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SENSE OF HUMOR AND THE SEVERITY OF HASSLES
AMONG ELEMENTARY SCHOOL CHILDREN
by
Mark Casertano
(ABSTRACT)

The study was designed to provide empirical data
investigating children’s level of sense of humor with the
severity of the hassles reported by the children. The
sample included 82 children, 50 boys and 32 girls, ranging
in age from 8-11 years, and representing the third, fourth,
and fifth grades. Both male and female children
participated in the study.

The Hassles Scale for Elementary School Children
(HSESC), a 22-item checklist, was administered to the
children to assess the frequency of selected important
hassles and the severity of the hassles. Subjects indicated
those items that occurred in the past week and rated the
severity of all the hassles on a 5-point Likert type
response scale. The Children’s Self-Rating of Humor (CSRH)
questionnaire, a 20-item questionnaire, was completed by the
children to evaluate children’s level of sense of humor.
Subjects rated each question on a 5-point Likert type
response scale. Subjects were administered the scales
individually and in small groups. To provide a more in-
depth understanding of children’s use of humor, a subsample

of 12 children, six boys and six girls, randomly selected to



represent the three grade levels and high and low humor
scores participated in a follow-up interview.

The results of this study did not provide support for
the contention that children with a high sense of humor
would report hassles as being less upsetting as compared
with children with a low sense of humor that would report
hassles as being more upsetting. Further results seemed to
indicate that the use of humor in stressful situations
depended more on the child’s perception of the severity of
the hassles rather than on the child’'s perceived level of
sense of humor. The less upsetting the stressful situation
was to the child the more likely the child would use humor
and the more effective humor was in dealing with the
stressful situation. More importantly, this study indicated
that when humor was used it was not specific to the
stressful situation but rather as a distraction, a more
general coping mechanism.

A recommendation for future research should include the
need for a better understanding of how children produce
humor in stressful situations. Also, future research should
focus on investigating the differences in the effects of
different types of humor on stressful situations and the
timing of using humor on whether it is an immediate or
delayed response to a stressful situation. Future studies
should focus on the cognitive processes of children’s humor

when applied to stressful situationmns.



Dedication

As our lives begin we are given shelter to protect us
from natures harsh elements. We are furnished with
nourishment so that we may grow and become strong. We are
provided with unconditional love during both the difficult
times as well as the pleasant times. We are encouraged and
supported in all our endeavors whether they bloom like a
flower on a spring day or capsize like a canoe on a raging
river. Parents shower us with praise and accolades for our
successes while remaining discretely in the background.
They rush to the forefront to protect and comfort us in our
failures. They provide us with the strength to pick up the
pieces to try again. It is these simple episodes in life
that we take for granted.

It is with these thoughts in mind that I dedicate this
volume to my father, Anthony, and in loving memory of my
mother, Lillian. They made me realize that a dream, with
hard work, dedication, and perseverance, can become a

reality.
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Chapter I
Introduction

Researchers have sought to identify environmental and
dispositional variables that moderate stress-illness
reactions. Among these variables are social support (Cohen
& Wills, 1985), locus of control (Johnson & Sarason, 1978;
Lefcourt, Miller, Ware, & Sherk, 1981; Sandler & Lakey,
1982), coping skills (Pearlin, Lieberman, Menaghan, &
Mullan, 1981), sex-role orientation (Nezu, Nezu, & Peterson,
1986), problem-solving skills (Nezu, Nezu, Saraydarian,
Kalmar, & Ronan, 1986), and cognitive appraisal processes
(Lazarus, Coyne, & Folkman, 1982). Another variable that
may have buffered individuals against the effects of
stressful life events was a sense of humor (Martin, 1988;
Porterfield, 1987). Humor and laughter have helped us to
bear life’s burdens, and we were often reminded of how
important it was to "keep a sense of humor" during trying
times (Porterfield, 1987).

Humor and laughter have been important aspects of human
behavior that, until recently, had received little research
attention. Recent theoretical and empirical work has
provided support for the notion that one function of humor
was to attenuate the adverse effects of psychosocial stress
(Allen & Zigler, 1986; Martin & Dobbin, 1988; Martin &

Lefcourt, 1983). The idea that humor may have played a



stress-moderating role has often been accepted as a truism.
Numerous psychological theorists, such as Allport, Freud,
and May, have regarded humor as an adaptive coping mechanism
(cited in Lefcourt & Martin, 1986).

During adolescence, humor is thought to become important
and new forms of humor develop as a result of intellectual
maturation. Since adolescence is the age when peer group
relations become salient, humor serves an important role in
such relationships. Adolescents have been found to use
humor frequently in their daily interactions and to report
that it helped to convey feelings and attitudes which
allowed them to retreat without losing face (Ziv & Gadish,
1990). Humor in adolescence has been found to be related to
popularity and leadership. Research has found that
preadolescent "class clowns" were more popular, more
assertive (Damico & Purkey, 1978), and perceived by peers as
having better social relations (Moris, 1985).

Nezu, Nezu, and Blissett (1988) suggested that humor
affects the way people perceive stressful events. Humor may
lead people to have "positive evaluations concerning self-
efficacy and personal control. For example, appraisal of
the stressful event may allow it to be perceived more as a
challenge than a threat" (pp. 524-525). Humor may also be
helpful for interpersonal reasons. A person who uses humor

to cope with stress may gain the support of others since



people enjoy humor (Nezu, Nezu, & Blissett, 1988). Garmezy,
Masten, and Tellegen (1984) have suggested that a sense of
humor is an aspect of competence which tempered stressful
experiences or enhanced competent functioning in a child
under stress.

Childhood has been seen as a carefree time of play and
freedom from responsibility. However, much like adults,
children experience considerable pain, both emotional and
physical intermixed with the pleasures and joys of life
(Johnson, 1986; Martin, 1988). Children experience the
arrival of new brothers or sisters, changes in family
routines, and the frequent feelings of jealousy that were
the result from having to share parental attention with a
new family member. They deal with separation issues
associated with entering school for the first time. Many
children have experienced the change from one school to
another, moving to a new home or community, and have been
faced with leaving behind old friendships and attempting to
develop new ones. Also, children are exposed to the stress
resulting from conflict between their parents, and
increasing numbers of children are being forced to cope with
all the feelings and life changes that come with parental
separation and divorce. A smaller but significant number of
children have experienced the serious illness or death of a

parent or other family member. The developing awareness of



stress as a potential contributor to the problems of
childhood has resulted in increased attention being given to
the effects of stressful life changes on children (Johnson,
1986).

Researchers have demonstrated that stressful life events
have an adverse impact on individuals’ psychological and
physical well-being. People who have experienced many
negative life events were more likely to have suffered
symptoms of psychological distress such as anxiety and
depression and to have developed a broad range of physical
illnesses than were those who have experienced fewer such
events (Dohrenwend & Dohrenwend, 1974; Porterfield, 1987).

Anecdotal daily experience and clinical lore have long
suggested that humor could be an effective and adaptive
mechanism for dealing with stress (Dixon, 1980). Even
though increased attention has been paid to various aspects
of humor, few studies have appeared in the literature that
have directly investigated its stress-moderating effects
(Nezu, Nezu, & Blissett, 1988). Safranek and Schill’s
(1982) report on a cross-sectional study that assessed the
moderating effects and nature of humor on subjects’ recent
stressful life experiences and associated distress indicated
that humor did not appear to moderate the effects of life
stress. However, a series of studies by Martin and Lefcourt

(1983) yielded findings that were contradictory to the



Safranek and Schill (1982) results. Martin and Lefcourt
(1983) found that humor appreciation was not sufficient to
reduce stress. Rather, an individual must have been able to
actually have used or produced humor in a stressful
situation for humor to moderate stress. Subjects with a
lower tendency to perceive and enjoy humor and to respond
with laughter in their daily lives experienced stressful
life events and disturbed moods. In contrast, a much weaker
relationship between stressful life events and disturbed
moods was found for subjects with a greater sense of humor.
Many researchers have written about the use of humor in
moderating the effects of stress and its contribution to
physiological and psychological well-being. These
researchers have concentrated their efforts primarily on an
adult population. It seems that no research has examined
the child’s sense of humor in relation to the severity of
hassles reported in the lives of children. Would the degree
of the child’s sense of humor affect the severity of
hassles? Do children who perceive themselves as having a
high sense of humor report that the hassles are less severe
than children with a perceived low sense of humor? Thus,
the purpose of this research is to provide empirical data
investigating children’s level of sense of humor with the

severity of the hassles reported by the children.



Research Hypothesis

To examine the role of children’s level of sense of
humor and the perception of the severity of hassles the
following hypothesis was considered:

1) Children with a high sense of humor will report hassles
as being less upsetting while children with a low sense

of humor will report hassles as being more upsetting.



Chapter II
Review of Literature

Rarely does a day go by in which most of us have not
found something to laugh and joke about. Laughter has been
a prominent activity whenever groups of people have come
together. Why do we laugh? What is the purpose of humor in
the human species? Humor and laughter have played an
important role in the maintenance of both physiological and
psychological health and well-being in the face of stress
(Lefcourt & Martin, 1986). This idea has enjoyed widespread
support, both among the public and among the professionals
in the fields of psychology and medicine (Dillon, Minchoff,
& Baker, 1985; Levi, 1965; McClelland, 1989). An ancient
biblical maxim suggested that humor was valuable to the
health of the individual, "a merry heart doeth like a good
medicine, but a bitter heart drieth the bones" (Proverbs,
17:22).

Goodman (1983), Robinson (1983), and Ziv (1984) stated
that humor served an adaptive function for the individual.
A good sense of humor allowed the individual to cope with
difficulties whether they were mild, day to day hassles or
major life traumas. O’Connell (1987) suggested that humor
was such a valuable resource because it helped to create a
"natural high" in the individual.

Dixon (1980) maintained that humor helped individuals



cope with the stress in the person’s life. Dixon suggested
that having a good sense of humor, being able to see things
in a humorous light, and laughing helped the individual to
overcome stress. Also, humor has been linked to overall
feelings of emotional well-being and good moods (Mannell &
McMahon, 1982) and to an enhanced quality of life
(Goldstein, 1987).

Goldstein (1982) has noted that the idea that laughter
is therapeutic has a long history. Citing a number of
physicians and philosophers from the 13th through 19th
centuries, Goldstein presented a series of testimonials to
the value of humor for health. 1In his book Laughter and
Health, Walsh (cited in Goldstein, 1982), a medical
professor at Fordham University, suggested that laughter can
help the individual forget about the pain by lessening the
concentration on the area of difficulty. The individuals
state of mind was thought to be important in how well the
patient coped with illness. Cousins’ (1979) best-selling
account of his recovery from a serious collagen disease
through massive doses of laughter and Vitamin C has provided
additional anecdotal evidence of the salutary effects of
humor and laughter.

What does it mean to have a sense of humor? Various
types of humor have been identified (e.g., aggressive,

sexual, or nonsense). Studies on individual differences in



humor have generally attempted to relate dimensions of humor
appreciation to certain aspects of personality, such as
aggression, age, sex, and intelligence. Thus, most of the
research of individual differences in humor has focused on
certain dimensions of humor rather than on a generalized
humor construct. It has also been noted that the current
methods of assessing humor do not say much about humor in
individuals’ everyday lives (Martin & Lefcourt, 1984).
Definitions of Humor

Eysenck (1972) suggested three possible definitions for
sense of humor: (a) the conformist sense, emphasizing the
degree of similarity between people’s appreciation of
humorous material; (b) the quantitative sense, referring to
how often a person laughed and smiled and how easily he or
she was amused; and (c) the productive sense, focused on the
extent to which the person told funny stories and amused
other people. From this perspective, most researchers have
concentrated on the conformist sense of humor, either by
attempting to relate dimensions of humor appreciation to
certain aspects of personality, such as aggression and need
for approval (Hetherington & Wray, 1964), or general
variables such as age, sex, and intelligence (Felker &
Hunter, 1970; McGhee & Grodzitsky, 1973), or by manipulating
environmental variables and observing the effects on ratings

of humorous materials (Prerost, 1975).



Moody (1978) developed a somewhat broader system for
categorizing definitions of sense of humor: (a) the he/she-
realizes-how-funny-I-am definition, by which another
person’s sense of humor was judged in terms of how readily
one could get him or her to laugh at one’s jokes; (b) the
conventional sense, which corresponded to Eysenck’s
conformist definition, referred to the degree to which the
person laughed at the same things that most other people
laughed at; (c) the life-of-the-party sense, referring to
the size of the person’s repertoire of jokes and funny
stories; (d) the creative sense, or the ability to produce
original humorous or witty remarks or jokes (corresponding
to Eysenck’s productive definition); (e) the good sport
sense, meaning the ability to "take a joke" and not get too
defensive when teased by others; and (f) the cosmic
perspective sense, referring to the ability to see oneself
and others in a somewhat distant and detached way.

Still other researchers have offered definitions of
humor and sense of humor based upon the processes involved.
Definitions of sense of humor have been based on children’s
appreciation or comprehension of humor.

Martin and Lefcourt (1984) have defined sense of humor
as the frequency with which the individual smiled, laughed,
or otherwise displayed amusement in a variety of situations.

This definition does not make a distinction among various

10



types of humor, such as sexual, aggressive, or social humor
and avoids the debate over the processes involved in humor.
This definition of humor, how frequently individuals
experience humor and mirth rather than on their preference

for a certain kind of humor, was adapted for this study.

Theoretical Approaches to Humor

Since the days of ancient Greece, a wide variety of
philosophers have turned their attention to humor and
laughter, and a plethora of opinions and theories have been
proposed. None of these theories encompassed all aspects of
the phenomena, and many of them have contradicted oné
another.

The various theories of humor have differed in the
degree to which they focused on the cognitive and emotional
aspects of humor (Lefcourt & Martin, 1986). A source of
complexity and confusion that has lead to disagreements
among theorists has been the variety of functions that humor
served. In particular, there has been disagreement
concerning whether humor has been positive and constructive
or negative and destructive. Humor has been seen to reflect
the base, ugly, and aggressive aspects of human nature,
whereas on the other hand, humor has been associated with
the sublime, innocent, and joyful (Lefcourt & Martin, 1986).

As Keith-Spiegel (1972) has pointed out, various theorists

11



have differed in the degree to which they viewed humor as a
"gift handed down from the gods or a scourge delivered up
from the devils" (p. 25).

References to humor and comedy in the writings of Plato,
Aristotle, Hobbes, and Rousseau, focused on the derisive
qualities of laughter that was directed toward ugliness and
deformity and reflected the more undesirable qualities of
man. Aristotle suggested that "comedy aims at representing
man as worse, tragedy as better than in actual life" and
"the ludicrous is merely a subdivision of the ugly" (cited
in Piddington, 1963).

In contrast, other writers such as McComas, Eastman,
Bliss, Armstrong, and Mindess (cited in Lefcourt & Martin,
1986) have disagreed with these negative views. They
contend that humor has been one of mankind’s noblest
attributes and it reflects an expression of tolerance,
acceptance, and sympathy toward one’s fellow man. In their
view humor is portrayed as a liberating force that freed
individuals from the often-stifling constraints of social
convention and environmental pressures.

It appears that both views are correct, to some extent.
Perhaps a brief review of some of the major theories of
humor will help delineate the functions and values of humor.
Four prominent approaches of humor theory include the

psychoanalytic, arousal, cognitive, and superiority. The
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psychoanalytic, arousal, and superiority theories are
primarily based on work with adults. However, these
theories have implications for the study of humor in
children.
Psychoanalytic Approaches

According to Freud (1905, 1928), all forms of mirthful
experience represented a economizing of psychic energy that
was dissipated in the form of laughter. Also, from the
Freudian perspective jokes and wit involved techniques that
allowed people to express briefly unconscious aggressive and
sexual impulses that would normally have been repressed.
Freud (1928) suggested that humor occurred in situations in
which persons would normally have experienced certain
emotions, such as sadness or fear, but the perception of
various humorous elements in the situation provided them
with an altered perspective on the situation and allowed
them to avoid experiencing this negative affect. He viewed
humor as a defense mechanism that allowed people to face a
difficult situation without becoming overwhelmed by
unpleasant emotion. According to Freud humor was very
beneficial. Humor allowed for the dissipation of negative
emotion that would normally have been experienced as a
result of aversive life experiences. Freud considered humor
to be the action of the parental superego attempting to

comfort and reassure the anxious ego.
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Rosenwald (1964) attempted a direct test of Freud’s
theory. He examined the relationship of repression and
amusement. He suggested that humorous appreciation should
be greatest among people with labile inhibitions; the
operation of repression should increase amusement. He
reasoned that individuals who offered the most sexual and
aggressive fantasy responses on the TAT protocols would have
the most labile repressions. The results supported the
notion that those with labile repressions enjoyed sexual and
aggressive humor more than did others.

Spiegel, Brodkin, and Keith-Spiegel (1969) sought to
test the relationships between anxiety, acceptance of sexual
impulses and appreciation of sexual humor in a group of
undergraduate students. They found a strong positive
association between level of anxiety and the admission of
personally unacceptable impulses. Male students were more
anxious, more rejecting of sexual impulses, and more
frustrated and disturbed by sexuality, than the female
students. Males gave higher funniness ratings to the
overtly and moderately sexual cartoons. Among the female
subjects, appreciation of the moderately sexual cartoons was
positively associated with sexual frustration and
disturbance. These results were interpreted as support for
Freud’s notion that amusement stems from release from

repression.
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Pinderhughes and Zigler (1985) examined the cognitive
and motivational influences on children’s humor responses.
The authors indicated that psychodynamic determinants could
be associated with the theme of the humor. The authors
claimed that all children, in kindergarten and third grade,
preferred aggressive themes to dependency themes.

Wolfenstein (cited in Updike, 1981) recognized
differences in uses of humor at various ages. Wolfenstein
claimed that the motive in children’s humor was to overcome
distress and to gain momentary release from frustration.
Wolfenstein believed that there is a difference between
whether the adult or the child initiates the absurdity or
nonsense of a joke. The child must have reached a high
level of mastery and understanding of their environment
before they can respond to adult humor. Wolfenstein
speculated that the age this occurs depends upon the child’s
intelligence level and interest in the joke.

Arousal Approaches

Arousal theorists postulated that the function of
laughter is to reduce built-up tension or energy. Berlyne
(1960, 1969, 1972) emphasized the relationship between
tension or arousal and humor. Berlyne postulated two
arousal-related mechanisms in humor that he called arousal
boost and arousal jag mechanisms. The arousal boost

mechanism was operative during the telling of a joke, when
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arousal was elevated by means of what Berlyne termed the
collative properties of the joke, including such properties
as novelty, complexity, incongruity, and redundancy. This
increase in arousal up to an optimal level was experienced
as pleasurable. The arousal jag mechanism took over when
arousal had been elevated beyond the optimal level and had
therefore begun to be aversive. The telling of the punch
line was a sudden resolution of the arousing properties of
the joke, causing the arousal level to be reduced to a
pleasurable level. This sudden reduction of arousal from an
aversive to a pleasurable level added to the enjoyment of
the joke. The pleasure experienced by both the arousal
boost and the arousal jag was expressed in the form of
laughter. Thus, rather than viewing laughter as a release
of excess arousal or tension, much like Freud did, Berlyne
saw it as an expression of the pleasure related to changes
in arousal (Lefcourt & Martin, 1986). Similar to Freud,
Berlyne saw humor as being beneficial.

Another theory that dealt with the role of arousal in
humor is Apter’s theory of psychological reversals (Apter
1982; Apter & Smith, 1977) which argued that the hedonic
tone associated with different levels of arousal depends
upon the metamotivational state of the individual. 1In the
telic state the individual was goal oriented and serious-

minded, whereas the individual in the paratelic state was
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