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ABSTRACT - 

one "of the most common attr'ibutions to humor is a capacity 
i 

. ,  to dispel tension or anxietj. However, in the empirical 
d 

literature this notion has not been well supported. A criticism 
. . 

of previous studies has been that they implemented measures that 
4 

were too global to capture the-decrements in anxiety 

precipitated by humor. The first port n of the study was to . 
test for the butfering effect of humor on anxiety and to . 

replicate this inquiry within the more ciraumsc~kibed domain of 
- 

i 
scholastic stress and test anxiety. A second consideration to 

emerge from the literature was that the anxiety reducing quality 

6f humor may require active humor production as opposed to , 

passive humor perception. The goal of the second.portion of the , 

study was to test the humor production hypothesis. Three weeks 
4' 

prior to their final exam, 65 subjects, 16 males and 49 females, 
" 

completed the f:rst test battery comprised of the Life 

Experiences Survey, the Situational, Humor Response 

Questionnaire, 'the Coping Humor Scale and the Reactions To 

Tests. Of the original sample, 63 subjects participated in the 

second procedure which took place immediately prior to the final 

exam. These subjects were randomly assigned to one of two 

control groups or the humor production group. The outc'me 
". 

variables were the Worry Emotionality Scale, a measure of 

Self-Efficacy, the Causal Dimension Scale, and t,he grade 

attained on the exam itself. Results from the first procedure 

were not supportive of humoc as a buffer against anxiety; 
. . / 

i i i  



- f :, -- 
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~ i m i l a t l y  with the  i econd  proc$ure, qo s i g n i f i c a n t  grooup 
> 

- \ -  

d i f  f e r j n c e s  .were found on any 44 the  outc&e v a r i a b l e s ,  and the  
.: 5 . 

humor production hypothesis c o d q  not b> auppotted. ~ l k  study 

concludes with some discuss ion  of how humor mayfhav'e come t o  be --. 

seen a s  having . a n  anxie ty  reducing e f f e c t  when the  empirical , - 

evidence s u g g e s t s ' t h a t  t h i s  may not be the case,  
. r' 
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" A  merry heart doeth gdod 
Spirit drieth the bones." 

like medicine: but a broken 
'(proverbs 17:22) , 

- 

- - A S  the quote above att,ests, people have been relatinphumor - 
to health for millennia. In many circles the sAlutary benefits .- . 

-4 a good sense of humor is, treated as a given; part of a 'common 

sense understanding of the w rld. The sentiment is expressed 
- - - '-m;l hy the column in Reader's Digest, "Laughter: The best 

- 
.- > * 

medicine". The purported benefits include improved health, .both 

rphysical and mental, improved relationships, greater creativity, 

- and reduced stress. 
b 

Within the psychological literature, there are numerous 

writers who simil.arily espouse this view.'.There are 
- 

psychologists on the lecture circuit gi;ing workshops to 
. '3 

educators, medical professionals, business - groups, and social 

workers, on how to improve their capacity for humorous 
/ 

inteiaction on the job, and in their lives generally .(Goodman, 

1983). The purported benefits are again numerous; improved 

communication among co-workers, reduced monotony, increased 

creativity, reduced stress, and reduced incidents of burnout 

(Fry & Salemeh, 1987). 

\ 
While tradit + ionallyl.humor - has not always been considered 

appropriate for use in counsellitig, there is a growing body of 
* .  " r 



I - . A _  ' - - . - . '  . 1 i 

_L - 7 , - 
i 

'literatljre ~ from a wide bariet; of the&btica~: orienta- . - ,  .*. - c 

/extolling the vittues of .humo;ous interaction in the therapuetic 
' .  . .  

- 1 -  - - - 

process. Humokr qn counselling has, been said-:to circurnyent ' " . . 

defenses, spawn inslght , provide psjwhol.ogica1 disthce from d. 

- 
one's problems, in•’ luence' self con•’ idence .ant perhaps -most 

. . * " .  - 
common of all, to reduce stress. ~nt~restingl~,~:wh~~e there is a - . . - 
growing cbnsensus that hum0.r inc'ludes a. salutbyf carrtponent, - + 

I T  + 

* there is far less agreeement on'how this comes about; The- - I. . 
1 ' ? - I .  

. ..*I .'. ~L .. . + , * .  -,. 
; r  - . 

empirical literature examining the mechani~s b.y which humor' -IC 

f 4 *  
'I . 

9 

engenders health isz scant and ,emerged only s'ince the .1 96OV.s. 

. 
Of the numerous theories put farward to explain humor . . . 

( ~ e i  th-Speigel, '1 972 ) .  the model receiving the most empirical 

support is the cognitive incongruity model. This model, inbits 

various renderings, posits thac the essential featurep- of h&or . 

lie in the cognitive domain. with the presentation of a. joke, r , 

the recipient creates a cognitive frame for the information.- 
* 

With the presentation of the punch,line,-.the recipient must 
* 

reorganize or,reframe the information presented in the joke , .- 
narration such that -the punch,line fits. The humor arises from 

the novel resolution of the iscongruity 

line. 

I tv follows the.n Chat the salub?ious 

presented by the punch 

aspects of humor, 

particularily as they may be manifest psychologically, are based B 

on the process\of incongruity resolution 2r reframing. People 

who are able toa"make light" of a stressful situation are said @ ,. 

tq be able to step back from their problems, to gain perspective 



/ ,'- * 
/' 

-- -: 
/ , w 

I - -  - - 
or psychological' aistance -from thgir co&er*s. The ref raming of * 

/ 
-- 

/ --A- 

a stressful event jnto a ,humorous mode may provide alternative "4 

L 42 
/ -- 

f rakes for iqterprgting situat-ional demands.' assessing potential - 

, a,, /' 
- * 

6 

coping strategies, and anticipating the consequences of good and - 

bad performqnc6. InGeed, there is some evidence to suggest that . "- 
-> 

, / 

those who report a greater 'use of humor cope better with stress . 
L --+ 

. 1- 

M J  

and experience lower levels of discomfort when confronted by 9 
/ 

/ 

stressful-events (Nezu,'Nezu & Bli~set, 1987; Martin & ~efcourt, - - - 
1983). However, while a commonly stated att~ibute of humor is a " - - 

/ 

stress studies that have specifically 
/ 

humor as a buffer for stress or anxiety , 
- 

hm"genera1ly not been supportive of this hypothesis. These - ,  

investigations follow a similar format. An initial assessment is 
* 

made of thLe subjects' levels of negative li•’e stress, as 

increased levels of negative life streass generally coincide with 

increased reports, of subjective distress. A measure is then made t 

<s= 
of the subjects' use of humor, and this is them used to test 

- 

e 
'B - 
1 .. - 

whether humor mitigates or buffers the distress arising from 

negative life stress. As previou*~ investigations have tended to 
/' . - 

employ glo,bal measures of life stress and trait measures' of 

anxiety, a goal of the current .study was to test whether humor 
3 

could buffer the stress accruing from negative life experiences, 
9 2 

but in 'the more 'circumscribed domain of scholastic life stress 
l 

and exam anxiety,' Therefore, the first. research question posed 

was whether a sense of humor could act as a buf fes for the s - 

distress arising from scholastic life stress as manifested on a - 

'measur? of test anxiety. 
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, A second consideration that has emerged in the, ~i'jerature i g  -- - 
< * 

the distihction between humor perception qnd humor production. 
- - 

- - - - 

- - - - 
-- It has'been suggested €ha for humor to be effective as an- , 

anxi,e&y reducing activity, humor' must be actively created, as 

oppoy;ed to the passive perception of humeor. ~rev.ious- 
-. . &' e 

investigations of the effect of humor on exam anxiety have been 
h 

- - 
- - 

predicated on. humor perception, and generally have yielded 
+ 

equivocal results. A ~ e c o n d  goal of the present study was to 
> 

/ 

test whether students who actively produced humor prior to 

-: writing a final exah exhibited reduced levgls 'of exam anxiety. 
, 1 

-s.. 

As it has been suggested that humor can reframe a qtressful task 
- T 

from a "threatw to a "challenge" (~ixo~&980), it was 

anticipated that students who engaged in humor production would 
4 - 

exhibit a profile of responses on the measures of exam anxiety, 

. self -con•’ idence, and attributions that reflected this1 beneficial 

tyansformation. More specifically; students who"actively created . -  
humor about an-impending exam were anticipated to score lower on - 

a measure'of exam anxiety, to report higher levels of 

self-confidence in their abilities to control their leve1,of - 2 

exam anxiety, and to makeDattributions that indicated a greater 

sense of efficaciousness. Finally, should the intervention prove 

particularily effective, these subjects were anticipated. to 
A. 

score higher on the exam as well. 

IPk 

The ;tudy involved data collection on two seperate 
, , 

occasions, one for each of the research questions. The ~uf'fering 

- Procedure was designed to test for the buffering effect of humor 



a 

- 5.3- 

_ 
- 

' 
L, -- 7 on tsst anxiety. For the ~uffering Procedure, all subjects ' 2 -  - .-C1 

* V"?+ 
iXbk 

eT 
B completed iden~ical .test protocols- and did so threg wee+p pr$&r .* $+. -> 

.- , *+> - 
to their respective final exems.  he Humor. Production ~rc&edure~ r$ T; ; $ 

- t  r 

was designed to .test the hum& production hypothesis. ~ubjecks . L  
,+$ 

J 
1 

were assign-ed to one of three groups, one of which was a humor 

production group, and completed this portion of the study 

immediately%prior to writrng their final exam. 

The first chapter of this document provides a general 

. overview and orientation to the study. Chapter TwoLpfovides a 

review of the relevent literature on humor as well as the 

constructs utilized as outcome variables. Chapter Three presents 

the methodology of the study and introduces the measuring 

instruments, wh-ile Chapter Four .presents the results;, Finally, 

Chapter Five provides a discussion of the results in terms of 

the stated hypotheses and goals of the study. 
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CHAPTER I I 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Humor and Counselling -- 
S E 

/ \- * 
P . .  

. , <  

Numerous counsellor-s have written from a variety of 

theoreticag positions of the salutary fits arising from the 

-utilization of humor.  hes set authors have written from 
I \ -- 

orientations as diverse as behavior therapy (Ventis, 1987), 

Adlerian therapy, (Olsen, 1 9 7 6 ) ~  fami0ly therapy (~adaness, 1 9 8 7 ) ~  

and rational' emotive therapy (Ellis, 1977). This 1it''erature was 

'further extended in 1987 with the publication of the Handbook of - 
Humor and PsyChotherapy (Fry & Salameh, 1987), a text devoted -- 

4 

entirely to applications of h u m o ~  to therapy. While there have .. 
I 

been detractors (see Kubie, 1 9 7 1 ) ~  the accolades have been-- 

considerably more numerous; indicative' of this, Cade ( 1986) , 

The kffectiveness of humor for facilitating the 
'development of a relationship, for putting people at 
thsir ease, for de-fusing tension, and for creating a . F 
distance between a person and the source of his or her 
distress is well recognized by most therapists. (p.652 

'The acceptance of humor as an admissible style ofr 

interaction within the therapeutic milieu has paralleled a shift 
4 - ... 

in-society at large.'It is only within the last hundred years or 

=. so that laughter-in public has been considered socially 

acceptable (Goldstein, -198-2). I t  has been more recently still 
. . 

that humor has come to be seen as having not only potentially 
10 . 

5 
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as more exclusively fear•’;,~ or aversive may denote an increment 
- - - 

, - ' i-n self-efficacy" (p.155). Self-efficacy in this-context refers 
o - -  

(B- to a barker of positive client chang9. The occurrence of humor 
/ 

in Therapy seems to be su~rported by the testimonials of numerous 
, 

therapists. Hoyever, by and large this support is based on 

casual observation, pase studies, and intuition. 

The research OF humor in therapy has tended to have been 
exploratory or descriptive in .nature. Killinger (1977, 1987) 

'examined patterns of humorous interactions throughout the course 
- 

% 

of therapy, but did ngt make outcome comparisons. Similarily, 

G e r v a j ,  Mahrer, and Markow (1985) 'and Maher and Gervaise 
% 

= - ( 1984) have investigated -. types of syntactic ,constructions to 
<- 

elicit humor in therapy, and therapists' statements that 

preceded iGcidents of laughter, again without outcome measures- 
> 

to test for the effectiveness of the humorous intervention. 

Rosenheim and Golan (1986) tested patients with various 

diagnoses, for their preference for humorous or non-humorous 

counselor/client interactions, but did n'ot relate this to 

outcome in therapy. Rule's (1977) report of an intervention 

based on the applicaton of humor' fobnd a change in subjects' 

reports of self/other attitude&. However, the subjects were , 

- students, not,therapy clients, and there was no control group. 
- i 

. - 
' -Prerost (1984) reported on an effective intervention with a 

I ' P' 

single adolescent girl using what he-calls the Humorous Imagery 
- 

Situation Technique. Although his results were encouraging, 

generali-iation is limited. Whi'le long term therapeutic benefits 
. . '  . 

Q 



- 

f ram humor in therapy have yet to be demoGtrated, the use of -- 
h"mor in $-ounselling can also be ap@ached s, on a less global, - 

I 
more strategie level as well (Young, 1988). 

Strategic -- uses of humor - in therapy.'Perhaps the most common- --- --. . 
strategic - .  goal of using humor in therapy is to help-the client . 

- to consider the piobl;m from an ilternative  perspective^ (Fry & 

Salameh, 1987). Reframing dire circumstances into an opportonity 

-for humor is thought to provide for a shift on both cognitive 

and affective levels. This shift Aas been discussed from the 

perspective of paradoxical interventions (Fabry, 1982; Lamb, 

1980; Lukas, 1982), as a change in metaphorical interpretations 

(Kuhlman, 1984), as an opportunity for the re-assertion of the , 

pleasure principle (Grossman, 1977; Kline, 1 9 7 7 ) ~  or within 

Koestler's (197.6) of nbisociation", the pairing of two- 

previously concepts (Hickson, 1977; 

Sands, 1984; Ventis, 1987). Other writers have described the 

impact of humor in, terms of ~nhancing~mental flexibility and the 
- +=.: 

interubtion of sth;e&ypic thdught patterns (Dixon, ,Willingham, 

Chandler, & ~ c ~ o u ~ a l j  1984; Ellis, 1977; Prerost, 1984). 

, Similarly, humor has been likened to creativity or the creative " 

precess (Cade, 1982; Koestler, 1976; Ziv, 1983)': N~mer'o~s . 

authors have noted how the humorous attitude, play and 

creativity seem to be closety aligned (Greenwald, 1987; Salameh, 

. 1983; Sands, 1984). Levine.(1977) and.0lson (1976) suggest that 

humor provides an oppdtunity for the client to experience, a 

sense of mastery over one's circumstances, that may contrast 



with the client's pervaaing feelings of guilt and failure. . - 
--\ _ 

d~itionally, other authors haie discussed this effect of humor 

as providing the client with psychological distance from the 
- _ 

problem (~amb, 1980; Rosenheim & Golan, 1986). 

P 
. 

a Within the psychoanalytic tradition, humor has been 

,described as a vehicle for inducing insight (Kuhlman, 1984: 

Nagaraja, 19852. The simidarity of "joke work" and dream 

mechanisms have been noted by Freud (1960). Thi$ provides an 

opportunity for the psychotherapist to use the client's humor in 

an interpretive fashion; in much the same manner that dreams 

provide an indication of repressed conflict (Kuhlman, 1984). An 

additional facet to this approach has be-en sug ested by Grdssman d 
(1977). He suggests utilizing the client's favorite joke as a 

projective technique, to reveal underlying concerns. * 
- 

-1 , 
One of the most common of all strategic applications for . 

humor is the purported capacity humor has to reduce tension or 

anxiety. Greenwald (1987) describes this function of humor as 

facilitating a non-threatening interpretation of events. ,Ellis 

(1977) also suggests that .humor is an anxiety reducing activity " 

in its own right. Levine (1977) presents the notion that 

laughter and humor .are part of the "freedom to play", and 

contrary to the experience oef tension or anxiety. Hickson 

(1977), Mindess ( 1 9 7 6 ) ~  and Ventis '(1987) have all suggested > .  

that the experience of humor' is antithetical to th; experience 

of anxiety. The capacity of humor to "de-fuse tension" has 
P 

received wide anecdotal support (Cade, 1 9 8 6 ) ~  yet it, should be 
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- . - 
- 

are unaccounted for: 

Superiority theories. Superiority based theories of humor 

-have a long history. The classical Greek and Roman scholars 

understood humor to be based in infirmity and deforhity 
4 .  

(Gregory, 19871, and this view persisted for many cen-turies. . , 
Aristotle, Plato, ~~bbes-and Rousseau have all written on. humor, - 
and all focused on the derisive quaxities of laughter and how it 

is directed towards ugliness, -deformify and infirmity (Lefcourt 
- .  

& Martin, 1986). Hobbes described humor as laughter in triumph, 
, . . 

a "sudden-gloryn in comparison to others' folly, weakness or 

"stupidity (Keith-Spiegel, 1972). There is current, empirically > < 

based work as well that supports the classification of at least - 

some forms of humor expressions as superiority based (Wicker et .. . 

al. , 1981; Wilson, 1979:  illm man, .1983). ' - 
* > 

% 

However, superiority humor is most likely expressed within a 

social context and as such can be understood as a form of 

communication, a tool of social interaction and influence. - . . 
~ i l e s ,   ourh his, Gadfield, ~avies and Davies ( 1976) have 

A 

suggested there are four reasons a person might decide to encode 

humor, two of which aretin accord with superiority types of 

humor, i.e. geared to concerns of the social status of self oq 

others. Krane, Suls and Tedeschi (1977) provide a schema of five 

functions of humorous expressiohs, again two of .which are the + 
w i a l  enhancement of self, and sbcial slighting of others. . 

t 
Further evidence of the social status,orientation of superiority. + 

humor can be seen in the effect of one's relationship with ' 

w 



. . 
, either the protagonist target of the joke, on the . ~~- - 

- 
A 

.- . ~ -- L .  
- 

perceived humorousness of the statement. Insgeneral, if one 
- 

A. holds a positive estimation of the joke presenter, or a negative 

attitude towards the subject of the jokel, the humorousness will 

be enhanced (.Giles et al., 1976; Krane et ap., 1977; Suls, 1977; L 

Zillman, 1983). The converse also holds; a joke recipient who 

sympathizes with the disparaged party, or dislikes the joke 
\ * 

presenter, may not interpret the communication as funny. 

Superiority humor is also bound by considerations of taste 

and morality. Jokes that are overly cruel, or too-malicious, or 
- 

expre'ssions of extreme brutality, seem to impair humor 

appreciation, even when pitted against resented victims (Cantor 

& Zillman, 1973). ~d 'it seems that,'while superiority humor may 
be humor with a barb, it is a barb'with-practical applications 

e - I  

in the affairs ofTdaily interaction, and as such, is replete 
- . - 

with social. ram-ifications, as well as socially prescribed 

restraints. * 
1 . 1 

Contrary to the 'historical view of humor, Suls (1977) has . 
noted that not all humor is baskdan.,disp&ragement, -- nor -aTe -. all 

- .. 
disparaging statements likely to be cons,idered bumorous, even 

.. 

given the fore oing qualif ejs. People 3 L 

activities geared to concerns of social stat$. People with more 

active social orientations also engage in more humor (Lefc~urt,~ . 
\ 

, 

i, Sordoni & Sordoni, 1974: McGhee, Bell & Duffy, 1986: Turner. 
4 '  

) 

1980). That humor would be a popular style of communication for 

matters of social commerce is perhaps more a reflection of the 

4 



- 
t 

- -L- 

y suttlety and flexibility of humor than any malice integ&l to t L  
" .  i _- 

i - 0 

humor itself. Indeed, Suls (1977) has suggested that huinoious . -L 

. . 'disparagbment still- requires the presentation of, an9 subse~ent . - 
., -i 

resolution of an incongruity. 

While superiority based theor'ies of humor have 3 long- 

, history, this classification can be unders$ood to stem from a - 
9 

focuk on the content and application of humorous communication , 

rath$r than representative of the essenCe o: humor it+self. A+s 

has been noted, for a disparaging statement- to be humorous, it 
* - 

mxst meetb the requirement of the presentation and resolution. of 
' 

an' in~ongr~uity (Suls, 1977). That sdpetiority humor is embedded 

' within a social milieu is further evidenced by-the manner in C 

which humor is circumscribed by the relationships 
k .  ! 

among the joking group members, and considerations of taste, 
F , ' '  

, - Superiority based humor theories dd not seem to provide a 
- * 

comprehensive accdunting of the nature of humor. k B - 

J 8 

Arousal theories. Of the older theoretical offerings, 

perhaps the most germaine to this, review is the work pd Freud 
(1905, 1928). Freud made a distinction among jokes and wit, the 

. . 
r C  comic, and humor, each of which he posited as a unique 

manifestation of mirth. It3ould seem that all three types of 

Freudian mirth were predicated on the'same process, a savings in 

psychic energy that is expressed through laughter and pleasure. - 

This savings in psychic energy is made possible through the 

various techniques referred to as "'jokework" (~reud, 1905). 
6 

Through the application of jokework, material thatswould . . . 



- - - -  . - .  
- ' *  - L, 

d 

- 

' *  : 

normally be.repressed is rendered palatable to the censor.,and is 
4 

r - -  q d  1 ',= 

allow& to be expressed. The energy normaliy required to repress 
i 
i 3 .  F-2&~f -  

the5e sexual and aggressire t,hsmes .then become-6-~up~~2iluous *- a and 
I .. -, * 

\I B - -- is released through merriment, . I . -". 
>. , .-' 

-4 2 <,- \ - .,.L -2..<**qc- - - 
d ::> 

, , ~ l t h o u ~ h  other authors have provided theorsticrill 
5 * .  

f6rmulat'i~ns.that could be construed as providing support for an 
' , *  

, - energy releas'& model- of humor\ (~hulman, 1985: Koestler, ;976; 
17 

wilson, 197.9)~ ,empirical support has been equivocal. Berlyne - 1 I 

i1972) noLt& that modern day understandings of the workings of 

the nervous system do not support the notion of a build up and 

release of nervous energy. Berlyne instead proposed a 

physiologically based'theoiy of the pie-asure-giving potential 
1. ,l C. 

for humor. This model described a cycle of increased arobsal, 'C 

, s + 
i.e. arousal goost, with the presentation of an incongruity, 

I 
h' 

followed by an arousal reduction, i.e. arousal jag, once the 
C 

punch line is delivered and the incongruity is resolved. The 
Q 

pleasure is derived -from the sudden change in arousgl level. The 
PC 

arousal boost/jag cycle! has. been obse,rved in studNs with humans 
'= 

, 
k ! 

and,animals to have pleasure giving potential. Humor is unique 
a B 

however in the brevity of the,cycle. Berlyne (1972) speculated 

that the suddeness of the sequence in the arousal boost/jag 

eycle may act to intensify the pleasure experienced with humor. 
C 

- 
A considerable body of empirical studies exist testing 

I P 

Berlyne's arousal based fqrmulation of humor. Overall, Berlyne's 

model has not be'en well suppbrted, or rather, inst,ances of humor 

have been noted to coincide with inc~eased,arousal, as in the 



arojlsal boost segment of Berlyns's model, but.support for the 
6 

arousal jag has not been forthcoming (Deckers &'Hricik, 1984; 
+ 

Goldstein, 1982; Lefcourt & ~a-rtin, 1986; McGhee, 1983-). 

Increased arousal within a humor conducive conte'xt has been 

shown to* lead to elevated reports of amusement' (Cantor, ~ r ~ a n t ;  
-# 

& Zillman, 1974; Schacter & Wheeler, 1962).,Rothbart (1976) has 
a .  

proposed an ar usalJsaftey model to account for the contextualq. ' 
factors in eliciting humor. She suggests that any st'imulus that 

is sudden, intense-andfir highly incongruous could result in 

.fear, cdriosity, problem-solving behavior or,humor, depending on 

the state of the ~ecipient g'nd the context. Humor 'requires that 
/' I 

. the'recipient pe-rceive the situation as s.afeIQ-and that a cue be 

giben that thirs is for fun. I t  would segm then that the humorous - 
8 

experience - coincides with a state of physioi>gical arousal, 
* 

within a conducive to a playful 
II 

question remains, i's arousal 

elemental to the humorous experience, or is it an associated 
. *  

- phenomenon? 4 

CP 

In' a well execute.d piece of res'earch, Gavanski (1.986) 
* 

addressed,this issue. It is a well known phenomenon that 
C 

repeated presentations of the =me joke result in decreases in . 

experienced amusement. Gavanski dembnstrated thak while 

slibjec t ive amusement declined -on repeated exposures, assessed 
' ,- 

hum~rousness was unaffected. In other 'words; while physio~ogical 
"- i . - 

I- I 

, - 
and affective resd nses likely contribute to the amisement one ' 

- - .  P 
experiences, particularily on the initial presentation of a . I 

P e  

* 
/ 
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- jpke, t h g  humorousness of the material per scis, not dependent- 

on the experience of arousal. He suggests instead that cognitive a 

factors.1ikely form the basis for humor. Similarly, in the 
i 

factor analytic stugy by Wicker e; al. ( 1 9 8 1 ) ~  while 

humoroushess wzs .found to load an the three factors,, 

emotionality, incangruity resolution, and superiority, 
8 

incongruity resolution was found to mediate the effects of 

emot iona? i ty on humoro&ness . 
< .  

It would' seem that while arousal may cont~ibute to the 

experience of mikth, the essential features of pr humorous - 
exper-ience appear to lie in the cognitive fac$ors. 

^ ~nterestingly~~while Kuhlman (1984, 1985) has expressed a 

psychodynamic orientatidn; he has suggested a reintexpretation 
6 

of Freud's position. Repressed material may be expressed in many 

guises, not all of which are humorous. Rather than focus on the 

sexual or aggressive content of the joke, he suggests that humor . 

stems from a violation of phenomenal expectations, or,social 

taboos, done in a safe, playful setting. As will be seen, this 
T 

interpretation of the humor process is very much in accord with 

cognitive theories of humor. 
d 

Coqnitive theories,. Currently, the cognitive orientation to 

humor is the most pervasive in.the theoretical literature and in , - ,  

experimental work. Rhile a variety of terms have been offered to 

delineat-e. the key features of tQe various cognitive theories of 

humor (Kieth-Spiegel, 1972), the term,most commonly used is 
, d  

incongruity. In the ~xfokd Companion --- to the Mind ( ~ r e b o r ~ ,  



1987). incongruity is describ,ed as a discrepancy between what . 

wis perceived and what ;as expectgd, and is considered to be ,a 
" .  

necessary condition for humor to occur. Generally, humor * 

theorists and researchers contend that both an incongruity and 

its subsequent resolution are essential to the humorous 1 .* ' 

'experience. Suls (1983) described the process as "akin to 

pr~blem~solving, but it appears much faster, almost automatic - 
- 
more like viering the Necker cube from a different perspective 

or an insight experience, than solving a crossword" (p.43). Suls 

concluded that the weight of evidence supports the incongruity 

resolution model of humor. Similar conclusions have been reached 

in reviews by Shultz ( 1 9 7 6 ) ~  Wilson (1979)., McGhee (1977; 1983) 

and Gregory (1987). 

Crosscultural studies. by Shultz (19771, examiningLthe. n -  

structure of humor in eastern and western literate and 
. . 

non-li terate societies likevise reported that while humor 

content varied among cultures, the structural features seemed 

consistent, i.e. an incongruity followed by a resolution. The 
. I 

factor analytic study by Wicker et al., ( 1 9 8 1 ) ~  also found 

results supportive of an inc0ngrui.t~ resolution model of humor. 

Developmental studies of humor generally the incongruity 
/ 

resolution model as well. While children age of 6 : 9 

years seem to appreciate humor that is comprise solely of k 
incongruity, once this age has teen surpassed, children's humor 

comes to resemble adult' humor and 'is then based on incongruity 

with resolution (~cGhee, 1977; Shultz, 1976; Suls, 1983). 



- - 

Similarly, Rothbart and Pien ( 1 9 7 7 )  suggested. that while 

incongruity alone may contribute to one's amusement, incongruity 
. . 

with resolution provides the lion's share of input to the humor 

experience. 
1 

Returnincjfor the moment to material presented in the 

previous two sections, there is additional support for cognitive 

models of humor. A perusal of the mechanisms Freud ( 1 9 0 5 )  - 

presented as part of the jokework; reveals a variety of . .  . 
.I* 

essenti'ally cognitive manipulations (eg. indirect , . 
representation, displacement, condem=ztion). To an even greater 

extent, his work Humour (Freud, 1928) is co'nfluent with t.he r .  - 
? 

cognitive models, based as it is on frame shifting, choosing to 

view potentially dire circumstances as an opportunity for a 

jest. Berlyne's ( 1 9 7 2 )  work, while focused on arousal,, . - 
nevertheless posited an incongruity with a subsequent resolution 

as the triggering mechanism of the arbusal booit/jag cycle. 
5 .  

Similarily with superiority humo,~, certainly not all disparaging . 

statements are funny. Even gi en favorable social circumstances, < 
fat the statement to be humorous req;ires the delivery and 

subsequent resolution of some sort of an incongruity (Suls, 

A ;difficulty for the incongruity resolution model has been 

how to differentiate humor from problem solving or riddles. 
b 

.  there^ are a number of qualifying conditions besides its 

resolution that must be met for an incongruity to result in 

humor. I t  has been suggested that in addition to .the joke - .  



material,,a play cue must be given, to cue the recipient that 

this is for fun, and to invoke a playful mental set' (~othbart, * 

1976). Rothbart and Pien (1977) suggest that the joke ' 

.1-' 

recipient's role involves the,willing suspensSon of disbelief 

and the acceptance of impossible incongruities for the purposes 
I 

of enjoying the joke. In like manner, McGhee (1977) presents kwo',: 
-. .. ? 

corollaries to the humorous incongruity; a play cue, and a style 
, 

i 

of processing discrepant information characterized by a 

"make-believe" interpretation. Suls (1983) has stated tEat , the 

purpose of the play cue is to invoke a fantasy -set, whi=h 
* * -  

permits illogical resolutions. It would seem then, that o n e ~  

requisite condition for differentiating. humorous incongruiti'es 

from riddles and problem solving 'is the deliver) bf a play cue. 

The play cue signals the joke recipient to adopt a fantasy set, 

or playful orientation. This allows for make-believe resolutions 
b 

to the incongruity, greatly expandihg the range of possible 

resolutions beyond the linear requirements for problems and 

riddles. 

B 

a second qualifying feature of humorous incongruity 

res?lubion relates to the length of time required to resolve the 

incongruity. Genera,lly, jokes that require longer periods of 

time to solve the incongruity, referred to as long time-span 

humor, are perceived to be less humorous (Wilson, 1979). 

Addressing this poiAt , McGhee ( 1977) writes, "prerequisite for .. 

all forms of incongruity based humor is a high level of mastery 

over the stimulus-elements w,hich compose the incongruity" 



(p.30). Othe-rwise, the resolution becomes too ef fortful, and 

mirth is attenuated. \ 
'h 

I .  

Within an information processing framework, this effect has 

also been described in terms of the degree of complexity of $he 

resolutioh.   he effect of joke complexity on humorousness has 

been "desckibed with an inverted-U shaped curve (Suls, 1972; 
- 

, . 
- 1983). An overly simple joke lacks suffidient incongruity to 

stimulate.intrigue, and the punch ltine may even be anticipated, 

whereas a joke,.that, requires too much effo'rt to resolve ceases 

to be funny, and becomes a r'ddle or problem- to be solved. d 
In summary, for an incongruity resolution to be experienced 

as humor requires that two conditions be met. Eirst, there must 
" O Y 1 3 ,  

be the delivery of a play cue to signal the rec-ipient to adopt 
" a L ?  

an appropriate mental set. Second, the i n c o n g r u ~ , t ~ , ~ r e s o l u t i o n  
e 

must be sufficiently complex to allow.for the~+Qeneration of some 
P. m9 

arousal without being so 'effortful that resolution requires a. 

long time-span, thereby impairing the humor. -As anyone who has- 

ever not gotten a joke knows, having the joke explained resolves 

theLriddle, but misses the mark as far as humor goes. 

Humor and Well-Being 

- 
It is becoming increasingly well accepted that humor may 

play a role in'maintaining health. Concurring w i ~ h  the cognitive 

models of humor; O'Connell ( 1 9 7 6 )  has described a person with a 

developed sense of humor as "skilled in rapid 



- 

perceptual-cognitive switches in;krames of reference" (p. 327). 

It follows then, that the purported benefits of humor to one's 

well-being stem from the mental act of frame switching such that 

situational characteristics are reinterpreted, usually in a more 

benign fashion. 

A co,griitive model of humor appears to be in accord with 

theoretical understandings of the promotion of well-being. The 

role of situational assefiment has been recognized by 

researchers and theorists interested , . in stress and cdping. Of 

particular interest here is the-work' of Antonovsky (1979). He- 

:points out that the normative response of an organism to *a 
\ & .  
streSsor is tension, but 'whether this tension be drink or poison 

depends, among other things, on the available repetoire of 

coping resources and the assessment of the situation itself. The 

power of humor to yield perspective on a situation (~ickson, 
I L 

1 9 7 7 ) ~  to provide distance from one's problems (~rankl, 1969), 

or to reassert one's mastery over the environment (Levine, 

1977), may indeed lie in the reframing of stressors in a manner 

- confluent with a health engendering orientation. I turn now to 
- 

the empirical research addressing humor and well-being. 

Empirical tests-of -- the relationship between humor and 

health. Empirical tests of the relationship of humor with health , 
- 

have only recently appeared. Cousin's (1979) anecdotal account 
c 

of his recovery from a debilitating illness with the application 

of humor and megavitamins perhaps represerlts the first such 

' piece of evidence. Other authors 2 v e  examined the effects of 



, - 
S. . humor and laughtei, and have repo;ted iinks to increased 

production of catecholarhines and endorphins. (Robinso%, 1983),, . 

increased levels of immunoglobulin A, a salivary immune system 

product (Dillon, Minchoff & Baker, 1 9 8 5 ) ~  and pain inhibition 

(Smith, 1986). 
? 

Within the psychological literature, empirically based 

efforts to delineafe this relationship did not appear until the 
- 

1980's (Porterfield, 1987). The bulk of articles published to 

date follow a very similar cross-sectional design. An assessment 

is made of each subject's life stress, sense of humor, and as a 

dependent variable, level of psychological $istress; Various 

correlational analyses are then conducted to test for the 

hypothesized'buffering effects of a sense of humor on the 

distress accruing from negative life experiences. Despite tke 
* '3 

similarities-in methodology, the results of the handful of 

published studies have been guite equivocal. Safranek and Schill 

(1982) publish&d the first such empirical investigation. They 

A s s e d  their subjects' use and appreciation of humor, ambient 

life stress, and their psychological distress as measured by the 

Beck ~epression Inventory and- the State Trait Anxiety Inventory. 

It was concluded that neither humor us.e nor appreciation acted . 

to moderate the effects of negative life stress. As neither 

humor use nor appreciation re1,ated to subjective levels of 

distress, Schill and O'Laughlin (1984)~ in a subsequent 

replication, tested if preference for type'of humor might be 

related to stress reduction. The only significant relationship 



thei found was that male subjects with low Beck ~e~res-sion 

Inventory scores preferred sexual humor over other types of .. 
jokes. . 

Martin and Lefcourt (1983, 1984) published a pair of 

articles providing support for the stress blffering role of 

humor. The 1983 article in particular provides robust support 
. . 

for the stress buffering hypothesis, presenting data from three 

sep&rate experiments. The first ok these follows a , 

cross-sectional design anadlogous to Safranek & Sc,hillls (1982) 
I 

methodology. The only variation was their choice of a dependent- " 

measure; they used the Profile Of Mood States.  arti in and0 ' 

Lefcourt (1983) reported a sigificant buffering effect of humor 

on negative life swess. The second and third studies reported 
- 

in the article both involved a sim'ilar design with the addition 

of two features; subjects were required to actively create 
I 

humor, and to do so in an experimentally induced stressful 

situation. Again, their results were supportive of the stress 

- moderating role of humor. Trice (1985)'and Trice and 
-a 

Price-Greathouse (1986) have also provided support for Martiq 

and Lefcourt's work with simpler correlational studies, 
C 

utilizing experimentally induced "helplessness" and its 

alleviation with humor, and subjects waiting .for deqtal work, " .  
respectively . 

The Martin and Lefcourt (1983,-19841, articles-are also 

noteworthy as they introduce two humor measures, the Coping 

Humor Scale (Mattin & Lefcourt, 19833, and the situational ~"mor 



. 
3 a 

Response Quest ionnaiw (Martin & .Lefcourt, 84) ,  which ha;e 
S 

since come to be the'bencaark humor assessment instruments. The 

7  item coping Humor Scale is geared specifically to assessing 
B' *- e 

respondents' use of humor to-cope with stressful situations, 

while the lengthier Situational $umv Response Questionnaire 
P 

introduced in the 1984 article with three supp~rting validity - 
@ 

studies, is-a more general measure of se of humor. One or 

both of these instruments were used as the humor measure for all 

of the following studies testing the buffering effects of humor. 

Other researchers investigating the stress buffering, . 

potential of humor have also used cross-sectional designs. 

Porterfield ( 1 9 8 7 )  replicated Martin and Lefcourt's ( 1 9 8 3 )  study - 

with a larger sample, and a depression measur-e for a dependent 
t 

variable. He found no support, for a buffering effect of sense of 

humor. Instead, his findings suggested that sense of humor 

directly mitigates depression, rather than assists individuals 

to cope with~stressful life events. Labott and Martin ( 1 9 8 7 )  

similarly tested for the stress moderating effects of humor, 

using a large sample and the Profile Of Mood States as a . 
dependent measure. They report that humor coping (as measured on 

the Coping Humor Scale) did buffer the effects of negative 

events upon mood disturbance. Nezu,'~ezu'and Blissett (1988)  
' .  

assessed'the buffering effects of humor on both depression and 

anxiety, using the Beck Depression Inventory and the State Trait 

Anxiety Inventory. Contrary to Safranek and Schill ( 1 9 8 2 ) ,  they 

found support for the buffering role of humor on the depress.ion 



% 

measure. However, in accord with Saf ranek and Schill; there was. , , -  

no evidence to support this relationship on the anxiety scale. 

Nezu et al. ( 1988) suggest a number of possible 'reasons for this 
b 

differentiation. ~rominent'among these was the notion that there 

may have been some subjective~labelling problems for the 
Ci 

participants in the experiment. As both anxiety band humor 

represent arousal states, particularly when contrasted to L 

depression, there may "be some difficulty i'rt differentiating a* 

humor from an anxiety response, depending op the assessmentr 

instrument us.ed. As both Nezu et al. (1988)  and Safranek and 

- Schill (1982)  utilized the same trait measure of anxiety for 

their dependent variable, (a'fairly global construct), it may be 
.. 

that any potential differentiation between humor and anxiety.was . 
obfuscated by this instrument. 

i * 

The results of Nezu et'al. (1988)  and Safranek and Schill 

(1982 )  are all the more curious-if one bears in mind that one of 

the effects most c6mmonly attributed to humor, by therapists and , 

a 
theorists alike, is the release of tension. Following this line . 

of reasoning, a number of researchers have attempted to 

delineate the relationshi'p of-humor.and qnxiety. 
v .  

Humor and anxiety. A common procedure for testing thb'. -- 
effects of humor on anxiety has been to make use of a naturally 

occurring stressful situation familiar to many people, the 

writing of exams. These studies have also tended to follow a 
C i 

similar format. Two or more versions of an exam are created, one 

of which includes cartoons or humorously worded questions or 
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'responses. Subjects,arF randomly assigned to m e  of the testing - * 

conditions and their exam performance and/or anxiety is .assessed 

\ . *  as a depen ent variable. Unfortunately; the results 'krom a33 of 
* . I 

these studies cannot be accepted without some re~erva~ions~ as 
9 

the' methodologies in some cases have tended $0 be weak; 
7- 

* 

Ascough, Ettinger and Nelson, (1971) examined the effect of 
* 

humor on anxiety and test performance by creating two versions 

of a multiple choice exam, one with and one without humorous 

alternatives. Thyy found that high test anxidus hbjects scored 

~ignifican~ly higher in the humor'condition, than d'id high test 
r 

anxious student-s in the regular exam. They concluded that the 

results weee supportive of predictions derived from a conception . . 
.. E 

of hum-r as having anxiety reducing properties.. Contrarily, 
.9 

Deffenbacher, Deitz and Hazaleus (1981) report on a series of 
3 

tests that involved humorous exam questions, or the insertion o f  \ 

three "Peanutsw ca,rtoons into the exam, in the humorous exam , 
' . .  

condition. Insaddition, they collected exam anxiety data after 

the intervention on a.state measure.%•’ exam anxiety, the Worry 

~motionality Scale. Rowever they adm'inistered the Worry * 

Emotionality Scale after the exam was over. As anxi'ety is 

generally construed as anticipatory by nat'ure (~cCrae, 1984; . - 
h 

Nezu et al., 1988), it is not.clear how to interpret the scores 

generated on the Worry Emotionality scale:  everth he less,' they 
-. 

conclude that humor did not decrease state anxiety, nor did it 

improve performance on the exgm. In a similar vein, McMorris, . > " .  - 
Urbach and Connor (1985) have reported the results of a humorous 

" 



versus non-humorous exam on test scores and anxiety. They report 

no effect of humor.on anxiety or performance. However, the test 
1 

was a mock exam, and over 80% of the subjects reported very I 

little or no pre-trial exam anxiety. Finally, Rosenfeld and % 

Q 

A ecson ( 1985)., employing a very sirnilak methodology, reported . 7 .  ev tlence far a sex difference in response to the i n ~ l ~ s i o n  of 

humor in a.n exam. Female subjects in the humor group. scored 

significantly higher on the exam, while males in the humor group 

scored si-gnificantly lower. 

While the question of the effect of humor  on^ anxiety in a 

general, and exam anxiety 'in particular, has sparked sufficient 

interest to promote investigation, both the methodological short 

comings"of 'some attempts, a41d the equivocal results overall, 

preclude any definitive statement. Despite ubiquitous 
i 

/ 

testimonials, from an empirical point of view, the relationship 

a -of humor with anxiety remai-ns essentially unknown. 

Production - of humor. A n  additionaliconsideration that has 

emerged within the recent 1iterat.ure relating to humor and 

pyschologieal health, has been the suggestion that a distinction 
. 

be made between the production of humor and the perception of 

humor (Lefcourt & Martin, 1986; Martin &,Lefcourt, 1983; Nezu et* 
a , '  

\ '  
a l . ,  ' 1  9881, It has been suggested that having a person ,a'ctively 

create humor about their stressors will have-d greater impact on 

how that person subsequently viOws the situation, than m-etely , 

.- 
exposing the individugl to 'humorous material: As a person's view , 



' , 
experience of stress through constructs such as personUcontro1 - - 

-3 

beliefs, -cogniti've appraisal and'att~ibutional perceptions (Nezu - 

- et al., 1988), it would seem pl$&able that humor production may 

indeed inflLence an individua.1'~ situational evaluation in a. 
- 

facilitative manner. It may be that studies reporting support 

for- the relationship between reduced stress leveks and a 

developed sense of humor are accessing a shift in sitwtional 3 

b 

inter~reta~ion precipitated by t%e act of creating humor, as 

opposed to the the ability to per ve humor in the environment. 
* 

Work by Martin and Lefcourt (19831 and Lefcourt and  arti in 

(1986) has provided some initial, although again equivocal 
w' 

support for this notion. % 

Test Anxiety . 
It is generally accepted within the literature that test 

anxiety is not a unitary constr,uct. While nume-rous subordinate 

, dimensions such as tension and test irrelevant thoughts 

.(Sarason, 19841, test generated interferenw (Deffenbacher, 

19801, and cognitive interference (Wine, 1980) have been 
€ 

L 
- proposed, the most robust delineations have been the worry and 

emotionality components introduced by Liebert and Morris (1967). q 

Worry refers to the cogmitive elements of the anxiety experience 

such as negative expectations and concerns about oneself, the 

situation and potential consequences. Emotionality refers to 
B 

one's percep of the physiological and affective elements of 

the anxiety ience, indications of autonomic arousal and 
1. . . 

e . 
P 

30 



- 

unpleasant feeling scates such as nervousness and tensioin 

' "(Morris, Davis & Hutchings, 1981) .  Worry typically correlates 

negatively with perfbrmance, whereas emotionality does not seem - 

to be predictive. Subjects may experience high Levels of arousal 

whether or ,not they are test anxious, and level of arousal is, 

not related to exam performance. Conversely, test takers 

repor-timg high levels of negatkve cognitions about themselves,. 

the testing situation, and consequences of poor performance, as 
i' 

typified by the worry construct, consistently exhibit poorer 
- 

- ,  - - 

performance (Morris et al., 1981; Deffenbacher, 1980) .  It would 

seem that for test anxious people, the root of their experience - 
lies in the type of cognitions they make regarding the testing 

situation, and their perception of the task/situation. As exam 

,anxiety seems to reside.in the cognitive activity of the test 

taker, and humor has a-lso been discussed as a primarily 
\ 

cognitive phenomenon, exam anxiety may prove amenable to a 
- 

humorous intervention. Exam anxiety will be utilized as the 

primary dependent measure for both experimental rhanipulations 

the present study. 

Self -Ef f icacy 

A gfeat deal of Bandura's work has focused 'on delinea ing G 
the cognitive mechanism of self-efficacy. It is Bandu.rals 

contention that this mechanism is central to the therapeutic 

process, as all psychological procedures can be understood as 

ways 'of crqiting and strengthening expectations of personal 



.effectiveness (Bandura & Adams, 1977) .  The assessment of .B 

46,  

self-efficacy on a- given task occurs prior to engagement in the 
, . 

task, and as such, will have repercussions on actual 
I 

performance, effort invested, perseverance, and on whether the 
Y 

task will even be attempted (~andura, 1977) .  

  he level of expressed self-eff icacy of an individual can be - . 

understood to be the outcome of a two step equation. ~nitia,lTy 

.the individual makes a judgement of perceived task drmanps, 

followed by an assessment of perceived-skills relative to the 

demands of the situation. The stated level of self-efficacy is 

the result of the comparison of perceived skills with perceived 

demands:-d'ntervention within this model is geared to skill 

acquisition such that self-efficacy is enhanced. Typically, 

little attention is paid to the clie?;cls perception of the 
7 - 

situation. If humor provides for more favorable 

con~eptualizatio~ns of stressful events, then self-efficacy may 

a.lso be expected to be favorably influenced. 

- "  

Causal Attributions 

Attribution theory refers to the study of perceived 
D 

causation (Grunau, 1988) ,  A tenet of attribution theory is that . 
/ 

people-interpret events in light 03 the causes assigned to them, 
P 

and that these interpretations will have an effect on their 

reactions to that event. It has been suggested that the 

individual's search for a causal understanding is moxivated by 
5 
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A second consideration to emerge from the literature was the . 

distinction between humor perception and humor production. It 

was suggested that active hLmor producti'on may be required in - 

order for humor to function as a stress buffer, as opposed-to 
t, 

passive humor perception. As the available sesearch into the 

effects of humor on exam anxiety has been predicated on humor 

perception, the second goal of this investigation will be to 

examine the ef'fect of humor production on exam anxiety.' .- 
Expressed in terms of test 'anx?ety, humorously ref raming the 

b 
-negative cognitions associated with "worry" may have the effect 

of reducing the debilitating impact of these concerns. 

Converting the dire images of defeat and failure into more 
w 

innocuous images, may help the indiviGua1 to see the task as a' 

"challenge" rather than as a "Lhreat" (~ixon, 1980). In terms of 

self-efficacy theory, the creation of a humorous presentation of 

an anticipated event may indeed function to reframe the 
\ 

"perceived task demands-". As perceived task demands is one step 

of the self -ef f icacy equation, the o"tc0me of a humorous . 5 - . . 

presentation then coild be an elevation in stated self-efficacy. 

Moreover, people confronted with a challenge are more likely to . 

exhibit attributions indicative of an internal locus of control, 

and to view the situation as being within their abilities. 

Therefore the,research qGestion'addressed in the Humor 

Production Procedure was whether actively producing humor would ' 

result in reduced levels of- exah anxiety, a d ,  i f  so, is this 

change accompanied by reports of increase'd perceptions of -. 
self-efficacy, intern'ality of locus, increased controllability, 



and elevated scores on the exam, 



II . -  - 
CHAPTER I 1 1  

I I 

METHOD . 

Subjects 

participants were recruited from' four upper level - 

undergraduate courses in the Faculty of  ducati ion at Simon 
Fraser University. All potential subjects were apprised of the 

voluntary nature of their participation,$ and were assured that 

- their decision to participate would have no effect on their 

grade. All students who participa.ted were entered in a raffle 

fo-e of five theater passes; There were two seper-ate 

procedures, hereafter referred to as the Buffering Procedure and 

the ~ u m o r  Production Procedure. In total 65 students 

participated in the Buffering Proc-edure, 49 females and 16 

males, representing approximately 60% of the available students. 

Of these, one female subject failed to complete one of the four 

instruments in th: test battery admiriistered ,in the Bufferinq 

Procedure. Out of thbs initial sample, 63 sub'jects completed the 

Humor ~roduction Procedurh. *One subject who was observed to 

complete the outcome measures prior- to the intervention was 

deleied, and another person was absent. 
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~. . 
to control for any effects on how the subjects perceived the. 

, . -  
edam that may have arisen as a result oi haLing participated in _ 

the stbdy. The Straight group was iniluded to control -.for the : . 

effects of having subjects rispo& to a stimulus protocol 
. 

concerned with exam anxiety, a>s did subjects in both the 

Stra-ight and Humor groups, in &hx! time, .period immediatel; . . , % 

preceding the exam. 
b 

 he three groups varied in terms of the.-sentence completion 
tasks they- were assigned. The Control group was a sentence 

completion task titled "School Scenes"' (see .. ,Appendix A).,, - 

comprised of 10 common scenarios experienced in the life of a .  

student (eg. you are standing in line in the ca•’eteria, and you 

notice that the student in 'front of you is in one of yo& 

classes, although you have not spoken before). subjects- were 
i -. 

instructed to write one or'two sentences in the space provid~d 

;o continue the scenario as they felt it might unfold. Once t- 

task was completed, sribjects were <hen instructed -to complqte 

the Worry Emotionality Scale, and.the Self-Efficacy and Ca'usal 

~irnension Scale instruments, 

The sentence completion task for the. "Straight group", 

titl.ed "Exam Scenariosn, was also 10 iterqbs, but the items dealt 

with various situations that can occur when writing exams (eg. 
. .: 

You have studied really ha'rd but when you 'see the exam. paper 
. . . i 

your mind goes, completely blank). These scenarios ( see  Appendix 

B) were derived from reported by students experienc'ing exam 

anxiety (Wallace, 1982). Subjects were requested to write one or . 



I 3  

., ~ f i &  " H ~ m o r  'group" was a@ninis terqd t h e  same sentence 
t2 LZ h 

complet':lon Gprotoc61 (Ex m ~ c e n & i o s )  but with a change i n  the  - B 4 - *' 
instaructi-ons. Swbjects i n  t h i s  group werg d i r e c t e d  t o  wr i t e  one 

o r  twcsen tences  t o  conti.nue t'hd exam scen8f ios ,  but with the  
\=?: -i 4 . . 

a d d i t g o n a l d i r e c t i v e ,  t o d o  $0 i n  a s  humorous a fashion a s  they -- 0 ,  % 6 

were able .  S u b j e 6 t s . i n  t h b s  group then re nded t o  t h e  Worry - 

Emotionality Scale  an& I .  the  self - '~f ' f  icacy c a u s a l  Dimesion 
* -- 

a I 
I .  + Scale  instruments.  ,# 4 

' " i q .' 
Once t h e  second r o w d  of the  procedure wa; completed, two 

" *I' 

r a t e r s  bl ind t o  g ~ o u p  membe;s , scored the  sentence completion 

protocols  of the  sub j&ts  in- qroup a n d  t h e  Humor , 

/ 

group, for  q u a l i t y  of h o n . " ~ ~ & n o r  prodpction was 
I .  

i 

scored on a four point  s c a l e  der ived  -- ~ T u y n e r ~  ( - 1  980).  The 
.t' r - 

s c a l e  -'(see Appendix C) ;anged from zero ,  "not a t  211 humorousw , 
- ,  

t o  t h r e e ,  "very humorous, genuinely comicalw. The humor 
d .: , 

f 
productiob scores  generated by the  r a t e r s  c o r r e l a t e d - a t  .90. 

..# 

Pf 

Instruments Used i n  the  Buffering ~ r o c e d u r &  
- . . --- 

- 
I '  

Life  experiences survey. Respondents' l i f e  s t r e s s  was 

a s s e s s e a g l i t h  the  Li fe  Experiences Survey (LES; Sarason, Johnson* 

a n d ' s e i g p l ,  1978). The t e s t -  i s  designed t o  provide a measure of 



b - - 
9 

i . social eventi that are experi.enc'ed as stbss~ul. 1nciease8 life a b 

" 
event scores are benera11~ predic'tive of increases in. 

symptomolo~y (Monroe, 1983). Initial investigdtions of this *$ 

relationship utilized.life event scores regardless,of the 

respondent's perc.&tiori of the desirability of the event / .  . t 
I 4 

. (Kanner, Copne, Schaefer &'.~azarus, 1981 1 .  Sarason et' al. ( 1  978) q 
, 

refined this assessment by, having espondents assign weightingsl 
Y 7 

for e&h event based on subjective impact and whether the event 

was positively or negatively. experienced. The LES requests, . . . - . r  

individuals to rate the perceived stressful impact of each . . 

relevent event that has occured w?thin the previous 12 month 

period on a seven-point scale ranging from 7 3  to-+3. While/ + .  

s ,  

scores can,'be computed for negative, positive. and t.otal . 

6 (positive + negative) life stressb, previous jesearch with the . 

LES has indicated that'.positiv.e life events are hatecorrelated 
- . - 

with scores on measures of distress (Sarasgn 'et al: , 1978). Only 
- 

negative life stress.scores were used. in this data analygis. ~ h 6  . 
d 

final t O  items of this self-report measure (ite& 51 to 60) were 

utilized as they pertain to'events relevent to a university 

student population (eg. beginning a new school experience).: 

Three addifional blank items wkdpr~vided so that subje'cts . 
*? 3 + % 0 .  i - .  . . 

could also report events -, not jncluded in iI$y%f&; * .  The negative 
"- 

life events score has - -* been 'shown to correlate '5ignificantly with 

measures of anxiety; depression and general psycho~og-ical 

discomfort, as well as a variety of indices of physiological 
1 4 

duress (Sarason, ~ara'son, Potter & Antoni, 1985) .  Reliability 

estimates with the negative life events scores reported by ' 



- - - a - - +  

- 
2 - - - 

. > 

C I 

7 - 

I / 

Sarason et al. (1978) range *from :56 to .88,. 
I - % .  - \ 

Coping Humor Scale; The Coping Humor Scale tCHS).is a 7-item " 

scale designed by  arti in and Lefcourt (1983) to assess the 

degree to which people actually -use humor as a coping strategy ' 
, 

to deal with stressfu1,life events (eg. "I can ~sually~find 

I 

0 

;1 
sofnething to laugh or joke about even in trying  situation^"). 

Responses are scored on a 4 point scale ranging frpm strongly 

disagree to strongly agree. Martin and Lefcourt 11 983) estimate 

internal consistancy at . 6 1  for .the C H ~ .  Lefcourt and Martin 

. (1986) report on several validation Studies with the ~ H S ,  

finding that scores on the CHS coqrelated positively with: i) 

, 
ratings of spontaneous humor elicited by a failure experience, 

ii )  peer ratings of humor use when confro?ted by problems, and, d 

a I 

i.ii) ratings of humor production im a stressful situation. 
I 1 

I ,  

s 

Situational Humor Reqponse Questionnaire. The second humor 

'measure was the situational. ~ u m o r  ~esponse* Questionnaire (SHRQ; - 
b 3 

- 

Martin and Lefcouet, 1984). The SHRQ is a measure of overall 
d 

sense of humor based on the respondent's self report of the 
$ 

'$ 

frequency with which s/he displays mirth in a .variety of 
. - 

situations. EiiJhteen relatively commbn scenarios are i;Gluded ' 

(eg. having a waiter spill a drink on you while eating out with . --. 
friends), and subjects are asked to indicate on a five-point 

&Q 

scale,, the degree to which they would have experienced mirth in 

such a situati.on.' As well, there are three additional 'kelf 

descriptive items, (eg. How would you rate in terms of 
. . 

your ability to experience mirth in a wide va~iety of 



' situatians?), extending the scale to 21 items in total. Lefcourt 

. and Martin (1986) report Cronbach alphas ranging between .70 and* - 
I 

.85 for the SHRQ; ~efcourt and  arti in (1986) report on a series 

of validation studies for this instrument as well. They found 
6= 

positive and significant correlations between scores on the SHRQ 

and observations of spontaneous smiling and laughter in an 
i. 

interview sjtvation, peer rati-s of sensec of humor, self 
P . b 

ai' reports of positiv~~mgods anticipated to be related to the sense 
- I 

of.hum'or ( i . e ,  joy, happeess and vigor), and ratings of humor 

production in a production- task. 
I .  

Reactions - TO: ~e&ts; The Reactions To Tests (RTT: Sarason, ' 

a ., , 
1984) is a measure o'f,tes.t anxiety, and was the dependent 

variable administered in the Buffering Procedure. This is a '  
Ir 

40-item instrument comprised of four sub-soales of 10-items 
I 

,each: Tgnsion, Wprry, Test-Irrelevant Thinking, dnd ' ~ o d i l ~  
%&% 

spa~dents~indicate ofi'a 4-point.scale ranging from 
I 

-T 
%& 

e&to .which each of the 40 items< apply to ' 

themselves. A wtal'scale $core is computed as well as scores 
* 

4 

for each of the subscales~S~rason ( 1984) reports -alpha ' 

B C 
coefficients ranqing from .68 to .81 for each of the s u ~ a l e s ,  

* i 4 ,  

and .78 for the RTT fotaL score. Sarason (1984) also reported 

that the RTT correlated significantly with other measures of 
i 

test anxiety and with a measure of cognitive interference, a 

construct associated with performance deficits arising from test 

anxiety. 



/ - - 

d 

Instruments Used in the Humor Production Procedure 
-7 .  

Worry Emotionality ~ c a l e . ~ ~ h e  revised Worry Emotionality 
/" 

@ 

Scale (WES; Morris, Davis, and Hutchings, 1981) is a I$&-item 

questionnaire assessing a; individual's Ievel o•’ exam, anxiety. 

The test requires that respondents record, using a five point 

scale, the degree to which each of the ten statements- 
6 

corresponds to their subjective experience at the time of 
B 1 

wziting. The items are evenly split between the worry and 

emotionality scales. Morris et al. ( 1 9 8 1 ) ~  report alpha levels 

of .81 for the worry scale and .86 for the emotionality scale. 
$.$i - 

Scores on the WES have c o n s i ~ t e n t ~ ~ ~  been demonstrated to 

correlate negatively with exam performance (Bailey & Hailey, 
dJ 

1983; Deffenbacher, 1985; Furst, Tenenbaum & weingarten, 1985). 

Self-efficacy. All subjects also completed a self-efficacy 

(SE) questionnaire (~andura, 1977), compr3sed of a single item. 

Subjects were asked how confident they felt regarding their 

ability to optimally maintain their own level of arousak during 

- the final exam for the course from which they were drawn. 

Responses were collected on a 100 point scale marked with 10 
, , 

point increments, ranging from 0, "not confident at all", to 

100, "completely confidentn. Self-efficacy judgements for 

performance on specific activities has generallyhproved to 

predict performance accurately (~andura, 1977; Bandura & Adam,s, 

1977; Barldyra & Schunk, 1981)~ and to he ififluenced by mood 

states (~avanagh & Bower, 1,985). 



- - 

-? 

i. 

Causal- D.imension ~cile. Appended to the Self-Ef f icacy 

questionnaire was the Causal Dimension Scale (CDS; Russell, 

1982). This is a nine-item instrument designed to assess the 

nature of subjects' attuibutions. Subjects are querried as to 

the degree to which they perceive the deter~ining factors for 

their performance to have an internal vs. external locus, to be 
* 

stadle vs. unstable, and to be controllable vs. uncontrollable. 

. Each of the factors are equally repre'sented among the nine 

items, and scored on'a nine-point Likart scale. While there have 

been some questions regarding'.the internal consistency of the 

controllability subscale (vallerand & Richer, 1988). suppers for 
the locus and stability scales has been robust (Russell & 

B 

McAuley, 1986; Russell, McAuley & Tarico, 1987). Russell (1982) 

reported alpha coefficients of .87 for the Locus scale, .84 for 

the stability scale, and .73 for the Contollability scale 

indicating that the scales were internally consistent. 

Research Questions 

0 - '. 
Buffering. The buffering hypothesis (Lefcourt & Martin, 

1986) posits that humor can mitigate the noxious effects of i. 

negative life events. The Buffering Procedure  was designed to 

test the buffering hypothesis within the more focused domain of 

inquiry of scholastic life events and test anxiety. I t  was - 

predicted that subjects experieicing negative life events who 

utilize humor as a psychological buffer would exhibit lower 

levels of test anxiety than subjects who also are experiencing 



negative life events but who do not engage in humor. 
1 

Negative'li fe events were assessed ucing 
a 

of the Life Events Scale. The humor measures 

Situational Humor Response Questionnaire and 

Scale. Subjective distress was assessed with 

the student portio~ 

were the 

thea Coping Humor 

two measures of 

test anxiety, the Reactions To Tests administered in the 

Buf ferinq- Procedure and the Worry Emotionality scale, 

administered in the Humor Production Procedure. As two measures 

of test anxiety were employed, it was possible to conduct two 

tests of the buffering hypothesis', on& with each of the test 

anxiety measures serving as the dependent variable. If humor is 

an effective buffer for anxiety, then it is predicted that 

9 statistically emoving the effects of humor will result in an 

increased level of correlation between neg'ative life events and 

scores on the measures of test anxiety. 

-. 

A variation on this hypothesis which was also examined 

states that, rega'rdless of the level of negative life stress, 

humor may directly mitigate anxiety. If this is tKe case, theno 

humor Scores on the Situational Humor ~ e ~ ~ o n s e  Questionnaire and 

the Copin.g.Humor Scale would be predicted to correlate 

negatively with the 'test anxiety scores. 

Humor production. The Humor Production Procedure was 

designed to examine hypotheses related to humor production. 

Should humor production prove to be an effective way of reducing 

anxiety, then those subjects in the humor production group would 
9 



' 3  

i+ 
be expected to exhibit lower scores on thg dependent measure of 

anxiety, the Worry subscale of the Worry Emotionality Scale, - 
than would the subjects in the contol groups. In addition, it 

P 

was predicted that subjects in the humor production group would 
r 

also sccore~ higher on Self-Efficacy and on the the Locus'and - 
Controllability subscales of the Causal Dimension Scale. The 

* 
other research question of interest involvgd the grade attained 

on the exam. If .producirig humor proved to be e'ffective in 
0 

reducing anxiety, then subjects in the humor production group 
0 

\ 

would likely score higher on the exam than the subjects in the 

other groups. 



The f i r s-t port 
- 

statistics for each of th= instruments used dnd compares these . 
k with normative data when ava'ilable. This is,foliowed by an 

. . 

examination of a number of intercorrelations among measures used 

in the study. The reSults of the study are then presented in the, 

order that'the research questions wereFaddressed. The analysis %. 

of the Bufferirlg Procedure research questions, which test the . 

humor as a buffer hypothesis, is followed by the analysis of the 

humor production hypothesis of. the kumor ~ioduction Procedure. 
P 

% 

Descriptive Statistics - 

Buffering Procedure. Totest for possible gender bias of the 
- ,  

measures used, t-tests were computed on each'variable to'test 

for differences due to gender. There were no significant sex, . 
. . 

test" . :  differences found on any of the measures withh the first 

batteryILtherefore subsequent analyses of the Buffering 

Procedure measures were conducted using the pooled'$core~ 
- 

all subjects. i! 

\ 1 

for . 

Of the initial sample of 65 students, 3 4  reported negative 
, . 

life experiences on the Life Experiences Survey. The mean total 

negative life events score was - 2 . 1 4 ,  an& the SD 3 . 2 4 .  

Comparative normative data were not 'available for the student- 



i 

portion of the Life Experiences Survey. 

The mean humor &ore on the Situational Humor Response 

Questionnaire was 59;32 jSD.7.92). -These values are similar to. 

-3 those reported b9 Martin and Lefcaurt (1983) who reported a mean ' 

2 

'of 59.61 and SD of 9.06. .On the coping ~ u m o r  Scale. the obtained 

mean score of 20.37 a n d . b ~ ~  of 2.90 also closely approximate the 

values of 20.22 and SD of 3.56 reportedbby Lefcourt and Maktin 

(1986) from a sample of 250 undergraduate psychology students. 

The dependent measure in the fi~st~tesf b-attery was the 

Reactions To ~ests;   he normative data  resented by Sarason 
( 1984) reports sepera.t; means and st-andard deviations for males 

and females. Values for the present study are presented with the ' 

normative 'data in'~ab1e 1 .  

The attained values'for the 16 male subjects are generally 

lower than the normative data. t-tests revealed that only the 

r e s t - ~ r r e l e v a n t - * ~ h i n k i n g  $;ale was significantly lower (the 

Bonferroni procedure was implemented within each gender to 

control for experimentwise.error). As well, this scale shows a -  

floor effect, as the lowest obtainable score 'is 10; ,and the 

attained mean was 13.25. For the 49 female subjects,,the 

obtained scale means were lower than the narmative means,for . . *  

every scale, and significant1.y lower for all but the Bodily 

SymptAms scale. Once again the Test-Irrelevant Thinking scale . 

displays a floor effect. Whi1.e one might be tempted to conclude 

' from these results that the .sample represents a group of 
.A 



Table 1 

~ompar'ison of  ?*ttained Means to Normative 
Means from-ar'ason ( 1 9 8 4 ) o r  the Reactions 

T~s'(RTT) and s u b - S c G s  -- - 

Males (N=16) M 

RTT 74.04 
' Body 14.95 
Tension 22.39 
worry 19.51 
Test Irrelevant 17.19 
, ~h'inking 

Females (Nz.49) 

RTT 80.37 
Body 16.08 
Tension \25.17 
Worry 21 -30-  
Test Irrelevant 17 .83  
Think-ing 

Attained 

SD ' M  SD 

&te: ,Bon•’erroni adjustment used to determine significance 
levels within each gender. 

+ p<.O5; * pc.01 



t 

, 

students with overall lower levels of exam anxiety, the scores A. 

. . 

reported from the second measure of exam anxiety, the Worry c 

~motionality Scale, argue against this interpretation. This L 

I 

disparity between the Buffering Procedure and the Humor 

Production Procedure exam anxiety scores will be addressed' ' 

further in the discussion chapter. 
. * 

Humor ~roduction ~rocedur'e. In total, 63 subjects completed 

the data collection in the Humor Production Procedure. t2tests 

were computed on each of the measures of the ~ u m o r  Production 

Procedure to test for sex differences. The only difference found 
B 

due to sex was on the Emotionality scale of .the Worry 

Emotionality Scale, with female subjects reporting significantly 

more ~motionalit~ than males (t='3.05, p=.003). However, it has 
\ 

been demonstrated that ~motionality scores are not predictive of . 

exam perfbrmance (Deffenbacher, 1980; Morris et al., 1981). As a 

result, all subsequent analyses will be reported utilizing the 
4' 

entire subject pool. 

The normative data on the Worry Emotionality Scale provided 

by.Morris et al., (1981) are as follows: mean Worry 12.43, SD 

4.68; and mean Emotionality 9.17, SD 4.37. The values obtained 

in the present study were mean Worry=11.38, SD=4.48; mean 

Emotionality=ll .71, SD=4.83. The emotionality score was 
i 

significantly higher than the 'reported normative 'value (t=4.38, 



Th9 mean level of Self-Ef f icacy obtainea in the analysis was 

75.08 with a SD of 13.12. The mean scores on the three subscales 
r 

." of the Causal Dimension Scale'appended to the Self-Efficacy 

questionnaire were as follows: Locus =21.41,' SD=3.38; 

Stability=15.24, SD=5.91; and Controllability=20.02, SDx5.03." 
a 

Scor&s greater ihan the midpoint score .of 15 represent incleased @ 

internality of Locus and greater Stability and Controllability. 
'?-L 

Finally, the mean grade in percent attained on the final exam . 

was 86.18%, SD=9.10. 

Intercorrelations Among Variables 

A number of correlations were calculated in addition to 

those required to test the hypotheses of the study. These 

correlations were calculated between measures that have been 

reportea to'be related in the published literature. These 
% 

ns wereecompute,d 'wbh the entire subject pool of each 
1 .  

r - _ - ?  ( - 
L t-es t tery: 11x65 in the Buffering Procedure and n=63 in the 

P 
* 

Humor i~rtoduc;ion ~Pocedure.' Examination of the relationship 
d ? - - - between: the two humor measurgs revea3ed that the Coping Humor 

," 

_ _ _  Scale kotrelated with the Situdtional Humor Response 
L - :  

bi &a 
$ ~ u e s f  ionnaire 'at r=.28, p>.05,- lower than the correlation of 

L -  d 

, r=.37 -rep&rted by Lefmurt and Martin (1986) but in the 
6 3 .  

antic'fpated direction. Among the variables of the Humor 
i: 

Production Procedure, as expected, the Worry scale+correlated 
3 

s + 

moderately and negativela- with ~ e l z - ~ f  ficacy, r=-.55., p<.01. - 

Worry also correlated in< the a6t icipateda direction with 'the 
%3 

9 .  

9 





Martin (1986) among others, would*predict that the use of humor 

by those experiencing high-levels of negative life stress, will. 
*P 

result in reduced levels of subjective distress in cdmparison to 

those with high levels of negative life experiences, but lacking 

in humor. As discussed previously, this hypothesis assumes a 

relationship between negative life events and subjective 

distress, and the buffering effects of humor are then te~ted by , i 

using a partial correlation procedure. However, in the present 
/ study, the anticipated relationship between negative life stress 

P 

(Life Experiences Survey scores) and the Buffering Procedure 

measure of distress (Reactions To Tests scores) was not . 

obtained. For the 34 subjects reporting negative life stress on 

the Life Experiences Survey, Life Experiences Survey scores 
*' 

correlated with ~eactions TO Tests at r=-.07, p=:34, and with 

each of the subscales as follows: Bodily Symptoms r=-.04, p=.41;  

Tension r=-.06, p=.38; Worry .r=-.l1, p = . 2 6 ;  and-Test-Irrelevant 

Thinking r=-.02, p=.46. As there was w demonstrated 
8 

relationship between negative life events and exam anxiety, it 
- 

was not possible to test for the hypothesized buffering effect 

humor may have on the anxiety arising from these negapive - . 
experiences. 

a 

A second test of the buffering hypothesis was conducted 

utilizing subjects' test anxiety scores from the Humor 

Production Procedure. For the dependent measure, subjects' 

scores from the Worry scale of the Worry Emotionality Scale were 

utilized. Whereas negative life stress was not found to. 



correlate with exam a,hgiety as measured by the ~eactions TO 

Tests, a significant ;orr;lation was found- between reports of 
. . 

negative life experiences (Life Experiences Syrvef t scores) and . 

scores dn the Worry-.,scale of the state measire of fixam anxiety, 
-7 a 

the Worry Emotionality Scale. ~ e ~ d t i v e  life 

correlated with ~ o r ~ i  at -r=.30, p<.05, n=31. As a result, it %as 
- .  

possible to test for the buffering effects of humor oh. ankiety 

with' a partial correlation procedure. With the effects of humor 
L 

as measurea with tBe Coping Humor Scale partialled out, the 

correlation >of negative life-experienc,es-with Worry was redyced 
r 

to r=.28, p>.05. In like manner, patialling out the effects. of 
' 

humor as measured by the Situational Humor,Response 1 

Questionnaire alsb weakened the cdrrelation of Life Experiences 
2- 1 - 

Survey scores'wi;th , . Worry, r=.29, pg.05. If humor acts as a . .- % 
I "  

buffer for th6 distress accruing form negative life experkences, 
% .  

then the correlation 05 negative life. experiences with anxietw 

should increase once the effec'ts of humor have been partialled 

out. Since these tesuits are in the opposite direction to that 
4 . L  I 

predicted by the hypothesis, the humor as a buffer for'anxiety 
6 

hypothesis could not be supported. 
J 

A second way humor couJd act to reduczexam anxiety would be 
d 

t 

directly, qegardless of the level of negative 15fe stress. In 
< .  .. 

this case, one would anticipate humor (as measured on the 
il I 

i 

Situational Humor Response Questionnaire and the Coping Hudor \ 3 

Scale) to correlate negatively with exam anxiety (as measured by 

the ~ e ~ c t i o n s  To Tests and the Worry Emotionality scale). The 
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&%* 
-& 

entisg avdlable sqbject pool was utilized to test this 
. . 5 a 

hypothesis. Non*e of the correlations of Situational ~umor 
t 

Response"Questionnaire or Coping Humor Scale with Reactions To 

Tests $id subscales approached significance. similarly the 

correlations of the humor' measures with the worry ~motionality 

Scale and subscales were , , .  weak and nonsignificant (SH~~:worry, 
S *  

r-v.03, p=.42; CHS:Trry, r .z .14,  pz.14). Consequently, the 

hypothesis that humor 'mitibates anxiety directly could not be , 

supported either. While the lack of support for the hypothesis 

of humor as a Stress reducer may be a result of factors unique 
.to this subject p6ol; i .e. only 34 of 65 subjects reporting. 

negative51ife experiences, and the lower than normative levels 

of exam anxiety reported on the Reactions To Tests; results - 

reported by Safranek and Schill ( 1 9 8 2 )  and Nezu et a L . ,  (19881, . P 

using similar experimental designs, are similar to the current 
0 

findings. . 
@?C " 

9.  %$>' 
~urno;'' Product ibn Procedure. The dependent var iab$P* bf 

primary inteiest for the Humor Production Procedure was the 

Worry Emotionality Scale, and in particular the Worry scale of 

the Worry Emotionality Scale. \If producing humor about a pending 

stressor is an effective way of reducing strkss, one would then 
. I 

anticipate that scores on the Worry scale of the Worry 

Emotionality Scale would be lower for the subjects in the humor, 

producing group when compared to subjects in the other two 

groups. The Self -Ef f icacy and Causal Dimension scale measures 

were included to assess if the predicted change in exam anxiety 



t 
. . occured due to the hypothesized factofs, 1.e. a change in how - 

I) 
- 

the .subjects1 perceived the situation,, It is expected this 
- 

change would be to a less threatening interpretation of the 
9 

situation, with the result that Self-Efficacy scdres would be 

elevated and scores on the Causal Dimension Scale would indicate 

greater internality of locus and increased perceptions of 

control. 

A one way Manova was calculated to compare the three groups 
9 C 

on the seven outcome variables (worry> Emotionality, - * 

v 
Self-Efficacy, Locus, Stability, Controllability, and Grade). 

with df 2, 60. The results of the Manova indicated no 

signiiicant differences among the groups  ilk's Larnbdaz.77, 
@ 

F=1.06, p=.40). Consequently, the hypothesis that producing 

humor about a pending stressor wou.ld reduce anxiety was not 

supported in this study. A t-test was~calculated * A. on the humor 

production scores of the subjects in the Straight and Humor 

groups. The Humor group produced significantly more humor than 

the Straight group !t=5.21, p<.01), providing support for the , 

efficacy of the experimental manipulation. 

A final test of the 'humor production hypothesis was 

conducted which utilized subjects' mean humor production scores 

derived from t k  raters' scoring of the Exam scenarios sentence 

completion protocols. If humor production is an effective means 

of reducing anxiety, then humor production scores would be 

expe~ted to correlate negatively with scores from the Worry 

Emotionality Scale; and positively with Self-Efficacy and scores 
> 
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& 

@ + e-ffect -of humor was. not supported. 1 -- 

P - .-- 
4 . 3 

B 
A variation of the buffering hy thesis is that a sense of 

& . 
* 

' humor may d$r&tly mitigate an~iet~k&~ardless of the severity 

of ongoing - negative life events ever, the correlation of 

humor*.with anxiety was again 30 nificant, and therefore not 
c- ? 

5, 

@% 
* 

supportive of thi,s h s either. Other researcher; have 
@I% Ag=ed@ * 
also reported a lack of support for humor as a buffer for 

d " 
f 

anxi-ety (Nezu et al.,' 1987; Safranek & Schill, 19&2), yet 

support for humor as a buffer for other states of psychological 

distress has been forthcoming (Labott & Martin, 1987; Martin & 

Lefcourt 1983; '1984; Nezu et al., 1987; Porterfield, 1987). 

3 Given tha, the common wisdom'is that. humor acts to "defuse 

tension", the consistent lack of substantiation in these 

findings presents empirical.difficu1ties for the proposed 
a . . . 

theoretical mechanisms. \ 

Nezu et al. (1987) have suggested a temporal factor may 

account' for the differential salutary effect of humor as a 

buffer for depression but not anxiety. They speculate that ' 

anxiety reactions may represent anticipatory concerns regarding 

the negative outcomes of a stressful event, whereas depression 

may reflect the af feckive response -following _.. the experience of a 

stressor such as a loss. For example in the present study, exam 

anxiefy was assessed prior to the exam. Expressed test anxiety 
e \ 

was essentially an anticipatory concern. Conversely with 
I 

ion the event has already happened. Humor 'may theh 

for alternative viewpoints for dealing with the losses 



that have already accryed. 

An alternative interpretation may be gleaned f ram Apter's 

(1982 )  work on the theory of psychological reversals. Reversal 
w 

thcpry' posits' that there are two metamotivational states 
C I 

refefred to as the telic and the paratelic modes. In the telic 

state, the individual sees himself as serious minded, seeking to 

avoid excessive arousal; and thinking in a future oriented,' and 

goal directed manner. In ihe paratelic state, the individual 

sees himself as playful, seeking out arousal, and thinking in a 

present oriented, process focused adnner (Murgatroyd, 1985) .  
C_^ * 

, Whether an individual is in the telic or paratelic mode is 

determined by one's phenomenological viewpoint, and not by the 

activities in which one is engagedf (~urgatrb~d, 1981 1 .  In 

addition, while an individual may have a predisp~sition to one 

state or the other, it is a tenet of reversal theory that 

individuals oscillate between states throughout the day, and 

eQen with-in an activity. For example, a mountain climber 

enjoying the exci6ment of the quest in the- paratelic state, may 

shift quite abruptly into the telic mode should a near mishap 

occur. 

Martin, Kuiper and.0linger ( 1 9 8 8 )  have suggested that, 

regardless.of an individual's preference far the telic or 

paratelic state15when an individual appraises a situation as a 

threat to his well-being, that person is likely to switch into 

the telic mode i f  he is not HlrRady in it. This would seem to 

aptly fit the case of students who experience some degree of 



+ .  
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- , 

exas anxiety, and are about to begin an examination. Being in . 

the telic mode, whatever elevation of arousal they eiperience 

will tend to be perceived as unpleasant. 

The situation with hum3,is to some extent the converse of 
'< P 

.anxiety. While humor is also a condition of elevated arousal, 

humor is experienced in the paratelic mode (Apter, ,1982). Svebak , 
3 

and Apter (1987) have also demonstrated that humorous material 
B 

tends to induce the paratelic ~tate, even in telic dominant 

,individuals. As humor occurs in the paratelic state, and anxiety 

+ in the telic mode, the incompatibility of humor as an 

intervention for exam anxiety becomes apparent. People 

confronted with a threatening situation tend to the telic state, 

yet humor requires the paratelic mode. As such, in the case of 

exam anpiety, humor operates at cross-purposes to most people's 

inclinations, and unless one could convince the students that 

exams were not to be taken seriously, would represent an 
a 

incompatable form of inter~ent~on. 
* 

The second hypothesis, and the focus of the Humor Production 

Procedure of the present study, was that humor production rather 

than humor perception may_be a prerequisite for the anxiety 

+educing <f fect of humo;. While Svebak ahd ~ p t e r  (1987) 

demonstrated that humor perception tends to induce the paratelic ' 

mode, it would seem plausible that humor production, at least 

fcr most people, also requires a paratelic orientation. If this 

is the case, then humor production would be no more effective as 

a buffer for anxiety than humor perception. The lack of group 



,-. " 
i 

differences in exam anxiety bebeen the hymor production group 

and the control'groupk in the Humor Production Procedure of the 

present study is in accord withithis interpretation. .In 

addition, as some subjects in the control group spontaneously 

generated humorous responses, and some subjects in the humor - 
production group failed to generate any humclrous statements at 

all, a correlation was conducted between exam anxiety and humor 

production scores independent of,qroup membership. However, once 

' again this relationship was non-significant and not supportive 
- .  

of the hypothesis that humor production may act to reduce 
/- 

anxiety. - 

While a number of reseahhers have demonstrated a 

celationship between subjects' reports of negative life - 

experiences and psychological distress (Lefcourt & Martin, 1986; 
$! 

Nezu et al., 1987; Porterfield, 1 9 8 7 ) ~  in the present study, , 

this relationship was dependent on when the data were coliected 

relative to the exam itself. The Buvering Procq3ure data, 

collected three weeks prior to the*exam, did not yield a 

significant relationship between reports of *gat-iwe life, events 
6 

and exam anxiety. Contrarily, the Humor goduction Procedure 
rB 

data collected in the half hour prior to the exam did yieJd a Q 
C 

significant corr'elat ion bet~een~negat ive li fe events am3 exam . 
anxiety. Other investigators have also f&nd exam anxiety scores 

P . 
to become elevated with inirea'sing proximity to the testing b 

ri period (~olger, 1987;-Butler & Matbews, 1987). Butler $h'd 

*: Mathews ( 1987) discuss this temporal .variability in exqm anxiety 
4̂ 
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I 

reports in terms of an associative network model. This model 

proposes that memories of threatening events associated kith 

anxiety are organized and st~red~togetder in long-term memory. 
t 

When an individual becomes anxious again, this material is- 
1 - 

a 

relatively easy to bring to mind and.then influences estimates - 

of the 1i.kelihood of future unpleasant events. Ho~ever.;~they go * 

on to suggest that mood states induced through techniques'such 

as imagery, hypnosis, or literary material, .tepresent-distinct 
. ..- 

cognitive activities from the mood state induced by an event . . 

such as-an exam. The result of this is an elevation in exam 

anxiety scores when collected near the examination period. In . . 2 - - *. 

accord with..i~<k notiorf, Saf ran (1987) has suggested that 
3 '-r < 

thinking about an emotion a:d experiencing an emotion represent , 

discrete.psychological events. Safran and Greenberg ( 1986 )  have 

similarly discussed emotional 

information from sources both 

individual. Directing someone 
> 

lacks external referents, and 

experience as a synthesis of a 

external and internal to the 

to imagine a stressful situation 

is therefore not synonymous with 

actual experience of the event. The data •’;om the current 

investigation ,support this di'stinction between imagined and 
C * 

actual events. The exam anxiety protocols cdllected three weeks 

prior to the exam can be understood as requiring the subjects to 
* '  * 

% imagine how it feels to write an exam, while the data collected 

in the Humor Production Procedure represent their responses to. 

thq event itself. That this distinction yielded differential 

.. results in a population with considerable exam writing + 
3 ,  

4 

experience provides support for this premise. Similarly, 



Bandura's ( 1976 )  contention that therapeutic 'interv'entibns that 
> 4 

include in vivo practice are more efficacious, can be seen as an 
6 

application of the understanding that imagined and actual events 
@ 

are phenomenologically discrete. 
' @  
I 

!s * 

A number of limitations of the present study should $e - a *  
* - -  

although the literature' review begin$ with a dt 

review of humor and counselling, the study itself was conducted . , .  

I %&, ** -- 
outside the domain of\ counselling and the results cannot readily 

t % 

be generalized to a therapeutic milieu.; second, while all . . * 

! ', c, 

students of each class.' were presented with an o~portunity to , 
& 

*' 
participate in the study, the rate of participation was about 

4 s 

60%. It is possible that i n  regards to either humor or rest 
\ $ 

anxie'ty, that this group represents a unique subset of t&e  I %  

,. . -  available students. ~hird, in regards ta the humor produotion= 
3 r t - -  

, hypothesis, it may be that.the'intervention was not sufficiently" 
4 

* .  
B 

C 

powerful t 2 0  induce a change in anxiety. As humor often includes 

-. a social aspect, and th-e subjects in this study'individua-lly = .  
\ 

' F (  - .  . 
, - -x 

, responded to written protocols, the humorous effect may have 

been attenuate8. That not all subjects in the humor production 

group were capable of generating humorous responses may be a 

. further indication that the intervention was inadequate in some 

way. The final point to be raised here rplates to 

conceptualizations ahout humor prevalent in the literature. 
d 

Despite assertions that.humor can be encouraged and-even taught a 

(for exampbe Goodman, 1983) ,  it may be that humor is more of a '  ,, 

trait than an attitude or skill. The inability of some 'subjects, 



i 7 1 ,  

' in the humor:*r:odu=tion grou$ t o  c r e a t e  humor,~and the  . 
(D - . w !, 

B - 
spontaneous humor generated 'by a  few Subjec ts  ip t h e  c o n t r o l  * "  p?> 

T&. 

' conditi-on, may %s G d i k a t i v e  of a  t r a i t  l i k e 4 q p l i t y  t o  humor. 
. r % 

i l .  * B 
I -  I  f '  . t 'his2 i s ,  the* cage," n tanddrnly ass igning  s u b j e c t s  t o  a huior . 

0 9' . 

. . production g r o u p - t d  t e s t  do r  the  e f k t  on anxdiety ma; be a n -  
3 % .  P' ri - 

'$  i n a p p ~ o p r i a t e  t of the  r e l a t io r t ih ip  between humor and 
& a * ' k  * " 1 

d 

anxie ty .  a _ R 

2 
2 , , e> 4 Cb i 

"s * -  
r ' i  

+- f   ow eyer, t k e  quest ion ' remains,  L. - ,  how is  i t - t h a t  t h e  common 
+ @J d 
%. 

-% + i & l e d g e  , a s s e r t s  t h a t  h m o r  @ dispel% tens ion  when t h e  research S t  
- - .  1 a '  * h 

6 
evideqge suggqstg ha t  this is- not the  ;a%e? Cantor,  Bryant and , -! 

'i 
2 +  c - r 

, % * - L 

% i c l l m a r  ( 1 9 7 4 )  demonsgrated d phhnomenon t h a t  t h e y - i a l l e d  
. . 

? % t r a r p f e r t e d  e x c i t a t i o n .  Sub'jeqts who hap prhvioljsly been 
Y 43 

< "- 
a 

. . aroused, r e g a r d l e v  d f  the  he_donic tone. of thi 's a r o u s a l ,  judged : . ,, 
\. - 
o y ,  

subsequ;nta hymororis* p la ter ia l  t o  be more humorous than  subjects .  

who wer; i n  more quiescent  s ta te ' .  I t  may be t h a t  people who 
d 6 * 

a. 

. a re  nervous about a pending event r e p r e s e n t  a  primed audipnce.' . . - 
1 ,, . ,  

M i  t h  the p r e e n b t  i o n  of humor, a-nd..the- r e q d i s i  t e  sociala 'and , , .  + - 

f 

cues ,  these  people day then . f l e e t i n g l y  s h i f t  from 
3 - - 

,the t e l f c ' t o  p a r a t e l i c  mode, a i d  respond t o  t h e  humor wi.th some 
3 .  

vigor giving the  impression of g r e a t l y  apprec ia t ing  t e e  humor. , 

-ag . a 

T o  anmobserver  t h i s  may be in te rp re ted  as d i s p e l l i n g  the  ' 
- 

tension.  WhiJe t h e  humor may provide momentary r e l i e f  - i rom the  
- - a - a 

negative hedonic q u a l i t y - o f  anxious a r o u s a l ,  the,re: is no 
-, ,- 

enduring change i n  the  s i t u a t i o n  nbr i n @ - '  s - ~ r s 6 ~ ~ ~ a ' s s e s s m e n t  
- 

of i t .  Once the  e f f e c t  o f ' - t h e  joke. has passed\, ~ r ?  the pending 
I : B 

s t r e s s o r  i s  re in t roduced ,  the  r e s u l t  i s  l i k e l y  t o ' b e  a  r eve r sa l  = 



\- to the telic mode, and the attendant experience of arousal as 
B - r  

a .  nervousness or anxiety. Readily available testimony and-common. - ? 

knowledge to thecontrary, thepremise that humor dispels . 
\ . 

anxiety&ay indeed be nothing more than a case of the emperotts 

. 'new dlothes. 
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SCHOOL SCENES . (last 4 digits of - 
student # 

The followinQ is a list of statements, edth one describing a 
different hypothehcal scenario that could occur to a person white on 
campus. Read each of the statements, and irna&i,ne how you would 
anticipate the situation to unfold further. That is, use each of the 
statements as a starting point, and in a sentence or two, describe 
what would .likely occur next. Your desciibtion could be of 
something you think might happen, or how you would likely feel, 
thoughts you might have, or your description might focus on the 
consequences you expect to follow a scenario such as the-one 
descri,b&. Whichever way you decide to cont ike the 'story', try-to 
focus 'your deqcription on the time immediately following, the event 
presented on the statement. It  is. not necessary that you conclude 
the scenario, merely continue it beyond the starting point, and i r i  a 
fashion that Is congruent with the InWrnation presented in each 
scenario. Please respond 'to alt of the items, with one or two 
sentences. 

As you are standing ih line at the cafeteria, 'you notice that the 
person ahead of you is a classmate whom you hare not spoken 
with before. 

, '  -------- --i----- - 

You are waiting to process a course change, and overhear some - 

other students talking about the professor 3 f  *he course you 
r - ,  want to change into. They are saying what an extremely hard, - 

marker she is. 

. ~ --- - ,  - ---i_- - 

You are sitting in tutor&, discussi& the- week's lecture, and 
4 

you reatize that the m r i a t  teacer, is mistaken. ' 
- 

i . < 



You have spent hatf an hour waking- the tibrary tooking for a 
study carrel, and you notice that the same'carrel is still >empty. 
with a few unopened books sitting o n  it. 

d I. b- Ji: ------ 
--__----------------- 

Y -------------- - --- 
- - - - - - _ I _  --------- 

< In lecture, the pro essor happens to be discussing something 
that you are knowledgeable about, and you don't agree with what 
is being presented. ' 

6. A week before the mid-term exam, a person bou hardly recognize 
asks to borrow your notes. 

, 

7. While you are out shopping you see .an acquaintance from  you^ 

class in the same store. 



B 

.a I ' 

. . 
9. While planning a group project, your co-workers have asked if + 

you would be willing to be the group speaker whe,n presenting 
your work to the rest of the class. 

@' 

10. As you arrive outside the lecture room, a classmate has dropped 
an arm load af books. c 
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 he fol~owind k a list f statements, each one describin6 a- ,.-; ; '$ 
+ 

. , A  t 

. . 
hifferent .hypothetical scenario that m i l d  occur when* a'. person is , I , . a . ? ., ,, 
writing exams. Read each of the staterpenis, and - imagine h o w  you 5T + 

1 k  d 

- would anticipate the situacon +to unfold further. That is, use each i d 

1 .<- -- 
of the statements as a starting. point, and in a sentence or two, d :. 
describe what would likely dccuiAnext: your-descripbon could be , ' a : 

I _  * 
'of something you think m i ~ h t  happen, or how you.would, likely feel 

1 1  

or think, thoughts you might have', a'r your description mi&ht.bcus+;. a- *,x A ..* 

- on the consequences you e x p d  fo follow a sdensrio shch.as thev :' .' ' % _ -  . - - 
-.h 

0n6~descri bed. Whichever way you decide to cpntinue f he  .'story', ' . 
- 1 -  

I ." try 'to focus your description on. the time immediately following 
' $ . *  

the event presehted in the "statement. However, con'titinue the L+ 

+ scenarios in as humorous a wayYas poSible. ~You'could do this by I - ,  
, 

continuing the 'story' in 'some way incongr~~~o~us .with" the materid ' ,'. 
1 that is presented; i.e., with exaggeration, bizarreness, irreverence, '%* * L  - < & I  A 

I puns, slapstick, etc., etc. Whichever way you choose to continue ! L. - .  
the scene, just try to make it'las. humorous as possible.,  here are . , 

cor&t'ar incorrect responses. Plyase respond; to all the-items. ~ 

+. 

You are lying in bed and you continue to have negative thoughts 

During lunch hour ev6rytine at your table is cramming for the 
final English exam. They are discussing an area that you t 

thought you knew but now you are having your doubts. P 

---- - --- 7------- , 
J 1 .. .-I - - 

While writing a test your heart starts to pound and you begin a" ' 
s e k s  of negative setf-&ateme&s. 



! i 

The instructor has announced the time,add you panic. You are 
feeling that you won't finish in time. ' /  

i ' 

After a test you are talking with y&r friends and you arc 
wondering if you should have answered some questions , z  
differently. 

0 ---------- ---------- 

* 

While writing a long answer to a history question your mind . 
goes blank and all'the points you'had a* c T thought of seem to leave 

, 
you. ,*- E, . 

3. ----- - - ----- -- 

/ 

You have studied really hard but when you see the exam paper 
your mind goes completely blank. 

While writing a multiple choice question you begin to doubt 
your knowledge even though you are fa@iliar with the 
information. 



9. You are halfway through the examination and other students 
start handing in their work. 

10. You are sitting down to write an exam. As you read over the 
test questions you find that they are much more difficult than 
you expected. V 



~ppendix C: Humor Rating Scale and Examples - - 

Humor Rating Scale 

Score .. Criteria 
' -.. 

0 - not at all humorous, simply continues the scenario. 

I - s1igh.t~~ humorous, an attempt at being humorous with 
limited success. 

z 2 - moderately humorous, a clearly humorous remark. 
?YY, 

3 - very humorous, genuinely comical, a good joke. -+ 

? -., 
P ' 
P 

Examples - of Scoring 

Item 1 from, "Exam Scearios 

"You are lying in bed and y.ou continue to have negative thoughts 
about tomorrow's testn. 

Responses scored at 3: i), You imagine your instructor in raggedy 
, .  underwear lecturing to you. 4 

ii) I jump 06 my husband and use,sex as a 
diversionary tactic until I am exhausted 
and fall asleep. 3 

\ * k 
4 

Responses scored at 2: i)  I wake up my husband .for sex.' 
i i )  On an hourly basis I would'pho'ne the prof. 

and hang up without speaking. , 

Responses scored at 1 :  i )  You imagine you are sitting taking the 
exam and a group of children dressed up 
for a party come in with cake a'nd decorations. 

i i )  A bird flies in your window with the exam. 

Responses scored at 0: i )  I try to stop the negativity by thinking 
about something else. 

i i )  I would tell myself to not worry about 
it and try to get a good niqht1,s sleep. 



$$ APPENDIX D: SELF-EFFICACY QUESTIONNAIRE 
--- 

# a Sktli Confdence 

lnstru ions: While study, preparation, and test taking skill are important 
factors L in m performance, so is the ability to maintain an appropriate level of 
arousal. Too much arousal can lead to pogrer performance, whereas too little 
can lower motivation. How confident do you feel of your ability to control your 
level of exam arousal, so that you perform at an optimal level? Record how 
confident-you feet on the scale below. One hundred represents complete 
confidence; zer.0 represents complete uncertainty. 

4 

completely' certain 

completely uncertain 


