measure has a standard deviation of approxi-
mately .50, a sample size of 200 participants yields a standard error of
measurement for the mean of approximately .04. Thus, variation in
means for different samples from the same population of less than .05
can be attributed to sampling errors and not to genuine differences be-
tween the samples. All translations of the questionnaire (the GELOPH)
are available for research purposes from the website accompanying the
multi-national gelotophobia-project that is hosted by the Zurich-based
research group (the website material can be seen at www.psychologie.
uzh.ch/perspsy/gelotophobia/) and also upon request from the Zurich-
based authors. Table 1 gives an overview on the languages in which the
data were collected in the countries represented in the study.

Table 1 shows that 42 different language versions of the GELOPH
were used in the present study. Additionally, the table shows that in al-
most all cases the questionnaire was administered in the local language
of the country; if not, the questionnaire was administered either in the
teaching language of the respective facility (e.g., English in Saudi Arabia)
or in a language that participants spoke fluidly. The contributors were al-
lowed to include country-specific adaptations of the items (e.g., for AUS-,
UK- and US-English, or European vs. South-American Spanish etc.).

1.2.  Aims of the present study

The present study has three main objectives. The first examined whether
or not gelotophobia can be assessed in a reliable way across different
countries by means of a self-report instrument and whether the data pro-
vide useful information on the different countries. Thus, information on
the corrected item total correlation for each item of the GELOPH, infor-
mation on the internal consistency of the questionnaire, and on its facto-
rial structure (loadings of the item on the first factor and comparison of
the Eigenvalues across the countries) will be presented.

Second, the study was aimed at providing evidence for the existence of
the fear of being laughed at (gelotophobia) in different places of the world
as manifested in different thoughts and actions in response to a type of
situation; i.e., a comparison of the (mean) item endorsement to the items
of the GELOPH. For each item an appreciable number of people should
endorse the “slightly agree” and ‘“‘agree” options; that is, they should
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Table 1. The 42 language versions of the GELOPH used in the present study
Language Language version used in Language Language version
used in
Afrikaans South Africa Japanese Japan
Arabic Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon Kannada India
Bengali (Bangla)  Bangladesh Khmer Cambodia
Bulgarian Bulgaria Korean South Korea
Chinese China, Hong Kong, Macau, Latvian Latvia
Taiwan
Croatian Croatia Lithuanian  Lithuania
Czech Czech Republic Norwegian ~ Norway
Danish Denmark Persian Iran
Dutch Netherlands Polish Poland
English Australia, Bahamas, Botswana,  Portuguese  Brazil, Portugal
Canada, England, Ethiopia,
Malawi, Malaysia, Northern
Ireland, Pakistan, Saudi
Arabia, Scotland, South
Africa, Sri Lanka, USA
Estonian Estonia Romanian Romania
Finnish Finland Russian Azerbaijan, Russia,
Ukraine
Flemish Belgium Serbian Serbia
French Burkina Faso, Canada, Slovenian Slovenia
France, Gabon, Switzerland
German Austria, Germany, Switzerland ~ Swedish Sweden
Greek Cyprus Setswana South Africa
Hebrew Israel Slovakian Slovakia
Hungarian Hungary Spanish Argentina, Chile,
Columbia, Mexico,
Peru, Puerto Rico,
Spain
Icelandic Iceland Thai Thailand
Indonesian Indonesia Turkish Turkey
Ttalian Italy, Switzerland Turkmen Turkmenistan

confirm that the gelotophobic content applies to them. Among geloto-
phobes these items are endorsed by between 36.3% and 90.2% of the
people (average item endorsement = 67.4; Ruch and Proyer 2008b). For
a symptom (i.e., item) to be present, one might assume that on average
5% should endorse the symptom/item (i.e., mark the “slightly agree” or
“agree” answer category). Thus, the range of item endorsement across
different samples from all over the world provides information on the im-
portance of the respective item content in the given country. The higher
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the item endorsement, the more relevant is the described behavior for the
expression of the fear of being laughed at in that country.

Third, we examined how similar independent samples from the same
country are (typically using the same language version but also different
languages, as is the case for Switzerland), and how different countries
may have different results despite the use of the same language version.
Multiple samples were collected for different reasons. Countries yielding
high scores were supplemented by a second or third sample to see whether
these high scores could be replicated. This was already verified for a few
samples. Multiple sampling was not attempted for countries where data
collection proved difficult. For such cases, neighboring countries with
a similar culture were examined for comparable results. Furthermore,
more samples were collected for large and highly populated countries
and/or multilingual countries. In the present study, data from multiple
sites were compared for China, Japan, Switzerland, and the United
States. It is assumed that the better the different samples from a country
converge, the more valid is the cross-cultural assessment of gelotophobia.
In addition to gathering multiple samples within a country, comparisons
of different countries were undertaken for the Arabic, English, French,
and Spanish language versions. The validity of the cross-cultural compar-
ison will be enhanced when it can be demonstrated that differences
emerge among the countries using the same language version, and they
are more pronounced than differences between the language versions. A
Multidimensional Scaling analysis was performed and aimed at the inter-
pretation of content-related axes of different meaning that existed inde-
pendently from the general level of gelotophobia.

2. Method
2.1. Participants

In total, 93 samples from 73 countries entered the study. Across all sam-
ples 9,542 males and 12,616 females between 18 (17 years only in the Pe-
ruvian sample) and 93 years completed the gelotophobia questionnaire
(mean across all samples = 25.31 years and standard deviation across
all samples = 7.07). The study comprised a total of 22,610 participants.
Most samples consisted of data from more than 100 males and 100 fe-
males. Only the Saudi Arabian sample differed strongly regarding the
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gender distribution. Here, it was difficult to collect data from males be-
cause of strict gender segregation rules. Thus, the results from this sample
can be interpreted for a female population only. In the Austrian sample,
parts of the data were taken out of a larger study in which the gender
assignment to the scores could not be provided for anonymity reasons
(in the other Austrian sample there were approximately 40% males). Be-
cause there were more than the requested 200 participants (264 in total)
involved, we assume that there was a reasonable number of males in this
sample as well. For the Swedish sample, no information on the age and
marital status of the participants was available (all data were collected
with university students).

A few other peculiarities of the samples should be highlighted. First, all
participants completed the questionnaire in a paper-pencil test. Only in
one of the samples from Taiwan (two in total) were the items read to the
participants and then they gave their answers on an especially prepared
answer sheet. Second, all participants were at least 18 years of age except
for the Peruvian sample in which 93 participants (out of 263) were 17
years old. Third, most of the samples consisted of student samples (the
mean age for 54 samples was lower than 25 years). However, there were
also samples that were collected among older participants in a non-
academic context. Thus, the mean age varied among the countries with
the oldest participants being in Belgium (Flemish speaking part of the
country) and Denmark, which both had a mean age above 40 years.
Fourth, there were at least 200 participants for most of the samples (thir-
teen out of 91 were below 200 and they ranged between 177 and 199 in
their size). For Bangladesh, Germany, and Spain the sample size was
higher than 400.

2.2.  Instruments

The GELOPH (Ruch and Titze 1998; in the scoring key by Ruch and
Proyer 2008b) is a 15-item questionnaire for the subjective assessment
of gelotophobia. All items are positively keyed and they utilize a four-
point answer scale (1 = strongly disagree; 2 = moderately disagree;
3 = moderately agree; 4 = strongly agree). A sample item is “When they
laugh in my presence I get suspicious.” The items were preceded by in-
structions, and a set of demographic questions was added (age, gender,
and marital status). The GELOPH was used in previous studies and
proved to be a valid instrument for the assessment of gelotophobia with
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good psychometric properties (see this issue, and Ruch and Proyer
2008a).

2.3.  Procedure

The contributors received a standardized procedure for the translation of
the questionnaire and the data collection. A detailed description of the
concept of gelotophobia (e.g., overview of the current research project, a
research paper on gelotophobia, etc.), explanations of the relevant terms,
explanations of the whole project and its aims were provided for all
contributors. For the translation of the questionnaire, a translation to
the local language and an independent back-translation was requested.
To ensure that each item had the same meaning in each country, all con-
tributors were invited to discuss their translations and the content of the
items with the Zurich-based authors for further information on the mean-
ings. In case there was already a translation to the local language, the
contributors were asked to check the applicability of the translation and
to suggest adaptations if necessary. Following this approach, biases from
inadequate translations were avoided (see Van de Vijver and Leung 1997
for a discussion of possible pitfalls in cross-cultural studies).

After the data collection, all researchers filled in a collaborator’s ques-
tionnaire providing details on the collection process and on the sample as
well as any comments relating to problems or special occurrences while
collecting the data. Overall, they did not report any major problems in
collecting or processing the data. The collaborators also reported addi-
tional information for their sample. For example, the contributors from
Australia provided information on the respondents’ cultural and lin-
guistic background (e.g., English as a second language, ESL; or non-
English-speaking background, NESB). All data were sent either in a
standardized data-sheet or as a soft copy to the first authors.

3. Results

3.1. The subjective assessment of gelotophobia across different regions
of the world: Evaluation of the usefulness of the GELOPH in
cross-cultural settings

Before the GELOPH can be used in cross-cultural research, information
is needed on its psychometric properties in its different language versions.
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For a verification of its usefulness several steps were undertaken. First, in-
formation on the lowest and highest corrected item, total correlation for
each item, and the median across all samples was compiled. Additionally,
the internal consistency (Cronbach alpha-coefficient) across all samples
was computed. The median of the alpha coefficients across all samples
was .86 indicating high reliability. Next, the factorial structure of the GE-
LOPH was analyzed in all samples separately. The highest, the lowest
and the median of the loadings of the first factor from a factor analysis
were compared. For the total sample, a one-dimensional solution did fit
the data best. The median of the Eigenvalues of the first factor was 5.27;
and 1.30 and 1.09 for the second and third factor, respectively. Addition-
ally, the 15 items were intercorrelated across the countries (using the
mean for the respective sample, rather than raw scores), and the first
unrotated principal component was inspected. Thus, information on the
requested one-dimensionality of the items across all samples was avail-
able as well. Table 2 shows the statistics for all items of the GELOPH.

Table 2 shows that the median of the corrected item total correlation
(CITC) ranged between .35 (item 7) and .58 (item 15). The highest CITCs
across all samples were between .61 (item 7 in the Australian sample) and
.76 (item 3; Scottish sample). The lowest CITCs were between .02 (one of
the Japanese samples; item 7) and .36 (item 15, in the French speaking
Swiss sample).

Furthermore, Table 2 shows that the factorial structure in all samples
and all different language versions of the GELOPH were highly similar.
The scree test typically showed one potent factor, which, on average, ex-
plained 36% of the variance. Except for the Cambodian and the Ukrai-
nian samples, the first Eigenvalue was at least twice the size of the second
in all samples. The median of the loadings on the first factor ranged from
43 to .67 across all samples.! The lowest loadings on the first factor
ranged between .01 (item 7 in Japan) and .50 (item 12 in Denmark), while
the highest loadings ranged between .69 (Denmark, item 7) and .81 (Scot-
land, item 3; United States/sample from Cincinnati, item 11 and 12).

Strong evidence for the unidimensionality of the 15 items comes from
the analysis of the items (i.e., the item mean) across the 93 samples. A
principal component analysis based on the intercorrelations among item
means yielded a strong first factor (Eigenvalue = 9.08) that explained
60.54% of the variance. The loadings on the first factor were high and
ranged between .66 (item 2) and .88 (item 14). Thus, the items also co-
varied across samples, not only across individuals. However, two more



Table 2. Corrected item total correlation and loadings on the first factor for each item of the GELOPH across the 93 samples

Items of the GELOPH

Corrected item total correlation (CITC)

Loadings on the first factor

Min

C

Max

C

MdC

Min

Max

C

MdF

FA-C

—

wn

. When they laugh in my presence I get

suspicious.

. I avoid displaying myself in public

because I fear that people could
become aware of my insecurity and
could make fun of me.

. When strangers laugh in my presence

I often relate this to me personally.
It is difficult for me to hold eye
contact because I fear to be assessed
in a disparaging way.

. When others make joking remarks

about me I feel being paralyzed.

I control myself strongly in order not
to attract negative attention so I do
not make a ridiculous impression.

. I believe that I make involuntarily a

funny impression on others.

. Although I frequently feel lonely, I

have the tendency not to share social
activities in order to protect myself
from derision.

. When I have made an embarrassing

impression somewhere, I avoid the
place thereafter.

.20

.28

22

.08

.02

23

.20

GAB

TKM

LTU

KHM

UKR

KHM

JPN

HKG

LKA

.67

.69

.76

.70

12

.68

.61

74

.70

SCO

USA(Ci)

SCO

CHE-F

USA(Ci)

ZFA

AUS

MEX

SCO

43

.52

.55

.54

47

.36

.53

.52

.20

24

.20

.39

.26

.14

.01

.29

.35

GAB

TMN

LTU

KHM

UKR

KHM

JPN

CHE-F

LKA

.74

.79

.81

.79

79

75

.69

.80

.76

UKR

USA(Ci)

SCO

DNK

CHE-F

SAU

DNK

USA(Ci)

USA(F])

51

.60

.63

.62

.63

.55

43

.62

.61

.70

.66

.80

.85

.81

.81

71

.85

.82

w12 12404 L Y 9T



Items of the GELOPH

Corrected item total correlation (CITC)

Loadings on the first factor

Min C Max C MdC Min C Max C MdF FA-C
10. If I did not fear making a fool of .14 IDN .68 BFA 52 .14 IDN .76 BFA .61 71
myself I would speak much more in
public.
11. If someone has teased me in the past .26 BGR 15 USA(Ci) .50 .33 BGR .81 USA(Ci) .59 .69
I cannot deal freely with him forever.
12. It takes me very long to recover .35 KHM 74 USA(Ci) .57 .50  DNK .81 USA(Ci) .67 77
from having been laughed at.
13. While dancing I feel uneasy because .17 GAB 72 SCO 46 .24 NOR 18 SCO .55 .68
I am convinced that those watching
me assess me as being ridiculous.
14. Especially when I feel relatively .30 IRN .67 USA(Ci) 51 .35 POL 15 USA(Ok) .60 .88
unconcerned, the risk is high for me
to attract negative attention and
appear peculiar to others.
15. When I have made a fool of myself .36 CHE-F 73 USA(F]) 57 47  CHE-F .80 USA(Ok) .66 .82

in front of others I grow completely
stiff and lose my ability to behave
adequately.

C = country; Min = lowest; Max = highest; MdC = median of CITCs across all samples; MdF = median of loadings on the first factor across all
samples; FA-C = loadings on the first unrotated factor in a factor analysis of the mean scores for all items across all samples; AUS = Australia;
BFA = Burkina Faso; BGR = Bulgaria; CHE = Switzerland (F = French language part); COL = Colombia; DNK = Denmark; GAB = Gabon;
HKG = Hong Kong; IDN = Indonesia; IRN = Iran; JPN = Japan; KHM = Cambodia; LKA = Sri Lanka; LTU = Lithuania; MEX = Mexico;
NOR = Norway; POL = Poland; SAU = Saudi Arabia; SCO = Scotland; TKM = Turkmenistan, TWN = Taiwan; UKR = Ukraine; USA =
United States of America (Ci = Cincinnati; F1 = Florida; Ok = Oklahoma); ZFA = South Africa.
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Eigenvalues exceeded unity. These two were 1.32 and 1.00, which ex-
plained 8.78% and 6.61% of the variance, respectively. This indicated
that there were some reliable differences among countries that were inde-
pendent from the general level of gelotophobia.

For a further examination of these differences we computed a multi-
dimensional scaling analysis (MDS; using the ALSCAL-algorithm). In
order to eliminate the variance due to the different gelotophobia levels,
the 15 mean scores were standardized for each sample separately. The
position of the countries in the two-dimensional space between the axes
of the configuration is shown in Figure 1.

Figure 1 shows that the countries were organized in a circular struc-
ture with a few outlying samples (e.g., Cambodia, Turkmenistan, and

"
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B rrq ke g

-
Cambod

T T T T T

insecure vi, inbenis avoidani-restricthe

Figure 1. Multidimensional scaling configuration of 73 countries/regions
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Ukraine). Taking the mean scores, factor loadings, and the results from
the MDS together (by correlating the factor scores of factor two and
three with the country coordinates for the two dimension of the MDS), a
meaningful dimensional system emerged. The first dimension represented a
specific form of reactions towards the laughter of others and distinguished
between insecure (e.g., trying to hide ones experienced insecurity, feeling
of being involuntarily funny) and intense avoidant-restrictive reactions to-
wards the laughter of others (e.g., avoiding places where one has been
laughed at, feeling uncomfortable if dealing with people from whom one
was earlier laughed at, taking a long time for recovering form having
been laughed at). Countries with highly insecure reactions were Turkme-
nistan and Cambodia and those with high intense avoidant-restrictive
reactions were Iraq, Egypt, and Jordan. The second dimension referred
to low vs. high suspicious tendencies towards the laughter of others (e.g.,
suspiciousness if others laugh). Countries with highest suspicious tenden-
cies were Burkina Faso, Ethiopia, and Romania and those with the low-
est tendencies were found to be Cambodia, Ukraine, and Scotland.
Additionally, the configuration in the MDS showed that countries
sharing the same language were clustered near to each other (e.g., Austria
and Germany) and geographically neighbored countries also were in sim-
ilar clusters (e.g., Denmark, Finland, and Sweden). However, there were
also exceptions to the rule. For example, countries in which data were
collected in English were found in different sections of the configuration
and similar clusters were not necessarily related to geographic proximities
(e.g., Bangladesh and Slovakia, or Brazil and Malawi). This provided the
first evidence that similarities in the outcomes of the questionnaire were
not related to a common language used for the data collection or geo-
graphic proximities, but presumably more to culture-specific dimensions.

3.2.  Cross-cultural differences in the endorsement of the items from the
GELOPH

In order to allow for a comparison of nation-specific differences in the
item-endorsements of the GELOPH, the percentage of answers indicating
agreement (i.e., answer categories ‘“‘moderately agree” and ‘‘strongly
agree”’) was computed and compared. As a first overview on cross-
cultural differences in the item endorsements, the result for item 3, which
shows high content validity, was examined first. The country-specific
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average item endorsements ranged from 7.88% (USA, Cincinnati sample)
to 44.39% (Gabon) with a median of 22.04%. None of the samples was
below 5%. The countries were rank-ordered by their item endorsements
and it turned out that, on the average, African, Asian, and countries from
the Middle East yielded the highest endorsements. We found low endorse-
ments mainly in European, and in North- and South-American countries.
However, there were also exceptions. For example, two Chinese samples
and Israel were among the countries with low endorsements as well. The
differences in the endorsements for all 15 items are shown in Table 3.

Table 3 shows that there was a considerable range in endorsements be-
tween the lowest and the highest agreement for the GELOPH-items. The
lowest endorsement of a single item was .41% (item 8, Denmark) and the
highest 80.00% (item 1, Thailand). In 70 samples (out of 93), all items had
endorsement rates above 5%. Items below the 5% cut-off ranged from .41
to 4.92 with a median of 4.11. In 19 of the remaining samples, only one
item (12 samples) or two items (7 samples) were below 5%. The excep-
tions were the samples from Denmark and The Netherlands. Both of
them revealed four items with lower endorsement rates than 5%. After
the US sample from Cincinnati, they also had the lowest average item
endorsement of all countries (8.53% for Denmark and 12.17% for The
Netherlands, respectively). The median of the item endorsement ranged
between 11.20% (item 14) and 32.91% (item 6).

3.3.  Stability of the item mean scores in gelotophobia in different
samples from one country

The mean profiles from countries with multiple samples were compared
(i.e., China, Japan, Switzerland, and the United States). The data from
Switzerland is especially interesting since the data were collected in three
different languages (all are official languages and spoken in their respec-
tive regions; i.e., French, German, and Italian. Additionally, data were
collected in French from a bilingual town). Figures 2a to 2d show the
mean profiles of the four samples from China, Japan, Switzerland and
the six samples from the United States.

Figures 2a—2d show that the distribution of the profiles was highly sim-
ilar within the countries. There were outliers for single items (e.g., item 10
for the first Chinese sample) and for whole samples (e.g., the US sample



Table 3.  Endorsement to the GELOPH-items across the 93 samples

GELOPH-items Lowest C Highest C MIE
endorsement endorsement

1. When they laugh in my presence I get suspicious. 8.51 FIN 80.00 THA  28.54

2. I avoid displaying myself in public because I fear that people could become aware of 3.28 NLD 59.00 TKM 19.98
my insecurity and could make fun of me.

3. When strangers laugh in my presence I often relate this to me personally. 4.86 DNK 54.40 THA 19.19

4. Tt is difficult for me to hold eye contact because I fear to be assessed in a disparaging 3.48 SRB 55.50 KHM 13.23
way.

5. When others make joking remarks about me I feel being paralyzed. 5.97 SRB 49.07 BFA  18.00

6. I control myself strongly in order not to attract negative attention so I do not make a 7.98 USA(Ci) 72.65 IDN  32.32
ridiculous impression.

7. 1 believe that I make involuntarily a funny impression on others. 4.00 LKA 69.42 IDN  22.89

8. Although I frequently feel lonely, I have the tendency not to share social activities in 0.41 DNK 71.60 HKG 11.80
order to protect myself from derision.

9. When I have made an embarrassing impression somewhere, I avoid the place thereafter. 6.88 DNK 64.71 GAB 27.58

10. If I did not fear making a fool of myself I would speak much more in public. 6.50 KHM 73.18 TWN 31.12

11. If someone has teased me in the past I cannot deal freely with him forever. 3.16 NOR 58.59 EGY 21.72

12. It takes me very long to recover from having been laughed at. 7.18 USA(Ci) 55.66 JPN 2349

13. While dancing I feel uneasy because I am convinced that those watching me assess me  3.80 USA(F1) 46.94 MAC 2143
as being ridiculous.

14. Especially when I feel relatively unconcerned, the risk is high for me to attract 1.31 NLD 43.75 ETH 10.67
negative attention and appear peculiar to others.

15. When I have made a fool of myself in front of others I grow completely stiff and lose ~ 2.50 ROU 53.77 EGY 18.01

my ability to behave adequately.

C = country; MIE = median of item endorsement across all samples; BFA = Burkina Faso; DNK = Denmark; EGY = Egypt; ETH = Ethiopia;
FIN = Finland; GAB = Gabon; HKG = Hong Kong; IDN = Indonesia; JPN = Japan; KHM = Cambodia; LKA = Sri Lanka; MAC = Macao;
NLD = Netherlands; NOR = Norway; ROU = Romania; SRB = Serbia; THA = Thailand; TKM = Turkmenistan; TWN = Taiwan; USA =

United States of America (Ci = Cincinnati; F1 = Florida).
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from Cincinnati; i.e., USA 2). Though the profiles were similar, there
were differences among the samples regarding single items. For example,
item 11 (“If someone has teased me in the past I cannot deal freely with
him forever”) in Switzerland. Here, the four samples differed significantly
from each other (F[3,984] =45.77, p < .001) with the highest mean
for the Italian language part (M = 2.27), followed by the German
(M =1.69), the bilingual (M = 1.62), and the French language part
(M = 1.37). All mean scores were significantly different from each other
(p < .05) except for the German and the bilingual (French and German)
language part. Interestingly, the data from the Italian part of Switzerland
was more similar to the data from Italy than to the other parts of Switzer-
land and the data from the bilingual town was equivalent to that from the
French and German language part of Switzerland, but differed from that
of the Italian language part (p < .01).

A more promising way of studying the differences among the profiles
within one country, rather than the comparison of the mean scores by
an ANOVA, might be to use two different parameters. The first one is
the correlation across the 15 items (using the mean scores), and the sec-
ond is the average and highest absolute difference among all samples.
The correlations were highest for the Chinese samples (the correlation
among the samples was r = .84; the average absolute mean difference
was M = .25), followed by the US (r = .64, M = .20), Japanese (r = .62,
M = .15), and Swiss samples (r = .54, M = .19). Overall, the parameters
indicated similarity of the samples. That countries did yield homogeneous
findings (i.e., higher correlations within a country than between countries)
can also be seen from the fact that the average of the 33 correlations
within countries was .66 (rs ranging from .21 to .96), which is high com-
pared to the average of the 120 correlations across the four countries
(M = .39; rs ranging from —.12 to .83).2

However, Figures 2a—2d show that on average the profiles were highly
similar among samples from one country. Thus, the samples represent a
stable estimation of the expression of the relevance of single items (in
terms of mean scores) in the respective country. Additionally, the Swiss
results indicated that the expression of gelotophobia was more related to
the culture in the country than to the language of the questionnaire in
which the data were collected. The data collected in three languages
(French, German, and Italian) led to similar results. This is also interest-
ing, because among the Swiss samples the lowest overall mean for the
comparison of the average absolute differences among all samples was
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found (lowest compared to the Chinese, Japanese, and US sample). Thus,
the three different languages were of less importance for the expression of
the mean scores than was the shared culture in the country.

A second interesting finding was that, as the Figures 2a—2d show, there
was a considerable difference in the mean scores among the different
countries. In general, the profiles from the Asian countries showed higher
mean scores than Western countries. Again, this indicated that the ex-
pression of gelotophobia (at least the importance of single items) might
be related to certain culture-specific norms and values.

3.4. The relation of the language used in the data collection to the
expression of gelotophobia among the different samples

The influence of the same language used for the data collection in differ-
ent countries was examined next. Arabic, English, French, and Spanish-
speaking countries were compared (at least four different countries
for each language). Figure 3a—3d shows the profiles of the respective
countries.

Figures 3a—3d show that the expression of the mean scores for the
items of the GELOPH did not depend on the common language used
for the data collection since the profiles among the different countries dif-
fered greatly. Clearly, national and cultural differences were more impor-
tant to explain the differences. Data were collected in Arabic in four
countries (Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, and Lebanon). The profiles in Figure 3a
indicated that Lebanon had, for most items, the lowest mean scores. For
example, in item four there was a high convergence among Egypt, Iraq,
and Jordan, but the lowest scores were recorded for Lebanon. It is inter-
esting that there were higher mean scores for Lebanon in item 7 than for
the other countries and that the other three countries had almost identical
scores in the items 7 and 8. The highest and lowest mean scores among
the four countries differed between .12 (item 1; Lebanon and Iraq) and
.60 (item 6; Jordan and Egypt). The average absolute difference among
all samples was .22 (ranging from .00 to .60) and the mean of the differ-
ences (highest vs. lowest for each item across all four samples) was .41.

The profiles of the French speaking countries (Figure 3b) revealed even
more clearly that the expression of gelotophobia in the items was inde-
pendent from the common language. Here, the profile from France and
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the French speaking parts of Canada and Switzerland was inversely re-
lated to the other two countries. However, convergence between the Ca-
nadian, French, and Swiss data and the data from Gabon was only found
for two items (1 and 13 where all five countries converged well). One of
the most striking results was that the items 6 and 7 especially seemed to
be of higher significance for Burkina Faso and Gabon than it was for the
other countries. The average absolute difference among all samples
ranged from .01 to 1.16 with a mean of .45. The mean of the differences
between highest and lowest mean among all four samples was .79 and
ranged between .16 and 1.16.

The findings for the Spanish speaking countries were quite similar to
the ones reported above (Figure 3c). On the average, the Argentinean
sample showed the lowest and the Spanish sample showed the highest
means across all items. The highest mean score was found for item 10 in
the Spanish sample and this item was of the least importance in Argen-
tina. The best convergence in all items was found for item 14, with highly
similar expressions in all samples. The average absolute difference among
the samples was .21 (ranging from .00 to .85). The differences between
lowest and highest mean differences ranged between .29 (item 13; Argen-
tina and Spain) and .85 (item 10; Argentina and Spain) and had a mean
of .45.

The results for the English speaking samples (Figure 3d) showed that
the samples from Australia, England, and the United States were more
similar in mean scores of items than the samples from Botswana, Malay-
sia, and Saudi Arabia. The Western countries were highly similar in the
mean scores for item 5, 7, 8, 13, and 14 with almost identical expressions.

However, they differed on items 3, 6 or 12. Overlap in the other En-
glish speaking countries was only found in item 2 between Australia and
the other non-Western countries and in item 13. Botswana and Malaysia
had the highest mean scores and the other countries were highly similar.
The average absolute difference among the samples (ranging from .00 to
1.12) was .29. The differences between the highest and lowest mean across
all samples ranged between .27 (item 1; US sample and Saudi Arabia)
and 1.12 (item 6; Australia and Botswana) with a mean of the differences
of .59.

Overall, the results indicated that the language in which the data were
collected did not explain the expression of gelotophobia in the items from
the GELOPH; i.c., there were considerable differences in the profiles of
countries with the same language.
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4. Discussion

The present study was aimed at examining the question of whether or not
the fear of being laughed at could be studied in cross-cultural research by
means of a 15-item self-report instrument. Overall, the questionnaire, in
its translations into 42 different languages, was shown to be a reliable
and useful source of information across different nations and cultures.

In all samples the reliability was high (Cronbach alpha between .68 and
.92 in all samples; the mean alpha-coefficient was .85). Highest and lowest
corrected item total correlations (CITC) were not restricted to single
countries but were quite diverse (e.g., the US-sample from Cincinnati
shows both, the lowest and highest CITC for an item). This indicates
that the measurement of gelotophobia does not work better or worse in
a specific country, but that there are specific items that are more or less
central to the description of gelotophobia in a specific country. Overall,
the reliability and CITCs were high in all samples.

The loadings on the first factor were high in all samples indicating that
a single factor solution explained the data best. Thus, in all samples the
factorial structure was very similar and very similar to the structure al-
ready described in the first empirical studies on gelotophobia (Ruch and
Proyer 2008a, 2008b). The fear of being laughed at is best conceptualized
as a one-dimensional construct in all countries.

The present study also shows that there are vast differences in the
agreement about specific items among the countries. For example, be-
coming suspicious if others laugh in ones’ presence is of high relevance
in Thailand (80% of the participants agreed or strongly agreed to this
item), while the same item endorsement in Finland is much lower (about
one tenth; 8.51%). Additionally, there is no country that shows the lowest
or highest agreement on a// items. There are regional differences in the
endorsement of specific items. In a future study it might be examined
whether the variation in the endorsement of individual items of the
GELOPH will also lead to a variation in the expression of the national
gelotophobia-scores (i.e., participants in each country that exceed the
cut-off points for slight, extreme and pronounced gelotophobia; see
Ruch and Proyer 2008b).

It only makes sense to study gelotophobia in different countries if it
can be confirmed that the individual samples drawn do, indeed, represent
the whole country well. Therefore, multiple samples from China, Japan,
Switzerland, and the United States and two samples each from Canada,
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Poland, Russia, Slovakia, and Taiwan were collected and included in the
study. The idea was that gelotophobia could be assessed in these countries
if the different (independently collected) samples lead to similar expres-
sions in the mean scores of the items. The three main findings from com-
parison of the items are that: (1) the profiles from different samples from
a single country converge well and are similar; (2) the profiles (mean
scores) differ between countries (higher and lower expressions and differ-
ent shapes of profiles); and (3) in Switzerland data were collected in four
samples with three different languages (French, German, and Italian) and
the profiles were also similar. The latter finding shows that the expression
of the mean scores does not depend on the language used for the data col-
lection, but depends more on cultural aspects; for example, one might
think of such concepts as collectivism and individualism or independence
and interdependence (Dinnel et al. 2002; Hofstede 2001). The first finding
is important since it shows that the data collected from different samples
of one country converge well.

However, there was also an exception to the rule. In one of the six US
samples the mean scores were lower than the other samples. One possible
explanation is that the “anonymity condition” in the data collection was
not fully warranted in that sample. Some questionnaires were given out
individually to friends and neighbors and some of the completed ques-
tionnaires were sent in by mail. Thus, it cannot be ruled out that more
of the participants than in the other samples may have felt obligated to
answer in a socially acceptable manner. Further studies are needed to ex-
plain these differences. Overall, the results indicate that it can be assumed
that if only a single sample from one country is available, this sample is,
nevertheless, indicative of its respective country and representative for
data collected under the same conditions.

An analysis of the configuration of the countries/regions disregarding
different levels of gelotophobia (i.c., using standardized scores in an anal-
ysis of the mean scores of the GELOPH<15) across all countries) led to
similar results. A multidimensional scaling analysis helped to identify two
dimensions that could be interpreted as insecure vs. intense avoidant-
restrictive and low vs. high suspicious tendencies in the reactions towards
the laughter of others. The extreme poles of the first dimensions are, for
example, Cambodia and Turkmenistan vs. Iraq and Egypt. The second
dimension ranges between Burkina Faso and Thailand vs. Cambodia,
Scotland, and the Ukraine. The results suggest that geographic proxim-
ities and commonly used languages for the data collection are related to
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the position of the countries in the configuration, but do not explain all of
the variance fully. Therefore, it is assumed that culture-specific dimen-
sions need to be considered for the further exploration of cross-cultural
differences in gelotophobia. This is an objective for further multinational
studies on gelotophobia.

The study shows that cross-cultural research on the fear of being
laughed at can be conducted by means of self-report data. However, a
problem in the use of a subjective measure is that there is empirical evi-
dence that cultural dimensions (e.g., individualism vs. collectivism, uncer-
tainty avoidance etc.) are related to response styles such as acquiescence
(see Johnson et al. 2005; Smith 2004). However, as the endorsements to
single items vary within the countries, we do not expect strong influences
on gelotophobia, but this might be examined in future empirical studies in
more detail.

The results of this study enable further cross-cultural explorations of
gelotophobia. The clarification of measurement-related question is the
basic ground for further studies. In future studies, the way in which prev-
alence rates of gelotophobia differ among countries and regions will be
examined, as well as whether they differ in the expression of extreme cases
of gelotophobia. It is expected that there will be a broad variation in the
expression of the fear of being laughed at ranging from low to high rele-
vance between different countries. Furthermore, these data will be helpful
to identify possible cultural determinants of the fear of being laughed
at and possible relations to culture specific dimensions. There are first
hypotheses on putative relations between gelotophobia and culture. For
example, Davies (this issue) suggests that gelotophobia should be higher
in cultures where shame is used as a form of social control and in strongly
hierarchical societies. Relating gelotophobia to country-specific dimen-
sions (such as scores on the role of shame in a specific country) can be
used to empirically test this hypothesis (e.g., by correlating the country
mean scores in gelotophobia with national scores in shame). The data on
gelotophobia should also be related to other country-specific data such as
overall life-satisfaction scores and economic or geographic data.
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1. We found negative CITCs in the samples of Burkina Faso and Hong Kong. Item 7 was
accountable for both of them and it seems that this was related to an extraordinarily
high prevalence rate in these samples. While the median endorsement of this item across
all samples was 22.93%, 60.00% and 51.18% of the participants from Hong Kong and
Burkina Faso, respectively endorsed this item (i.e., marked the “agree” or “strongly
agree”’). This might be related to the fact, that in both samples the translation was based
on an older version of the questionnaire, in which the application that people are invol-
untarily funny was not yet underscored. It cannot be ruled out that participants may
have misinterpreted the item (“I believe that I make a funny impression on others”),
taking it in the sense of voluntarily making a comic impression on others, and thus,
perhaps, leading to higher endorsement rates. Likewise, there was a negative factor
loading for this item in the Hong Kong sample.

2. Two samples each were collected in Canada, Colombia, Poland, Russia, Slovakia, and
Taiwan. The five within-country correlations averaged at .78 (rs from .64 to .92). The
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average of the 55 correlations across the countries was much lower (r = .58, rs from .20
to .85).
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