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Humor

• Functions of Humor (Martin, 2007):

– Social functions

– Humor as a way of coping

• Use of humor to cognitively manage events that 
threaten well-being

• The positive emotion of mirth replaces the negative 
feelings that would otherwise occur



Overview
• Humor Styles:

– Adult HSQ

– Child HSQ

• Bullying in Schools

• Humor Styles and Bullying in Schools

• Findings from first phase of ESRC-funded longitudinal 
study



Humor Styles Questionnaire (Adult)
• Four dimensions:

– Self-enhancing (e.g. ‘My humorous outlook on life keeps me from getting 
too upset or depressed about things’)

– Aggressive (e.g. ‘If someone makes a mistake I often tease them about it’)

– Affiliative (e.g. ‘I enjoy making people laugh’)

– Self-defeating (e.g. ‘I often try to make people like me or accept me more 
by saying something funny about my own weaknesses, blunders or faults’)

• Much stronger correlations between humor styles and 
psychological adjustment

• Data supports the reliability and validity of the HSQ (Martin et al, 
2003; Martin, 2007)



Child Humor Styles Questionnaire

• 24 items: Readability: 11 years +

• 4 point response format, strongly disagree to 
strongly agree

• Acceptable levels of reliability with 11-16 year olds 
and clear four-factor structure

• Self-defeating humor and affiliative humor
associated with anxiety, depression, global self-worth 
and self-perceived social competence



Fox, C. L., Dean, S. & Lyford, K. (in press). 
Development of a humor styles questionnaire 
for children and young people. Humor.  



ESRC Humor and Bullying Study

• Short-term longitudinal design, involving 1000+ 
school children aged 11-13 years

• Two strands:

– Use of humor may characterise children in the different 
bullying roles and perhaps explain why certain children are 
more likely to be bullied than others

– Children who are bullied may be protected from some of 
the harmful effects of victimisation by using adaptive 
forms of humor



Bullying in Schools 
• It is a subset of aggressive behaviour:

– Repetition

– Imbalance of power

• Different types: Verbal, Physical, Relational, Indirect

• It affects a large number of children:
– 20% of secondary-age children bullied sometimes or more 

often in the current school term

• It is associated with poor psychological adjustment



Bullying in Schools (cont.) 

• Risk factors for peer victimisation (e.g. Fox & 
Boulton, 2006ab)
– Individual (e.g. social skills problems)

– Social (e.g. having few friends)

• One additional factor which might explain why 
certain children are more at risk of being bullied –
humor …..



Humor Styles and Bullying in Schools

• Klein and Kuiper (2008):

– Children who are bullied at a disadvantage with 
respect to the development of humor
competence

– Gravitate to use of self-defeating humor

– Self-defeating humor as a risk factor for 
victimisation

– Use of adaptive forms as protective factors



Research Questions 1

• What are the relationships between humor
styles and peer victimisation?

– Self-defeating humor and peer victimisation

– Peer victimisation – adaptive forms



More self-defeating

Peer victimisation Less affiliative

Less self-enhancing



Bullying in Schools (cont.)

• Link between peer victimisation and 
psychosocial adjustment

– Factors have been identified which appear to 
moderate the relationship, e.g. friendship (Hodges 
et al., 1999)

– Also, mediator variables have been identified, e.g. 
self blame (Graham & Juvonen, 1998)

– Humor as a moderator/mediator?



Research Questions 2

• Can certain humor styles buffer children 
against the harmful effects of peer 
victimisation? - Self-enhancing humor as a 
moderator?

– Self-defeating humor as a mediator?



Method
• Measures: 

– Peer nomination inventory
• Peer nominations of 4 types of bullying / victimisation + 1 defender 

item
• Peer nominations using 4 key humor styles items  
• Ratings of liking + nominations of friends

– Self-report questionnaires:
• Child HSQ 
• The four-item, self-report Loneliness and Social Satisfaction scale 

(Asher, Hymel & Renshaw, 1984)
• Children’s Depression Inventory – short form (Kovacs & Beck, 1977)
• Rosenberg’s (1965) self-esteem measure
• Self-report bullying/victimisation questionnaire to measure 3 types 

(Owens et al, 2005)



Method (cont.)

• Participants (Time 1) N = 1241:

– Gender: 612 male and 599 female (21 missing)

– Age:

• 681 year 7 (11-12 years)

• 557 year 8 (12-13 years)

• Mean age = 11.68(SD= .64)

– Ethnicity: 93% white, 1% black, 2% Asian, 2.5% 
‘mixed’, 2% Chinese and 1% ‘other’. 



Results
• Peer nominations of peer victimisation (composite scores) 

and self-reports of humor styles

• Victimisation positive correlation with:
– depression (r = .23, p < .001)

– loneliness (r = .26, p < .001)

– negative correlation with self-esteem (r = -.14, p < .001)

• Victimisation negatively correlated with:
– self-enhancing humor (r = -.10, p < .001) 

– affiliative humor (r = -.19, p < .001) 

– positive correlation with self-defeating humor (r = .16, p < .001)



Humor and adjustment

Self-def Self-en Affil Agg Dep Lone Self-est

SD --

SEn .09*** --

Aff -.16*** .36*** --

Agg .14*** .03 .13*** --

Dep .40*** -.23*** -.33*** -.07* --

Lone .39*** -.15*** -.31*** -.02 .72*** --

SE -.42*** .24 .32 -.06* -.71*** -.61*** --

* p < .05, ** p < .01, ***p < .001



Mediation

Self-defeating

Peer vic Dep

Step 2: Β
= .15***

Step 3: Β
=.39***

Step 1: Β = .24***

Step 3: Β = .19*** 



Summary of findings 
• Self-defeating humor partially mediated the relationships 

between peer victimisation and: depression, loneliness and 
self-esteem
– Self-defeating humour that results from peer victimisation leads to 

adjustment problems

• Affiliative humor as a partial mediator and self-enhancing 
humor
– Being bullied leads to a deficit in using adaptive humor, which leads to 

adjustment problems

• No moderation effects



Conclusions
• Humor plays an important role in bullying

• Cause and effect?

• Gender differences? 

• Different types of victimisation and humor styles

– Relational victimisation          less affiliative humor

– Verbal victimisation          self-defeating humour



Further information

http://esrcbullyingandhumourproject.wordpress
.com/

Twitter @Humour_Bullying

Email: c.fox@psy.keele.ac.uk

Siân Jones: s.e.jones@iss.keele.ac.uk
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Thank you for listening


