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Organizational dissent is the expression of disagreement or 
contradictory opinions concerning organizational policies and 
practices (Kassing, 1998). It is an important form of commu-
nication because employees can give feedback to organizations 
regarding discontent and unethical practices. Thus, dissent pro-
vides organizations opportunities for improvement and inno-
vation. Managers, however, often fail to recognize and respond 
to employees’ upward dissent. While power differences in orga-
nizations stifle communication, humor can be used as a form 
of dissent and a means to subvert power differences (Holmes 
& Marra, 2002). Research has explored organizational dissent 
in the United States. These results, however, cannot be applied 
to other contexts, as cultural differences should be considered 
when exploring communication (McCroskey & McCroskey, 
1988). Thus, this analysis provides the following:  First, this 
analysis provides a theoretical understanding of how humor 
and dissent relate to one another. Second, this analysis considers 
this relationship in divergent cultural contexts. 

National Comparisons of Power Distance 
and Individualism/Collectivism

Hofstede (1980) identified dimensions of cultural variance. Two 
dimensions pertinent to dissent are individualism/collectivism 
(IDV/CDV) and power distance (PDI) (Croucher, Parrott, 
Zeng, & Gomez, 2014). Research has shown IDV/CDV and 
PDI to be significant predictors of dissent.  Individuals in more 
collectivistic cultures, such as Korea, China, and Japan, tend to 
dissent less than individuals in individualistic cultures, such as 
the US.  

Collectivism emphasizes group-based values such as loyal-
ty, harmony, unity, conformity, and the acceptance of norms, 
attitudes, and values in an organization as its most important 
values. Individuals in collectivistic cultures tend to respect and 
follow traditions and social hierarchy to avoid conflicts with 
others (Zhang, Lin, Nonaka, & Beom, 2005), and politeness is 
emphasized. Many collectivists think disagreeing with others 
in organizations is undesirable and that they should thus avoid 
disagreements in dealing with personal relations; they often use 
an indirect and polite communication style (Hofstede, 1991). 
Individualists are more likely to use a more direct communica-
tive style. 

Hofstede (1997) defined power distance as the extent ‘‘to 
which less powerful members of institutions and organizations 
within a country expect and accept that power is distributed 
unequally’’ (p. 28). In high-power distance structures, leaders 
are typically more influential and unchallenged. Employees 
rarely disagree with their bosses and rather exhibit loyalty to or-
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ganizational power structures, while subordinates are more like-
ly to contradict their bosses in low-power distance structures. 
Croucher et al. (2009) found that individuals in higher-power 
distance countries are less likely to dissent than individuals in 
lower power distance countries. The US has been identified as 
an individualistic and low-power distance country while Japan, 
China, and Korea have been identified as collectivistic and 
high-power distance. Although East Asian nations are identified 
as collectivistic cultures, they have unique characteristics. These 
nations “should not be treated as a single cultural entity, because 
each nation developed its own unique Confucian characteristics 
under the influence of globalization” (p. 113). We use Hofstede’s 
dimensions for theoretical comparisons. We recognize these 
countries have different economic and political systems, all of 
which influence an individual’s willingness to dissent.  

Organizational Dissent

In Kassing’s model, organizational dissent consists of three types 
of dissent based on channel and audience selection. Articulated 
dissent is open and direct communication to influential organi-
zational members. Latent dissent is communicating opinions to 
ineffective audiences (i.e., coworkers) rather than superiors with 
organizational power. Displaced dissent is expressing criticism to 
external audiences (i.e., friends, family, and significant others).

Dissent has three aspects. It must be expressed; it involves 
the discussion of disagreement or contradictory opinions; and 
it must be about organizational practices, policies, or operations 
(Kassing, 1997). When a person dissents, the communicative 
strategy is influenced by a number of factors. Scholars have in-
vestigated how those factors may influence employees’ decision 
to express dissent. Furthemore, employees’ assessment of how 
their dissent will be perceived and how likely retaliation will be 
impacts the decision to express dissent (Kassing, 1997), as ex-
pressing dissent has a risk of retaliation. Employees have a rel-
atively clear sense of how dissent will be characterized in their 
organizations. Therefore, employees must assess the degree to 
which their dissent will be characterized as constructive or ad-
versarial. In this sense, humor can be one way for individuals 
to soften potentially adversarial dissent messages (Sollitto & 
Meyers, 2015).

Cultural Differences in Expressing Organi-
zational Dissent

There is little work on organizational dissent in non-US contexts 
or in international settings. Croucher et al. (2009) surveyed 
individuals in the US and India to study the relationship be-

tween dissent and argumentativeness. Argumentativeness and 
dissent were not positively correlated, and tenure did not relate 
to dissent. Croucher et al. (2014) also surveyed individuals in 
Finland, France, Germany, Spain, and the United Kingdom, to 
confirm the relationship between dissent and workplace free-
dom of speech (WPFS) and to explore differences in dissent and 
WPFS between the nations. Results revealed WPFS is not posi
tively correlated with dissent because employment legislation 
and economic pressures on organizations influence dissent. In 
particular, nations with more employment legislation had more 
dissent and WPFS. 

As the decision to express dissent is influenced by various 
factors, it is difficult to predict dissent in different cultures. 
Moreover, economic and political differences between the US, 
Japan, China, and Korea could influence the expression of dis-
sent. For example, Employment Protection Legislation (EPL) 
is an important indicator of the labor market. A higher EPL 
score indicates more regulations and less flexibility in labor 
markets. A higher score represents a higher likelihood of per-
ceiving WPFS and dissent because in such economic situations, 
hiring and firing must be done more judiciously because there 
are more laws (regulations) protecting workers and companies 
(Barone, 2001).  

Dissent does not take place in a vacuum. Communication 
exists in political and cultural systems. Regarding cultural sys-
tems, research has demonstrated that individuals living in more 
individualistic cultures are more likely to express upward dis-
sent (Ingwar, 2014). As for political systems, the US and Korea 
are identified as multiparty systems. Japan is a constitutional 
monarchy, while China is a one-party system. Political systems 
shape the public’s perceptions of authority and their participa-
tion in organizations, which might influence dissent.  

Humor

Humor is “intentional verbal and nonverbal messages which 
elicit laughter, chuckling, and other forms of spontaneous be-
havior taken to mean pleasure, delight, and/or surprise in the 
targeted receiver” (Booth‐Butterfield & Booth‐Butterfield, 1991, 
p. 206). There are various approaches to the study of humor. 
One approach is biological. From this perspective, every human 
possesses this characteristic differently, and one will become 
more humorous than another as one gets older and learns more 
to develop his/her sense of humor in life. Second, humor can 
be psychological. People have different interpretations of other’s 
actions as humorous, funny, or offensive, depending on the per-
ceived intention of a speaker (Ojha & Holmes, 2010). Humor 
can change the dynamics of experiences. We can use humor to 
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feel superior to another person or feel superior as compared to 
a previous moment.  Third, humor is present in all cultures, in-
cluding organizations (Ojha & Holmes, 2010).

It is typical to see humor within organizations, where humor 
“consists of amusing communications that produce positive 
emotions and cognitions in the individual, group, or organi-
zation” (Romero & Cruthirds, 2006, p. 59). Humor also serves 
the function of expressing disagreement and conflict without 
negative consequences since the message is delivered in a play-
ful manner (Martin, Puhlik-Doris, Larsen, Gray, & Weir, 2003). 
In the process of using humor to express disagreement, people 
attempt to control the impressions others form of them when 
considering potential benefits and harms of those disagree-
ments (Kassing & Armstrong, 2002). As expressing dissent has 
a potential risk of retaliation, individuals will assess how their 
expression of dissent will be perceived and how likely retaliation 
will be. This assessment impacts the decision to express dissent.

Martin and Sullivan (2013) found nationality affected humor 
generation/use in social situations. The UK, the US, and Aus-
tralia all value humor differently and have different tendencies 
towards using humor. There are also differences in humor ex-
pression in collectivistic cultures, like Asian contexts, as humor 
is culture and context-specific (Lin & Tan, 2010). Yue (2011) 
found Chinese people are traditionally ambivalent about hu-
mor. Murata (2014) explored humor in business meetings in 
New Zealand (NZ) and Japanese businesses and found that the 
instigation of humor in NZ is co-constructed by any member of 
a meeting while in Japanese meetings, humor is constructed by 
those with power.

Sollitto and Myers (2015) showed a positive relationship be-
tween humorous messages and dissent messages. However, that 
research line is not about how an individual’s humor orientation 
relates to their tendency to dissent in different cultures. Consid-
ering how disagreements are more appreciated in individualistic 
cultures than in collectivist cultures, individuals in the US and 
the three East Asian nations might have different propensities 
for humor. Though the three East Asian cultures all are influ-
enced by Confucianism, they developed their own features 
influenced by globalization and cultural changes (Zhang et al., 
2005).

Conclusion

Understanding the links between dissent and humor offers a 
greater understanding of  how organizations function. More-
over, exploring this relationship in different cultural settings 
provides more in-depth understanding of cultural variations in 
organizations. 
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