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ABSTRACT 

Research on the effect of humor on health of individuals has been underway for 

several decades. The present study sought to extend previous findings by (1) 

investigating the effect of humor on emotional improvement in a communicative context 

wherein one person enacts humor to disclose stress with another individual, (2) explore 

the role of reappraisal in the relationship between the use of humor and emotional 

improvement, and (3) explore the role of received social support in the relationship 

between the use of humor and emotional improvement. A total of eighty-three 

undergraduate and graduate students at a Southeastern University participated in the 

online survey. The respondents were instructed to take a moment to recall a recent 

conversation where they used humor to talk about their stress with another person. 

Afterwards they completed a series of online questionnaires, including measures of 

humor types, perceived emotional improvement after the conversation, reappraisal of 

stress after the conversation, received support from conversational partners, coping 

humor, humor orientation and perceived stress. Results indicated that humor was 

positively associated with emotional improvement. Mediation analyses revealed that the 

positive relationship between humor and emotional improvement was mediated by 

reappraisal and received social support. 

 

 



 

 

CHAPTER ONE  

INTRODUCTION AND LITERATURE REVIEW  

INTRODUCTION 
Stress is a major concern for college students and graduate students, and has been 

associated with problematic behaviors as well as physical and mental health issues. For 

example, studies have found that stress is a predictor of problem drinking, smoking, and 

eating behavior among college and graduate students (Bennett, Greene, & Schwartz-

Barcott, 2013; Deasy, Coughlan, Pironom, Jourdan, & Mcnamara, 2015; Leong, 

Mallinckrodt, & Kralj, 1990, Pedersen, 2013). In addition, stress has been positively 

associated with sleep disturbance, symptoms of the common cold, and depression among 

college students (Dixon, Heppner, & Anderson, 1991; El Ansari, Oskrochi, & Stock, 

2013; Giesecke, 1987; Macgeorge, Samter, & Gillihan, 2005; Uğurlu & Ona, 2009). 

Research has also found that college and graduate students are more likely to adopt 

maladaptive coping behaviors such as avoidance and escape than other age groups, which 

in the long term are positively associated with high levels of stress and other negative 

health outcomes (Bland, Melton, Welle, & Bigham, 2012; Irion & Blanchard Fields, 

1987; Leong, Mallinckrodt, & Kralj, 1990).  

It is important for college and graduate students to develop more effective coping 

strategies in order to relieve stress when they experience relatively high levels of 

perceived stress and when they have a hard time coping with it. A series of studies have 

supported the hypothesis that humor is capable of buffering the negative effects of stress 

(e.g., Abel, 2002; Kuiper & Martin, 1998; LaBelle, Booth-Butterfield, & Weber, 2013; 

Newman & Stone, 1996; Wanzer, Sparks, & Frymier, 2009). For example, Abel (2002) 

1 
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found that people with a high sense of humor appraised less stress, reported less current 

anxiety, and reappraised their stress more positively compared to their humorless 

counterparts, despite experiencing a similar number of everyday problems. 

A widely supported mechanism that explains the way in which humor helps to 

cope with stress suggests that humor enhances positive reappraisal of stressors (e.g., 

Abel, 2002; Booth-Butterfield, Booth-Butterfield, & Wanzer, 2007; Kuiper, Martin, & 

Olinger, 1993; Kuiper, McKenzie, & Belanger, 1995; Kuiper & Martin, 1998). This 

mechanism is based on Folkman and Lazarus’ Transaction Model of Stress and Coping, 

which suggests that reappraisal along with coping behaviors moderates levels of 

perceived stress. 

Most research explores the effects of a sense of humor on reappraisal of stress in 

general. That is, research tends to focus on whether humor as a personality trait can 

enhance an individual’s cognitive reappraisal of stressors. What seems missing is a 

consideration of how the use of actual humorous messages within an interpersonal 

communicative context might influence this reappraisal process. Therefore, one purpose 

of this study is to extend this line of research by examining whether the use of humor in a 

particular interpersonal context can lead to positive reappraisals of stressors. The 

interpersonal context in this study is a situation that a participant recalls in which she/he 

enacted humor disclose stress to another individual. 

Many studies have also found that reappraisals of the stressors are positively 

associated with emotion improvement, which refers to a positive change in emotional 

states under stressful situations (e.g., Burleson & Goldsmith, 1998; Dunkel- Schetter et 

al., 1987; Folkman & Lazarus, 1988; Jones & Wirtz, 2006). My study assumes that if 
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humor could affect the reappraisal process when coping with stress, and if positive 

reappraisals could lead to emotional improvement, then a positive relationship between 

humor and emotional improvement may also exist in an interpersonal context when 

someone enacts humor to disclose stress with another individual. Based on this 

assumption, this study seeks to explore the relationships among humor, reappraisal and 

emotional improvement in a communicative context wherein someone enacts humor to 

disclose stress with another individual.   

It is widely believed that people under stress who self-disclose are indicating their 

desire to receive social support (Major & Gramzow, 1999). However, self-disclosure of 

stress does not necessarily guarantee social support and emotional improvement as those 

self-disclosers may in return be blunted with negative responses from the recipients and 

experience more negative emotions later on (Silver, Wortman, & Crofton, 1990). 

Some scholars have assumed that humor is positively associated with social 

support (Bowling et al., 2004; Factor, 1998), thus humor may help solve the dilemma 

created by self-disclosure and ultimately help people improve their emotions. However, 

limited research has been done to support such an effect of humor, and mixed findings 

have been yielded. More research needs to be conducted to discover the relationships 

among humor, social support, and emotional improvement. This study tests this 

assumption in a scenario wherein one person under stress enacts humor to disclose their 

stress to another individual. I answer two questions: whether humor is positively 

associated with received social support when it is used by the self-discloser experiencing 

stress, and whether received social support ultimately increase emotional improvement. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

Stress and College Students 

Stress has been defined as “a process in which environmental demands tax or 

exceed the adaptive capacity of an organism, resulting in psychological and biological 

changes that may place persons at risk for disease ” (Cohen, Janicki-Deverts, & Miller, 

2007, p.1685).  Research has supported the statement that stress is connected to physical 

and mental health in a negative manner. Negative effects include affective states that lead 

to maladaptive behavioral patterns such as increased smoking, decreased sleep, and 

decreased exercise (Cohen et al., 2007).  In addition, research consistently shows that 

stress negatively affects people’s sympathetic, endocrine, and immune systems (e.g., Lin, 

Lin, Lin, & Huang, 2011; Warren et al., 2014). Many serious illnesses, including 

cardiovascular disease, diabetes, depression and others, could be caused by high levels of 

stress (e.g., Cohen et al., 2007; Gianaros & Wager, 2015; Novak et al., 2013; Warren et 

al., 2014). 

Stress is particularly problematic for college students as college life is a transition 

period for students during which they develop their independence and financial 

autonomy. This transition demands college students to complete a series of new tasks 

such as handling finances, maintaining academic standards, and adjusting to new social 

life (Brougham, Zail, Mendoza, & Miller, 2009), which makes it one of the most stressful 

times during a person’s life (Bland et al., 2012). Research shows that college students are 

quite susceptible to stress (Bland et al., 2012; Pierceall & Keim, 2007). For instance, 200 

college students at two community colleges in southern Illinois were surveyed to report 

on their perceived stress. Results indicated that 75% of college students were in a 
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moderate stress category, 12% of college students were in a high stress category, and 

13% of college students were in a low stress category. In another study, 508 

undergraduate students at a large southeastern public university were asked to report their 

degree of stress and approximately 24% of students reported high levels of stress 

(Mahmoud, Staten, Hall, & Lennie, 2012). 

Stress is also affecting graduate students. For example, 223 graduate students at a 

large research university in the southeastern U.S were surveyed (Oswalt & Riddock, 

2007). A majority of the graduate students reported feeling stressed (48.9 %) or very 

stressed (24.7%).  Major sources of stress among graduate students include schoolwork, 

finances, role strains, marginalized social position, and mentoring relationships, among 

others (Grady, Touche, Oslawski-Lopez, Powers, & Simacek, 2014). 

When perceived stress goes beyond a certain degree and or for a prolonged period 

of time, excess stress can cause a series of problematic behaviors as well as physical and 

mental health issues for college and graduate students. Research shows that stress is 

positively associated with drinking, smoking, eating, and other problematic behaviors 

(Bennett et al., 2013; Deasy et al., 2015; Pedersen, 2013). For example, 248 

undergraduate students at the University of North Dakota were surveyed to report their 

frequency of binge drinking, feelings of depression, and levels of school stress. Results 

indicated that binge drinking was positively associated with depression and indirectly 

associated with school stress for male college students, while binge drinking was 

negatively associated with depression through increased level of school stress for female 

college students (Pederson, 2013). In another study, data taken from a sample of 1577 

students at a large university in Ireland found that psychological distress was positively 
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associated with poor diet, physical inactivity, tobacco smoking, and alcohol consumption 

(Deasy et al., 2015). In addition, researchers also found that graduate students had 

developed negative coping behaviors such as using alcohol, smoking cigarettes, and 

overeating (Oswalt & Riddock, 2007). 

Scholars have found that stress can have negative physical effects on college and 

graduate students, causing headaches, sleep disturbance, and symptoms of the common 

cold (e.g., El Ansari et al., 2013; Giesecke, 1987; Stone et al., 1992). In one study, 3,706 

college students at seven universities in the United Kingdom were surveyed to report 

perceived stress and symptoms that had occurred in the past 12 months. These symptoms 

were divided into four categories: psychological (i.e., difficulties concentrating), 

circulatory/breathing (i.e., runny nose), gastrointestinal (i.e., stomach ache) and 

pains/aches (i.e., headache, neck/shoulder pain). Results revealed that perceived stress 

was positively associated with frequency of psychological symptoms. Results also found 

a significant positive relationship between increasing levels of stress and higher 

frequency of circulatory symptoms and pains/ aches (El Ansari et al., 2013). Another 

study revealed that graduate students under high stress had a higher number of chronic 

health problems than their low stress counterparts (Leong, Mallinckrodt, & Kralj, 1990).  

Stress has been shown to be a predictor of depression, hopelessness, and suicide 

on campus (Dixon et al., 1991; Macgeorge et al., 2005; Uğurlu & Ona, 2009). For 

instance, Macgeorge and her colleagues (2005) surveyed 739 college students at two 

medium-sized eastern universities. They found that college students’ academic stress was 

positively associated with depression and physical illness. In another study, 277 students 

at a large midwestern university completed measures of negative life stress, suicide 
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ideation, and hopelessness. Results suggested that negative life stress was a significant 

independent predictor of suicide ideation and hopelessness (Uğurlu & Ona, 2009). 

Another study surveyed 227 undergraduate, graduate, and professional students and 

found that students who experienced more stress reported more depression than students 

experiencing lower stress levels (Kolen, Hartley, & Murdock, 1990). In addition, some 

studies have found that long-term stress can negatively impact the well-being of college 

students (Chen, Ma, & Fan, 2009; Crudup, 2013). 

Coping with Stress and Emotional Improvement 

While stress impacts the everyday life of college and graduate students, 

researchers have explored the role of coping and the way in which college and graduate 

students deal with stress. The term coping refers to “the thinking involved in making 

adaptational decisions as well as the actions employed to manage impulses and to deal 

with the environment” (Lazarus & Folkman, 1987, p.146). Coping functions to improve 

the status of the troubled person-environment relationship as well as regulate emotional 

distress (Lazarus & Folkman, 1987). 

Lazarus and Folkman’s Transaction Model of Stress and Coping (1984) provides 

a good framework for understanding how individuals respond to difficult or threatening 

situations. The theory argues that individuals cope with these stressful situations by going 

through a subjective process including appraisals and coping responses. After being 

exposed to a stressor, individuals first engage in primary appraisal. They primarily 

appraise the stressor as irrelevant, positive, or stressful. If they appraise the stressor as 

irrelevant or positive, this subjective process ceases to bother individuals. If they appraise 
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the stressor as stressful, they further appraise the stressor as a harm-loss, a threat, or a 

challenge. Following this process, individuals will engage in secondary appraisal to 

determine whether they have sufficient resource to cope with the stressor. After 

secondary appraisal, individuals will engage in a variety of coping behaviors, which will 

lead to reappraisals of the stressors. Reappraisals refer to the cognitive process to re-

evaluate the stressors and individuals’ coping abilities. Effective coping behaviors would 

help individuals reappraise the stressor as less threatening and harmful so that their levels 

of stress would be under control. On the other hand, dysfunctional coping behaviors lead 

to a more negative reappraisal of the stressor and increase the levels of perceived stress. 

This stress-induced psychological process in the long term can affect people’s health and 

general well-being profoundly. 
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 According to this theory, during the process of stress and coping, emotions 

emerge along with the appraisals of the stressors. Lazarus defines “emotions” as “the 

product of reason in the flow from how we appraise what is happening in our 

lives”(Lazarus, 1999, p.87). According to Lazarus, certain emotions, such as anger, envy, 

jealousy, anxiety, fright, guilt, shame, and sadness, should also be considered “stress 

emotions” when they arise from stressful conditions. He believes emotional change 

always occurs when individuals perceive stress. 

Appraisal theories propose that emotions are generated by the cognitive 

evaluation of specific person-environment relationships.  Different appraisals of the 

stressors will lead to distinct emotions. Positive toned emotions will be more likely to 

follow more positive appraisals of the stressors while negative toned emotions follow 

more negative appraisals. The theory suggests that it is not the stressors that generate 

negative emotions but the negative appraisals (Lazarus, 1999). 

Coping has been shown to moderate the effect of stress on stress-related health 

outcomes (e.g., Boxer, Sloan-Power, Mercado, & Schappell, 2012; Doron, Trouillet, 

Maneveau, Neveu, & Ninot, 2015; Rao, 2009). Bosmans and van der Velden (2015), for 

instance, investigated the relationship between posttraumatic stress symptoms and coping 

efficacy in a sample of 400 adults drawn from the population registry of Statistics 

Netherlands. They found that coping self-efficacy was a significant predictor of 

psychological functioning after traumatic events, with higher coping efficacy associated 

with lower posttraumatic stress disorder. In another study, Kwasny and Groh (2014) 

surveyed 90 college students at an American midwestern university where 77 students 

completed measures of depression, coping self-efficacy, and health status. Results 



 10 

revealed a strong, inverse relationship between coping self-efficacy and depression in 

young women. 

People have developed many coping strategies to manage stress with some being 

more effective than others. Categories of coping strategies include, but are not limited to, 

emotion-focused coping approaches, problem-focused coping approaches, and avoidance 

coping approaches. Emotion-focused coping, such as seeking social support, meditating, 

or praying, works on individuals’ emotional status to regulate their emotional impulses, 

while problem-focused coping works directly on the actual problem in order to improve 

the troubled person-environment relationship. Avoidance coping occurs when the 

individual tries to escape the situation by choosing to avoid thinking about the stressor 

and is highly positively associated with anxiety and depression (Grant et al., 2013). 

Lazarus proposed that coping is “the self-management of emotions.” He believed 

that “coping is an internal part of the process of emotional arousal” (Lazarus, 1999, p.37). 

Coping efforts can affect the reappraisal of stressors and emotional reactions to them.  

Effective coping strategies can lead to emotional improvement by enhancing more 

positive reappraisals of the stressors. 

Emotional improvement refers to a positive change in the emotional states (Jones 

& Wirtz, 2006).  Reappraisals have been found to be positively associated with emotional 

improvement (e.g., Burleson & Goldsmith, 1998; Dunkel- Schetter et al., 1987; Folkman 

& Lazarus, 1988; Jones & Wirtz, 2006). Jones and Wirtz (2006) recruited 258 

participants at Arizona State University to participate in an experiment. Participants were 

asked to talk with a stranger about a stressful event that had occurred within the past 

month. The strangers were actually confederates who were trained to provide support to 
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participants in the comforting conversations. After the conversation, participants were 

required to complete a set of scales, including the reappraisal and emotional improvement 

scales. The results showed that cognitive appraisal had a strong direct effect on emotional 

improvement. 

As has been previously stated, stress is endemic to the college student and 

graduate student experience. However, research shows that this population may not 

possess adequate coping skills when confronting stress. Statistics show that millennials 

report that stress has a very strong impact on their physical and mental health compared 

to other age groups (30 percent vs. 27 percent of Gen Xers, 25 percent of Boomers and 

12 percent of Matures) (America Psychology Association, 2015). Research also shows 

that young people are more likely to endorse avoidance coping strategies such as escape-

avoidance, hostile reaction, and self-blame, compared to other age groups (Irion & 

Blanchard Fields, 1987). In addition, many coping strategies adopted by college students 

are positively associated with low stress tolerance (Bland et al., 2012. Mahmoud et al., 

2012). Graduate students, in particularly, have been show to adopt negative coping 

strategies such as alcohol use, cigarette smoking, and overeating (Oswalt & Riddock, 

2007).  

Consequently, it is important to recognize and investigate effective coping 

strategies.  Humor as a coping mechanism for college students has received little 

attention compared to other coping strategies. Therefore, it is especially important to 

consider the role of humor as an effective coping strategy among college students in light 

of its demonstrated effect on coping with stress.  
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Humor and Coping 

Many scholars have found that humor can serve as an effective buffer against the 

negative effects of stress (e.g., Abel, 2002; Booth-Butterfield et al., 2007; Kuiper et al., 

1993; LaBelle, Booth-Butterfield, & Weber, 2013). A series of studies have discovered a 

negative relationship between sense of humor and perceived stress (e.g., Abel, 2002; 

Kuiper et al., 1993; Kuiper et al., 1995; Kuiper & Martin, 1998). In a study at a western 

university, 258 undergraduate students were surveyed to report their perceived stress, 

everyday problems, state anxiety, sense of humor, and ways of coping. The study found 

that people with a high sense of humor reported lower levels of stress, less current 

anxiety, and more adoption of positive reappraisal coping compared to people with a low 

sense of humor (Abel, 2002). In addition, many studies found that humor orientation is 

positively associated with greater coping effectiveness, less perceived stress, and higher 

life satisfaction (Booth-Butterfield et al., 2007; LaBelle et al., 2013; Wanzer, Booth-

Butterfield, & Booth-Butterfield, 2005; Wanzer, Sparks, & Frymier, 2009). 

Operationalizing humor can be tricky because it has multiple dimensions and can 

be defined in a variety of ways. For instance, the term humor has been used to refer to a 

stimulus that induces amusement and laughter, a mental process that perceives or creates 

amusing incongruities, and a response such as laughter and exhilaration (Martin, 2001). 

In scholarly literature, a large body of research on humor has also examined it as a 

personality trait: sense of humor. Sense of humor refers to “habitual individual 

differences in all sorts of behaviors, experiences, affects, attitudes, and abilities relating 

to amusement, laughter, jocularity, and so on” (Martin, 1998, p. 17). Other studies are 

concerned with humor orientation, which refers to individual differences in the 
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predisposition to enact humorous messages (Wanzer et al., 1996). The current study 

defines humor as humorous messages enacted by individuals in a conversation. 

There are different explanations as to the effectiveness of humor as a coping 

strategy. One of them is predominated, which suggests that humor buffers the negative 

effects from stress by reconstructing cognitive appraisal process of individuals. This 

explanation is based on the Transaction Model of Stress and Coping proposed by Lazarus 

and Folkman. According to their theory, stress induces cognitive appraisals of the stressor 

and corresponding coping behaviors. Afterwards, a series of coping behaviors would lead 

to a reappraisal of the situation, which could regulate the emotion impulses as well as 

change the level of perceived stress (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Scholars propose that 

humor may be able to provide the individual with multiple perspectives of a stressful 

event as well as emotionally distance the individual from the negative emotions. So, the 

individual would reappraise the stressor as less threatening and stressful. This hypothesis 

has received substantial empirical support (e.g., Abel, 2002; Kuiper et al., 1993; Kuiper 

et al., 1995; Lefcourt et al., 1995; Kuiper & Martin, 1998). 

Since most scholars have operationalized humor as a personality trait, they fail to 

account for the role of conversations in dealing with stress where individuals are enacting 

humorous messages to talk about their stress. This proposed study falls in line with past 

research and assumes that humor can relieve stress by enhancing positive reappraisal. 

However, instead of exploring the relationship between sense of humor and negative 

effects of stress in general, I explore the role of humorous messages in a communicative 

context. By testing the use of humor in a communicative context, I seek to extend the 

literature in this area that has primarily conceptualized humor as a personality quality. 
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The communicative context for the current study will be the recall of a 

conversation where a person self-disclosed his/her stress to another person. I assume that 

if humor buffers the negative effects of stress by enhancing positive reappraisal in 

general, the use of humor by the self-discloser should also be able to help the person 

under stress appraise their situation as less harmful and threatening, regardless of the self-

discloser’s sense of humor or humor orientation. 

This communicative context includes a major component of the behavior of self-

disclosure. Actually, self-disclosure itself may relieve the negative effects of stress by 

affecting the cognitive-emotional processes of adaptation to stress (Greene, Derlega, & 

Mathews, 2005; Lepore et al., 2000). For instance, Lepore and his colleagues (2000) 

studied a sample of 128 participants through a college research participant pool and by 

advertisements on electronic bulletin boards. After participants watched a stressful video 

on the Holocaust, they were randomized to disclose their thoughts and feelings related to 

the Holocaust under four different conditions: a “talk alone” condition where they 

remained alone while they disclosed, a “validate” condition where they disclosed to a 

female confederate who acted as if she had a similar reaction, an “invalidate” condition 

where they disclosed to a female confederate who acted like she had a dissimilar reaction, 

and a “no-talk” control condition where they did not disclose. Researchers found that 

talking about acute stressors either alone or to a supportive confederate facilitated 

adjustment to stressors through cognitive resolution (i.e., reducing the frequency and 

impact of intrusive thoughts). In addition, self-disclosure about stress helps individuals in 

creating a coherent narrative about their stressful experiences via talking (Pennebaker, 

1989). This narrative gives individuals an opportunity to make sense of their own 
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situation as well as to clarify their feelings, which helps them reappraise stressful events 

(Lepore et al., 2000). 

Using humor when self-disclosing about stress may enhance this cognitive 

process. According to the mechanism mentioned earlier, using humor when coping with 

stress helps individuals reappraise their situations as less stressful since humor can help 

them take a different perspective to look at their stress as well as emotionally distance 

them from negative feelings (Abel, 2002; Kuiper et al., 1993; Kuiper et al., 1995;  Kuiper 

& Martin, 1998; Lefcourt et al., 1995; Newman & Stone, 1996). When self-disclosing 

about stress, the person has a chance of creating a narrative to make sense of one’s own 

experiences. During this process, using humor to talk about the stressor may broaden the 

self-discloser’s perspective and lead to more positive reappraisal of the stressor, which 

can ultimately decrease perceived stress. Accordingly, my first research question is as 

follows: 

RQ1: Can the use of humor by the self-discloser increase positive reappraisals in 

a scenario where the person is self-disclosing stress to another person? 

A number of studies have already demonstrated that positive reappraisals of the 

stressors would enhance emotional improvement under stressful conditions (e.g., 

Burleson & Goldsmith, 1998; Dunkel- Schetter et al., 1987; Folkman & Lazarus, 1988; 

Jones & Wirtz, 2006). It is reasonable, therefore, to assume that humor should increase 

emotional improvement by enhancing the process of effective cognitive reappraisals. 

Limited research has tested the effect of humor on emotional improvement in a 

scenario wherein individuals are self-disclosing about their stress. The proposed study is 

a preliminary step in addressing this gap in the literature. Specifically, my research aims 
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to test the effect of the use of humor in enhancing the positive reappraisal of stressors and 

increasing emotional improvement of the self-discloser in the self-disclosure process. My 

second research question is as follows: 

RQ2: Can the use of humor by the self-discloser increase emotional improvement 

by enhancing positive reappraisal in a scenario where the person is self-disclosing stress 

to another person? 

Figure 2. Conceptual model of humor and coping 

Received Social Support 
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social support facilitates coping with crisis and adaptation to change. From many studies 

of various life crises, he found that people who had sufficient social support recovered 

better and faster from their crises, which indicates that social support can protect people 

from stress. He assumed that the reason social support can buffer stress is because it may 

help people accelerate their identity change, cope better with their problems, and engage 

in problem solving. A series of studies have since taken place and have supported this 

mechanism (e.g., House, Umberson, & Landis, 1988; High & Dillard, 2012; Jones & 

Wirtz, 2006; Mossakowski & Zhang, 2014, Pisanti et al., 2014). 

Social support, which includes information support, emotional support, 

instrumental support, tangible support, and other types of support, can be divided into 

two categories: perceived support and received support. Perceived support refers to the 

perception that assistance would be available if and when it is needed while received 

support refers to the actual amount of support that one has received. In my paper, social 

support refers to received support from the conversational partner in a self-disclosure. 

Received support can bring us benefits such as reduced stress emotions and 

depression, enhanced quality of life, greater self-efficacy, and improved immune 

functions. A series of studies have supported this statement (Burleson & MacGeorge, 

2002; High & Dillard, 2012; Jones & Wirtz, 2006; Uchino, Cacioppo, & Kiecolt-Glaser, 

1996). 

While a variety of studies have found that received support is able to lead to 

emotion improvement when coping with stress (e.g., Cohen, 2004), recent studies have 

found an opposite finding (e.g., Gleason et al., 2008). Some studies have proposed that 

received support may backfire and lead to negative outcomes such as increased negative 



 18 

mood and psychological stress (Bolger, Zuckerman, & Kessler, 2000; Gleason, Iida, 

Shrout, & Bolger, 2008). More research needs to be conducted to investigate the 

relationship between received social support and emotion changes of the recipients under 

different conditions. 

In order to better investigate the relationships between received social support and 

emotional improvement, my paper proposes a research question which is as follows: 

RQ3: How is received support associated with emotional improvement when the 

support recipient is self-disclosing his/her stress to another person? 

Humor, Received Social Support and Self-disclosure about Stress 

Some scholars have asserted that humor helps individuals gain higher levels of 

social support in stressful situations, and afterwards, social support buffers the negative 

effect from perceived stress. Although this mechanism has received little attention in 

recent decades, many relevant studies add credibility to the positive effect of humor on 

social support. For instance, many studies reveal that humorous people are more socially 

attractive and competent than their not-so-humorous counterparts (e.g., Graham, 1995; 

Hampes, 1994; McGhee, 1988; Wanzer, Booth-Butterfield, & Booth-Butterfield, 1996). 

Sense of humor helps to reduce social distance between people as well as increase social 

intimacy (Hampes, 1994; Graham, 1995). In addition, humor helps people gain more 

satisfying marital relationships (De Koning & Weiss, 2002). 

 There are only a few studies investigating the relationships among humor and 

social support. A few scholars have found evidence to support the argument that humor 

buffers stress by increase received social support (Factor, 1998; Ho, 2015; Ye & Zheng, 
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2014). For instance, Factor and Hersch (1998) surveyed 177 administrative employees 

from a large national bank. The participants completed measures of stressors, strain, and 

social support. Their results found that humor moderated the stress-strain relationship and 

was positively related to managerial social support in a work context. However, some 

other studies have shown opposite findings. Bowling and his colleagues (2004) sampled 

123 teachers and staff at a midwest high school. The participants were asked to report 

coworker social support, sense of humor, well-being, and job satisfaction. The results 

found that sense of humor had no positive effect on receiving social support. In contrast, 

it found that humor was negatively associated with social support. No significant 

relationships have been broadly supported, and more research needs to be conducted to 

test the relationships between humor and social support. This study tests this mechanism 

in the communicative context where one person is self-disclosing stress to another 

person. 

Self-disclosure refers to revealing something personal about one’s self that the 

other person did not know (Greene et al., 2005). Self-disclosure varies in breadth and 

depth. It contains a large range of topics associated with personal issues. Self-disclosure 

can simply reveal superficial personal feelings, cognitions, and opinions, while it can also 

focus on revealing highly sensitive and serious information about the self. Self-disclosure 

plays an important role in developing and retaining relational intimacy, social 

connectedness and relational solidity (Pennebaker, 1989). 

A substantial body of research links self-disclosure to many psychological and 

tangible benefits, including increasing liking between the discloser and the recipient, 

increasing intimacy in a relationship, gaining social support, and improving physical and 
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emotional well being (e.g., Lepore, Ragan, & Jones, 2000; Pennebaker, 1989; Shim, 

Cappella, & Han, 2011; Utz, 2015). Some research has supported that self-disclosure 

about a trauma to others can help strengthen social bonds, receive emotional support and 

improve physical and mental health outcomes (e.g., Beals, Peplau, & Gable, 2009; 

Derlega, 1984; Pennebaker, 1989;). For instance, a survey of 200 employees of a large 

corporation found that people who had experienced traumatic experiences in childhood 

and had not told others about their traumas were significantly more likely to contract 

health issues including cancer, hypertension, ulcers, and major bouts with influenza when 

compared to people who had self-disclosed to others about their traumas or to people who 

did not experience any traumas (Pennebaker & Susman, 1988). These results indicated 

that confronting earlier traumas improves health and immune system functioning. In 

addition, Shim and his colleagues (2011) found that written self-disclosure of insights 

and emotions could potentially lead to improvements in health self-efficacy, emotional 

well-being, and functional well-being. Utz found that intimate, positive, and entertaining 

self-disclosures on social network sites (SNS) increased the feeling of connection (Utz, 

2015). 

One of the goals for self-disclosure is to gain social support from others (Jordan & 

Deluty, 1998; Major & Gramzow, 1999). People suffering from severe stress especially 

have the need to talk to others about their problems (Silver et al., 1990). When self-

disclosing to others, an individual may receive social support from the recipients in the 

form of receiving coping information, tangible assistance and emotional support. An 

individual may feel that his/her own identity has been accepted by the recipient and 

develop a sense of self-worth after the self-disclosure (Greene et al., 2005). Self-
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disclosure has been found to be positively associated with individuals’ subjective well-

being by the mediating of social support (Beals et al., 2009; Lee, Noh, & Koo, 2013). For 

instance, Lee and his colleagues (2013) surveyed a sample of 265 undergraduate 

Facebook users at two major universities in a large southeastern city of South Korea. The 

participants were asked to report their self-disclosures, social support and well-being. The 

results indicated that the effect of self-disclosure through SNS on well-being is fully 

mediated by social support. 

However, conversational partners do not necessarily provide the self-discloser 

with social support, but could instead provide rejection or avoidance, which will affect 

emotion change of the self-discloser in a negative manner. While the recipient’s potential 

support can bring benefits to the individual, the recipient’s lack of understanding, 

rejection, and uncomfortable displays could also cause a certain degree of harm and 

damage to the self-discloser’s emotional well-being (Borja, Callahan, & Long, 2006; 

Silver et al., 1990). For instance, Orchowski and Gidycz asked 374 undergraduate women 

at a medium-sized midwestern university to report their sexual victimization, 

psychological symptomatology, beliefs about why sexual victimization occurs, and social 

reaction to sexual assault disclosure. Results showed that negative responses to disclosure 

of sexual assault were positively associated with high levels of interpersonal sensitivity, 

self-deprecation, anxiety, and paranoia (Orchowski & Gidycz, 2015). In another study, 

517 female college students at a large midwestern university were surveyed and 

completed measures including a modified sexual experiences survey, a posttraumatic 

stress diagnostic scale, the symptom checklist 90-revised, and a social reactions 

questionnaire. The data from 115 participants who met criteria to be considered adult 
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sexual assault victims were analyzed. Results found that negative informal support was 

associated with posttraumatic stress symptoms. The research suggested that negative 

responses following disclosure of a sexual trauma is predictive of post-traumatic stress of 

sexual assault victims (Borja, Callahan, & Long, 2006). 

Research shows that people experiencing high levels of stress have difficulty in 

gaining the social support that they desire, especially if they express difficulties in coping 

with stress (Silver et al., 1990). Studies have found that people who expressed difficulties 

in coping with stress received more rejection from others than people who appeared to 

cope well (Silver et al., 1990). For instance, in a study by Silver and her colleagues, 80 

undergraduate students from a midwestern university participated in an experiment 

wherein they were assigned to respond to the self-disclosure of a distressed person under 

conditions of poor coping, good coping, balanced coping and no information of coping. 

After the talk they completed measures of ratings of attraction to the target person, 

interpersonal distance, self-report of distress following interaction, and desire for future 

interaction. Subjects reported significantly less attraction to the individuals who coped 

poorly, sat farther away from the discloser, experienced more distress following the 

interaction, and had less willingness to interact with him/her in the future. This study 

found that individuals who appeared to cope poorly were more likely to elicit unfavorable 

responses from others. These studies reflect the dilemma that the people most in need of 

support often experience the greatest barriers to receiving support from others. 

 Wortman and her colleagues (1985) explained that the person in need of support 

may induce a conflict in the support provider between the feeling of vulnerability and 

helplessness evoked by the person under stress and the beliefs about appropriate reactions 
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to display. This conflict could lead to avoidance from the support provider due to his/her 

discomfort in the conversation. As a result, the person would not receive the social 

support they need but get hurt by the support provider’s negative responses. 

Since support seeking is an interactional process, the strategies used by the self-

discloser in the interaction may influence the provision of social support. For example, 

Silver and his colleagues (1990) found that balanced coping self-presentation is an 

effective strategy that can be used in self-disclosure to obtain greater social support. 

Balanced coping self-presentation refers to the disclosure of distress that is accompanied 

by clear signs that the person is actively engaged in coping. The mechanism behind this is 

that balanced coping self-presentation may be able to convey the need to ask for social 

support as well as minimize the support provider’s feeling of vulnerability and 

helplessness. The results in their experiment showed that support providers found 

individuals who used balanced self-presentation more attractive, displayed significantly 

less avoidance and discomfort responses, and were more interested in future interactions. 

The use of humor in the conversation when an individual is self-disclosing stress 

to another person may increase received social support from the conversational partner. 

Using humor when self-disclosing about sensitive topics is not a new phenomenon. In 

many situations, there are certain private topics that may be difficult or socially 

unacceptable to talk about and humor can make it easier to disclose (Graham, 1995). 

Above all, humor can be used as a balanced coping self-presentation in self-

disclosure. Humor itself is an effective coping strategy that can help to release stress 

(Abel, 2002, Butterfield et al., 2007; Kuiper & Martin, 1993). The use of humorous 

language to talk about stress could display an individual’s positive perspective and 
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his/her ability to cope with the stressor, which will be less likely to evoke the support 

provider’s feeling of vulnerability and helplessness. 

Besides, using humor in self-disclosure may ease the awkward tension and lower 

the negative feelings evoked by sensitive topics that the individual is trying to disclose 

(Sparks, Travis, & Thompson, 2005). In fact, the use of humor may even be possible to 

elicit positive feelings from the support provider since humor can induce laughter and 

amusement. 

In addition, the use of humor may also increase the social attractiveness of the 

discloser (Wanzer et al., 1996). When self-disclosing stress, if the use of humor in the 

conversation can help the conversational partner build positive feelings towards the self-

discloser, the conversational partner may be more willing to provide the individual with 

social support rather than display topic avoidance and discomforting responses. So taking 

all of these into consideration, I propose the following research question: 

RQ4: Can the use of humor by the self-discloser increase received social support 

in a scenario where a person is self-disclosing stress to another person? 

Since I have assumed that received social support is positively associated with 

emotional improvement earlier in the paper, I suspect that the use of humor by the self-

discloser may increase received social support, and the levels of emotional improvement 

may ultimately decrease due to the rise of received support. Therefore, I ask the 

following research question to test this assumption: 
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RQ5: Does received support mediate the relationship between the use of humor 

and emotional improvement in a scenario where the person is self-disclosing stress to 

another person? 

Figure 3. Conceptual model of humor and received social support 
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CHAPTER TWO  

METHODOLOGY 

Participants 

A convenience sample was obtained through a variety of channels. All 

communication majors, minors and graduate students were initially recruited into the 

study through advertisements placed in the department, as well as direct email 

correspondence through the department list serve and via announcements from faculty 

members to their classes. Students were sent an email that included a link to the consent 

form and questionnaire. I also recruited participants by posting a link to the consent form 

and survey (via Qualtrics) on my Facebook pages and by asking Facebook friends to post 

a link to the survey as well. All recruiting materials (poster, emails, Facebook posts) 

specifically stated that only undergraduate and graduate students who were 18 years older 

or older were eligible to participate in this study. Eighty-three college and graduate 

students (56 female, 25 male, 2 unidentified) completed this online survey hosted on 

wakeforest.qualtrics.com between March 30th and April 12rd, 2016. Participants ranged in 

age from 18 to 24 years old (68.7%), 25 to 29 years old (22.9 %), 30 to 39 years old (6%) 

and 40 years old or older (2.4%). The sample consisted of White/European Americans (n 

= 52), Asian (n = 21), and African American students (n = 6). Four participants belonged 

to other ethnic groups. The sample includes 10.8 % of freshmen, 4.8 % of sophomores, 

24.1 % of juniors, 14.5% of seniors, 34.9 % of graduate students in Masters Programs, 

4.8% graduate students in Ph.D programs, and 6% of college students in other programs. 
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Procedures 

Once respondents accessed the survey page, they were presented with the consent 

form and required to indicate their consent before they could access the survey. After 

participants gave consent, they were asked to report basic demographic information 

including age, biological sex, race, and college year. Then respondents were instructed to 

take a moment to recall a recent conversation where they used humor to talk about their 

stress with another person. Afterwards, they were asked to complete a variety of self-

report scales and open-ended questions. Participants were asked to describe the 

conversation briefly (open-ended question), to recall humorous messages they used in the 

conversation (open-ended question), and to describe what responses they got from the 

conversational partner when they used humor to talk about their stress (open-ended 

question). They were asked to complete measures of humor types, perceived emotional 

improvement after the conversation, reappraisal of stress after the conversation, and 

received support from conversational partners. The end of the survey included measures 

of control variables, including coping humor, humor orientation and perceived stress.  

Measures 

Demographics.  Four demographic characteristics (age, biological sex, race, and 

current college year) were measured at the beginning of the questionnaire. 

Emotional improvement. Emotional improvement was measured using three 

items adapted from Jones and Wirtz (2006). Participants were asked to answer the 

following questions: (a) I felt better after talking with my conversational partner; (b) My 

conversational partner made me feel better about myself; (c) I felt more optimistic after I 
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talked with my conversational partner. Each item was assessed on a 7-point scale ranging 

from 1 (very strongly disagree) to 7 (very strongly agree). The scale achieved high 

reliability (n = 79, M = 4.99, SD = 1.33, α = 0.92) 

Reappraisal. Reappraisal was measured using four items adapted from Jones & 

Wirtz (2006). Participants were asked to answer the following questions:  (a) I felt that I 

ought to reevaluate the situation after the conversation; (b) I did not really see the 

distressing situation in a different light after the conversation (reverse coded); (c) Talking 

with my conversational partner about the situation helped me get my mind off of it; (d) I 

understood the situation better after I talked about it with my conversational partner. Each 

item was assessed on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (very strongly disagree) to 7 (very 

strongly agree). The scale demonstrated adequate reliability (α = .77). Item (b) “I did not 

really see the distressing situation in a different light after the conversation,” (reverse 

coded) was removed from the scale to improve scale reliability (n = 80, M = 4.38, SD = 

1.38, α = 0.82). 

Received social support. Received social support was measured using an 

abbreviated version of Xu and Burleson’s Scale of Experienced and Desired Levels of 

Spousal Support (2001). The original scale is 28 items and measures five dimensions of 

received social support. In the current study, I utilized four of those dimensions due to 

their relevance to the study: emotion support (e.g., “told you that he/she cared for you and 

felt close to you”), esteem support (e.g., “expressed esteem or respect for a competency 

or personal quality of yours”), network support (e.g., “connected you with people whom 

you might turn to for help”) and informational support (e.g., “gave you advice about what 

to do”). Tangible support, which was specific to a context involving a wife and husband, 
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was excluded from this investigation. Each item was assessed on a 7-point scale ranging 

from 1 (not received at all) to 7 (received a great deal). Thus, the final instrument was 28 

items. The scale demonstrated good reliability (n = 69, M = 4.16, SD = 1.33, α = 0.97), 

which is consistent with other studies (α = .72-.87; Matsunaga, 2011). 

Coping humor scale (CHS). Coping humor was measured using seven questions 

adapted from Martin and Lefcourt (1983). This scale was used to measure the extent to 

which individuals use humor as a coping strategy to cope with stressful life 

circumstances. It includes questions such as “I can usually find something to laugh or 

joke about, even in trying situations” and “I have often found that my problems have 

been greatly reduced when I tried to find something funny in them.” Each item was 

assessed on a 4-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly agree). 

Although the scale was reliable (α = .71), item 4 “I must admit my life would probably be 

a lot easier if I had more of a sense of humor,” was removed to improve reliability (n = 

77, M = 2.73, SD = 0.59, α = 0.75), making it consistent with past studies (α = .80; e.g., 

Kuiper et al., 1993; Kuiper et al., 1995). 

Humor orientation (HO). Humor Orientation was measured using 17 questions 

adapted from Booth-Butterfield and Booth-Butterfield (1991). It included questions such 

as “I regularly tell jokes and funny stories when I am with a group” and “My friends 

would say that I am a funny person.” Each item was assessed on a 5-point scale ranging 

from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The scale demonstrated strong reliability 

(n = 77, M = 3.47, SD = 0.62, α = 0.87), which is consistent with past studies (α = .91-

.93; e.g., Booth-Butterfield et al., 2007).  
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Perceived stress scale (PSS). Global perceived stress level was measured using 

14 items adapted from Cohen, Kamarck and Mermelstein (1983). This is a scale used to 

measure “the extent to which individuals generally feel that their lives are unpredictable, 

uncontrollable, and overwhelming” (Kuiper et al., 1995, p. 86). It included questions such 

as “In the last month, how often have you felt nervous and ‘stressed’” and “In the past 

month, how often have you felt that you were effectively coping with important changes 

that were occurring in your life?” Each item was assessed on a 5-point scale ranging from 

0 (never) to 4 (very often). Consistent with previous research (α = .84-.86; e.g., Kuiper et 

al., 1995) the scale achieved adequate reliability (n = 78, M = 3.06, SD = 0.48, α = 0.72). 

Types of humor. Types of humor enacted by individuals when self-disclosing 

stress with another person were measured by a single item: “In the conversation you 

recalled, how often did you use each type of humor?” Thirteen options for the question, 

which were comprised of twelve types of humor adopted from Gladding and Wallace 

(2016), and one other option-- “others,” were listed and included “anecdotes”(n = 83, M 

= 4.78, SD = 1.45), “jokes”(n = 83,M = 3.24, SD = 1.77), “puns”(n = 83, M = 3.88, SD = 

1.64), “stock conversational witticisms”(n = 83, M = 4.11, SD = 1.52), “irony”(n = 83, M 

= 4.49, SD = 1.61), “hyperbolic”(n = 83, M = 4.86, SD = 1.64), “self-enhancing”(n = 83, 

M = 4.34, SD = 1.46), “satire”(n = 83, M = 4.00, SD = 1.79), “sarcasm”(n = 83, M = 4.49, 

SD = 1.98), “dark/ blue”(n = 82, M = 3.04, SD = 1.77), “teasing”(n = 83, M = 3.87, SD = 

1.86), “blue/ risqué”(n = 82, M = 3.1, SD = 1.88) and “others”(n = 72, M = 2.97, SD = 

1.72). Participants were asked to choose at least one answer from the lists and assessed 

the answers on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (never) to 7 (all the time). 
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Use of humor when self-disclosing stress. Tendency to enact humor when self-

disclosing stress with a confederate (N = 83, M = 3.96, SD = 0.99) was measured by a 

single item: “In the conversation you recalled, how often did you use each type of 

humor?”  This item was assessed on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (never) to 7 (all the 

time). All 13 categories of humor were provided (“anecdotes,” “jokes,” “puns,” “stock 

conversational witticisms,” “irony,” “hyperbolic,” “self-enhancing,” “satire,” “sarcasm,” 

“dark/ blue,” “teasing,” “blue/ risqué,” “others.”) Participants were asked to rate the 

frequency they used each of these types of humor in the conversation on a 7-point scale 

from 1 (never) to 7 (all the time). These responses were then summed and a mean was 

computed to represent their humor score.  

Open-ended questions.  Participants were asked to describe the conversation (the 

stressor, the relationship between the participant and the conversation partner, the content 

of the conversation), recall humorous messages they used in the conversation, and report 

the responses they received from the conversational partner when they used humor to talk 

about their stress. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

 RESULTS 

The first research question asked whether the use of humor would lead to a more 

positive reappraisal in a scenario where the person is self-disclosing stress to another 

individual. A simple linear regression test was run to look for a relationship between 

humor and reappraisal. I entered humor as the independent variable and reappraisal as the 

dependent variable. The model was significant (R2 = .08, F (1, 79) = 6.59, p < .05, β = 

.39, p < .05).  

The second research question asked whether reappraisal would mediate the 

relationship between the use of humor and emotional improvement in a scenario where 

the person is self-disclosing stress to another individual.	To test for mediation, the 

method outlined by Baron and Kenny (1986) was used. This method tests mediation 

effects by running three regression equations. The first equation regresses the mediator 

on the independent variable and the second equation regresses the dependent variable on 

the independent variable. The third equation regresses the dependent variable on both the 

independent variable and on the mediator. To prove the mediation effect, the following 

conditions must be met:  

1. In the first equation, the independent variable must affect the mediator.  

2. In the second equation, the independent variable must affect the dependent 

variable.  

3. In the third equation, the mediator must affect the dependent variable. Last but not 

least, in the third equation, the effect of the independent variable on the dependent 
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variable must be less in the third equation than in the second. Ideally, the 

independent variable has no effect when the mediator is controlled for.  

Three hierarchical multiple-regression tests were run to test for mediation. First, a 

hierarchical multiple-regression test was run to look for the relationship between the 

independent variable “humor” and the mediating variable “reappraisal” when “humor 

orientation” and “coping humor” were controlled for.  As a first step, I entered humor 

orientation and coping humor, and as expected the model was significant (R2 = .10, F (2, 

76) = 4.35, p < 0.5). The variable “humor” was entered into the second step and the 

model was still significant (R2 = .14, F (3, 75) = 3.35, p < 0.01). In the second model, 

humor orientation (β = .02, p = .468, one-tailed) was not significantly related to 

reappraisal. Coping humor (β = .57, p < .05, one-tailed)) and humor (β = .29, p < .05, 

one-tailed) were both significant. Since humor orientation was not significant in the 

model, it was dropped from further analysis. The results indicate that coping humor is 

positively associated with reappraisal. The model also reflects that humor is positively 

associated with reappraisal when coping humor is controlled for, which meets the 

condition that the independent variable must affect the mediator.  

Second, a hierarchical multiple-regression test was run to look for the relationship 

between the independent variable “humor” and the dependent variable “emotional 

improvement” when “coping humor” was controlled for.  As a first step, I entered coping 

humor, and the model was significant (R2 = .06, F (1, 76) = 4.62, p < .05). As a second 

step two, I entered humor and the model was significant (R2 = .10, F (2, 75) = 3.74, p < 

.05).  Specifically, humor (β =  .30, p < .05, one-tailed) was significant while coping 

humor was not significant (β = .35, p = .19). The results indicate that coping humor is not 
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a predictor of emotional improvement in a conversation.  In addition, the results reveal 

that the use of humor in the conversation is positively associated with emotional 

improvement, which meets the condition that the independent variable must affect the 

dependent variable. 

Third, a hierarchical multiple-regression test was run to examine whether 

reappraisal mediated the relationship between humor and emotional improvement.  As a 

first step, I entered reappraisal, and the model was significant (R2 = .43, F (1, 78) = 57, p 

< .01). As a second step two, I entered humor and the model was significant (R2 = .43, F 

(2, 77) =  .61, p < .01). In the second model, reappraisal (β =  .63, p < .01) was 

significantly related to emotional improvement. But humor (β =  .01, p = .43) was not 

significantly related to emotional improvement. These results suggest that reappraisal is 

significantly related to emotional improvement, which meets the condition that the 

mediator must affect the dependent variable. The results reveal that when reappraisal is 

controlled for, the positive relationship between humor and emotional improvement 

becomes non-significant, which meets the condition that the independent variable should 

have negligible or no effect on independent variable when the mediator is controlled for. 

After running all three regression tests, all conditions for a mediation effect were met, 

indicating that reappraisal mediates the relationship between humor and emotional 

improvement.  
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Figure 4. Chart of reappraisal as a mediator of the relationship between humor and 

emotional improvement. Control variables: coping humor, humor orientation  

1 = One tailed. All significant at p < .05 

The third research question asked whether received social support would increase 

emotional improvement when the support recipient is self-disclosing his/her stress to 
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Received social support (β = .48, p < .01) was significantly associated with emotional 
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humor (β = .57, p < .001) were significantly related to received social support. The results 

indicate that both coping humor and the use of humor in a conversation are predictors of 

received social support. When coping humor is controlled for, the use of humor is 

positively associated with received social support.  

The fifth research question asked whether received social support would mediate 

the relationship between the use of humor and emotional improvement in a conversation 

involving a discussion of stress. The method outlined by Baron and Kenny (1986) was 

used again to test for mediation.  

Since the previous tests established that the use of humor significantly affects 

received social support, and that the use of humor significantly affects emotional 

improvement, I run a hierarchical multiple-regression test to examine whether received 

social support mediates the relationship between humor and emotional improvement as a 

last step in the mediation test. As a first step, I entered received social support, and the 

model was significant (R2 = .22, F (1, 77) = 22, p < .01). As a second step two, I entered 

humor and the model was significant (R2 = .23, F (2, 76) = .16, p < .01). In the second 

model, received social support (β = .45, p < .01) was significantly related to emotional 

improvement. But humor (β = .06, p = .69) was not significantly related to emotional 

improvement. The results suggest that received social support is positively associated 

with emotional improvement, which meets the condition that the mediator must affect the 

dependent variable. In addition, the results showed that when received social support was 

controlled for, the positive relationship between humor and emotional improvement 

became non-significant, which met the condition that the independent variable should has 

negligible or no effect on independent variable when mediator is controlled for. After 
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running all three regression tests, all the conditions for mediation were met, indicating 

that received social support mediates the relationship between humor and emotional 

improvement.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 5. Chart of received social support as a mediator of the relationship between 

humor and emotional improvement. Control variables: coping humor, humor orientation  

1 = One tailed. All significant at p < .05 

 
 
 
 

* p < .05, ** p < .01 
  

Table 1 
 
Correlations Statistics  
Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1. Humor -       

2. Emotional improvement .26* -      

3. Reappraisal .28* .65** -     

4. Received social support .48** .47** .58** -    

5. Humor orientation .28* .17 .18 .22 -   

6. Coping humor .35** .24* .32* .36** .47** -  

7. Perceived stress -.07 -.09 -.14 .07 -.16 -.18 - 

Humor 

Received  
Social 

Support 

 Emotional 
Improvement   

β = .48 β = .57 

1β = .30  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 DISCUSSION 

Summary 

This study explored the use of humor in self-disclosure of undergraduate and 

graduate students by testing the relationships among humor, reappraisal, received social 

support and emotional improvement. The goal of this paper was to explore the main 

effect of the use of humor on emotional improvement and the mediating effect of 

potential mediators “reappraisal” and “received social support” in communicative context 

when one person is using humor to disclose stress with another individual.  

For RQ1, I asked whether the use of humor would lead to a more positive 

reappraisal in a scenario where the person was using humor to disclose stress to another 

individual. The results of my study found a significant relationship between humor and 

reappraisal, which indicates that humor used by the self-discloser will enhance his/her 

positive reappraisal of the stress after the conversation. This finding is consistent with 

former studies which have found significant effects of humor on cognitive reappraisal 

(e.g., Abel, 2002; Booth-Butterfield, Booth-Butterfield, & Wanzer, 2007; Kuiper, Martin, 

& Olinger, 1993; Kuiper, McKenzie, & Belanger, 1995; Kuiper & Martin, 1998).  

RQ2 asked whether reappraisal would mediate the relationship between the use of 

humor and emotional improvement in a scenario where the person was enacting humor to 

disclose stress to another individual. The results found a main effect of humor on 

emotional improvement, and a mediating effect of reappraisal on the relationship between 

humor and emotional improvement. Results of this study suggest that humor in a 
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conversation about stress can elicit greater emotional improvement by the mediating 

function of reappraisal.  

 Former studies have mainly explored humor’s effect on perceived stress and few 

studies have tested the effect of humor on emotional improvement directly. However, one 

study done by Newman & Stone (1996) investigated the link between humor production 

and changes of affect in an experiment in which they found that subjects who produced a 

humorous narrative had lower negative affect compared to subjects who produced a 

serious narrative after being exposed to a stressful film. My study is consistent with the 

study of Newman and Stone and appears to provide more solid evidence that humor used 

in a conversation can improve emotions of the person who uses it to disclose stress with 

another individual. 

In addition, this current study initially found the role of reappraisal as a mediator 

of the relationship between humor and emotional improvement, which is consistent with 

previously reported studies where scholars discovered the role of reappraisal as a 

mediator between humor and stress-related variables (Abel, 2002; Kuiper et al., 1993; 

Kuiper et al., 1995; Kuiper & Martin, 1998; Lefcourt et al., 1995; Newman & Stone, 

1996).  

For RQ3, the researcher asked whether received social support would increase 

emotional improvement when the support recipient was self-disclosing his/her stress to 

another individual. A significant relationship between received social support and 

emotional improvement was found in this study. The results suggest that received social 

support is positively associated with emotional improvement, which is consistent with 

previous research that has demonstrated that received support can increase psychological 
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health in individuals (Burleson & MacGeorge, 2002; High & Dillard, 2012; Jones & 

Wirtz, 2006; Uchino et al., 1996).  

RQ4 asked whether the use of humor by the self-discloser would increase 

received social support. The results found a significant effect of humor on received social 

support, which suggests that the use of humor by the self-discloser is positively 

associated with received social support in a scenario when the support recipient is self-

disclosing stress to another individual. 

RQ5 asked whether received social support would mediate the relationship 

between the use of humor and emotional improvement in a conversation involving a 

discussion of stress. In this study, the mediating effect had been tested and significant 

results had been yielded. The results reveal that, in a scenario where the person is self-

disclosing stress to another person, received social support mediates the positive 

relationship between the use of humor and emotional improvement. In other words, the 

use of humor when self-disclosing stress to another person may improve emotional affect 

by influencing the social support that is received. As not many research studies have 

tested the relationships among humor, received social support and emotional 

improvement, these findings appear to provide preliminary evidence that received social 

support mediates the positive relationship between humor and emotional improvement.  

When control variables “coping humor” and “humor orientation” were included in 

my analysis, my study found a positive relationship between coping humor and received 

social support. However, no relationship was found between humor orientation and 

received social support. 
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The results also found that coping humor is positively associated with reappraisal 

of stress in a conversation. These findings provide new evidence to support the argument 

that individuals with higher coping humor have more positive reappraisals (Abel, 2002; 

Kuiper, Martin, & Olinger, 1993; Kuiper, McKenzie, & Belanger, 1995; Kuiper & 

Martin, 1998).  

Implications 

This study has explored the mechanisms in which the use of humor enhances 

emotional improvement in a scenario wherein a person elicits humor to disclose stress 

with another individual. The study suggests that when self-disclosing stress with another 

person, the use of humor by the self-discloser may enhance his or her emotional 

improvement by enhancing the positive reappraisal of the self-discloser themselves as 

well as increasing received social support from the conversational partner. My study is 

consistent with previous studies in confirming the relationship between humor and 

cognitive reappraisal of stressors and in supporting the mediating role of reappraisal in 

the relationship of humor and stress-related variables (Abel, 2002; Kuiper et al., 1993; 

Kuiper et al., 1995; Kuiper & Martin, 1998; Lefcourt et al., 1995; Newman & Stone, 

1996). In addition, my study has preliminarily discovered the main effect of humor on 

emotion improvement, elucidated the role of “received social support” as a mediator in 

the relationship between humor and emotional improvement, and tested all these 

relationships in a communicative context where a person is disclosing stress with another 

individual. All these findings not only help better explain the mechanism of humor in 

relieving stress-induced negative emotions but also contribute to the building of a 
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coherent and integrated theory about humor and emotional improvement rather than 

mainly testing isolated correlations. 

This study had initially discovered that in a conversational context, cognitive 

reappraisal of the self-discloser and received support from the conversation partner could 

be affected by the use of humor of the self-discloser simultaneously and in return affect 

the emotional changes in a positive manner. By suggesting that humor affects emotional 

changes through multiple mechanisms, these new findings point to the fact that humor 

affects stress emotions through more than one specific mechanism. The study encourages 

scholars to look for different mediators for the effect of humor on stress emotions and 

investigate how they work together to make an impact. In addition, the study represents a 

significant effort in investigating the effect of humor on stress emotions in a 

communicative context. By doing so, the study successfully displays the significant role 

of communication exchanges in humor coping. From a communication perspective, the 

study is not merely limited to the exploration towards the effect of humor on individuals’ 

cognitive transaction but extends the research to the effect of humor on interpersonal 

communication. 

The findings of my study are also consistent with research studies about the 

stress-buffering effect of positive emotions (e.g., Auerbach, Ruch, & Fehling, 2016; 

Samson, & Grouss, 2012; Tabler, Redden, & Hurley, 2007; Wellenzohn, Proyer, & Ruch, 

2016). Some scholars from the psychology discipline believe that positive emotions aid 

individuals cope with and recover the negative effect of stress (e.g., Auerbach et al., 

2016; Samson & Grouss, 2012; Wellenzohn et al., 2016). My study found that humor, as 

one type of positive emotion, not only has the cognitive component to shift the 
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perspective of individuals, but also the emotion component to distract individuals from 

negative emotions or at least downplay the negativity. My study has extended this line of 

research about positive emotions by providing more solid evidence to support humor’s 

effect on regulating emotions in an interpersonal context.  

In general, the role of social support as a mediator between humor and stress-

related variables has received almost no research attention.  However, by finding that the 

use of humor increases received social support in a scenario wherein the subject disclosed 

stress with another person, this study adds solid evidence that humor may be an important 

contributor to social support. In the past decades, some scholars assumed that people who 

had a higher sense of humor would receive more social support compared to people who 

had a lower sense of humor. A few studies tried to measure humor as a personality trait 

and link it to social support but yielded limited evidence to support the statement that 

humor can increase social support (Bowling, 2004; Factor, 1998; Ye & Zheng, 2014). 

Unlike former studies measuring humor as personality trait, this study measured actual 

use of humorous messages in a conversation and found a positive relationship between 

humorous messages and received social support. This indicates that while personality 

traits, such as humor orientation, may not be directly associated with social support, using 

humorous messages in comforting conversations might actually increase perceived social 

support. This study not only demonstrates the importance for future scholars to explore 

the relationship between humor and social support but also provides scholars with a new 

direction to explore relationships between humor and social support, which is defining 

humor as humorous messages in a conversation rather than humor traits such as a sense 

of humor, humor orientation and so on. 
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In addition, the results also found a positive relationship between coping humor, 

which is a personality trait that reflects the tendency of individuals to adopt humor to 

cope with stress, and received social support. This correlation between the tendency to 

use humor to cope with stress and received social support may suggest that it is not a 

sense of humor in individuals that directly links to more social support but the act to use 

humor as a coping strategy in order to seek for social support that elicits more support 

provision. Future research should test the relationship between coping humor and 

received social support further. 

One significant difference between the current study and previous studies is the 

definition and operationalization of the variable humor. While previous studies have 

mostly examined humor as a personality trait such as a sense of humor, humor orientation 

and coping humor (e.g., Abel, 2002; Kuiper, Martin, & Olinger, 1993; Kuiper, 

McKenzie, & Belanger, 1995; Kuiper & Martin, 1998), my current study defines humor 

as humorous messages enacted by individuals in a conversation. The results of my study 

revealed that, when coping humor and humor orientation are controlled for, humorous 

messages enacted in a conversation are positively related to reappraisal, received social 

support and emotional improvement. This indicates that conversation-based humorous 

messages could yield positive interpersonal and psychological effects regardless of the 

personality trait of individuals. It suggests that it may be feasible for any individual, 

including those who are low in trait humor, to apply humorous messages in their daily 

conversation to effectively cope with stress emotions. This provides more theoretical 

support for using humor as a therapeutic intervention or a coping strategy (Newman & 

Stone, 1996). 
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Since the current study tested relationships among the use of humor, the 

mediators “reappraisal” and “received social support,” and emotional improvement in a 

communicative context, findings in my study could be applied to the type of 

conversations wherein a person is disclosing stress with another individual. As was 

mentioned before in the first chapter, previously reported research found that people 

suffering from severe stress, especially have the need to talk to others about their 

problems but have difficulty in gaining the social support that they desire. This is 

particularly true if they express difficulties in coping with stress (Silver et al., 1990). 

When disclosing stress to another person, conversational partners do not necessarily 

provide the self-discloser with social support, but could instead provide rejection or 

avoidance, which would affect emotion change of the self-discloser in a negative manner 

(Borja, Callahan, & Long, 2006; Silver et al., 1990). My study found that the use of 

humor in conversations about stress might enhance more positive reappraisal towards 

stressors of the self-discloser as well as increase received social support from the 

conversational partner. This indicates that the use of humor can be an effective self-

presentation strategy for individuals who are under stress and desire social support from 

others in a conversation.  

Since using humor to talk about stress could display an individual’s positive 

perspective and his/her ability to cope with the stressor, humor may be used as a balanced 

coping self-presentation in self-disclosure. According to Silver (1990), balanced coping 

self-presentation, which refers to the disclosure of distress that is accompanied by clear 

signs that the person is actively engaged in coping, is associated with positive responses 

from conversational partners. Although there is a concern that humor will discount the 
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severity of the stress of the self-discloser is experiencing, if the self-discloser can actively 

disclose their stress rather than hide their stress intentionally, using humor to disclose 

stress should be able to signal a need for support.  

 Consequently, enacting humor to disclose stress to another individual may 

greatly benefit the self-discloser with regards to his/her emotional well-being and buffer 

him/her from the negative effects of stress. Therefore, social support interventions, 

clinical therapy, or other related programs could be designed and established to teach and 

train people to elicit humor as a disclosure strategy to seek social support and manage 

their emotional well-being through interpersonal communication. 

One of the motives of this study was to explore more effective coping strategies 

for undergraduate and graduate students to cope with stress. The results of this study 

indicate that the use of humor could be an effective coping strategy for college students 

to cope with their stress. Thus, it would be potentially beneficial to incorporate 

information regarding the use of humor into freshman orientation session, first-year 

experience programs, counseling center workshops and other health-promoted programs 

on campus (Booth-Butterfield et al., 2007). For example, in 2006, the University of 

Northern Iowa counseling center initiated a workshop to teach their students how to use 

humor to manage stress (UNI Counseling Center, 2006). 

Limitations 

The findings from this study should be interpreted with the following limitations 

in mind. First, the sample size of the study was relatively small, which limits the 

generalizability of the findings.  Seventy percent of individuals who participated in the 
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study were female college students and 30% were male students, and 54.3% were 

undergraduate students and 45.7 % were graduate students. The sample may be 

underrepresenting the proportion of males who go to college or graduate school while 

over-representing the proportion of graduate students who attend universities. A more 

representative sample may be needed in the future in order to generalize the results to the 

whole population of undergraduate and graduate students in United States. Since only 

students attending universities were included in the sample, generalizing to non-college 

students of a similar age or to other populations is difficult. 

Second, this study did not examine differences between undergraduate students 

and graduate students due to the relatively small sample size. As the age range of 

undergraduate and graduate students is similar, one could assume that these two groups 

share many similarities. However, future research should still recruit more students from 

both groups and compare the differences of their reports.  

Third, the way humor was measured is different from previous studies. Thirteen 

types of humor as the categories of humor were provided (“anecdotes,” “jokes,” “puns,” 

“stock conversational witticisms,” “irony,” “hyperbolic,” “self-enhancing,” “satire,” 

“sarcasm,” “dark/ blue,” “teasing,” “blue/ risqué,” “others.”) Participants were asked to 

rate the frequency with which they used each type of humor in a conversation on a 7-

point scale from 1(never) to 7 (all the time). The results revealed that participants’ reports 

of their use of humor were consistent across different types of humor in general. One of 

the reasons for this might be that the participants did not understand the distinctions 

among different types of humor. Thus, their scores for different types of humor did not 

significantly differ from each other in general. It may also be due to the cognitive 
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difficulty to recall and categorize the humorous messages they used in the past 

conversation accurately. In order to measure humor more accurately, my study did not 

compare the outcomes of different types of humor. Instead, I calculated the mean of 

humor based on the scores of all types of humor to represent the real amount of humor 

the participants reported in the conversation they recalled.  “Humor,” as measured in this 

study, does not include all possible types of humor. 

Fourth, different participants may have had different interpretations of the amount 

of humor they used in the conversation, which does not necessarily reflect the real 

amount of humor they used in the conversation. If the amount of humor that participants 

used in the conversation cannot be measured accurately, correlations between humor and 

other variables discovered by my study would not be valid. Future studies need to refine 

measurements of humor as humorous messages used in conversations.  

Last, self-report measures are prone to social desirability bias, inaccurate recall, or 

response bias. The current study highly depended on the recall of a past conversation 

wherein participants used humor to talk about their stress with another person. Research 

suggests that cognitive bias exists in the past memory of individuals especially of 

emotionally distressing events. This would ultimately affect the recall of these events 

(Rinck et al., 2013). People under stress might have blocked out certain qualities in the 

interaction, which in result would affect the accuracy of the recall of humorous messages.  

Future studies should adopt other methods to measure emotional changes beside self-

reports. For example, in a controlled experiment, measuring physiological responses 

associated with stress emotions like heart rate and cortisol may further elucidate whether 

humor helps the self-disclosers to decrease stress emotions.  
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Future Studies 

Future studies are required to further explore the effect of humor in a 

conversational context. While some types of humor can be used effectively as a strategy 

to present stress and manage stress emotions, other types of humor might be considered 

offensive or inappropriate to be used in certain contexts. It is worthwhile to explore 

whether there are differences regarding to the outcomes across different types of humor. 

Future research should consider coding and categorizing those humorous messages to 

further distinguish the effects that different types of humor contribute to. It is also 

important to take into account the stressors of the self-discloser, the conversational 

contexts, topics of the conversations, audience reactions and other important factors 

related to an interpersonal conversation. In order to explore these, future research might 

consider coding detailed information about the conversation and further explore the role 

of those conversation-based factors played in the relationship between humor and stress 

emotions. Additional studies should also be conducted to explore how reappraisal and 

social support may interact with each other as mediators of humor’s effect on emotional 

improvement.  

In order to better explore the effect of humor, future studies need to refine 

measurements of humor as humorous messages used in conversations. Utilizing 

experimental methods to explore the relationship between humor and emotional 

improvement may yield more solid evidence of humor’s effect on emotional 

improvement. In an experiment, researchers could manipulate the stressor exposing to the 

participants so that perceived stress of participants can be increased to certain level 

before the conversation. Afterwards researchers can instruct participates in the treatment 
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group to use humor to talk about their stress with a confederate. In the experiment, 

researchers may be able to directly observe or record the use of humor in a conversation 

about stress. During or after the experiment, researchers could code and calculate the 

amount of humorous messages in each conversation. Researchers could also add a control 

group in which participants would not be instructed to use humor in the conversation in 

addition to the treatment group. Then, researchers could compare the results of the self-

reported measures between the control group with the treatment group. In this case, 

researchers could explore whether the use of humor might cause significant effects on 

outcome variables including reappraisal, received social support and emotional 

improvement, while all other variables are controlled for.  

Conclusion 

While my study has been consistent with former studies in supporting the 

correlation between humor and cognitive reappraisal of stressors, and in supporting the 

mediating role of reappraisal in the relationship of humor and stress-related variables, the 

study preliminarily discovered the main effect of humor on emotion improvement, and 

discovered the role “received social support” as a mediator in the relationship between 

humor and emotional improvement. In addition, the study represents a significant attempt 

to study the effect of humor on stress emotions in a communicative context. The results 

of the study demonstrate that the use of humor might be an effective self-presentation 

strategy for individuals who are under stress and desire social support from others in a 

conversation. The study also supports efforts by institutions of higher education to 

incorporate information regarding the use of humor into freshman orientation sessions, 



 51 

first-year experience programs, counseling center workshops and other health-promoted 

programs in campus.  
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APPENDIX I TYPES OF HUMOR 

Types of Humor Definition n M SD 

Anecdotes Comical personal stories. 83 4.78 1.45 

Jokes 

Prepackaged anecdotes that people 

memorize and pass on to others. 83 3.24 1.77 

Puns 

Humorous use of a word that evokes a 

second meaning, usually based on a 

homophone (that is. a word with a 

different meaning that sounds the 

same). 

83 3.88 1.64 

Stock 

conversational 

witticisms 

Humorous sayings or expressions that 

are routinely or recurrently used in 

conversation. 

83 4.11 1.52 

Irony 

A statement in which the literal 

meaning is different from the intended 

meaning. 

83 4.49 1.61 

Hyperbolic 

A comic presentation marked by 

extravagant exaggeration and outsized 

characterization. 

83 4.86 1.64 

Self-enhancing 

Having a humorous outlook on life, 

which is utilized to maintain self-esteem 

and cope with stress. 

83 4.34 1.46 
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Satire 

Aggressive humor that pokes fun at 

social institutions or policies. 83 4.00 1.79 

Sarcasm 

Aggressive humor that targets an 

individual rather than an institution. 83 4.49 1.98 

Dark / Black 

Grim or depressing humor dealing with 

misfortune and/or death and with a 

pessimistic outlook. 

82 3.04 1.77 

Teasing 

Humorous remarks directed at the 

listener’s personal appearance or 

foibles. 

83 3.87 1.86 

Blue/ Risqué 

Unsubtle humor often marked by coarse 

jokes and sexual situations. 82 3.1 1.88 
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