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Abstract. Despite the increasing number of companies employing chatbots for tasks that previously 
needed human involvement, researchers and managers are only now beginning to examine chatbots in 
customer-brand relationship-building efforts. Not much is known, however, about how managers could 
modify their chatbot greeting , especially incorporating humour, to increase engagement and foster posi-
tive customer–brand interactions. The research aims to investigate how humour in a chatbot welcome 
message influences customers’ emotional attachment and conversion-to-lead through the mediating 
role of engagement. The findings of the experiment indicate that conversion-to-lead and emotional 
attachment rise when chatbots begin with a humorous (vs neutral) greeting. Engagement mediates 
this effect such that a humorous (vs neutral) greeting sparks engagement and thus makes users more 
emotionally attached and willing to give out their contact information to the brand.
The study contributes to the existing research on chatbots, combining and expanding previous research 
on human–computer interaction and, more specifically, human–chatbot interaction, as well as the usage 
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of humour in conversational marketing contexts. This study provides managers with insight into how 
chatbot greetings can engage consumers and convert them into leads.
Keywords: chatbot, humour, conversational agent, engagement, conversion-to-lead, emotional 
attachment

Introduction

Sometimes referred to as conversational agents, chatbots are software applications 
differentiated from other software by their capacity to communicate with users using 
natural language to resemble a conversation with a real person. Chatbots are progres-
sively displacing human service workers on websites, social media platforms, and mes-
saging apps and are used across several end-user industries, from health and wellness 
to finance and banking (Yuen, 2022), with the chatbot market projected to register a 
CAGR of 30.29% by 2027, up from $3.78 billion in 2021 (Mordor Intelligence, 2022). 

The continuous advancements in Artificial Intelligence (AI) and natural language 
processing (NLP) and academic fields of research like human–computer interaction 
(HCI) are enabling the incorporation of diverse social characteristics into chatbots, el-
evating chatbots’ appeal to customers. Attributing human characteristics to inanimate 
objects – a process called anthropomorphism (Van Pinxteren et al., 2020) – has been 
shown to positively affect consumer behaviour, such as increasing consumers’ trust in 
products or services (e.g., Waytz et al., 2014). However, the most human-like human 
brain capabilities, such as a sense of humour, have been overlooked in HCI as they have 
been considered too subjective and, hence, hardly applicable to a machine.

The use of humour in marketing has been shown to positively impact desired out-
comes, such as increased recall of ads (Cline & Kellaris, 2007) and strengthened rela-
tionships with business partners (Bompar et al., 2018). This is particularly important 
for the marketing school focusing on relationships, networks, and interactions (Gum-
messon, 2017). By incorporating humour into chatbot interactions, businesses may be 
able to create a more engaging and memorable customer experience. Further research 
is necessary to fully explore the potential benefits of incorporating humour in chatbot 
design (Robinson et al., 2020).

Addressing the mentioned knowledge gap and the growing interest from the prac-
titioners, the research aims to investigate how humour in a chatbot welcome message 
influences customers’ emotional attachment and conversion-to-lead through the medi-
ating role of engagement.

This study contributes to the development of chatbot design and marketing strat-
egies by exploring the potential of humour as a tool for improving user engagement 
and conversion rates. By investigating the relationship between a chatbot use of hu-
mour and its impact on customers’ emotional attachment and conversion-to-lead, this 
research provides insights into the effectiveness of humour in chatbot design. The find-



222

ISSN 2029-4581   eISSN 2345-0037   Organizations and Markets in Emerging Economies

ings of this study can help companies optimise their chatbot interactions to enhance 
user engagement and drive business growth. 

From a theoretical perspective, this research contributes to emergent theories on 
the effects of anthropomorphism on consumer behaviour and the psychological mech-
anisms that underlie this relationship. Our research shows that positioning chatbots as 
anthropomorphic can motivate customers’ emotional attachment and conversion-to-
lead through the mediating role of user engagement. 

Moreover, our research provides valuable insight into conversational commerce 
from the perspective of humour usage. Chatbots use human-like cues to increase the 
appeal of anthropomorphic traits. However, minimal research has investigated humour, 
especially in conversational commerce.

1. Literature Review and Conceptual Framework Development

1.1 Chatbots: The Background

Chatbots are sophisticated computer software that replicates human interaction in its 
natural form (Zumstein & Hundertmark, 2018). They are intended to resemble an in-
terpersonal chat and have a high level of targeted customisation (Letheren & Glavas, 
2017). Chatbots use NLP and sentiment analysis technology to converse with people 
or other chatbots through text messages or spoken words (Khanna et al., 2015). Using 
chatbots, consumers may ask questions and issue instructions in natural language and 
get the information they need in a conversational manner. Other synonyms for chat-
bots include digital assistants, conversational agents, and intelligent bots. 

1.2 Human-Chatbot Interactions

CASA Theory and Anthropomorphism. Developing conversational chatbots with human-
like communication behaviours draws on the “Computers Are Social Actors” (CASA) 
concept (Nass et al., 1994; Gambino et al., 2020). CASA paradigm contends that we 
frequently attach fundamental human qualities such as personality, emotions, and logi-
cal cognition to computers even when they exhibit little or no human-like characteris-
tics (Nass & Moon, 2000). Consequently, robots are seen as social partners capable of 
meaningful connections. This inclination is referred to as anthropomorphism, and it 
is defined as “a process of inductive inference, by which humans try to rationalise and 
predict machines” (Epley et al., 2007 as cited in Van Pinxteren et al., 2020, p. 206).

People commonly personify their electronics by giving them names, assigning feel-
ings, and imposing social standards such as politeness and reciprocity, despite the gad-
gets falling short of the definition of humanity (Nass et al., 1999). Interestingly, hu-
mans’ application of human characteristics to nonhuman agents also influences their 
views of them. For example, Holtgraves et al. (2007) discovered that computers that 
address their interlocutor by their first name are seen as more competent. Additionally, 
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Tzeng (2004) demonstrated that computers that express regret for the made errors are 
seen as being more sensitive and less robotic. 

Along with the findings in anthropomorphism research, the CASA theory has aided 
in creating chatbots that exhibit the same range of communication behaviours people 
do while establishing relationships (Fink, 2012). Other examples include chatbots that 
provide social appreciation (Kaptein et al., 2011) and avatars that replicate nodding, 
head tilting, and eye gazing (Liu et al., 2012). Despite these attempts, conversational 
agents still do not seem able to create completely satisfying connections with their us-
ers (Everett et al., 2017). 

Overview of HCI Findings. It has been shown that endowing chatbots with human-
like characteristics improves communication and fosters social and emotional connec-
tions (Araujo, 2018). Interaction with a human-like chatbot may eventually result in 
positive attitudes toward the chatbot or the brand that it represents (Araujo, 2018). 
At the same time, though, humanising agents to an excessive extent leads to unsettling 
sensations and higher expectations (Ciechanowski et al., 2019). 

While many studies on chatbot design focus on improving functional precision 
(e. g., Han et al., 2021), like speed or accuracy, the literature consistently suggests that 
chatbots should incorporate social capabilities (e.g., Jain et al., 2018; Đuka & Njeguš, 
2021). Further, Neururer et al. (2018) highlight that making a conversational agent 
likeable to users is essentially a social issue, not a technological one. The problem re-
mains determining which social features are crucial for enhancing chatbots’ communi-
cation and social abilities. 

1.3 Chatbots in Marketing

Following the logic of Thorbjørnsen et al. (2002), who define interactive marketing as 
“an iterative dialogue where individual consumers’ needs and desires are uncovered, 
modified and satisfied to the degree possible” (p. 19), chatbots, by their very conver-
sational nature, should be recognised as a viable marketing tool for establishing and 
fostering personal relationships with customers.

Digital conversational assistants have tremendous potential to boost customer en-
gagement, which is an essential metric in marketing as it may result in raised conver-
sions and revenue (Kaczorowska-Spychalska, 2019). Avatars, for example, improve on-
line shopping experiences, and both avatars and anthropomorphic chatbots can boost 
buying intentions (Han, 2021). In fact, anthropomorphic digital communicators may 
be more compelling than human spokespeople (Touré-Tillery & McGill, 2015) and 
boost advertising effectiveness (Choi et al., 2001). 

1.4 Use of Humour in Chatbots

1.4.1 Influence of Humour in Chatbot Greeting on Engagement. Humour is at the heart of 
a highly sophisticated cognitive process that separates humans from other species. Few 
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studies exist about how humour affects consumer behaviour within chatbot–human 
interaction. For example, Ptaszynski et al. (2010) demonstrated that particularly with 
non-task-oriented chatbots, incorporating humour into the conversation significantly 
improved the impressions of the chatbot quality and customers’ attitudes toward the 
chatbot. Research also indicates that chatbot agents who comprehend and use human 
humour are rated as more pleasant, cooperative, and competent, providing definitive 
answers and performance than those who do not (Sensuse et al., 2020; Medhi Thies et 
al., 2017). Further, Babu et al. (2006) also discovered that when a virtual receptionist 
employed humour in interacting with real users, social discussions rose by up to 50%.

Consumer engagement has become one of the most significant domains in market-
ing in the last two decades. It denotes a psychological condition resulting from interac-
tive and co-creative consumer encounters with a focal object in central service interac-
tions (Brodie et al., 2011). While the proposed customer engagement definitions differ 
in engagement objects, e.g., consumer’s brand engagement (Hollebeek et al., 2014), 
website engagement (Calder et al., 2009), community engagement (Algesheimer et al., 
2005), blog engagement (Hopp & Gallicano, 2016), etc., the paper follows the defini-
tion of user engagement as a “quality of user experience that describes a positive hu-
man-computer interaction” (O’Brien & Toms, 2010, p. 1094) as it investigates human–
chatbot interactions explicitly.

Ge (2017) finds positive effects of humour on customer engagement in social me-
dia. Moreover, Hoad et al. (2013) described moments in which humour spiked stu-
dents’ emotional engagement in learning; humour has also been shown to stimulate fun 
and sustain learning. Dormann and Biddle (2007) found that humour has a high enter-
tainment potential for increasing conversations and other verbal/textual game aspects. 

CASA theory implies that humans tend to respond to computers in the same way 
they do to humans, meaning that people also anticipate their interactions with com-
puters to be effortless and natural. If humour improves human-human connection, as 
already established, it should have a comparable impact on human-chatbot interaction:

H1: A humorous (vs neutral) chatbot welcome message increases user engagement.

1.4.2 Influence of Humour in Chatbot Greeting on Emotional Attachment. According 
to Bowlby (1980), an attachment is a target-specific emotional relationship between a 
person and a particular item. People create emotional attachments to objects, including 
brands (Kleine et al., 1995) and social chatbots (Xie & Pentina, 2022).

Morkes et al. (1999) found that users who evaluated the system that provided hu-
morous remarks had improved attitude towards system attributes. In addition, anthro-
pomorphism was found to help influence social bonding with virtual agents (e. g., Qiu 
& Benbasat 2009). It is probable that humour, as an exceptionally human characteristic, 
increases anthropomorphism and, therefore, could theoretically increase connection 
or emotional attachment:

H2a: A humorous (vs neutral) chatbot welcome message increases emotional attachment.
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1.4.3 Influence of Humour in Chatbot Greeting on Conversion-to-lead. One metric of 
particular importance to modern companies in evaluating their marketing efforts is 
conversion-to-lead. A “lead” in marketing is a person who shows interest in a brand’s 
products or services, which makes the person a potential customer, usually with some 
way to contact him – a phone number, address, or email (SendPulse, 2021). Converting 
visitors into leads and starting them on the path to becoming a customer is known as 
conversion-to-lead ( Jotform, 2021).

Businesses have recognised opportunities for converting anonymous customers 
into “leads” in a scalable way by using chatbots. It is one of the core steps in marketing 
strategies because once a company can contact the prospect, they can start building a 
long-term relationship and potentially convert the lead into a sale.

Edlund and Härgestam (2020) articulate that if chatbots are employed to their max-
imum capacity, more apparent outcomes in cost-effectiveness, resource allocation, con-
sumer engagement, and lead creation might be noticed. 

As mentioned, humour can help establish rapport with service staff (Maŕın & Ruiz 
de Maya, 2013). Lunardo et al. (2018) found that constructive humour positively in-
fluences the sellers’ performance. Also, a study (Chiew et al., 2019) found that custom-
ers of retail services reported that frontline employees’ humour made interactions with 
them more favourable. Similarly, incorporating humour into chatbot conversations can 
improve impressions of chatbots (Ptaszynski et al., 2010). 

Humour leads to increased customer evaluations of service encounters, high-
er conversions and higher advertising effectiveness. Thus, employing the logic of the 
CASA theory, it is reasonable that humour could similarly positively affect the con-
version-to-lead such that when exposed to humorous stimuli, a customer would form 
favourable evaluations of the brand and/ or chatbot, which would increase the chances 
of her/his willing to leave her/his contact information:

H3a: A humorous (vs neutral) chatbot welcome message increases conversion-to-lead.

1.4.4 Influence of Humour in Chatbot Greeting on Emotional Attachment via Engage-
ment. Humour is known to elicit positive emotions, such as joy and amusement, which 
can create a positive emotional state in the customer. This positive emotional state can 
then lead to increased engagement with the chatbot and, consequently, a greater con-
nection with it. 

Positive emotions are associated with greater engagement in various contexts, in-
cluding online interactions (de Oliveira Santini et al., 2020), while research also sug-
gests that consumer engagement increases connection and emotional bonding (Brodie 
et al., 2013). Following this idea, it is probable that engagement caused by humour 
brings the user into a playful state of mind and makes them feel more connected to the 
chatbot. Therefore, it is reasonable to assume that a humorous greeting by a chatbot can 
induce positive emotions, leading to increased engagement and emotional attachment:
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H2b: Humorous (vs neutral) welcome message of a chatbot increases user engagement, and in 
turn, engagement positively impacts customers’ emotional attachment.

1.4.5 Influence of Humour in Chatbot Greeting on Conversion-to-lead via Engagement. 
As previously mentioned, to the best of our knowledge, there are currently no stud-
ies investigating the relationship between humor and conversion-to-lead. Ash (2015) 
claims that humour may give an unexpected break from the standard web experience 
when applied well. Moreover, Stack (2020) writes that customer engagement is a tech-
nique for further qualifying a lead and generating a selling opportunity. If engagement 
leads to such positive consumer outcomes, especially relating to purchase intention, it 
is therefore reasonable to believe that engagement has the potential to increase a con-
sumer’s interest in a given brand and therefore enhance the consumer’s willingness to 
give out their contact information for future dialogues with the brand. Based on this 
reasoning, the following hypothesis emerges:

H3b: Humorous (vs neutral) welcome message of a chatbot increases user engagement, and in 
turn, engagement positively impacts conversion-to-lead.

1.5 Conceptual Framework

A relatively recent path that scientists have begun to explore in the literature on chat-
bot anthropomorphisation is the use of conversing styles and tone of voice that exhibit 
human likeness (Araujo, 2018; Kull et al., 2021). Thomas et al. (2018) argue that since 
conversing styles are modifiable inputs to the formation of a digital assistant, further 
research should be conducted to understand how different communicational styles 
adopted by a chatbot might influence various behavioural and relational outcomes. 

Figure 1 
Conceptual Framework 
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Following their thought, this research explores how humour in chatbots influences 
consumer behaviour and attitudes. Figure 1 presents the conceptual framework for the 
research.

2. Research Methodology

2.1 Research Method 

The study employed a true experimental research design by utilising an online platform 
to implement a real chatbot using current automation technologies. The chatbot was in-
tegrated into a fictional e-commerce store setting, and the participants were randomly 
assigned to either a humorous or neutral welcome message stimuli group.

To conduct the study, a fictional e-commerce website was created, and participants 
were invited to visit it via a web link. Upon arrival, participants were greeted by a virtual 
shopping assistant through an automatically prompted chat modal, which contained 
either a humorous or neutral message, depending on the participant’s group.

After reading the instructions, participants were asked to respond to the chatbot 
with an open-ended message. The chatbot was designed using the Tidio live chat solu-
tion provider’s services to tailor-build an automated digital agent. The chatbot’s visual 
appearance had an upbeat colour scheme, a friendly-looking animated robot avatar, a 
title “Chat with us,” and an online status bar saying “We are online”. 

To mimic natural conversation, the chatbot presented messages in bite-size instal-
ments, with a built-in Tidio feature showcasing a “typing” symbol and a two-second 
delay between each message. This delay is a common practice in chat design and helps 
to create a more natural flow of conversation.

The humorous message used in the study was inspired by a chatbot greeting ex-
ample given in an online blog post (discover. bot, 2021) and an experimental chatbot 
greeting used by Kull et al. (2021). The neutral message was constructed in a similar 
manner, both in terms of content and length.

After completing the interaction with the chatbot, participants were given a link to 
a post-interaction questionnaire on the SurveyMonkey platform. The entire procedure 
was designed to last 10–15 minutes.

2.2 Sampling Method and Participants

Study participants were recruited using the services of Amazon’s Mechanical Turk 
(MTurk). Numerous research has evaluated the properties of MTurk respondents’ 
samples, with excellent levels of internal consistency and inter-rater and test-retest re-
liability (Berinsky et al., 2012). Using the built-in filters on the MTurk platform, the 
respondents were targeted to have a greater than 90% Human Intelligence Task (HIT) 
Approval Rate (%) and location to be set to the United States as qualification require-
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ments. We determined a minimum of 50 participants per experimental condition based 
on the recommendation by Brysbaert (2019).

2.3 Manipulation Check

To assess whether the chatbot welcome messages were perceived as humorous or neu-
tral, a pre-test was conducted to check for manipulation. Two independent groups were 
recruited through the MTurk platform and exposed to either humorous or neutral wel-
come message stimuli. They were then asked to complete a short questionnaire using a 
7-point Likert scale to rate the funniness of the chatbot welcome message.

The stimuli were presented in the same format as in the main experiment, with both 
messages displayed on the custom-designed chatbot of a fictional e-store. The funni-
ness scale consisted of three items, namely, “The chatbot welcome message was funny,” 
“The chatbot welcome message was comical,” and “The chatbot welcome message was 
humorous.”

The manipulation check results showed that the mean perceived funniness of the 
welcome message in the humorous group (M  =  5.18, SD  =  1.509, N  =  33) was sig-
nificantly higher than that of the control group (M = 3.59, SD = 2.148, N = 34), with 
t(65) = 3.504 and p < 0.0001. These findings provide evidence that the humorous and 
neutral welcome messages were perceived differently, as intended.

2.4 Measurement

Measures were adopted from the following scales: user engagement (UES) by O’Brien 
et al. (2018); emotional attachment towards the chatbot by Thomson et al. (2005); 
conversion-to-lead was measured by the intention to give out their email in the survey 
(see Table 1). For all items, a 7-point Likert scale was applied.

Table 1 
Measures

Construct Items Cronbach Alpha
User engage-

ment  
(Reward)

The conversation with the chatbot incited my curiosity.
I was really drawn into the conversation with the 

chatbot.
I felt involved in the conversation with the chatbot.

.898

Emotional 
attachment 
(Connection)

I felt attached to the chatbot.
I felt bonded with the chatbot.
I felt connected to the chatbot.

.935

Conversion-to-
lead

How likely would you leave your email to the chatbot 
to receive relevant information about offerings in the 
future?
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User engagement. To measure engagement, 3 items representing the Reward dimen-
sion of the user engagement scale by O’Brien et al. (2018) were selected. Our selection 
of these items was based on several considerations. First, we aimed to focus on the most 
relevant and reliable indicators of engagement in the context of our research question, 
which focused on the impact of humour in chatbot greetings on customer emotional at-
tachment/ conversion-to-lead in conversational commerce. Second, these three items 
captured the critical aspects of intrinsic motivation and enjoyment associated with en-
gagement aligning with the UES reward dimension scale by O’Brien et al. (2018).

Emotional attachment. In this research, one of its elements, the connection, was in-
vestigated instead of emotional attachment towards the chatbot. The reasoning is that 
out of the given items in the scales presented by Thomson et al. (2005), the items for 
the connection dimension seemed the most appropriate given the nature of the experi-
ment, particularly a relatively short interaction with the chatbot with no relevance given 
to the brand.  The chosen three items measure the connection dimension of emotional 
attachment and, as Thomson et al. (2005) write, “describe a consumer’s feelings of be-
ing joined with the brand” (p. 80).

Conversion-to-lead. Chatbot-human interactions were explored in a simulated web-
site that helps customers find gifts for different occasions. Asking for a piece of personal 
contact information on a simulated website could potentially skew the results because 
the participants would likely refrain from typing in their actual emails due to, firstly, pri-
vacy concerns and, secondly, because in an experiment, they were not offered anything 
valuable in exchange of their input (which is usually a significant motivation in real situ-
ations). For this reason, the participants were not asked for their contact details by the 
chatbot but rather for the intention to give out their email in the survey. 

3. Research Results

3.1 Participants

There was a total of 227 participants (103 participants in the neutral and 118 in the 
humorous group). However, a significant number of participants were disqualified for 
one of the following criteria. First, some participants (2.6%) self-identified as living 
outside the US. Because different regional backgrounds may affect one’s humour un-
derstanding, it was decided to disqualify the non-US residents. Second, a few partici-
pants (5.3%) did a double entry and multiple submissions of different responses. Third, 
some (8.8%) failed the attention check placed in the survey (namely, rated the item “To 
show that you are paying attention select “strongly agree” as your answer” incorrectly). 

Fourth, quite a lot of participants (35.2%) responded to the chatbot in a way that 
was not congruent with the given task (expressing that they were looking for a gift and 
seeking help).
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The participants that did not satisfy the named criteria were not considered in the 
final calculation of results. Thereby, the dataset ended with a total of 103 active partici-
pants (45.37%). The qualified humorous group consisted of 57 respondents, while the 
neutral one – of 46 respondents. These numbers correspond approximately to the pre-
determined quantity of the needed number of participants for this experimental study, 
which would ensure the validity of the results. 

The age distribution in the sample was well-represented across different age groups. 
In the humorous group, respondents aged 18–20 constituted 1.7 %; 24.6% represented 
those aged  21–29; 31.4% belonged to the group of 30–39 years old; the age of 25.4% 
ranged between 40 and 49; 11.0% represented the age group of 50–59, and 5.93% was 
composed of respondents older than 60. Similarly, the control group had 1.8% respond-
ents aged 18–20; the groups of participants within the range of 21–29 years old and 
the age between 30 and 39 were equally represented (33.9%); 15.6% were between 40 
and 49 years old; 9.2% comprised the group of those aged 50–59, and 5.5% consisted 
of respondents older than 60. The minimum age cluster in the dataset was 18–20, and 
the maximum was 60+.

3.2 Results

The results of running the PROCESS SPSS macro (Model 4; Hayes, 2018; Preacher & 
Hayes, 2004) to test the hypotheses are presented in the following section. The inde-
pendent variables were condition (humour vs neutral) and self-reported engagement 
(reward). The dependent variables were emotional attachment (connection) and con-
version-to-lead. Five thousand bootstrap samples were used with confidence intervals 
of 95%.

Firstly, we tested the hypotheses of Conceptual Model 1. The empirical results of 
Conceptual Model 1 are presented in Figure 2. We observed that using humour in the 
welcome message increases conversion-to-lead (B=.58, standard error [SE]=.27, t(1, 
101)=2.14, p<.05). These results support hypothesis H3a “A humorous (vs neutral) 
chatbot welcome message increases conversion-to-lead”. In addition, the inclusion of a hu-
morous welcome message in chatbot significantly enhances user engagement (path a: 
B= .74, standard error [SE]= .26, t(1, 101)=2.81, p<.05), which supports the hypoth-
esis H1 “A humorous (vs neutral) chatbot welcome message increases user engagement”. 
Furthermore, such user engagement predicts conversion-to-lead (path b: B= .94, stan-
dard error [SE] = .10, t(1, 101)=9.55, p<.01). To assess whether the impact of humour 
in the welcome message on conversion-to–lead is mediated by user engagement, we 
performed a mediation analysis. This analysis showed that the impact of using humour 
in the welcome message on conversion-to–lead is mediated by user engagement. That 
is, the indirect effect of using humour in the welcome message on conversion-to-lead 
via user engagement was significant, and the 95% confidence interval did not include 
zero (path ab: B=.70, standard error [SE]= .26, CI=.196 to 1.205). These findings pro-
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vided support for hypothesis H3b “Humorous (vs neutral) welcome message of a chatbot 
increases user engagement, and in turn, engagement positively impacts conversion-to-lead”. 

Figure 2
Empirical Results of Conceptual Model 1

 

 Note. * p<.05, ** p<.01; unstandardized coefficients are reported.

Next, we tested the hypotheses of Conceptual Model 2 (see Figure 3). We observed 
that using humour in the welcome message increases emotional attachment (B=.54, 
standard error [SE]=.20, t(1, 101)=2.70, p<.01). These results support hypothesis H2a 
“A humorous (vs neutral) chatbot welcome message increases emotional attachment”. We 
also found that using humour in the welcome message leads to higher user engagement 
(path a: B= .74, SE=.26, t(1, 101)=2.81, p<.01), which supports hypothesis H1. Fur-
thermore, such engagement predicts emotional attachment (path b: B=.96, SE=.07, t(1, 
101)=13.22, p<.01). To assess whether the impact of humour in the welcome message 
on emotional attachment is mediated by user engagement, we performed a mediation 
analysis. This analysis showed that the impact of using humour in the welcome message 
on emotional attachment is mediated by user engagement. That is, the indirect effect of 

Figure 3
Empirical Results of Conceptual Model 2

 

 Note. * p<.05, ** p<.01; unstandardized coefficients are reported.
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using humour in the welcome message on emotional attachment via user engagement 
was significant, and the 95% confidence interval did not include zero (path ab: B=.71, 
SE=.26, CI = .203 to 1.207). These findings provided support for hypothesis H2b “Hu-
morous (vs neutral) welcome message of a chatbot increases user engagement, and in turn, 
engagement positively impacts emotional attachment”.

4. Discussion and Conclusions

4.1 Discussion

The main goal of the research was to answer the following research question: How does 
humour in a chatbot welcome message influence users’ emotional attachment and conver-
sion-to-lead through the mediating role of user engagement?

From the experimental analysis, it can be concluded that humour in a chatbot wel-
come message (humorous vs neutral) positively influences customers’ emotional at-
tachment and conversion-to-lead via user engagement as a mediator. As literature is 
relatively scarce in human–chatbot interactions, this research looked to other fields to 
find inspiration for research hypotheses. CASA theory (Nass et al., 1994; Gambino et 
al., 2020), in particular, acted as glue in transferring distant disciplines over to the hy-
pothesised ideas in the domain of chatbot–human interactions, particularly concerning 
the relationships between humour and engagement, engagement and emotional attach-
ment as well as conversion-to-lead. 

The investigated relationships results indicated positive indirect effects, meaning 
that mediation through engagement occurred in every single one of them. Even though 
humour accounted for 7.3% of engagement (mediator), a seemingly higher percentage 
of the variability observed in the dependent variables was explained when considering 
humour and engagement together, with 68.4% for emotional attachment and 53.5% 
for conversion-to-lead. It means that whereas humour predicts emotional attachment 
and conversion-to-lead, engagement as a mediator brings much of the prediction effect 
in the equations. Out of the investigated relationships that indicated positive direct ef-
fects, humour accounted for 11.14% of the change in conversion-to-lead and 13.3% in 
emotional attachment. 

Chatbots often fail to meet users’ expectations (Gentsch, 2019; Klein et al., 2019). 
Humour could therefore come in handy as a tool in compensating for the loss of trust in 
chatbots due to the technical errors and inaccuracies that chatbots still so often display 
(Adam et al., 2020).

It could be therefore concluded that the most robust pattern out of the investigated 
relationships that were found to be significant was both direct and indirect relationship 
between humour and emotional attachment, however, not much more than the rela-
tionship between humour and conversion-to-lead. These results were not unexpected, 
as the humour probably has a more direct effect on the emotional attachment. How-
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ever, if the interaction of the experiment was longer, an increase in conversion-to-lead 
could also be expected, as convincing of the brand benefits potentially takes more time 
than forming an emotional impression, such as the feeling of closeness.

4.2 Theoretical Contributions

This research made several theoretical contributions. Firstly, by expanding the knowl-
edge of what effects humour has on the different consumer relational and behavioural 
outcomes, it has contributed to the fast-growing field of human–computer interaction 
and chatbot research. This research presents the viewpoint of humour as a promising 
factor in increasing emotional attachment and conversion-to-lead through the medi-
ating role of engagement, indicating that humour may play a greater role in facilitating 
businesses’ CRM goals in the future. This has ramifications for CRM research since it 
advances our knowledge of how businesses can leverage CRM by incorporating hu-
mour in their chatbot–user communications.

Another area in which this research provides a theoretical contribution is the idea of 
using chatbots for marketing purposes instead of solely for customer service. Because 
chatbot technologies have not been researched much in conjunction with marketing, 
this research demonstrates that the conversational part of customer interaction should 
be considered an essential part of the means to reach marketing goals using automated 
technology. As the results indicate, investing the effort in incorporating humour and in-
creasing engagement in automated chatbot conversations with customers may increase 
conversion-to-lead, among others. Conversion-to-lead is one of the most critical per-
formance metrics in marketing as it allows gathering contact information of customers 
which then allows marketers to begin targeted and potentially personalised marketing 
efforts. This is a critical part of marketing, especially CRM: personalising client inter-
actions and connections. This discovery has ramifications for CRM research since it es-
tablishes a link between CRM and automated chatbot technology. Therefore, this may 
pave the way for more studies in this realm.

By facilitating humour, it is possible to increase emotional attachment and con-
version-to-lead through engagement as well as emotional attachment and conver-
sion-to-lead directly. This has ramifications for user engagement, emotional attachment, 
and conversion-to-lead since it demonstrates that they may be supported without the 
need for human interaction during client encounters. However, this conclusion is only 
halfway there; further study is needed to examine these effects from the perspective of 
customers who engage with the technologies.

4.3 Managerial Implications

As mentioned earlier in the research, chatbots have been more extensively investigated 
in computer science and customer service, such as customer perceptions of chatbot as-
sistance with customer enquiries, user-friendliness, perceived helpfulness, etc. (Chung 
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et al., 2018; Følstad et al., 2018). Given that the primary purpose of chatbots has been 
to help consumers with various concerns, the marketing viewpoint on chatbots has 
been a secondary emphasis area.

While chatbot suppliers see chatbots as completely integrated with enterpris-
es’ CRM systems, the firms either lack the competence or knowledge to do so. The 
findings of this research are, therefore, a stepping stone to building the knowledge for 
companies utilising their chatbots for marketing. The recommendation that flows from 
this research is that businesses who use chatbots apply the theoretical insight into their 
A/B testing frameworks as well as do more tests on the chatbot capabilities and incor-
porate chatbots into their CRM systems. This would allow for bigger-scale marketing 
campaigns using chatbots, thereby increasing return on marketing spending while also 
enabling cost savings and re-allocation of resources, such as reallocating employees to 
do more complex tasks. 

Another implication of this research regards the use of humour in chatbots. While 
the research demonstrates that using humour in chatbots increases engagement, there-
by increasing emotional attachment and conversion-to-lead, the literature points out 
that the use of humour is a rather complex issue. Research shows that there are various 
types of humour, which this research did not go into deep, with varying degrees of ef-
fects on consumer behaviour, with some being negative. While the recommendation 
for businesses that employ chatbots is to incorporate elements of humour in their com-
munications with their clients as well as potential leads to reach better engagement and 
increase lead generation, it is advised that they use humour cautiously. 

As previously said, humour is received differently in various cultures ( Jiang et al., 
2019); therefore, it is critical that humour be used in a manner that makes contextual 
sense, is not distracting, and aids the consumer in naturally progressing through the 
sales funnel. Utilising humour in formulating a welcome message sent to first-time visi-
tors is a naturally safe stance to take since it serves as a conversation starter and is inde-
pendent of the website visitor’s prior answers. However, as the literature indicates, the 
substance and tone of humour should be compatible with the brand. 

4.4 Limitations and Future Research

One limitation of the research is the small sample size. Even though the number of 
respondents for each group was above the minimum needed to ensure validity, it is 
possible that a higher number would have yielded a better result.

The length of the experiment itself was another limitation. To limit the influencing 
factors concerning dependent variables, the interaction with the chatbot was designed 
to be as minimal as possible. However, a more extended chatbot design could have giv-
en more time and chances for respondents to interact with the technology, which could 
have given more data, primarily behavioural, and in turn, could have given more insight 
into the effects of humour in chatbot–user interactions. 
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Furthermore, the measurement approach used in this study has limitations. More 
comprehensive and validated measures of customer engagement should be considered 
in future research. For instance, the Hollebeek et al. (2014) scale or other recommend-
ed scales identified by Hollebeek et al. (2023) could be used to provide a more robust 
and validated measurement of customer engagement.

The type of shopping task could be a potential moderator for the effect of humour 
on conversion-to-lead and emotional connection. Future research could investigate the 
impact of humour in different task contexts, such as utilitarian versus hedonic tasks, to 
determine if the effect of humour varies based on the type of a shopping task.

Further studies could be conducted to explore how humour increases the human 
likeness of chatbots and its impact on acceptance and likeliness. Comparisons between 
how people interact with chatbots and humans in similar settings could also be ex-
plored. 

It would be interesting to investigate if the benefits of employing humour in con-
versing with customers can also be transferred to conversations with the company’s 
employees using chatbots for internal communications and employee engagement in-
itiatives. This could provide insights into how chatbots can be used for employee en-
gagement and how they can improve communication within organisations.

Future research should consider the impact of humour in negative settings, such as 
insurance claims or service recovery. This could help companies develop appropriate 
communication strategies to enhance customer experiences and outcomes in challeng-
ing interactions. Additionally, it would be valuable to explore the potential differences 
in the type or style of humour that may be more effective in negative versus positive 
settings.
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