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Abstract 

The adult Humor Styles Questionnaire (HSQ) assumes that humor can be both adaptive (‘self-

enhancing’ and ‘affiliative’) and maladaptive (‘aggressive’ and ‘self-defeating’). The aim of 

the research was to develop a reliable and valid scale to assess adaptive and maladaptive 

humor in children – an adaptation of the adult HSQ. Over two studies 1187 UK school 

children aged 9-15 years completed the 24-item adapted child HSQ. In the second study the 

children completed the questionnaire on two occasions, one week apart, and also measures of 

psychosocial adjustment. For children aged 11 years and upwards there was a clear four factor 

structure to the questionnaire with all sub-scales showing acceptable levels of internal and test 

re-test reliability. As predicted, affiliative humor and self-defeating humor were associated 

with all four measures of psychosocial adjustment. Aggressive humor was associated with 

lower anxiety and higher self-perceived social competence for boys, and with lower global 

self-worth and higher depression for girls. Longitudinal research is needed to disentangle the 

causal pathways and examine further the links between children’s humor styles and their 

social competence.  

 

Keywords: humor styles, child*, psychosocial adjustment, reliability, validity, questionnaire, 

affiliative, self-defeating, aggressive, self-enhancing.  
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Over the past two decades, there has been a steady accumulation of research on the 

topic of humor. Researchers in the areas of social, cognitive, developmental, biological and 

applied psychology (i.e. clinical, educational, health) all have interesting contributions to 

make to the study of humor (Martin 2007: 2). Social psychologists, for example, have 

examined the social functions of humor, proposing that it can be used to: communicate group 

norms, reinforce group status, exclude people from groups, and foster group cohesion and 

identity (e.g. see Long & Graesser 1988; Robinson & Smith-Lovin 2001; Shiota et al. 2004). 

Another area of research on humor is its relationships with various aspects of mental health 

(and physical health); helping people to cope with life stress and adversity and also as a 

facilitator to healthy relationships (e.g. see Galloway & Cropley 1999; Kuiper & Olinger 

1998; Lefcourt 2001). Far less research has focused on the social/emotional functions of 

humor in children or the way that these functions develop through childhood/adolescence 

(Martin 2007: 249). 

 

1. Humor in children 

 

The development of humor in children can be viewed as reflecting their cognitive 

development. McGhee (1974) proposed a four stage model of humor development to reflect 

children’s increasing incongruity-detecting sophistication, with the fourth and final stage 

emerging at around seven years of age. With the development of key cognitive abilities, it 

seems that children are able to appreciate and use more sophisticated forms of humor. Several 

studies have found evidence of a link between humor and children’s status within the peer 

group (Sherman 1988; Ziv 1984). For example, using peer ratings of sense of humor and 

‘liking’, Sherman (1988) found that those children with a ‘good sense of humor’ were more 

well-liked by their peers. Conversely, at least in younger age groups, children with a good 



 4

sense of humor tend to be rated as disruptive by teachers (Damico & Purkey 1978; Fabrizi & 

Pollio 1987). 

Attempts have been made to measure humor in children. Using the Coping Humor 

Scale (CHS), developed for adults (Martin & Lefcourt 1983) and a new Children Coping 

Humor Strategy Survey (CCHSS), Führ (2002) provided evidence for the appearance of 

humor as a coping tool in early adolescence. In total, 960 participants aged 11-14 years 

completed these measures. The CCHSS 11-item scale yielded a better internal reliability 

coefficient (α = .75), compared to the CHS (α = .60), with three factors emerging: 1) use of 

humor to cope with stress, 2) aggressive use of humor, and 3) humor as a mood booster. Use 

of humor to cope with stress was much lower in the 11-year olds compared to the older age 

groups, and in boys compared to girls. Boys also reported greater use of the aggressive humor 

style, with girls more likely to use humor to improve their mood, compared to boys.  

A similar study by Goodenough and Ford (2005) assessed coping humor in 

hospitalised children in Sydney, Australia (n = 57, ages 6-12 years) using an adaptation of the 

Coping Humor Scale (CHS) by Martin and Lefcourt (1983). Also, an adaptation of the 

Multidimensional Sense of Humor Scale – child version (Dowling & Fain, 1999) was used. 

This 15-item scale was used to measure humor creation and humor as a coping mechanism. 

Acceptable reliability coefficients were reported for the two measures of humor coping – for 

the adapted CHS α = .73, and for the coping sub-scale of the MSHSC α = .75.  

 

2. Humor styles 

 

In sum, the studies by Führ (2002) and Goodenough and Ford (2005) provide preliminary 

evidence for the reliability and validity of two key measures of humor in children. However, 

research by Martin et al. (2003) suggests that there are four main types of humor: two are 
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adaptive and two are maladaptive. Martin et al. (2003) developed the Humor Styles 

Questionnaire (HSQ), with four dimensions reflecting the use of humor in every day life. 

Self-enhancing humor is used to enhance the self, but is not detrimental to others (e.g. ‘My 

humorous outlook on life keeps me from getting too upset or depressed about things’). 

Aggressive humor on the other hand, while enhancing the self, at least in the short-term, is 

done at the expense of others (e.g. ‘If someone makes a mistake I often tease them about it’). 

Over the long-term, this style is believed to be detrimental to the self because it tends to 

alienate others (Martin 2007; 306). Affiliative humor enhances one’s relationships with others 

and reduces interpersonal tensions (e.g. ‘I enjoy making people laugh’). Self-defeating humor 

also enhances one’s relationships with others, but at the expense of denigration of the self 

(e.g. ‘I often try to make people like or accept me more by saying something funny about my 

own weaknesses, blunders and faults’). Over the long term, this is viewed as damaging for the 

individual since it involves denigration of the self and repression of one’s own emotional 

needs (Martin et al. 2003: 52).  

Much stronger correlations between humor and psychological adjustment have been 

found when using the HSQ compared to previous research (see Martin 2007: 280); this may 

be because prior studies used measures that did not distinguish between adaptive and 

maladaptive forms (Martin et al. 2003: 50). Affiliative and self-enhancing humor are typically 

found to be negatively correlated with anxiety and depression and positively correlated with 

self-esteem. In contrast, self-defeating humor is associated with high levels of anxiety and 

depression and with low self-esteem (Kuiper et al. 2004; Martin et al. 2003). Aggressive and 

self-defeating humor styles are both linked with hostility and aggression (Martin et al. 2003). 

In support of Martin’s theory about the consequences of adopting an aggressive humor style 

(above), studies have found that aggressive humor is not associated with psychological 

adjustment but is strongly negatively correlated with social adjustment measures (e.g. Kuiper 
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et al. 2004; Yip & Martin 2006). However, longitudinal research is clearly needed to 

disentangle the causal pathways.  

Martin (2007) explains that positive styles of humor may be related to better mental 

health for various different reasons. Firstly, humor boosts positive emotions and counteracts 

negative feelings of depression and anxiety. Secondly, humor can be seen as a mechanism for 

coping with stressful events; it can provide the individual with a way of reappraising a 

situation, viewing it from a different and less threatening point of view. Finally, Martin 

(2007) states that adaptive styles of humor can lead to satisfying personal relationships, which 

have been found to be linked with better mental health.  

Whether such associations can be generalised to child and adolescent populations is 

not yet clear, and data relating to this would clarify the ways in which humor as a coping 

strategy develops across the lifespan. Data collected on a large number of participants, aged 

14-87 years, and in various different countries, supports the proposed four-factor structure of 

the adult HSQ, with all four sub-scales showing good internal consistency. Research also 

provides data in support of the construct and discriminant validity of all four scales (Martin 

2007: 212).  

The main aim of the research was to develop a new questionnaire to assess humor 

styles in children (those aged 9-16 years), called the child HSQ. Prior administration of the 

HSQ in its current form to adolescents found low reliability coefficients, particularly for the 

two maladaptive sub-scales (Erickson & Feldstein 2007). The CCHSS (Führ 2002), 

developed for the 11-14 age group, currently appears to be the best measure of how children 

use humor. Although factor analysis provides support for three sub-scales (including an 

aggressive factor) it is difficult to see how the two adaptive forms are theoretically distinct 

(humor as a mood booster and use of humor to cope with stress). Furthermore, supporting 
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data regarding the reliability and validity of this questionnaire is lacking, e.g. test re-test 

reliability data and reliability coefficients for individual sub-scales.  

 

3. Humor styles in children 

 

As previously mentioned, with age comes the ability to appreciate more sophisticated forms 

of humor. It is not until middle childhood that the ability to use humor in social situations is 

displayed, and by 11-12 years children can use humor as a very effective means of social 

interaction and communication (see Bergen 2007; McGhee 1979) – what Martin et al. (2003) 

refer to as ‘affiliative humor’. Bariaud (1989) stated that from the ages of 7 to 10 years 

children become competent in the use of conversational riddles and jokes. They also begin to 

develop their own jokes to sometimes convey hostile and sexual content in the guise of ‘only 

joking’ (conceptualised as ‘aggressive humor’). Nasty teasing has been observed in some 

children from a very early age (Sinnott & Ross 1976) and, according to Bergen (2007), 

adolescents become masters of this.  

Self-defeating humor has, to our knowledge, not been examined in children. It is 

proposed that self-defeating humor and self-enhancing humor may develop later than the two 

other forms because they are more reliant on cognitive processes. Self-enhancing humor can 

be viewed as a cognitive coping strategy and self-defeating humor relies on negative self-

cognitions. Children have been found to display maladaptive explanatory styles which include 

self-derogatory attributions often linked with depressive symptoms (Nolen-Hoeksema et al. 

1991). The question is when children begin to externalise these thoughts to make other people 

laugh; it is likely that this comes with experience.  Thus, it is quite possible that self-defeating 

humor develops slightly later than the other forms. Also, before they reach this stage, children 
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may simply not recognise the more complex concepts associated with self-defeating humor, 

being unable to recognise this in others let alone themselves.  

Self-enhancing humor (or coping humor) has previously been assessed using self-

report measures in pre-adolescent children (e.g. Führ 2002) and even in children as young as 

6 years of age (Goodenough & Ford 2005). It has long been theorised that children use humor 

for emotional mastery and as a way of dealing with the various different challenges imposed 

on them during socialisation (e.g. McGhee 1979). Masten (1986) cited observations of 

children which found evidence that children do use humor to cope with fear, anxiety and 

current concerns.  

Research by Altshuler and Ruble (1983) showed age related increases in the ability to 

manage emotions in uncontrollable situations using more cognitive as opposed to behavioral 

strategies (e.g. cognitive distraction). They cited evidence to suggest that younger children are 

capable of recognising that thoughts can be manipulated (i.e. they understand the concept) 

and argued that the age-related increase could be more ‘experientially-based’, than 

‘conceptually-based’, i.e. with age, children come to learn how to use these strategies more 

effectively to manage emotions. An alternative explanation is that younger children’s thought 

processes are more disrupted as a result of stress (see Altshuler & Ruble 1983). In sum, 

aggressive and affiliative humor seem to emerge during early to middle childhood and 

continue to develop into adolescence; by the age of 11-12 years children might begin to use 

self-defeating humor and self-enhancing humor which become more sophisticated as children 

move into adulthood.  

 

4. Research aims 
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Thus, the main aim of the study was to develop a humor styles questionnaire for secondary-

age children (11-16 years) and explore its potential for use with primary-age children (9-11 

years). As noted previously, there is some evidence that humor in adults is associated with 

psychological adjustment (e.g. Martin et al.. 2003) and that it plays a key role in children’s 

peer relationships (e.g. Sherman 1988). The current study aimed to build on these studies and 

examined associations between adaptive and maladaptive uses of humor and children’s 

psychological adjustment and social competence. Such findings will also provide support for 

the validity of the HSQ for children, demonstrating that the different styles are differentially 

related to aspects of psychosocial functioning. Gender and age differences were also 

examined to see whether particular humor styles are more prevalent at certain ages, compared 

to others and more typical of males or females.  

Across three separate studies, the Child Humor Styles Questionnaire (child HSQ) was 

developed. In this article we provide details of the two main studies (Study One and Study 

Two). Study One involved piloting a total of 29 items with children aged 9-15 years (N = 651) 

which were then reduced to a set of 24 items (6 items per sub-scale). In Study Two children 

aged 9-16 years (N = 536) completed the 24-item child HSQ twice over a one-week period to 

examine the test re-test reliability of the measure. Also, measures of psychological and social 

adjustment were also administered to assess the discriminant validity of the scale.  

 

5. Study One 

 

5.1. Method 

 

5.1.1. Participants. In total, 651 pupils took part in the study; 307 were male and 335 were 

female (missing data for 9 participants). Two primary schools and four secondary schools 
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were recruited for the research, across Staffordshire and Derbyshire in the UK. 115 

participants were of primary school age (years 5 and 6, ages 9-11 years) and 536 were of 

secondary school age (years 7 and 10, 11-12 years and 14-15 years). The mean age of the 

sample was 12.89 (SD = 1.82).  

5.1.2. Materials. The pilot work (Fox, 2009) involved testing a total of 20 child HSQ 

items adapted from the adult HSQ using a sample of 292 secondary-age children, with 5 items 

per sub-scale and 7 of the items negatively worded. Consideration was given to the readability 

of the items, as well as the meaning of words and phrases. The response scale was changed 

from Strongly Disagree (1) - Strongly Agree (7) to Not at all like me (1) – A lot like me (4). 

Borgers et al. (2004) state that four response options are optimal with children; in particular, it 

is important to avoid having a neutral mid-point with children and thereby the temptation for 

children to ‘satisfice’.  

The reliability coefficients for all four sub-scales were found to be unacceptably low 

(ranging from .41 to .63). Problematic items were identified that were bringing down the 

reliability of the scales; many of these items were negatively worded. Deletion of one item 

improved the reliability of the self-enhancing sub-scale to only .45. Thus, for the next phase 

of the research a completely new set of self-enhancing items were used, with some of the 

items adapted from the adult HSQ and others taken from previous measures of coping humor 

in children (i.e. Führ 2002; Goodenough & Ford 2005), e.g. ‘I find that laughing and joking 

are good ways to cope with problems’, ‘If I am feeling scared I find that it helps to laugh’. 

Martin et al. (2003) do state that self-enhancing humor is “closely allied” to the concept of 

coping humor (p. 55). Many of the self-enhancing items that were used in the pilot study, 

although more readable, were clearly very difficult for the children to understand since they 

relied on adult phraseology, e.g. ‘I don’t need to be with other people to find things funny’, 

‘My funny way of looking at things that happen in life stops me from getting sad about them’; 
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they were also too long.  It was therefore necessary for us to develop a new set of self-

enhancing items for children.  

The decision was also taken to revert back to the standard Strongly Disagree to 

Strongly Agree format that Martin et al. (2003) used just in case the change of response 

options was partly responsible for the problems encountered with the pilot scale. It was also 

decided to use only a small number of negatively worded questions (those that were found to 

be acceptable in the pilot study). We also decided to test a much larger pool of child HSQ 

items. With only 5 items per sub-scale this makes it difficult to achieve acceptable levels of 

internal reliability (Cortina 1993). Thus, based on the findings from the pilot work, 29 new 

child HSQ items were tested (8 for self-enhancing, and 7 each for the three other sub-scales). 

Only four negatively worded items were retained, since Marsh (1986) states that negatively 

worded questions do place a heavy cognitive burden on children and so should be avoided if 

possible. The Flesch reading ease score for the 29 items was 78.1, which is UK grade 7 (11-

12 year olds) according to the Flesch Kincaid Grade Level test. For the adult version, the 

Flesch reading ease score is 69.0 (13-14 year olds). These tests assess comprehension 

difficulty with a piece of English text and they use measures of word length and sentence 

length. Following reversal of the negatively worded items and the item analyses, mean scores 

were calculated for each child for each sub-scale with a high score indicating greater use of 

that particular humor style.  

5.1.3. Procedure. Six schools were approached for participation in the research and all 

schools agreed to take part. Letters were sent home to parents approximately one to two 

weeks in advance of data collection; parents were asked to reply only if they did not want 

their child to take part. The pupils completed the questionnaires on a whole class basis. They 

were informed that their participation was optional and that they could withdraw at any time. 

Pupils were told that the questionnaire was anonymous and they were also reassured about the 
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confidentiality of their responses. Secondary-age children were asked to complete the 

questionnaire alone, at their own pace. Children in the primary schools, however, had the 

questions read aloud to them because the Flesch readability score indicated that the younger 

children might have some difficulties reading the questions. Children who did not take part (8 

pupils) were given an alternative activity or were asked to read a book quietly instead.  

 

5.2. Results 

 

5.2.1. Reliability analyses. The reliability statistics were reviewed, as well as the facility 

indexes, to identify items that could be deleted, improving the overall reliability of the four 

sub-scales. The facility index refers to the mean (and SD) across respondents; an extreme 

score with little variation suggests that most respondents are agreeing (or disagreeing) with 

the item. Five items were deleted leaving a set of 24-items, retaining all four negatively 

worded questions (see Table 2 for the final set of 24 items). The Flesch readability score for 

the final 24 items is comparable to the score for the 29 items at 77.2 (UK grade 7, suitable for 

ages 11-12 years and upwards). Table 1 shows the Cronbach’s alphas for each sub-scale for 

the sample as a whole with all four above the .70 level that is considered satisfactory. 

However, if we examine the reliability coefficients by sector (primary and secondary-age), it 

can be seen that the Cronbach’s alpha for the self-defeating sub-scale for primary-age children 

is unacceptably low (α = .61).  

 

Table 1 about here 

 

5.2.2. Factor analysis. All remaining items (n = 24) were entered into a Principal Components 

Analysis (n = 644). The items were clearly highly intercorrelated, with a Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin 
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score of .84 and Bartletts’ test of sphericity was significant at p < .001; these results support 

the factorability of the correlation matrix. Principal components analysis revealed the 

presence of five components with eigenvalues greater than 1, explaining 18.45%, 12.49%, 

10.28%, 7.23% and 4.35% of the variance (eigenvalues of 4.43, 3.00, 2.47, 1.74, and 1.04, 

52.81% of the variance in total). However, the scree plot revealed a clear break after the 

fourth component. To aid in the interpretation of the four components, Varimax rotation was 

used. The factor loadings (see Table 2) present a simple four-factor structure, with the items 

loading highly with associated items and with no cross-loadings. In extracting four 

components, 48.46% of the variance in total was accounted for.  

 

Table 2 about here 

 

 The analyses were repeated separately by gender and then by sector (primary and 

secondary-age). The findings were very similar for males and females (n = 305 males, n = 330 

female) and for primary and secondary age children (n = 111 for primary-age and n = 533 for 

secondary-age), with a clear four-factor structure in each case, with items loading highly on 

their respective factor and with no cross-loadings. Pallant (2007: 181) notes that a minimum 

of 150 participants are needed for principal components analysis and so the findings for the 

primary-age sample must be treated with caution. Nevertheless, the results suggested that the 

factor structure was similar across the age-ranges.  

5.2.3. Intercorrelations. Table 3 shows the intercorrelations for the four humor styles 

for males and females. As expected, and for both males and females, self-defeating humor and 

aggressive humor were positively correlated (albeit weakly), and affiliative humor and self-

enhancing humor were positively correlated. There are also some correlations across the 

adaptive-maladaptive divide with positive correlations between self-enhancing and self-
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defeating humor (females only) and between affiliative and aggressive humor. Also, there is a 

weak negative correlation between affiliative and self-defeating humor for males.  

 To examine further the differences between males and females, the r values were 

converted into z scores, followed by a procedure to calculate the observed value of z (Pallant, 

2007: 138). There were no significant differences in the strength of the correlations for males 

and females.  

 

Table 3 about here 

 

5.2.4. Gender and age differences. Gender and age differences were examined using a series 

of 2 (gender) � 3 (years 5/6, year 7, year 10) unrelated ANOVAs (see Table 4 for means and 

standard deviations). The analyses revealed that males reported greater use of aggressive 

humor, self-defeating humor and self-enhancing humor compared to females (F(1,632) = 

75.24, p < .001; F(1,634) = 6.61, p < .01; F(1,635) = 6.29, p < .01). There was also a main 

effect for year group on aggressive humor and the interaction was also significant (F(2,632) = 

54.00, p < .001; F(2,632) = 2.93, p < .05). Simple effects analysis and pair-wise comparisons 

indicated that there was a significant increase in aggressive humor from years 5/6 to year 7, 

and from year 7 to year 10, but the increase in use of aggressive humor from years 5/6 to year 

7 was significant only for females. The means indicate that for females there is a sharp 

increase in reported use of aggressive humor from years 5/6 to year 7. The difference between 

males and females in aggressive humor holds across all three year groups.  

 

Table 4 about here 
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5.2.5. Summary/conclusions. Factor analysis identified a clear four-factor structure to the 

questionnaire with all four sub-scales showing acceptable levels of internal reliability. Given 

this, the 24-items identified in Study One were then taken forward and used in a second study 

to test further the structure of the scale, for males and females and for different year groups. 

The findings by sector suggested that the child HSQ may not be appropriate for use with the 

younger age-groups (9-10 years). We decided to examine this further using a different sample 

of children, by including a primary-age sample in Study Two. Two additional aims were as 

follows: 1) to examine the test re-test reliability of the four sub-scales, and 2) to examine 

associations between the four humor styles and psychosocial adjustment.  

 

6. Study Two 

 

6.1. Method 

 

6.1.1. Participants. 536 children participated in this second study from four schools in 

Staffordshire, UK. There were 272 males and 262 females (missing data for 2 participants) 

and the mean age of the sample was 11.77 (SD = 2.18).  

6.1.2. Materials. The pupils completed the child HSQ (24 items) as previously 

detailed, at two time points one week apart. In the first session they also completed the short 

form of the Children’s Depression Inventory and the Revised Children’s Manifest Anxiety 

Inventory. In the second session they also completed two sub-scales from Harter’s Self 

Perception Profile for Children.  

The Revised Children’s Manifest Anxiety Inventory (RCMAI) developed by Reynolds 

and Richmond (1978) was used to index anxiety. The child is asked to respond yes (true for 

me) or no (not true for me) to a series of 28 items. The yes responses are added to yield a total 
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anxiety score. A high score indicates a high level of anxiety. The scale was found to have 

high internal reliability with a Cronbach’s alpha of .89.  

The 10-item short form of the Children’s Depression Inventory was used for this 

administration (initially developed by Kovacs and Becks 1977). Each item consists of 3 

choices (0, 1 and 2) with a higher total score indicating a higher level of depression. Scores 

can range from 0 to 20. The Cronbach’s alpha with the current sample was .79.  

Two sub-scales were used from Harter’s self-perception profile for 

children/adolescents (Harter 1985), with six items per sub-scale: Global Self-Worth (GSW) 

and Self-Perceived Social Competence (SPSC). Items are scored from 1 to 4, with a higher 

score indicating a high perceived acceptance or perception of worth as a person. A mean score 

is calculated for each sub-scale. The reliability coefficients (Cronbach’s alphas) for the two 

sub-scales were as follows: GSW = .83, SPSC = .76.  

6.1.3. Procedure. Six schools were approached for participation and four of the 

schools agreed to take part. Parental and pupil consent were sought using the same methods 

outlined for Study One with nine pupils being opted out or opting out themselves. The pupils 

completed the questionnaires on a whole class basis at two time points, one week apart, under 

the same conditions as in Study One. Due to the sensitivity of some of the questions included, 

after each session, the children were also pointed to appropriate sources of support.  

 

6.2. Results 

 

6.2.1. Factor analysis. Confirmatory Factor Analysis (using AMOS 17.0) was used to test the 

proposed four-factor structure of the scale with N = 457. To minimise the amount of missing 

data, each individual sub-scale had already been examined and if a participant had a score 

missing for just one item on an individual sub-scale then the mean of the scale was inserted. 
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When it came to analysing the data using CFA, if any missing data points remained for any of 

the 24 items, the participant was deleted from the data set. This is because CFA is problematic 

when there are missing data. Regression weights for one item on each scale were arbitrarily 

set at 1. The four factors (as latent variables) were assumed to covary and this was taken into 

account in the model; the correlations ranged from -.10 to .47. The results indicated a very 

good fit to the data (CFI = .90, GFI = .91, RMSEA = .05). The standardised regression 

weights ranged from .35 to .83. The four-factor structure that was identified in Study One 

using Exploratory Factor Analysis was thus confirmed.  

6.2.2. Reliability analyses and factor analyses by gender and year group. The data 

sets for the 24 items from the two main studies were combined to enable examination of the 

reliability of the sub-scales and the factor structure for the scale as a whole, broken down by 

year groups and again, by gender. Table 5 shows the Cronbach’s alphas by year group. 

Acceptable reliability coefficients were identified for the sub-scales: Affiliative, Aggressive 

and Self-enhancing across all five year groups. However, Cronbach’s alphas of below .70 

were found for the self-defeating humor sub-scale, for years 5, 6 and 7; the α = .66 for year 7 

is only slightly below the .70 level generally considered satisfactory.  

 

Table 5 about here 

 

CFA was used to test the proposed four-factor structure of the scale, for males and 

females, and then by year group. To achieve a minimum sample size of 200 in each case, 

some year groups were combined so that three groups were tested: years 5 and 6, year 7, and 

years 9-11. When it came to analysing the data using CFA, if any missing data points 

remained for any of the 24 items, the participant was deleted from the data set. Regression 

weights for one item on each scale were arbitrarily set at 1. The four factors (as latent 
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variables) were assumed to covary and this was taken into account in each model.  The results 

indicated a very good fit of the model to the data for males and females and for years 7 to 11 

(see Table 6 for the goodness of fit statistics for each model). However, it must be noted that 

the results indicate a poorer fit of the model for year 5 and 6 children. In addition, three of the 

regression weights for years 5 and 6 children were unacceptably low, i.e. below .30 (Agg5, 

Agg15 and SD11).  

 

Table 6 about here 

 

6.2.3. Test re-test reliability. Test re-test correlations were acceptable with the correlation for 

self-enhancing humor only just below the .70 level generally considered satisfactory 

(Affiliative = .81. Self-enhancing = .66, Aggressive = .75, Self-defeating = .71).  

6.2.4. Associations between humor styles and psychosocial adjustment. Table 7 shows 

the correlations between the four humor styles and the measures of psychosocial adjustment 

for males and females. To examine further the differences between males and females, the r 

values were converted into z scores, followed by a procedure to calculate the observed value 

of z (Pallant, 2007: 138). Nine of the differences were found to be statistically significant. 

Firstly, self-defeating humor was found to be more strongly correlated with both anxiety and 

global self-worth for females, compared to males. Also, self-defeating humor and aggressive 

humor were positively correlated for females only and the difference between the two 

correlation coefficients was statistically significant. There was a significant negative 

correlation between affiliative humor and depression for males but not females and the two r 

values were significantly different. In the same way, there was a significant positive 

correlation between aggressive humor and affiliative humor for males only and the r value, 

when compared with that for females was significantly different.  Aggressive humor was 
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negatively correlated with anxiety and positively correlated with self-perceived social 

competence, for males but not for females. In contrast, aggressive humor was found to be 

positively correlated with depression (females only) and negatively correlated with global 

self-worth (females only).  

Thus, it seems that aggressive humor in females is associated with depression and 

lower global self-worth, but it is linked with lower anxiety and higher self-perceived social 

competence in males. There is greater overlap between self-defeating humor and aggressive 

humor for females and between aggressive humor and affiliative humor for males. Self-

defeating humor was found to be positively correlated with anxiety and negatively correlated 

with global self-worth for both boys and girls but the associations were found to be stronger 

in females. There was a significant negative correlation between affiliative humor and 

depression in males, but not females.  

 

Table 7 about here 

 

6.2.5. Gender and year group differences. Gender and age differences were examined using a 

series of 2 (gender) � 3 (years 5/6, year 7, years 9-11) unrelated ANOVAs (see Table 9 for 

means and standard deviations). Males reported greater use of aggressive humor and 

affiliative humor, compared to females (F(1,455) = 46.97, p < .001; F(1,455) = 9.61, p < .01). 

Also, there were main effects for year group on aggressive humor and self-enhancing humor 

(F(2,455) = 34.17, p < .001; F(2,452) = 4.46, p < .05). Post-hoc Tukey tests for aggressive 

humor revealed statistically significant differences between years 5/6 and years 9-11 and 

between year 7 and years 9-11 (ps < .001). Post-hoc tests on self-enhancing humor found a 

significant decrease in use of self-enhancing humor from year 7 to years 9-11 (p < .05). For 

self-defeating humor the interaction term was significant (F(2,453) = 4.79, p < .01). Simple 
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effects analysis and pairwise comparisons revealed a gender difference for year 5/6 only, with 

year 5/6 males reporting greater use of self-defeating humor compared to year 5/6 females. 

Also, for females only, there was a significant difference in use of self-defeating humor 

between years 5/6 and year 7 and between years 5/6 and years 9-11. These results reflect a 

very low score for self-defeating humor for girls in years 5 and 6.  

 

Table 8 about here 

 

7. Discussion 

 

The adult Humor Styles Questionnaire has been adapted for children aged 11 years and 

upwards. For secondary age children (11-16 years) all four sub-scales were found to have 

acceptable levels of internal and test re-test reliability with a clear four factor structure 

emerging in both studies. The factor structure and internal reliability of some of the sub-scales 

of the child HSQ were problematic for the younger children (in years 5 and 6, ages 9-11 

years).  In addition, it is also worth noting that the variance in the scores for the two adaptive 

styles of humour is much larger for these children (in comparison to the older age groups) 

which might indicate that there is something different about how the children are responding 

to those scale items (see Tables 4 and 9). Indeed, on further examination the data are skewed 

for the younger children, perhaps indicating a level of socially desirable responding. This 

might explain the decrease in the use of self-enhancing humour from year 7 to years 9-11 

which is somewhat unexpected.  

Males scored higher than females on aggressive humor, self-defeating humor, affilitative 

humor and self-enhancing humor, but the only consistent finding across both studies was the 

gender difference for aggressive humor. This is in line with the findings of Martin et al. 
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(2003) and Führ (2002), and is consistent with findings in the child and adolescent literature 

which has found that boys are generally more aggressive than girls, at least when it comes to 

verbal and physical forms of aggression (see Underwood 2003). Also across both studies 

there was a general increase in aggressive humor with age. This may be because younger 

children are reluctant to admit to using this style of humor with more socially desirable 

responding occurring in the younger age groups. An alternative explanation is that this does 

reflect a real increase in use of aggressive humor perhaps because the norms around 

acceptable forms of behavior change from primary to secondary school. In other words, it 

might be more acceptable for children to use this style of humor in secondary schools. In 

support of this, Rigby and Slee (1991) have suggested that tough-minded, insensitive attitudes 

are very common in secondary schools, “It is seen as desirable to be dominant, independent, 

competitive, ambitious, aggressive, never to cry, and never to show emotional weakness” 

(Rigby & Slee, 1991, p. 617). 

As predicted and in line with the findings with the adult HSQ (Kuiper et al. 2004; 

Martin et al. 2003), self-defeating humor was found to be related to all four measures of 

psychosocial adjustment; this style of humor was positively correlated with depression and 

anxiety and negatively correlated with global self-worth and self-perceived social 

competence. Thus, as with the adult HSQ, this suggests that certain types of humor are 

negatively associated with psychosocial adjustment. Perhaps use of self-defeating humor 

reinforces negative self-relevant cognitions which can lead to or at least perpetuate feelings of 

depression, anxiety and low self-esteem.  

Self-defeating humor was also found to be negatively correlated with self-perceived 

social competence. Klein and Kuiper (2004: 396) have theorised about the links between 

children’s peer relationships and the four humor styles. They state that children who are 

rejected by the peer group will have less opportunity to practice humor with their peers and so 
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may be at a disadvantage with respect to the development of humor competence. As a 

consequence, they may be less like to use the more adaptive styles of humor. Because of this 

they may gravitate to the use of self-defeating humor, perhaps as a way of encouraging other 

children to like them. This style of humor, they state, reflects an underlying neediness and low 

self-esteem and so it could be that, rather than improving one’s interpersonal relationships, it 

further ostracises others. Longitudinal research is clearly needed to disentangle the causal 

pathways since it is likely that individuals get caught in a vicious cycle with one variable 

influencing the other. 

Conversely, affiliative humor was found to be positively correlated with self -

perceived social competence. Again, the relationship could be bi-directional with positive 

peer relationships providing children with opportunities to increase their humor competence 

and use of this humor style helping the individual to enhance their social status. Future 

research could examine this question. The findings are in line with those of Sherman (1988) 

and others (e.g. Ziv 1984) who have found an association between a child’s sense of humor 

and their status within the peer group. In support of the findings by Martin et al. (2003), 

affiliative humor was also associated with lower depression and anxiety and higher global 

self-worth.  

Somewhat surprisingly, self-enhancing humor was unrelated to the measures of 

psychosocial adjustment. This casts some doubt on the validity of this measure but it may 

simply indicate that it is only in adulthood that we can use this style of humor effectively to 

cope with life stress and adversity (Altshuler & Ruble 1983). In support of this point, 

interviews with a small sample of 12-16 year olds elicited open-ended responses to suggest 

that children of this age do see a use for humor as a coping tool, but only with less serious 

events (Führ 2001), e.g. ‘does not always help, not with serious things’.   
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Aggressive humor was found to be associated with the measures of psychosocial 

adjustment but there were some important gender differences. For boys, use of aggressive 

humor was associated with lower anxiety and high self-perceived social competence. 

However, for girls, it was linked with higher depression and lower global self-worth. It is 

somewhat surprising that aggressive humor was linked with better social competence for boys 

since, although studies typically find that the relationship is stronger for girls, both boys and 

girls who are aggressive seem to be at risk of rejection by their peers (Parker & Asher 1987). 

However, the measure used is of perceptions of the self, when in reality, the child’s status 

may be very different. Future studies could examine the associations between aggressive 

humor and social preference scores derived from peer reports. It must also be acknowledged 

that the questions ask about being accepted by one’s peer and about having friends and there 

is not always a correlation between the two. For example, it has been found that boys and 

girls who are aggressive typically have as many friends as their non-aggressive peers. 

However, they tend to be friends with other aggressive children, although these friendships 

are often more conflict ridden (e.g. Cairns et al. 1988; Dishion 1990). Future research could 

therefore also examine the associations between the four humor styles and the number of 

reciprocal friendship nominations as well as aspects of friendship quality.  

In relation to internalising problems – is aggressive behavior more strongly associated 

with these types of difficulties in girls compared to boys? Underwood (2003) mentions the 

idea of the ‘gender paradox’ – that members of a group least affected by a disorder are often 

the most affected by it; however, studies with non-clinical samples are rare and the findings 

so far are conflicting. The current study does provide some evidence to support the view that 

aggressive humor in girls is more strongly associated with internalising problems such as 

depression and low self-esteem compared to boys.  
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Further work is clearly needed to develop a suitable questionnaire for use with 

children of primary-school age (UK grades 5 and 6, ages 9-11 years or younger). The internal 

reliability of the self-defeating sub-scale was unsatisfactory and also the fit of the four factor 

structure model to the data for primary-age children was poorer when compared with the 

findings with the older age groups. It could be that a two-factor model of humor more 

adequately reflects how children of this age use humor (i.e. aggressive and affiliative humor). 

As noted in the Introduction, younger children may not be able to use self-enhancing humor 

effectively (even if they can understand the concept) and self-defeating humor could develop 

later than the other forms. It also worth considering whether it may be better to rely on peer 

rather than self-reports at this age, especially when assessing the more maladaptive forms of 

humor. Self-reports of aggressive behavior are often discrepant from teacher reports and 

playground observations; this is especially true in middle childhood when children often lack 

the ability to reflect on their own behavior (Pepler & Craig 1998). 

Another question to consider is that younger children may not be sufficiently aware of 

how they use humor to be able to self-report. As noted by Martin (2007, p. 211), “it is 

assumed that people tend to engage in humor quite spontaneously and are often unaware of its 

social or psychological functions in a given situation”. It is also well established that younger 

children tend to direct their gaze outwards; when asked to define themselves they tend to 

focus on observables, i.e. behaviors and physical attributes (Rosenberg 1979). With 

development comes the ability of the adolescent to describe themselves in terms of their 

‘psychological interior’; we see the emergence and increasing use of dispositions and traits to 

define the self (Rosenberg 1979). The ability to provide an accurate picture of how one uses 

humor clearly depends on self knowledge which continues to develop during adolescence.  

In sum, a reliable and valid scale has been developed to assess humor styles in 

children from 11 years and upwards. Future work is planned to examine the longitudinal 
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relationships between the four humor styles and measures of psychosocial adjustment and this 

will include the use of peer ratings of humor to provide further validation of the child HSQ. In 

studies of bullying, there is better consistency between peer and self reports when it comes to 

behavior that occurs within the peer group and peer reports are often seen as advantageous 

because peers can provide that insider perspective (Ladd & Kochenderfer-Ladd 2002). It 

would also be worthwhile to compare young adults’ responses on the child HSQ with those 

on the adult HSQ to assess convergent validity. Further research should also be conducted to 

establish whether younger children use humor in these ways with the ultimate aim of 

developing a questionnaire which provides a reliable and valid assessment of how they use 

humor in their every day lives. 
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 Table 1.  Cronbach’s Alphas for Individual Sub-Scales (n in brackets): Study One 

Sub-scale Whole sample Primary-age Secondary-age 

Affiliative .87(650) .87(115) .87((535) 

Self-enhancing .75(650) .85(115) .70(535) 

Aggressive .74(647) .70(112) .74(535) 

Self-defeating .70(649) .61(113) .71(536) 
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Table 2.  Factor Loadings using the Rotated Solution for the 24 child HSQ items (N = 

644): Study One 

 Mean(SD) AFF AGG SEn SD 

4) I find it easy to make other people laugh 3.03(.65) .82    

8) I often make other people laugh by telling jokes and 
funny stories 

3.03(.71) .76    

12a) I find it hard to think of funny things to say when I’m 
with other people 

2.89(.77) .80    

14) I don’t have to try very hard to make people laugh – I 
seem to be a naturally funny person 

2.68(.81) .80    

17) My jokes and funny stories make other people laugh 2.96(.67) .80    

20) I can make other people laugh 3.20(.65) .63    

1) If someone makes a mistake I will often tease them 
about it 

2.16(.75)  .67   

5a) Even if something is really funny, I will not laugh or 
joke about it if it will upset someone 

2.38(.84)  .67   

9) When I tell jokes I’m not worried if it will upset other 
people 

2.04(.76)  .62   

15a) I never laugh at others even if all my friends are 
laughing at them 

2.75(.69)  .65   

18) Sometimes I think of something that is so funny about 
someone that I can’t stop myself from saying it, even if it 
might get me into trouble 

2.55(.81)  .64   

21a) I don’t like it when people laugh at someone else to 
make them look silly 

2.16(.81)  .68   

2) If I am feeling sad I can cheer myself up by thinking of 
funny things 

2.85(.72)   .59  

6) If I have a problem I try to think of something funny 
about the problem to make me feel better about it 

2.60(.68)   .64  

10) If I am feeling scared I find that it helps to laugh 2.66(.79)   .59  

19) If I feel a bit uncertain in a situation it helps if I can 
say something funny 

2.60(.65)   .64  

22) I find that laughing and joking are good ways to cope 
with problems 

2.92(.76)   .65  

24) I usually try to think of something funny when I am in 
a difficult situation 

2.69(.76)   .75  

3) I let people laugh at me and make fun of me more than I 
should 

2.28(.77)    .53 

7) I often put myself down when I am making jokes or 
trying to be funny 

2.19(.67)    .57 

11) When I am with friends or family I seem to be the one 
that other people make fun of 

2.20(.84)    .61 

13) Letting others laugh at me is my way of keeping my 
friends and family happy 

2.21(.84)    .68 

16) I often try to get other people to like me more by 
saying something funny about things that are wrong with 
me or mistakes that I make 

2.24(.74)    .58 

23) I often get carried away in putting myself down if it 
makes my friends or family laugh 

2.12(.77)    .71 

% of variance explained  15.56 11.63 11.18 10.08 

Eigenvalue      3.74 2.79 2.68 2.41 

Only factor loadings greater than .3 presented.  
a indicates a negatively worded item that was reverse scored .  
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Table 3.  Intercorrelations between the Four Humor Styles: Study One 

 Affiliative Self-enhancing Aggressive Self-defeating 

Affiliative -- .34*** .11* -.15** 

Self-enhancing .25*** -- -.03 .04 

Aggressive .11* .07 -- .12* 

Self-defeating -.06 .19*** .18*** -- 

Males above the diagonal and females below.  

n = 305-307 for males and 332-333 for females.  

* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.  
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Table 4.  Means (and SDs) for Males and Females and Different Year Groups on the Four 

Humor Styles: Study One 

 Years 5 and 6 Year 7 Year 10 Overall 

Affiliative 

     Male 

     Female 

     Overall 

 

3.01(.72) 

2.99(.63) 

3.00(.67) 

 

2.96(.54) 

2.85(.50) 

2.91(.52) 

 

2.99(.55) 

3.03(.49) 

3.01(.52) 

 

2.98(.58) 

2.96(.52) 

Self-enhancing 

     Male 

     Female 

     Overall 

 

2.81(.53) 

2.60(.66) 

2.70(.61) 

 

2.76(.51) 

2.72(.39) 

2.74(.45) 

 

2.74(.47) 

2.70(.41) 

2.72(.44) 

 

2.76(.50) 

2.69(.46) 

 

Aggressive 

     Male 

     Female 

     Overall 

 

2.25(.51) 

1.86(.48) 

2.05(.53) 

 

2.36(.51) 

2.13(.42) 

2.24(.48) 

 

2.75(.49) 

2.34(.39) 

2.52(.48) 

 

2.51(.54) 

2.18(.45) 

Self-defeating 

     Male 

     Female 

     Overall 

 

2.22(.52) 

2.09(.51) 

2.15(.52) 

 

2.32(.48) 

2.17(.47) 

2.19(.49) 

 

2.21(.50) 

2.17(.47) 

2.19(.49) 

 

2.25(.50) 

2.16(.47) 

n for year group = Years 5 and 6: 111-114, Year 7 = 244-245, Years 9-11: 282-283.  
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Table 5.  Reliability Coefficients by Year Group (N = 1187): Combined data from Study 

One and Study Two 

 Year 5 Year 6 Year 7 Year 9 Years 10-11 

Affiliative .82 .88 .87 .84 .87 

Self-enhancing .79 .82 .72 .74 .70 

Aggressive .69 .70 .70 .72 .75 

Self-defeating .65 .63 .66 .72 .75 

n =  161 (year 5), 164 (year 6), 352 (year 7), 140 (year 9) and 370 (years 10-11).  
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Table 6.  Goodness of Fit Statistics for the Four-Factor Model for Males and Females and 

by Year Group (N = 1101): Combined data from Study One and Study Two 

 RMSEA CFI GFI Regression weights 

Males .05 .90 .91 .38-.79 

Females .05 .90 .93 .37-.80 

Years 5/6 .06 .88 .88 .25-.84 

Year 7 .05 .91 .91 .34-.83 

Years 9-11 .05 .91 .92 .45-.77 

n = 545 for males and 556 for females. 

n = 302 (years 5 and 6), n = 332 (year 7) and n = 467 (years 9-11).  

 

 



 37

Table 7.  Correlations between Humor Styles and Psychosocial Adjustment for Males and 

Females: Study Two 

 Mean(SD) AFF SEn AGG SD Dep Anx GSW SPSC 

AFF 2.98(.57) -- .33*** .19** -.13* -.33*** -.13* .21** .30*** 

SEn 2.73(.56) .35*** -- -.08 .15* -.09 .08 .06 .13 

AGG 2.29(.56) -.03 .00 -- .07 -.05 -.22*** .12 .18* 

SD 2.13(.53) -.12 .27*** .32*** -- .39*** .25*** -.27*** -.16* 

Dep 3.28(3.21) -.11 .00 .19** .51*** -- .58*** -.55*** -.48*** 

Anx 9.77(6.35) -.07 .16* .04 .48*** .64*** -- -.51*** -.41*** 

GSW 3.08(.64) .16* -.05 -.23** -.49*** -.62*** -.51*** -- .63*** 

SPSC 3.05(.59) .34*** .08 -.06 -.33*** -.50*** -.44*** .62*** -- 

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

Male above the diagonal, females below 

n = 181-240 for males and 167-221 for females.  
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Table 8.  Means (and SDs) for Males and Females and Different Year Groups on the Four 

Humor Styles: Study Two 

 Years 5 and 6 Year 7 Years 9-11 Overall 

Affiliative 

     Male 

     Female 

     Overall 

 

3.04(.65) 

2.97(.44) 

3.01(.64) 

 

3.21(.57) 

2.87(.49) 

3.04(.56) 

 

2.96(.57) 

2.85(.52) 

2.90(.48) 

 

3.04(.57) 

2.90(.56) 

Self-enhancing 

     Male 

     Female 

     Overall 

 

2.78(.46) 

2.73(.57) 

2.76(.62) 

 

2.87(.53) 

2.81(.52) 

2.84(.52) 

 

2.59(.46) 

2.68(.50) 

2.64(.48) 

 

2.73(.58) 

2.73(.53) 

Aggressive 

     Male 

     Female 

     Overall 

 

2.29(.57) 

1.91(.49) 

2.12(.57) 

 

2.29(.49) 

2.12(.44) 

2.21(.47) 

 

2.75(.50) 

2.28(.40) 

2.51(.56) 

 

2.46(.58) 

2.11(.47) 

Self-defeating 

     Male 

     Female 

     Overall 

 

2.18(.43) 

1.96(.52) 

2.13(.47) 

 

2.19(.43) 

2.24(.54) 

2.22(.48) 

 

2.09(.53) 

2.18(.48) 

2.13(.47) 

 

2.15(.48) 

2.11(.52) 

n = 192-193 (years 5-6), n = 84-85 (year 7) and n = 182-183 (years 9-11). 


