
INTRODUCTION

Marketers are seeking new ways to communicate with stakeholders from different countries. 

Scholars suggest that the universal value of humour should be exploited in order to communicate 

effectively in international marketing (Vuorela, 2005; Oikarinen and Söderlund, 2015; Ahola et al., 

2016; Hurmelinna-Laukkanen et al., 2016). However, understanding the responses of consumers 

to international humorous advertising messages is still limited (Hoffmann et al., 2014). English 

is a common choice for standard copy language in international advertising. Although spoken 

business English as lingua franca (BELF; i.e. ELF in business contexts) has been proposed as a 

neutral communication code in corporate mergers (Kankaanranta and Louhiala-Salminen, 2010), 

and commercial drivers encourage the use of BELF in standardised advertising, consumers do not 

necessarily perceive BELF as neutral in advertising (Nickerson and Camiciottoli, 2014).

Our aim is to gain understanding of the use of English as lingua franca in advertising within the 

EU. We intend to explore the use of BELF in inter-cultural travel-related contexts, i.e. places where 

travellers originating in different European countries momentarily interact with the advertisements. 

We will explore 1. the extent to which BELF communication as transit advertising exists at airports 

and train and bus stations in the EU, and 2. the degree to which it exploits the characteristics of 

different European cultures and languages via BELF, and 3. possibly uses humour in communicating 

travel-related messages to consumers.

Humour has been found to be effective in boosting consumers’ concentration and thus helping to 

recall advertising messages (e.g. Crawford and Gregory, 2015; Pearce, 2009). The present study 

is part of a research project (www.oamk.fi/hurmos) which explores how humour can be used in 

corporate communication in order to create value for customers, management, employees and 

organisations. We will combine theoretical viewpoints from marketing (e.g. the 7Cs of humour in 

cross-cultural advertising, Crawford and Gregory, 2015), business communication, and applied 

linguistics when creating a framework for analysing the data collected in travel contexts.

APPROACH AND METHODOLOGY

Poppi (2013) emphasises the importance of exploiting the potential of ELF in order to adapt its 

use to the pragmatic needs of international exchanges. When researching the language used in 

advertising (Ai Ching Lim et al., 2009), results have shown that consumers respond differently to 

advertisements depending on the types of idioms used. Further studies into novel idioms in BELF 

advertising may produce interesting results: surprising marketing communication which consumers 

can easily recall. We will firstly collect items of humorous transit advertising in BELF (see e.g. 

Attardo, 2009, on linguistic theories of humour) and secondly, expose groups of consumers 

representing different nationalities to the authentic advertisements in order to test their effects. Our 

main interest is in formulaic sequences such as idioms, proverbs, wordplays, puns and metaphors, 

and their potential unilateral idiomaticity (MacKenzie, 2014), but we will attempt an ethnographic 

approach to data collection: if an advertisement seems amusing to a test group, it will be included in 

the data. For more information on the research agenda, see Figure 1 below.  Besides analysing the 

obtained advertisements linguistically, we will employ qualitative content analysis with an inductive 

logic; the research process develops on the basis of the obtained empirical material. 
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CONCLUDING REMARKS

The HURMOS project seeks to renew corporate communication culture and business practices 

through research collaboration with nine companies, but the aim is to extend the gained know-

how of the strategic potential of humour to the business community at large. The present humour 

in BELF advertising research strand will contribute to these aims by gaining insight into the use 

of BELF in travel context in Europe and particularly the effect of combining humour and BELF. 

Additionally, we will attempt to create guidelines, so that companies can evaluate both the risks 

and the potential related to BELF advertising copy, especially when combined with humour in 

international contexts, and use this know-how for marketing and branding purposes.
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Figure 1: The research agenda for studying BELF – based transit advertising which uses humour.

• Methods: ethnographic 
observation, interviews, 
photography of ads  

• Practical results: context 
mapping

• Theoretical results: data for 
further use in experimentation

• Method: survey via questionnaire 
to different customer groups

• Theoretical results: data for 
further analysis

• Methods: qualitative and 
quantitative analysis of collected 
ads & experiment data

• Practical results: guidelines 
for using BELF & humour in 
advertising

• Theoretical results: insight into 
humour in BELF - based ads

Collect BELF ads  
from transit spaces:  

e.g. airports

Organise experiments with 
consumers from different 

EU countries

Analyse authentic &  
experiment-based data


