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Abstract 

Verbal irony serves various social functions and requires the listener to understand the mental 

state of the speaker for interpretation. Although people with high levels of empathy tend to be 

socially attuned to the feelings and experiences of those around them, there is a gap in the 

literature relating empathy to verbal irony production, and findings regarding the empathy–

verbal irony appreciation relationship are mixed. In the current study, 115 undergraduate 

participants completed self-reported measures of empathy and verbal irony use. Participants then 

watched 12 videos in which speakers directed ironic and literal criticisms and compliments at 

addressees. After each video, participants responded to questions assessing speaker belief 

comprehension and appreciation of the speaker’s attitude, intended humour, and the effect on the 

addressee. I predicted that specific empathy subscales would be associated with self-reported 

verbal irony production, and with accuracy and appreciation of ironic statements. Contrary to my 

hypotheses, empathy subscale scores were not significantly related to self-reported verbal irony 

production, speaker belief accuracy, or appreciation ratings. Exploratory analyses indicated that 

verbal irony appreciation varied by statement type, such that participants distinguished ironic 

statements from literal ones, as well as ironic criticisms from ironic compliments. Overall, the 

findings suggest that self-reported empathy may not be a strong predictor of self-reported verbal 

irony production or verbal irony appreciation as measured by the outcomes in this study.  
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Empathy and Verbal Irony Production and Appreciation: A Multidimensional 

Investigation 

Imagine the head chef of a restaurant walking into her kitchen right before a dinner rush, 

only to find it messy and completely out of order. She says to her employees, “This is great, 

everyone. It’s just what we need right now.” Clearly, the chef’s words are not a literal 

representation of her intended message, but why did she decide to use verbal irony in this 

moment? Is she attempting to soften criticism or diffuse frustration? Furthermore, how will her 

staff interpret it? Some employees may perceive her irony as a lighthearted way to cope with 

frustration, while others feel criticized and demoralized. How each staff member appreciates the 

chef’s verbal irony may depend on their individual ability to empathize with the chef’s 

perspective, as well as how her own empathy and the social context influence her use of irony in 

the first place. 

Verbal irony serves various communicative functions such as minimizing social 

discomfort and protecting the feelings of others (Dews & Winner, 1995) and can thus be used for 

different purposes, depending on individuals’ social tendencies. Although empathy-related traits 

including aggressiveness (Gibbs & Colston, 2012) and psychoticism (Bruntsch & Ruch, 2017) 

have been associated with verbal irony production, there is limited research on the influence of 

various forms of empathy on different motives for verbal irony use. Furthermore, the process of 

appreciating verbal irony requires the listener to recognize the non-literal meaning of the ironic 

utterance by inferring the mental state of the speaker. It is thus likely that the inference process is 

facilitated by tendencies related to social awareness and perspective-taking, such as empathy. 

Some researchers argue that empathy facilitates interpretation of verbal irony through 

understanding the mental states of others (e.g., Nicholson, 2013; Shamay-Tsoory et al., 2005), 
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while others posit that the discomfort created by nonliteral language causes more difficulty for 

empathic individuals in interpretation (e.g., Joergensen et al., 2022; Sparks et al., 2010). It is 

likely that these inconsistencies in the literature are the result of different approaches to defining 

and presenting verbal irony, as well as to conceptualizing and measuring empathy. The purpose 

of the current study was to further clarify relationship between empathy and verbal irony by 

considering the multifaceted nature of both concepts. By analyzing the influence of various 

components of empathy on different aspects of verbal irony production and appreciation, this 

study aimed to examine the complex interactions that could be contributing to these 

inconsistencies in the literature. 

Verbal Irony 

Verbal irony is a feature of communication that is used regularly in daily conversations, 

especially between individuals with close relationships (Pfeifer & Pexman, 2023). Despite its 

frequent usage, the definition of verbal irony is not always clear or consistent in everyday 

language. In the literature, verbal irony is generally understood as a feature of language in which 

the nonliteral meaning of an utterance is in opposition with the literal meaning (Kalowski et al., 

2023). An important feature of this definition is that the ironic speaker is deliberately insincere 

and assumes the listener will detect this insincerity based on situational incongruities (Pfeifer & 

Pexman, 2023). Although the term sarcasm is often considered interchangeable with verbal 

irony, some researchers consider the two concepts to have distinct features and communicative 

functions, while others view sarcasm as a specific type of verbal irony that is bitter or generally 

negative (Taylor, 2017). In the present study, I used the Sarcasm Self-Report Scale (SSS; Ivanko 

et al., 2004), which applies the term sarcasm to describe utterances that could be viewed as 

either verbal irony or sarcasm in most English-speaking contexts. However, for consistency and 
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clarity, I use the term verbal irony throughout this paper to refer to both positive and negative 

utterances in which the literal meaning is different from the nonliteral meaning. 

In honouring the definition of verbal irony that accounts for both positive and negative 

remarks, we can consider both ironic criticisms and ironic compliments as verbal irony. In the 

current study, I examined four statement types: ironic criticisms, literal criticisms, ironic 

compliments, and literal compliments. An ironic criticism is literally positive but carries a 

negative meaning (e.g., saying “You’re a fantastic baker!” after someone makes a clearly burnt 

batch of cookies), while a literal criticism is both intended and worded negatively (e.g., saying 

“You’re not very good at baking” in the same situation). Alternatively, an ironic compliment is 

negative when interpreted literally, but carries a positive meaning (e.g., saying “You’re such a 

slow runner” after someone wins a race), while a literal compliment is a straightforward and 

positive evaluation (e.g., “You’re a great runner” in the same situation). Although most 

individuals would be able to correctly discern the ironic statements from the literal statements in 

these examples, it is not always clear why this form of nonliteral language is often chosen over 

direct communication. 

Verbal irony is a communicative device that serves social functions beyond those 

provided by literal language (Krygier-Bartz & Glenwright, 2022). Speakers may use verbal irony 

to be funny and tease others (Colston & O’Brien, 2000), to mute the intensity of criticism (Dews 

& Winner, 1995), or to serve politeness norms (Kumon-Nakamura et al., 1995). Due to its 

complex social nature, various theories to explain the functions of verbal irony have been 

presented in the literature. For example, theories such as echoic mention theory (Sperber & 

Wilson, 1981), pretense theory (Clark & Gerrig,1984), and allusional pretense theory (Kumon-

Nakamura et al., 1995) hold that verbal irony is a mechanism for expressing critical attitudes by 
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drawing attention to the contrast between some unmet norm or expectation and reality. 

Importantly, these theories highlight the cognitive abilities necessary to understand verbal irony, 

since the listener must be able to infer the speaker’s true belief or attitude to correctly interpret 

their meaning. Furthermore, other perspectives such as the tinge hypothesis (Dews & Winner, 

1995) and politeness theory (Brown & Levinson, 1987) hold that verbal irony serves the purpose 

of “tinging” the effect of the ironic utterance and thus softening the impact on the addressee. 

This framework positions irony as a useful tool for maintaining smooth social interactions, as it 

helps the speaker convey their message while minimizing embarrassment and harm done to the 

addressee. It is thus clear that among the many conceptualizations of verbal irony in the 

literature, researchers generally consider it as a communicative device used to express (often 

negative) evaluations of people or situations while avoiding the social discomfort often 

associated with bluntness. 

Verbal Irony Production 

Researchers have used various methods to assess verbal irony production, often by 

describing specific scenarios to participants and asking them to either provide an open-ended 

response to assess their frequency of irony use (e.g., Bajerski, 2016), or to choose between 

response options including ironic and unironic responses (e.g., Bruntsch & Ruch, 2017; Ivanko 

et al., 2004). Considering the different social functions that can be served by irony, it is likely 

that individuals vary in the specific social contexts in which they produce verbal irony. To 

examine individual differences in verbal irony use, Ivanko et al. (2004) devised the Sarcasm 

Self-Report Scale (SSS). This measure contains 15 items assessing individuals’ views of 

themselves as sarcastic as well as tendencies to use verbal irony in various situations. The SSS 

measures four factors: general sarcasm, face-saving, embarrassment diffusion, and frustration 
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diffusion. In support of this factor structure, the researchers successfully used the SSS subscales 

to predict participants’ later use of ironic statements (Ivanko et al., 2004). This measure thus 

allows for a detailed analysis of individuals’ verbal irony production for different social 

purposes. 

Verbal Irony Appreciation 

Given the frequency of verbal irony use in everyday conversation, it is not surprising 

there are decades of research investigating the mechanisms by which individuals recognize this 

form of indirect communication. A particular topic of interest in the literature is individuals’ use 

of contextual and communicative cues to detect and appreciate verbal irony. One of the most 

common cues to a speaker’s ironic intent is contextual incongruity (Ackerman, 1983; Katz & 

Lee, 1993). Such incongruities signal a non-literal interpretation of a speaker’s meaning, as the 

literal form of the statement does not align with situational information (e.g., complimenting 

one’s baking skills when their cookies are clearly burnt). In addition to this contextual cue, 

listeners can often use the speaker’s intonation as a cue in detecting verbal irony (Smith & 

Glenwright, 2025). Relative to a native English speaker’s typical sincere prosody, ironic 

intonation tends to have a slower speech rate and louder amplitude (Rockwell, 2000), as well as a 

lower pitch (i.e., Glenwright et al., 2013; Rockwell, 2000). Such intonation is often accompanied 

by facial expressions that further signal ironic intent, such as expressive mouth movements and 

eyebrow raises (Aguert, 2021). Considering these various cues that interact to suggest ironic 

intent, it is clear that appreciation of verbal irony requires the listener to have some level of 

social awareness to recognize situational incongruities and paralinguistic cues provided by the 

speaker. Thus, this recognition process may be facilitated by tendencies related to social 

awareness, such as empathy. 
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Empathy 

At a conceptual level, empathy can be understood as “understanding, sharing, and caring 

about the emotions of other people” (Depow et al., 2021). However, some researchers have 

criticized the inconsistency with which the term empathy is defined in the psychology literature 

(e.g., Hall & Schwartz, 2018). Despite being a well-known concept in both academic and 

everyday contexts, it is not always clear exactly what researchers are referring to when they 

discuss empathy. Indeed, Hall and Schwartz (2018) reviewed 489 studies that provided 

definitions of empathy and found disagreements between researchers on the criteria necessary to 

the definition, the number of components or dimensions that the term encapsulates, and the 

methods by which this concept should be measured and studied. To identify the commonalities 

among these countless conceptions, Depow et al. (2021) summarize three components of 

empathy that many researchers seem to agree on: an emotional process involving sharing the 

feelings of others, a cognitive process regarding the ability to take others’ perspectives, and a 

motivational process that involves sympathy and the desire to help others. 

Many researchers have categorized various forms of empathy, highlighting, for example, 

a distinction between intellectual empathy and empathic emotions (Davis, 1983; Duan & Hill, 

1996), or between empathic attitude and empathic skills (Schrooten & de Jong, 2017). In 

considering previous researchers’ interpretations, Davis (1980) provided theoretical justification 

for a multifaceted conception of empathy involving a set of interrelated yet distinct constructs. 

This led to the development of a measure that accounts for both the cognitive and affective 

aspects captured under the umbrella concept of empathy. The Interpersonal Reactivity Index 

(IRI; Davis, 1980) consists of four subscales that assess individuals’ tendencies to adopt the 

viewpoints of others (perspective-taking), imaginatively experience the feelings and thoughts of 
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fictitious characters (fantasy), feel concern for unfortunate others (empathic concern), and 

experience personal distress in tense social situations (personal distress). The multidimensional 

nature of this scale demonstrates the nuance carried by the concept of empathy, which is crucial 

for empirical investigations that examine individual empathy as a variable. Indeed, the precision 

of Davis’ (1980) conceptualization of empathy has been reflected in many subsequent studies 

using this measure to predict related traits and behavioural outcomes (e.g., Eisenberg and Miller, 

1987; Quaranta et al., 2023). 

Relationship between Empathy and Verbal Irony 

Given the social nature of empathy, it is not surprising that researchers are interested in 

how this individual capacity influences interpersonal communication. Although much of the 

literature has focused on verbal irony comprehension and appreciation with little consideration 

for how empathy may affect verbal irony production, the recognition of various social functions 

of verbal irony suggests complex relationships between empathy-related traits and verbal irony 

production. For example, Gibbs and Colston (2012) posit that irony is a broad category of 

figurative language and is used for different purposes such as sarcasm (in this case, referring to 

negative uses of verbal irony) and jocularity. The authors thus argue that the various types of 

verbal irony use are likely related to different dimensions of personality, such as sarcasm with 

aggression or jocularity with agreeableness. In a similar line of research, Bruntsch and Ruch 

(2017) found a correlation between psychoticism and use of ridiculing irony to expose the 

weaknesses of others with little concern for callousness. Considering the interpersonal 

implications of traits such as aggression, agreeableness, and psychoticism, it follows from these 

results that social abilities such as empathy should predict individuals’ tendencies to use verbal 

irony for different functions.  



EMPATHY AND VERBAL IRONY 
 

14 

Furthermore, Bajerski (2016) found that people with higher levels of emotional 

intelligence are less likely to use verbal irony. Noting that empathy is a strong component in the 

emotional intelligence measure used, the author suggests this relationship reflects the ability of 

emotionally intelligent individuals to take the feelings of others into account and avoid causing 

any unnecessary harm to the addressee (Bajerski, 2016). These results are compatible with other 

research examining Dark Triad traits as predictors of verbal irony use in a sample of Polish 

adults, which related psychopathy was to negative usages such as sarcastic aggression (Fanslau 

et al., 2023). The researchers suggest these findings can be explained by the lack of concern for 

the feelings of others typically associated with psychopathy. Collectively, these findings suggest 

that empathy-related traits influence individuals’ use of verbal irony to serve different social 

functions, and there are likely various interrelations at play here. Given the lack of research 

directly examining empathy in relation to irony production, the literature would benefit from a 

thorough examination of how specific forms of empathy influence the contexts in which 

individuals use verbal irony. 

Despite the gap in the literature regarding the empathy–verbal irony production 

relationship, researchers have placed relatively more emphasis on how empathy shapes verbal 

irony comprehension and appreciation. For instance, because the understanding of nonliteral 

language often requires the ability to view a situation from another individual’s perspective, it 

follows that interpersonal skills such as empathy would play a role in detecting and appreciating 

irony. Indeed, some developmental research has found that 8- to 9-year-old children with higher 

(i.e., relative to lower) empathy scores are better at understanding verbal irony (Nicholson et al., 

2013). The authors argued that children’s emotional development affects irony appreciation due 

to the cognitive skills necessary to assess the affective aspects of others’ attitudes. These findings 
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align with research on adult participants, showing faster detection of irony for listeners who 

score higher (i.e., relative to lower) in emotional intelligence (i.e., an individual trait closely 

related to empathy; Jacob et al., 2016) and deficits in irony recognition due to impairments in 

empathy for males with alcohol use disorders (Amenta et al., 2012). 

Other researchers have taken a neuroscientific approach to investigate the relationship 

between empathy and verbal irony appreciation. Shamay-Tsoory et al. (2005) found an 

association between brain damage to the right ventromedial prefrontal cortex (vmPFC) and 

difficulty in irony detection. Since the vmPFC is involved in interpreting affective information, 

the researchers suggest that this difficulty is caused by a lack of empathic ability to understand 

the mental states of others. Similarly, Spotorno et al. (2012) found neural evidence that theory of 

mind, which requires the ability to take the perspective of others, plays a key role in the process 

of interpreting verbal irony. Jakobson et al. (2018) associated the fantasy subscale of the IRI with 

appreciation of nonliteral language, specifically that lower scores predicted difficulty identifying 

a speaker’s intentions. The authors argue that these findings may reflect difficulties in 

interpreting paralinguistic cues for individuals with limited imagination and empathic drive 

(Jakobson et al., 2018). 

Despite the apparent consistency of these findings suggesting that empathy facilitates 

verbal irony comprehension, there are also some contrasting findings in the literature. For 

instance, Joergensen et al. (2022) examined the influence of individual traits on the appreciation 

of literal and nonliteral language with self-report measures. Notably, those with higher affective 

empathy had more difficulty decoding the sincerity of statements, which the authors attributed to 

possible discomfort created by intentions such as literal negative or sarcastic statements 

(Joergensen et al., 2022). The researchers related their findings to those of Sparks et al. (2010), 
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which showed difficulty in interpreting verbal irony for participants with high scores on the 

personal distress aspect of empathy. At first glance, these results seem incompatible with other 

explanations presented in the literature. However, given the various measures and methodologies 

applied in studying this association, it is possible that these inconsistent findings are the result of 

different approaches to measuring empathy and verbal irony appreciation. 

Although the findings described have formed a strong foundation for understanding the 

empathy-verbal irony relationship, each study poses unique limitations that restrict the 

conclusions that can be drawn. Despite evidence of an association between empathy-related traits 

and verbal irony production, there is a gap in the literature regarding the influence of empathy on 

specific motives for verbal irony use. Furthermore, some of the most frequent limitations in 

research examining empathy in relation to verbal irony appear to be insufficient sample sizes 

(e.g., Amenta et al., 2012; Jacob et al., 2016; Joergensen et al., 2022), use of methods such as 

written stories (e.g., Amenta et al., 2012) or puppet shows (e.g., Nicholson et al., 2013) that lack 

prosodic or facial cues usually present in everyday interactions, lack of inclusion of different 

forms of verbal irony (i.e., both criticism and praise; Bruntsch & Ruch, 2017; Nicholson et al., 

2013), and lack of differentiation between specific components of empathy (Bajerski, 2016; 

Joergensen et al., 2022; Shamay-Tsoory et al., 2005). For example, Joergensen et al. (2022) 

divided the four IRI subscales into two pairs for analysis, which they described as cognitive 

empathy (perspective-taking and fantasy) and affective empathy (empathic concern and personal 

distress). This pairing may have limited their ability to detect subtle nuance between these 

interrelated but distinct factors.  

In the present study, multifactorial measures were used to distinguish among self-

reported components of empathy and verbal irony production with the IRI and SSS, respectively. 
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Despite being a self-report measure, the four subscales of the SSS ask the participant to indicate 

their likelihood of using verbal irony in various contexts. I further analyzed potential interrelated 

relationships between all four subscales of the IRI and the verbal irony appreciation measures for 

both ironic criticisms and ironic compliments, which included participants’ interpretations of a 

speaker’s intent to be ironic (vs. literal), nice (vs. mean), and funny (vs. serious), as well as 

judgments of the emotional effect of the statement on the addressee. This research added novel 

contributions to the literature by way of its nuanced study design, which examined a broad range 

of empathy and verbal irony constructs. Whereas previous research has often focused solely on 

empathy (i.e., or related traits) and verbal irony comprehension (e.g., Nicholson et al., 2013; 

Shamay-Tsoory et al., 2005; Spotorno et al., 2012), the current study considered various aspects 

of empathy in relation to different forms of self-reported verbal irony production, and by 

measuring several distinct components of verbal irony appreciation in addition to 

comprehension. Together, these nuanced approaches to measuring the constructs in question 

provided a more thorough investigation of the empathy–verbal irony relationship than has 

typically been conducted in prior research. 

The Present Study 

The present study aimed to expand upon previous research by systematically examining 

whether various forms of empathy were associated with self-reported verbal irony production 

and verbal irony appreciation. This was achieved by first asking undergraduate student 

participants to complete the IRI as a multidimensional empathy measure, and the SSS as a self-

report measure of verbal irony use in various social contexts. Participants then viewed 12 TV 

show clips in which a speaker made either a literal or ironic statement. To measure verbal irony 

comprehension and appreciation, we asked participants after each clip to rate their interpretations 
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of the speaker’s belief (i.e., whether they believed what they said), the speaker’s intentions (i.e., 

whether they intended to be nice or mean, and funny or serious) and the addressee’s reaction 

(i.e., whether they felt good or bad about themselves after).  

Individuals with varying levels of empathy were expected to use verbal irony for 

different social purposes. Those high in perspective-taking were expected to assume that others 

also share this ability and have less concern of being misunderstood, leading them to use verbal 

irony more frequently. Additionally, because those with high empathic concern are motivated to 

protect the feelings of others, it was posited that these individuals may use verbal irony 

specifically for its tinging effect. Given that the general sarcasm subscale of the SSS gauges 

individuals’ overall views of themselves as sarcastic and tendencies to use irony to mute the 

intensity of a negative utterance, I predicted that perspective taking and empathic concern scores 

would be positively associated with general sarcasm scores on the SSS.  

Individuals high in empathic concern and personal distress were expected to be 

concerned with immodesty and thus report using verbal irony as a strategy to appear modest and 

avoid patronizing others. I therefore predicted that empathic concern and personal distress scores 

would be positively associated with embarrassment diffusion scores on the SSS. Furthermore, 

because the sympathetic nature of those with high empathic concern implies a motivation to 

avoid making others feel guilty or uncomfortable, I predicted that empathic concern scores 

would be positively associated with frustration diffusion scores on the SSS. Finally, due to their 

sensitivity to social tension, individuals high in personal distress were expected to report that 

they would not use verbal irony in relatively risky contexts where they may be misunderstood, 

such as when speaking to new acquaintances. I thus predicted that personal distress scores would 

be negatively associated with face-saving scores on the SSS. 
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 In addition to verbal irony production, relationships between individual empathy and 

specific aspects of irony appreciation (i.e., consideration of both the speaker’s and addressee’s 

perspectives) were also anticipated. Individuals high in perspective taking should be able to 

consider the intended meaning of the irony from the speaker’s point of view, and those high in 

fantasy have a tendency to imagine themselves in the position of fictitious characters. I therefore 

predicted that both perspective-taking and fantasy scores would be positively associated with 

correct interpretations of the ironic speaker’s belief (i.e., for both ironic criticisms and ironic 

compliments). 

Turning to the more affective components of empathy, individuals high in empathic 

concern and those high in personal distress were anticipated to be concerned with the negativity 

associated with ironic criticisms, leading them to perceive the ironic speaker’s statements as 

more mean and less funny. Furthermore, when imagining themselves in the addressee’s position, 

these individuals were expected to have relatively stronger reactions to ironic criticisms. I thus 

predicted that both empathic concern and personal distress scores would be positively associated 

with ratings of the speaker’s intentions as mean (i.e., versus nice) and serious (i.e., versus funny), 

and more negative (i.e., versus positive) ratings of the effect on the addressee. 

Methods 

Participants 

The current sample included 115 participants recruited from introductory psychology 

courses at the University of Manitoba. A power analysis using G*Power (Version 3.1) indicated 

that a minimum sample size of 68 participants was required to achieve statistical power of .80 

and a medium effect size of f2 = .15 for a multiple regression analysis with two predictors. 
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Students registered to participate through the SONA online system 

(https://www.sonasystems.com; the undergraduate subject pool at the University of Manitoba) 

and received credit toward a research participation option. Since I wanted to ensure as diverse of 

a sample as possible, the only inclusion criterion was that participants must speak English as 

their first language. Within the sample, the majority of participants were White (34.8%) women 

(60.0%) with a mean age of 19.02 years. Please see Table 1 for a detailed summary of participant 

demographics. After receiving ethics approval from the Research Ethics Board at the University 

of Manitoba (Fort Garry campus), data were collected over 18 testing sessions in March 2026. 

Prior to analysis, data were screened for missing responses and response-quality 

concerns. Screening for participants with too few speaker belief trials (i.e., fewer than 10 trials 

on which to base their speaker belief accuracy score) and participants who provided invariant 

responses across appreciation ratings (i.e., SD = 0.00) did not result in any exclusions.  

Materials 

Each participant was provided with a pencil and a response booklet containing 

demographic questions, the IRI, and the SSS. In addition, the booklets contained questions that 

corresponded to each of 12 videos that participants were shown, which are described below. 

Empathy Measure 

The IRI was used to measure participants' empathy levels, as it captures the multifaceted 

components of empathy and thus allowed for a thorough analysis. This is a self-report measure 

containing four subscales with seven items each: perspective-taking, fantasy, empathic concern, 

and personal distress. Scores on the perspective-taking subscale reflect the tendency and ability 

to adopt the viewpoint of others (e.g., “I try to look at everybody’s side of a disagreement before 

I make a decision”). The fantasy subscale examines the propensity to imaginatively engage with 
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the feelings of fictitious characters (e.g., “I get really involved with the feelings of characters in a 

novel”). Empathic concern items measure affective responses of sympathy and concern for the 

suffering of others (e.g., “When I see someone being taken advantage of, I feel kind of protective 

towards them”). Finally, personal distress scores reflect the tendency to feel self-directed anxiety 

and discomfort in tense interpersonal contexts (“I sometimes feel helpless when I am in the 

middle of a very emotional situation”). Participants responded to all 28 items on a 5-point scale 

ranging from "Does not describe me well” to "Describes me very well." The subscales of this 

measure have been shown to be reliable using Cronbach’s alpha (perspective-taking, alpha = 

0.79, fantasy, alpha = 0.82, empathic concern, alpha = 0.80, personal distress, alpha = 0.75; 

Pulos et al., 2004). Construct validity for this measure has been demonstrated by various studies 

relating IRI scores to associated outcomes, including other widely used empathy measures 

(Davis, 1983), prosocial behaviours (Eisenberg & Miller, 1987), and neural measurements of 

brain regions involved in empathy (Quaranta et al., 2023). 

Verbal Irony Production Measure 

To measure verbal irony production, I used the SSS, a 15-item measure designed by 

Ivanko et al. (2004). Participants responded by indicating how likely they were to use sarcasm in 

various scenarios, using 7-point rating scales ranging from “Not at all likely” to “Extremely 

likely.” This measure categorizes items into four factors representing different uses of sarcasm: 

general sarcasm, face-saving, embarrassment diffusion, and frustration diffusion. The general 

sarcasm subscale gauges individuals’ perceptions of themselves as sarcastic (e.g., “How sarcastic 

are you?”) and tendencies to use irony for its tinging purposes (e.g., “Likelihood that you would 

use sarcasm when insulting someone”). Scores on the face-saving subscale assess the tendency to 

use verbal irony with new acquaintances and when giving praise (e.g., “Likelihood that you 
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would use sarcasm with a new colleague at work”). The embarrassment diffusion subscale 

measures the use of verbal irony for the purpose of modesty (e.g., Likelihood of using sarcasm 

when “you score the winning point for your team in the final basketball game of the season”). 

Lastly, the frustration diffusion subscale assesses the tendency to mock frustrating situations 

(e.g., Likelihood of using sarcasm when “You have to be at work in 15 minutes and your friend 

just accidentally locked the keys in the car”). The subscales of this measure have been shown to 

be reliable using Cronbach’s alpha (general sarcasm, alpha = .79, face-saving, alpha = .71, 

embarrassment diffusion, alpha = .64, and frustration diffusion, alpha = .47; Ivanko et al., 2004). 

Furthermore, self-reported use of verbal irony on the SSS has been shown to predict participants’ 

use of irony in a production task (Ivanko et al., 2004).  

Verbal Irony Appreciation Task 

To assess verbal irony appreciation, I showed participants twelve 30-second videos, 

clipped from popular North American television shows filmed in the 1990s: Seinfeld, Friends, 

and Frasier (please see Appendix for the full video scripts). These clips were used by Krygier-

Bartz and Glenwright (2022) and comprised less than 10% of each episode, therefore adhering to 

the Fair Dealing policy of the University of Manitoba Copyright Guidelines. The clips were 

sorted into groups containing four statement types: ironic criticisms (e.g., “That was the best 

part? Good honeymooning, tiger” implying the honeymoon was less than ideal), literal criticisms 

(e.g., “Oh, you are a petty man” in response to immature behaviour), ironic compliments (e.g., 

“Kind of brutal, weren’t you?” to someone who just performed a kind gesture), and literal 

compliments (e.g., “You’re quite breathtaking” said to a beautiful woman). Thus, the correct 

interpretation of scenarios presented in the videos required recognition of verbal irony in both 

positive and negative contexts. To avoid providing an extra contextual cue to participants, the 
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laugh tracks immediately following the ironic or literal utterance were removed. Participants 

answered 4 questions in writing after watching each video: 

1. Speaker belief: This question addressed whether the participant understood the speaker's 

utterance as literal or ironic (e.g., “Did Rachel believe what she said to Ross when she 

said: ‘Oh, you are a petty man’?”). Participants chose between “Yes” and “No.” 

2. Speaker attitude: This question examined the participant’s interpretation of how nice or 

mean the speaker was trying to be (e.g., “How nice or mean was Rachel trying to be 

when she said: ‘Oh, you are a petty man’?”). Participants indicated their response on a 6-

point Nice/Mean Scale with the response options very nice, nice, a little bit nice, a little 

bit mean, mean, and very mean. 

3. Speaker humour: This question assessed the participant’s interpretation of how funny or 

serious the speaker was trying to be (e.g., “How funny or serious was Rachel trying to be 

when she said: ‘Oh, you are a petty man’?”). The response options for the Funny/Serious 

Scale included very funny, funny, a little bit funny, a little bit serious, serious, and very 

serious. 

4. Effect on addressee: This question asked the participant how they would imagine the 

addressee felt about themselves after the comment (e.g., “How good or bad did Ross feel 

about himself after Rachel said: ‘Oh, you are a petty man’?”). Participants recorded their 

answer using the Good/Bad Scale, which included the response options very good, good, 

kind of good, kind of bad, bad, and very bad. 

Procedure 

Participants were tested in groups ranging from 1 to 11 individuals, depending on the 

testing session for which they signed up (i.e., each session was open to a maximum of 20 



EMPATHY AND VERBAL IRONY 
 

24 

participants). Data were collected in a classroom containing a large projector screen visible to 

everyone. After completing a consent form, each participant was given a response booklet. To 

maintain as much consistency between individuals as possible, I asked participants not to flip 

each booklet page until instructed.  I first asked them to complete the demographic questionnaire, 

the IRI, and the SSS. Once all participants had completed these measures, I proceeded with 

showing them the 12 videos, one at a time. The order in which the experimental videos were 

presented was counterbalanced between data collection sessions to reduce any influence this may 

have had on interpretation. After each video, I instructed participants to answer the 

corresponding questions in their booklets. The order of the response options on the Nice/Mean, 

Funny/Serious, and Good/Bad Scales was reversed for half of the videos to minimize any biased 

response patterns. Participants were provided time to write, and I proceeded only when it was 

clear they had completed writing their responses. After participants watched all 12 videos and 

answered all corresponding questions, they were debriefed regarding the true nature of the study 

and thanked for their participation. This procedure took approximately 50 minutes to complete. 

Coding 

 Participant-level scores were calculated for all questionnaire and task variables. IRI and 

SSS subscale scores were calculated as the sum of participants’ responses to the relevant items 

for each subscale (i.e., with the appropriate IRI items reverse scored). Mean speaker-belief 

accuracy ratings were calculated as the proportion of ironic clips (i.e., out of six trials including 

three ironic criticisms and three ironic compliments) for which participants correctly answered 

the speaker belief question (i.e., Did the speaker believe what they said to the addressee?) by 

choosing “No.” For the speaker attitude, speaker humour, and addressee-effect ratings, 
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participants’ responses were coded from 1 to 6 (1 = very nice, very funny, or very good; 6 = very 

mean, very serious, or very bad), and scores were averaged across the relevant statement types.  

Results 

The primary analyses were conducted using multiple linear regression. For the verbal 

irony production predictions, relevant IRI subscale scores were examined as predictors of the 

SSS subscale scores. For the verbal irony appreciation predictions, relevant IRI subscale scores 

were examined as predictors of speaker belief accuracy for ironic criticisms and ironic 

compliments, and as predictors of speaker attitude, speaker humour, and addressee-effect scores 

for ironic criticisms. The primary analyses focused on ironic statements because the hypotheses 

concerned verbal irony comprehension and appreciation. Follow-up exploratory analyses were 

conducted using paired-samples t-tests to compare participants speaker-belief accuracy and 

appreciation ratings across statement types. Specifically, ironic statements were compared to 

their literal counterparts, and ironic criticisms were compared to ironic compliments. Missing 

data were handled using model-specific listwise deletion, such that participants were included in 

analyses for which they had complete data on the relevant variables. All statistical analyses were 

performed using IBM SPSS Statistics (Version 29.0.2.0). 

Preliminary Analyses 

Missing data were handled using model-specific listwise deletion; analytic sample sizes 

therefore varied across models from N = 111 to N = 114 (see Tables 4 and 6). Descriptive 

statistics and internal consistency estimates for the IRI and SSS subscales are presented in Table 

2. Internal consistency was acceptable for all IRI and SSS subscales (as = .74–.83), with the 

exception of the frustration diffusion subscale, which demonstrated questionable internal 

consistency (a = .68). 



EMPATHY AND VERBAL IRONY 
 

26 

Assumptions were evaluated prior to interpreting the primary and exploratory analyses. 

For regression models involving continuous outcomes (i.e., SSS subscales scores, speaker 

attitude ratings, speaker humour ratings, and addressee-effect ratings), residual-versus predicted 

plots did not suggest serious violations of linearity or homoscedasticity, and histograms and 

normal P–P plots did not suggest serious violations of residual normality. The speaker attitude 

and addressee-effect models contained studentized deleted residuals slightly exceeding ±3; 

however, Cook’s distance values were low across models, suggesting that no cases exerted undue 

influence on the results. The speaker-belief accuracy model showed stronger deviations from 

residual normality, likely due to the bounded nature of the accuracy scores calculated from six 

binary trials. Therefore, this model was interpreted cautiously. 

Across the regression models, Durbin–Watson values ranged from 1.63 to 2.04, 

suggesting that the independence of errors assumption was met. For models with more than one 

predictor, VIF values ranged from 1.07 to 1.16, and tolerance values ranged from .86 to .93, 

indicating no concerns regarding multicollinearity among predictors. Although one case showed 

a relatively elevated Cook’s distance value (i.e., .253) in the General Sarcasm model, Cook’s 

distance values remained below 1.00 across all regression models. A sensitivity analysis 

excluding this case did not change the pattern of results, thus all cases were retained. 

For the paired-samples t-tests, difference scores between ironic criticisms and ironic 

compliments were examined using histograms, normal probability plots, and boxplots. 

Difference scores showed no severe departures from normality. Although a small number of 

outlying difference scores were observed, no extreme outliers were identified, and the paired-

samples t-tests were retained. 

Primary Analyses on Self-Reported Verbal Irony Production  
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Bivariate correlations between participants’ empathy subscale scores and their sarcasm 

use subscale scores are shown in Table 3. As illustrated, none of the relationships were 

significant, and all associations were small in magnitude. Absolute correlation coefficients 

ranged from .01 to .13, with all 95% confidence intervals including zero. 

 A series of four linear regressions were performed to see if empathy subscale scores could 

predict each sarcasm use subscale (see Table 4). I first examined whether participants’ 

perspective taking scores and empathic concern scores would uniquely predict their general 

sarcasm use scores according to my hypotheses. When participants’ perspective taking scores 

and empathic concern scores were simultaneously entered into a multiple regression analysis, the 

model was not significant, F(2, 108) = 0.17, p = .842, R2 = .003. Contrary to my hypotheses, 

neither perspective taking scores nor empathic concern scores significantly predicted general 

sarcasm use scores.  

The second linear regression examined whether participants’ empathic concern scores 

and personal distress scores would uniquely predict their self-reported use of sarcasm for 

embarrassment diffusion purposes. Simultaneous entry of empathic concern scores and personal 

distress scores into the multiple regression analysis did not result in a significant model, F(2, 

110) = 0.79, p = .457, R2 = .014. Furthermore, neither empathic concern scores nor personal 

distress scores were significant predictors of embarrassment diffusion scores. 

Next, I tested my prediction that participants with higher levels of individual empathic 

concern would be more likely to report using sarcasm for frustration diffusion. However, 

empathic concern was not a significant predictor of self-reported use of sarcasm for frustration 

diffusion purposes, F(1, 112) = 0.06, p = .804, R2 = .001, and thus this prediction was 

unsupported. Finally, I examined whether personal distress scores predicted scores for face-
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saving sarcasm use. Contrary to my hypothesis, this model was also non-significant, F(1, 110) = 

1.92, p = .168, R2 = .017.  

Primary Analyses on Verbal Irony Appreciation 

Bivariate correlations between mean empathy subscale scores and mean scores on 

measures of irony appreciation are shown in Table 5. Speaker belief accuracy was calculated for 

ironic criticisms and ironic compliments combined because this analysis examined whether 

perspective taking and fantasy subscale scores were associated with the general ability to identify 

ironic speaker beliefs. The attitude, humour, and addressee-effect outcomes were restricted to 

ironic criticisms according to the hypotheses concerning evaluations of ironic criticisms. As 

illustrated, none of the relationships were significant, and all associations were small in 

magnitude. Absolute correlation coefficients ranged from .03 to .14, with all 95% confidence 

intervals including zero. 

To test my hypotheses for verbal irony appreciation, four linear regressions were 

performed on empathy subscale scores (see Table 6). I first examined whether perspective taking 

scores and fantasy scores would uniquely predict mean accuracy in interpreting the speaker’s 

belief for ironic criticisms and ironic compliments combined. Contrary to my hypothesis, a 

multiple regression analysis in which perspective taking scores and fantasy scores were 

simultaneously entered resulted in a non-significant model, F(2, 110) = 0.45, p = .640, R2 = .008.  

 Next, I examined whether participants’ empathic concern and personal distress scores 

would uniquely predict their mean ratings of speaker attitude, speaker humour, and/or the effect 

on the addressee after viewing clips in which a speaker directs an ironic criticism toward an 

addressee. Using three separate linear regressions, empathic concern scores and personal distress 

scores were entered simultaneously for each multiple regression analysis. Failing to support my 
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predictions, all three regressions resulted in non-significant models, including mean ratings of 

speaker attitude, F(2, 110) = 1.14, p = .323, R2 = .020, speaker humour, F(2, 110) = 0.42, p = 

.658, R2 = .008, and effect of the comment on the addressee, F(2, 110) = 0.43, p = .650, R2 = 

.008, in response to observing an ironic criticism.  

Exploratory Analyses for Ironic and Literal Statements 

 Paired-samples t-tests were conducted to compare ironic criticisms with literal criticisms 

and ironic compliments with literal compliments on the three appreciation ratings including 

speaker attitude, speaker humour, and effect on addressee. Higher attitude scores reflected 

greater perceived meanness (vs. niceness), higher humour scores reflected greater perceived 

seriousness (vs. humour), and higher addressee-effect scores reflected a more negative (vs. 

positive) perceived effect on the addressee. Participants rated the speaker’s attitude as 

significantly meaner for literal criticisms (M = 4.45, SD = 0.54) than for ironic criticisms (M = 

4.05, SD = 0.46), t(114) = -6.66, p < .001, d = –0.62. As expected, they also rated the speaker’s 

humour as funnier for ironic criticisms (M = 2.63, SD = 0.66) than for literal criticisms (M = 

4.86, SD = 0.73), t(114) = –27.02, p < .001, d = –2.52. Participants’ responses also reflected that 

they perceived literal criticisms (M = 4.12, SD = 0.44) as having a worse effect on the addressee 

than ironic criticisms (M = 3.71, SD = 0.43), t(114) = –8.45, p < .001, d = –0.79. Participants 

rated the speaker’s attitude for literal compliments (M = 2.10, SD = 0.56) as significantly nicer 

than for ironic compliments (M = 2.94, SD = 0.65), t(114) = 10.55, p < .001, d = 0.98. Speaker 

humour for ironic compliments (M = 2.45, SD = 0.66) was rated as significantly funnier than for 

literal compliments (M = 3.67, SD = 0.75), t(114) = –13.81, p < .001, d = –1.29. Finally, 

participants rated literal compliments (M = 2.03, SD = 0.52) as having a better effect on the 

addressee than ironic compliments (M = 3.02, SD = 0.56), t(114) = 16.17, p < .001, d = 1.51. 
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Overall, these findings indicate that participants’ evaluations of speaker attitude, humour, and the 

perceived effect on the addressee demonstrated that they could distinguish ironic statements from 

literal ones. 

Exploratory Analyses for Ironic Criticisms and Ironic Compliments 

To further examine participants’ interpretations of different forms of verbal irony, paired-

samples t-tests were conducted to compare speaker belief accuracy and appreciation ratings for 

ironic criticisms and ironic compliments. Mean accuracy scores reflected participants’ proportion 

of correct responses to the speaker belief question across ironic criticism and ironic compliment 

trials. Participants were significantly more accurate at determining the speaker’s belief for ironic 

criticisms (M = 0.85, SD = 0.26) than for ironic compliments (M = 0.79, SD = 0.22), t(114) = 

2.37, p = .020, d = 0.22. Regarding the appreciation outcomes, participants rated the speaker’s 

attitude as significantly meaner for ironic criticisms (M = 4.05, SD = 0.46) than for ironic 

compliments (M = 2.94, SD = 0.65), t(114) = 14.70, p < .001, d = 1.37. Ironic criticisms were 

rated as significantly more serious (M = 2.63, SD = 0.66) than ironic compliments (M = 2.45, SD 

= 0.66), t(114) = 2.59, p = .011, d = 0.24. Finally, participants rated ironic criticisms as having a 

more negative effect on the addressee (M = 3.71, SD = 0.43) than ironic compliments (M = 3.02, 

SD = 0.56), t(114) = 10.45, p < .001, d = 0.97. This pattern of results suggests that participants’ 

irony comprehension and appreciation of speaker attitude, humour, and the perceived effect on 

the addressee were dependent on the form of verbal irony presented. 

Discussion 

 In this study, I aimed to determine whether various components of empathy could predict 

both self-reported verbal irony production and verbal irony appreciation. However, contrary to 
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my predictions, there were no meaningful associations between the four empathy subscales and 

the self-report verbal irony production or appreciation measures within the current sample. 

Empathy and Self-Reported Verbal Irony Production 

The eight primary hypotheses of this study were not supported by the findings. 

Participants’ self-reported tendencies to use sarcasm for general purposes was not predicted by 

their scores on the perspective-taking or empathic concern subscales of the IRI. Neither 

participants’ empathic concern scores nor their personal distress scores on the IRI were 

significant predictors of their use of sarcasm for embarrassment diffusion purposes. Furthermore, 

participants’ empathic concern scores were not associated with their reported use of sarcasm for 

frustration diffusion, and their scores on personal distress were not predictive of their use of 

sarcasm in face-saving social contexts.  

The absence of significant relationships between empathy and self-reported sarcasm use 

for different social functions may reflect meaningful differences between the specific constructs 

examined and methods used in the present study and those emphasized in previous research. For 

instance, much of the previous work discussed focused on individual traits or constructs that are 

related but not identical to empathy, such as emotional intelligence (e.g., Bajerski, 2016), 

humour styles and related traits (e.g., Bruntsch & Ruch, 2017), or other personality traits and 

social tendencies (e.g., Gibbs & Colston, 2012). Moreover, the differing approaches to 

operationalizing and measuring verbal irony production across studies may have contributed to 

these disparate findings. Several of the previous studies that examined empathy-related traits in 

relation to verbal irony production primarily described significant findings regarding irony used 

for negative purposes, such as ironic criticisms (e.g., Bajerski, 2016; Bruntsch & Ruch, 2017; 

Fanslau et al., 2023). However, the SSS was used to estimate verbal irony production in the 
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current study, in which none of the four subscales directly corresponds to irony used for critical 

purposes (i.e., with the exception of one specific item on the general sarcasm subscale). This 

discrepancy may have contributed to the lack of significant associations between empathy and 

self-reported verbal irony production in the current study, as the empathically driven reluctance 

to criticize others ironically that has been suggested by previous researchers may not extend to 

other forms of verbal irony use (e.g., for embarrassment diffusion purposes). Thus, although it is 

theoretically reasonable to speculate an association between empathy and verbal irony 

production, the apparent inconsistencies between the current findings and those of previous 

research may be due to the variability of the specific constructs being examined.  

Another important consideration regarding the non-significant relationships between 

empathy and self-reported verbal irony production in the current study is the complicated nature 

of social and communicative behaviours. Verbal irony can serve playful, polite, humorous, or 

hostile interpersonal functions (Krygier-Bartz & Glenwright, 2022), which suggests that different 

individual and social dispositions may be important in determining verbal irony use for different 

purposes. For example, Gibbs and Colston (2012) discussed various individual-difference traits 

that influence figurative language use including openness and cognitive flexibility, while 

Bruntsch and Ruch (2017) highlighted the effects of humour-related traits (i.e., Katagelasticism, 

or the enjoyment of ridiculing and laughing at others, and trait seriousness) on irony use. Taken 

together, these findings suggest that although empathy may play some role in verbal irony 

production, the specific components of empathy measured by the IRI may account for a 

relatively small amount of variance in the ironic functions assessed by the SSS once other 

individual, social, and situational factors are considered. 

Empathy and Verbal Irony Appreciation 
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In regard to the four verbal irony appreciation hypotheses, participants’ perspective-

taking and fantasy IRI scores did not significantly predict their accuracy in interpreting verbal 

irony for both criticisms and compliments. Additionally, participants’ empathic concern and 

personal distress scores were not predictive of their ratings of speaker attitude, speaker humour, 

and addressee-effect after viewing clips involving ironic criticisms. 

Similar to the empathy–verbal irony production findings, the non-significant associations 

between empathy and verbal irony appreciation in the current study should also be considered in 

the context of meaningful variation in how both constructs have been operationalized across 

studies. Some researchers employed unidimensional empathy measures (i.e., Nicholson et al., 

2013), and others found associations between irony appreciation and empathy-related constructs 

such as emotional intelligence (i.e., Jacob et al., 2016), or social skills and emotional decoding 

(i.e., Amenta et al., 2013). The current study separated empathy into four factors that are likely 

related to but conceptually distinct from the variables highlighted in these studies, which may 

rely on other social abilities and tendencies such as emotion recognition or integration of verbal 

and nonverbal cues. Furthermore, approaches to conceptualizing and measuring verbal irony 

comprehension vary significantly across studies, including asking participants to decide whether 

a speaker was nice or mean using binary response options (i.e., Nicholson et al., 2013), process 

incongruent stimuli and categorize an ironic speaker’s emotional expressions (i.e., Jacob et al., 

2016), or rate written statements by degrees of irony (i.e., Amenta et al., 2013). Although these 

outcomes are conceptually related to identifying ironic speech, they are not identical to the 

binary speaker-belief question used in the current study. This may imply that the seemingly 

inconsistent findings regarding accuracy in irony interpretation between the literature and in the 

current study may in fact be examining separable processes, including but not limited to 
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detecting ironic intent, decoding speaker emotion, and comprehending written narratives. These 

processes do not fully or directly correspond to the appreciation outcomes in the current study, 

which included speaker belief judgments as well as ratings of speaker attitude, speaker humour, 

and effects of the irony on the addressee. Therefore, in the context of previous research 

connecting empathy and related traits to verbal irony interpretation, the non-significant findings 

in the current study may suggest that empathy is more strongly related to certain components of 

irony processing, such as emotional decoding or integrating social cues, than to the appreciation 

outcomes measured in the present research. 

Beyond the variation in specific constructs used to examine empathy and verbal irony 

comprehension and appreciation, there are also notable differences in participant populations and 

task demands that may help contextualize the disparate findings. For instance, some studies 

focused on participant samples including children (i.e., Nicholson et al., 2013) or clinical 

populations (i.e., Amenta et al., 2013; Shamay-Tsoory et al., 2005). It may be the case that 

relative to nonclinical adult samples, associations are more detectable during the developmental 

period during which children learn to interpret irony, or in clinical samples of individuals with 

functional impairments. Moreover, the present study’s video-based task presented a wide range 

of social situations and provided participants access to contextual, vocal, and visual cues. This 

may have facilitated interpretation relative to stimuli used by other researchers, consisting of 

intentionally ambiguous dialogue (i.e., Sparks et al., 2010) or utterances closely matched in 

linguistic context (i.e., Jakobson et al., 2018) such that participants must rely on a more restricted 

subset of cues to infer the speaker’s intended meaning. Increased cue availability may have 

allowed participants in the present study to interpret ironic statements without a strong reliance 
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on self-reported empathy. However, task difficulty was not experimentally compared across 

studies, and this interpretation should thus be regarded as speculative. 

Statement Type Differences in Verbal Irony Appreciation 

Exploratory analyses were conducted to investigate patterns in the data not directly 

addressed by the primary hypotheses. Specifically, participants’ appreciation responses were 

compared to assess differences in mean ratings between ironic criticisms and literal criticisms, 

between ironic compliments and literal compliments, and between ironic criticisms and ironic 

compliments. These analyses allowed the literal statements to function as control comparisons to 

contextualize participants’ appreciation responses to the ironic statements and provided insight 

regarding how individuals appreciate both positive and negative forms of verbal irony. 

 The exploratory analyses indicated that participants distinguished ironic statements from 

literal statements on each of the three appreciation rating outcomes. Relative to literal criticisms, 

ironic criticisms were perceived as less mean, less serious, and as having a less negative effect on 

the addressee. Furthermore, participants provided different ratings for literal compliments and 

ironic compliments; specifically, ironic compliments were rated as relatively less nice, funnier, 

and as having a less positive effect on the addressee. These differences in participants’ speaker 

attitude and speaker humour ratings for ironic and literal statements are consistent with those 

reported by Krygier-Bartz and Glenwright (2022). The addressee-effect item was not used by 

Krygier-Bartz and Glenwright (2022) but was added to the current study design as it was 

hypothesized to be related to empathy. The differences in responses to all three appreciation 

outcomes align with perspectives such as the tinge hypothesis (Dews & Winner, 1995) and 

politeness theory (Brown & Levinson, 1987), which view verbal irony as a communicative tool 

used by speakers to soften the effects of evaluative statements on the addressee. 
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Despite the lack of significant associations between empathy subscales and verbal irony 

outcomes, participants showed systematic differences in how they responded to appreciation 

measures to the two ironic statement types. This suggests that relative to individual differences in 

social tendencies and behaviours, the specific communicative functions served by different forms 

of irony may have a stronger effect on verbal irony appreciation. When asked whether the 

speaker believed what they said after viewing videos depicting either ironic criticisms or ironic 

compliments, participants were more likely to correctly identify ironic criticisms as verbal irony 

relative to ironic compliments (i.e., more likely to select “No” in response to the speaker belief 

question for ironic criticisms). Expectedly, participants rated the speaker’s attitude as meaner for 

ironic criticisms than for ironic compliments. Regarding speaker humour, participants’ responses 

indicated that they perceived the speaker’s intention as more serious for ironic criticisms than for 

ironic compliments. These findings are in contrast to Krygier-Bartz and Glenwright (2022), who 

described no significant difference in speaker belief accuracy, speaker attitude ratings, or speaker 

humour ratings between the two ironic statement types using the same stimuli for the 

appreciation task. However, this previous research examined differences in verbal irony 

appreciation between native and non-native English speakers, and the authors noted that overall 

speaker-belief accuracy was higher for native (i.e., relative to non-native) English speakers, 

which may help account for the disparate findings. Furthermore, responses unsurprisingly 

suggested that participants in the current study perceived ironic criticisms as having a more 

negative effect than ironic compliments on the addressee. The significant differences in 

participants’ appreciation responses to ironic criticisms and ironic compliments highlight the 

importance of considering various forms of verbal irony when examining irony appreciation as a 

primary outcome variable. Given the variance in participants’ evaluations of the two ironic 
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statement types, the decision to separate ironic criticisms and ironic compliments for the primary 

analyses in the current study was supported. 

Strengths and Limitations 

 Several features of the current methodological design strengthened the study. The use of 

multidimensional self-report measures allowed empathy and verbal irony production to be 

examined as complex constructs rather than as single traits. The distinctions between irony 

comprehension and perceived speaker attitude, speaker humour, and effects on the addressee also 

strengthened the appreciation task by reducing reliance on any one indicator of irony 

comprehension or appreciation. Additionally, the inclusion of both ironic criticisms and ironic 

compliments as stimuli for the irony appreciation measures also allowed for a detailed analysis 

of response differences across forms of irony with different interpersonal functions. Furthermore, 

the current experimental methodology enhanced ecological validity through the use of videos for 

the verbal irony appreciation task, which provided cues often present in everyday verbal irony 

use (e.g., speaker prosody and facial expressions). 

 The current study design also posed certain limitations that restrict both the conclusions 

which can be drawn from the findings and their generalizability. Firstly, there were a limited 

number and range of ironic stimuli for the speaker-belief and appreciation-based analyses. 

Overall speaker belief accuracy was calculated using participants’ responses to six clips 

including three ironic criticisms and three ironic compliments. The primary appreciation 

outcomes including ratings of speaker attitude, speaker humour, and effect on addressee were 

based on responses to only the three ironic criticisms. Consequently, participants’ scores may 

have been influenced by responses to individual clips and may not have been a sufficiently 

reliable estimate of broader tendencies for irony appreciation. The small stimulus set in the 
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current study may thus be insufficient to account for various factors that influence irony 

appreciation, such as different vocal or facial cues, different levels of contextual ambiguity, or 

different relationships between speaker and addressee. Furthermore, much of the previous 

literature reviewed focused on ironic criticisms, which is not directly accounted for by any of the 

SSS subscales. This implies that any association between empathy and ironic criticisms may 

have remained undetected within the broader irony uses measured by the SSS. The self-report 

nature of both the IRI and the SSS also rely on participants’ insight into their own tendencies and 

behaviours and therefore may be inaccurate estimates of behaviour in real interactions or be 

influenced by response biases such as socially desirable responding. However, these measures 

are widely used and accepted within empathy and verbal irony research, respectively. Finally, 

participants in the current study were not asked to report mental health or neurodevelopmental 

diagnoses. This minimized the collection of sensitive health information but also did prevented 

examination of whether characteristics of specific disorders associated with empathy or social 

communication (e.g., autism spectrum disorder, personality pathology) may play a role in 

individual verbal irony production and appreciation. 

Implications and Future Directions 

 Although the absence of statistically significant findings limits the current study’s 

contribution to the literature on empathy and verbal irony, the multidimensional study design 

helps clarify the limits of a general empathy–verbal irony connection. The lack of meaningful 

associations given this nuanced design suggests that self-reported empathy alone may not predict 

the outcomes examined in the current study. It may be the case that other individual and social 

factors such as such as personality, humour styles, sensory processing sensitivity, communicative 

tendencies, and emotional intelligence influence the production and appreciation of verbal irony. 
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Future research would benefit from examining the interactions between empathy and other 

theoretically relevant variables to provide a detailed picture of the complicated factors that 

influence individuals’ engagement with non-literal language. In addition, to reduce the influence 

of biased responding due to self-report measures, future studies could also combine methods of 

measurement by integrating participants’ SSS scores with irony generation tasks, naturalistic 

observations of communication, or informant reports. This would allow for a clearer 

understanding of the effect of empathy on verbal irony production in different contexts and for 

different purposes. Future study designs that include a larger and more varied set of ironic 

criticism and ironic compliment trials (i.e., relative to the three of each type used in the current 

study) may also better reflect the diverse effects of situational variables on irony appreciation. 

These may include varying degrees of hostility or playfulness, different vocal or facial cues 

provided, or different relationships between speakers. By considering these factors, the 

generalizability of the findings to everyday social interactions would be increased. Furthermore, 

the differences in participants’ responses to the ironic criticism and ironic compliment stimuli 

highlight the importance of including different types of verbal irony as well as different aspects 

of irony processing when investigating individual irony appreciation.  

In addition to providing useful directions for future research, the findings have practical 

implications in the fields of social and clinical psychology. According to Joergensen et al. 

(2022), we must investigate the complexities of social communication to help individuals who 

have difficulty interpreting indirect language. Given that ironic criticisms and ironic 

compliments were processed differently, it is important in applied settings for individuals to 

consider the interpersonal function and surrounding context of the verbal irony, which is often 

more informative than the presence of irony itself. Recognition of the various aspects of irony 
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appreciation (i.e., interpreting speaker belief, speaker attitude, speaker humour, and effect on 

addressee) is also relevant for clinical practice, as it suggests that recognition of an ironic 

statement does not necessarily determine how an individual will judge the social functions and 

impact of the situation. Given that nuanced language such as irony may be used to explore 

complex and abstract ideas with clients (Belkin, 2023), these findings are relevant for clinical 

assessment, therapeutic practice, psychoeducation, and general interpersonal communication. 

Although irony can be a useful communicative tool that facilitates social interaction, clinicians 

using ironic language with clients should avoid assuming that their intended attitude, humour, or 

effect of the irony will be correctly inferred, and should check for understanding when the 

meaning may be ambiguous. Overall, this would enhance therapists’ ability to build and maintain 

a strong therapeutic alliance, one of the strongest predictors for effective therapy outcomes 

(Martin & Johnson, 2024). 

Conclusion 

Although the current study did not detect significant associations between self-reported 

empathy and verbal irony production or interpretation, the nuanced study design integrating 

various aspects of each construct provides some insight into the previously mixed findings in the 

literature. The findings suggest that the components of empathy as measured by the IRI may not 

be strong independent predictors of self-reported verbal irony use or the verbal irony outcomes 

assessed in the current study. The differences observed in participants’ appreciation responses 

between ironic criticisms and ironic compliments highlight the importance of distinguishing 

forms of verbal irony rather than viewing it as a single category. Overall, these findings 

emphasize the value of examining empathy, verbal irony production, and verbal irony 

appreciation as multidimensional constructs. 
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Table 1 

Participant Demographics 

Demographic n % 

Gender   

     Man 44 38.3 

     Woman 69 60.0 

     “Prefer not to say” 2 1.7 

Ethnicity   

Arab / West Asian 5 4.3 

     Black 16 13.9 

     East Asian 4 3.5 

     Latinx 1 0.9 

     Indigenous 14 12.2 

     South Asian 9 7.8 

     South East Asian 25 21.7 

     White / European 40 34.8 

     “Prefer not to say” 1 0.9 

Note. The final sample included 115 participants, ranging in age from 18 to 37 years old 

(M = 19.02, SD = 2.11). Self-reported gender and ethnicity are shown, with the number of 

participants in each category and the percentage of the category within the total sample. 

Participants were provided with open-ended self-describe options for gender and ethnicity, 

but no participants selected these options. 
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Table 2 

Descriptive Statistics for Empathy Subscale Scores and Sarcasm Use Subscale Scores 

Variable N M SD a 

IRI – Perspective Taking 113 25.4 4.3 .76 

IRI – Fantasy 114 24.3 4.8 .74 

IRI – Empathic Concern 114 26.9 4.5 .80 

IRI – Personal Distress 113 19.3 4.8 .80 

SSS – General Sarcasm 112 28.9 6.7 .83 

SSS – Face-Saving 113 9.4 4.4 .77 

SSS – Embarrassment Diffusion 115 10.0 5.2 .83 

SSS – Frustration Diffusion 115 12.6 4.7 .68 

Note. IRI = Interpersonal Reactivity Index; SSS = Sarcasm Self-Report Scale. IRI subscales each 

included seven items and had possible scores ranging from 7 to 35. The SSS General Sarcasm 

subscale included six items and had possible scores ranging from 6 to 42. The SSS Face-Saving, 

Embarrassment Diffusion, and Frustration Diffusion subscales each included three items and had 

possible scores ranging from 3 to 21. 
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Table 3 

Bivariate Correlation Coefficients for Empathy Subscale Scores and Sarcasm Use Subscale 

Scores 

 

r p 

95% Confidence 

Intervals 

 Lower Upper 

Perspective Taking—Fantasy .262 .005 .081 .426 

Perspective Taking—Empathic Concern .367 <.001 .196 .517 

Perspective Taking—Personal Distress –.117 .221 –.296 .071 

Fantasy—Empathic Concern .376 <.001 .206 .524 

Fantasy—Personal Distress .321 <.001 .144 .477 

Empathic Concern—Personal Distress .350 <.001 .177 .503 

Perspective Taking—General Sarcasm –.033 .734 –.218 .155 

Perspective Taking—Embarrassment Diffusion .067 .481 –.119 .249 

Perspective Taking—Frustration Diffusion –.074 .434 –.256 .112 

Perspective Taking—Face-Saving –.015 .873 –.200 .171 

Fantasy—General Sarcasm .087 .364 –.101 .268 

Fantasy—Embarrassment Diffusion –.084 .375 –.264 .102 

Fantasy—Frustration Diffusion –.006 .948 –.190 .178 

Fantasy—Face-Saving .006 .951 –.179 .190 

Empathic Concern—General Sarcasm –.057 .550 –.240 .130 

Empathic Concern—Embarrassment Diffusion –.074 .436 –.254 .112 

Empathic Concern—Frustration Diffusion .024 .804 –.161 .207 

Empathic Concern—Face-Saving –.046 .628 –.229 .140 

Personal Distress—General Sarcasm –.100 .297 –.281 .088 

Personal Distress—Embarrassment Diffusion –.114 .231 –.292 .073 

Personal Distress—Frustration Diffusion –.043 .654 –.226 .143 

Personal Distress—Face-Saving –.131 .168 –.309 .056 

General Sarcasm—Embarrassment Diffusion .468 <.001 .310 .602 

General Sarcasm—Frustration Diffusion .563 <.001 .421 .678 
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General Sarcasm—Face-Saving .656 <.001 .535 .751 

Embarrassment Diffusion—Frustration Diffusion .462 <.001 .305 .595 

Embarrassment Diffusion—Face-Saving .580 <.001 .443 .691 

Frustration Diffusion—Face-Saving .469 <.001 .311 .602 
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Table 4 

Linear Regression Analyses on Mean Empathy Subscale Scores Predicting Mean Sarcasm Use 

Subscale Scores 

Variable B SE 95% CI b p 

General Sarcasm Use (N = 111) 

Constant 31.359 4.645 [22.152, 40.565] - <.001 

Perspective Taking –.022 .161 [–.342, .298] –.014 .891 

Empathic Concern –.073 .152 [–.375, .229] –.050 .633 

Embarrassment Diffusion (N = 113) 

Constant 13.304 3.164 [7.034, 19.575] - <.001 

Empathic Concern –.044 .117 [–.276, .188] –.038 .709 

Personal Distress –.110 .111 [–.329, .109] –.100 .323 

Frustration Diffusion (N = 114) 

Constant 11.914 2.669 [6.626, 17.202] - <.001 

Empathic Concern .024 .098 [–.169, .218] .024 .804 

Face-Saving (N = 112) 

Constant 11.821 1.725 [8.404, 15.239] - <.001 

Personal Distress –.120 .087 [–.292, .052] –.131 .168 

Note. Ns for sarcasm use subscales differ due to missing data. 
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Table 5 

Bivariate Correlation Coefficients for Empathy Subscale Scores and Mean Irony Appreciation 

Measure Scores 

 

r p 

95% Confidence 

Intervals 

 Lower Upper 

Perspective Taking—Mean Speaker Belief Accuracy .090 .346 –.097 .270 

Perspective Taking—Mean Attitude Ratings –.121 .200 –.299 .065 

Perspective Taking—Mean Humour Ratings –.102 .282 –.281 .084 

Perspective Taking—Mean Addressee-Effect Ratings –.082 .387 –.263 .104 

Fantasy— Mean Speaker Belief Accuracy .032 .739 –.153 .214 

Fantasy—Mean Attitude Ratings –.043 .653 –.225 .142 

Fantasy—Mean Humour Ratings –.123 .192 –.300 .062 

Fantasy—Mean Addressee-Effect Ratings –.083 .377 –.263 .102 

Empathic Concern— Mean Speaker Belief Accuracy .076 .422 –.110 .256 

Empathic Concern—Mean Attitude Ratings –.135 .153 –.311 .050 

Empathic Concern—Mean Humour Ratings –.088 .353 –.267 .098 

Empathic Concern—Mean Addressee-Effect Ratings .025 .794 –.160 .208 

Personal Distress— Mean Speaker Belief Accuracy .034 .723 –.152 .217 

Personal Distress—Mean Attitude Ratings –.094 .322 –.274 .092 

Personal Distress—Mean Humour Ratings –.041 .668 –.224 .145 

Personal Distress—Mean Addressee-Effect Ratings .088 .353 –.098 .269 

Mean Speaker Belief Accuracy— Mean Attitude Ratings .206 .027 .024 .375 

Mean Speaker Belief Accuracy— Mean Humour Ratings –.158 .091 –.332 .025 

Mean Speaker Belief Accuracy— Mean Addressee-Effect Ratings –.039 .679 –.221 .145 

Mean Attitude Ratings— Mean Humour Ratings –.058 .540 –.238 .127 

Mean Attitude Ratings— Mean Addressee-Effect Ratings .150 .110 –.034 .324 

Mean Humour Ratings— Mean Addressee-Effect Ratings .098 .299 –.087 .276 

Note. Speaker Belief Accuracy reflects mean accuracy across ironic criticisms and ironic 

compliments combined. Attitude, Humour, and Addressee-Effect Ratings reflect mean ratings for 
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ironic criticisms only, based on the relevant hypotheses. Intercorrelations among IRI subscales 

are reported in Table 3. 
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Table 6 

Linear Regression Analyses on Empathy Subscale Scores Predicting Mean Irony Appreciation 

Measure Scores 

Variable B SE 95% CI b p 

Mean Speaker Belief Accuracy for Ironic Criticisms and Ironic Compliments Combined (N = 

113) 

Constant .708 .129 [.452, .964] - <.001 

Perspective Taking .004 .004 [–.005, .013] .087 .377 

Fantasy .000 .004 [–.008, .008] .009 .930 

Mean Attitude Ratings for Ironic Criticisms (N = 113) 

Constant 4.451 .274 [3.909, 4.993] - <.001 

Empathic Concern –.012 .010 [–.032, .009] –.115 .258 

Personal Distress –.005 .010 [–.024, 0.14] –.054 .594 

Mean Humour Ratings for Ironic Criticisms (N = 113) 

Constant 2.978 .400 [2.184, 3.771] - <.001 

Empathic Concern –.012 .015 [–.041, .017] –.082 .419 

Personal Distress –.002 .014 [–.029, 0.26] –.012 .907 

Mean Addressee-Effect Ratings for Ironic Criticisms (N = 113) 

Constant 3.565 .262 [3.045, 4.085] - <.001 

Empathic Concern –.001 .010 [–.020, .019] –.006 .956 

Personal Distress .008 .009 [–.010, .026] .090 .376 
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Appendix 

Verbal Irony Appreciation Task Video Scripts 

Ironic Criticisms 

1. Kramer is preparing a sandwich in Jerry’s kitchen area. 

KRAMER: Uhh, Jerry, you got no mustard, huh... 

JERRY: It’s on the door. 

KRAMER: (examining a yellow squeeze bottle) What, this yellow stuff? No, I said 

mustard, Jerry. Dijon. 

KRAMER: Ah, it’s no good. No. That’s bush league. 

JERRY: Hey, hey. Wait… what, you’re gonna leave it there? That’s like half a pound of 

turkey! 

KRAMER: No, no, I can’t eat that. You can’t eat a sandwich without Dijon. 

JERRY: Yeah, you’re right. I really should keep more of your favorites on hand. 

 

2. Monica and Chandler are returning from their honeymoon. 

PHOEBE: So how was the honeymoon? 

MONICA: Oh, so much fun. But the best part is, we met this incredible couple on the way 

back. 

PHOEBE: That was the best part? (To Chandler) Good honeymooning, tiger. 

 

3. Lilith is visiting Martin and Frasier. 

LILITH: Martin, I’m especially delighted to see you here tonight. 

MARTIN: Oh yeah? 
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LILITH: Oh yes. Knowing as I do the history of your relationship with Frasier, when I 

heard that he’d taken you in, I immediately flipped to the weather channel to see if hell had 

indeed frozen over. 

MARTIN: Frasier, how’d you ever let this little peach get away? 

 

Literal Criticisms 

1. George is eating a dip at a party. 

TIMMY: What are you doing? 

GEORGE: What? 

TIMMY: Did...did you just double-dip that chip? 

GEORGE: Excuse me? 

TIMMY: You double-dipped the chip! 

GEORGE: “Double-dipped”? What are you talking about? 

TIMMY: You dipped the chip, you took a bite, and you dipped again. 

GEORGE: So...? 

TIMMY: That’s like putting your whole mouth right in the dip! 

 

2. Ross and Rachel are arguing after breaking up. 

ROSS: No!! You know, you know, don’t do me any favors. In fact, where, where’s the 

rest of my stuff?! Huh? Like-like my umm, (picks up a book) Hey, this book is mine!! 

And, and, and, and that T-shirt you sleep in? I’d like that back too. Yes, I do. 

RACHEL: You know how much I love that T-shirt! You never even wore that T-shirt! 

ROSS: I’m just trying to help you, move on. 
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RACHEL: Oh, you are a petty man. 

 

3. Martin, Niles and Frasier are eating at a restaurant. 

MARTIN: Great service, huh? 

NILES: Yes. With any luck we should be completing our dining experience in less than 

twenty minutes. 

WAITRESS: If you’re not ready I could put this under the heat lamp... 

FRASIER: Oh no, no-no, that won’t be necessary young lady, I’m as ready as I’ll ever 

be... 

WAITRESS: Alright. Let me know if I can get you anything else. 

FRASIER: Yes, thank you. 

MARTIN: You could be a little nicer to the waitress. 

 

Ironic Compliments 

1. Niles is waiting in line at a coffee shop. 

BARISTA: Who’s next here? 

WOMAN: (cutting off Niles) I am! I’ll have a cafe... 

NILES: Oh, oh, oh, oh! No, you’re not! You weren’t next here, I am! I suppose people 

like you who glide through life wrapped in a cozy little cocoon of narcissism never notice 

such things. But you’d do well to learn this lesson, sister! There’s still such a thing as 

good manners in this world, and that’s why I would like to insist that you let me buy you 

your coffee and also please try the poppy seed muffins. 

WOMAN: Thank you. 
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NILES: You’re welcome. 

FRASIER: Kind of brutal, weren’t you? 

 

2. Elaine and Ben are eating at a restaurant. 

ELAINE: So do most doctors like ER or do you guys just think it’s fake? 

BEN: I couldn’t tell you. You know, I’m not really a doctor. 

ELAINE: Oh, yeah. And I’m not really attracted to you. 

 

3. Chandler is talking through a closed door to Monica. 

CHANDLER: Oh you got a wedding dress? That’s great! 

MONICA: Yeah but I’m not keeping it. 

CHANDLER: Well then why can’t I see it? 

MONICA: Oh. I guess you can. Okay but; I... I have to return it, so you can’t like it. 

CHANDLER: Okay I promise. I’ll-I’ll hate it. (She enters.) Wow! You, you 

look…hideous. 

MONICA: Really? 

CHANDLER: Yeah, that’s like the most ugliest dress I’ve ever seen. 

 

Literal Compliments 

1. Ross and Rachel are arguing. 

ROSS: And then, we could’ve gone from the ceremony to the reception with you in the 

sidecar! 

RACHEL: Ross, it just wouldn’t have been feasible. 
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ROSS: But having a dove place the ring on your finger would’ve been no problem? 

RACHEL: It was really fun being married to you tonight. 

 

2. Martin is showing off his new suit. 

FRASIER: Well, we were on our way to Armani, when dad spotted this in the window of a 

discount clothing store. 

MARTIN: It’s sharkskin! Look at the way it changes color when I move my arm! 

DAPHNE: (to Martin) You’re going to be the handsomest gent at your friend’s 

retirement party. 

 

3. Carol is introducing Dr. Feffa and her baby to Elaine. 

CAROL: Elaine! (Elaine enters) This is our pediatrician, Ben Feffa. 

ELAINE: Hi. 

CAROL: Look at him, Elaine. How gorgeous is he? I ask you, how gorgeous? (pointing at 

the newborn) 

ELAINE: Pretty gorgeous. 

BEN: Elaine, you have children? 

ELAINE: Me? Oh no, but I’d love to have a baby, I mean, I can’t wait to have a baby. I’m 

just dying to have a baby. 

BEN: A beautiful woman like you should. You’re quite breathtaking. 

 


