(provisional) Lecture topics for Summer School 2002

This is a brief description of the contents covered by Rod Martin’s lectures. Other lectures will be added in due course. Also note that lecture content may change slightly

Introduction to Humour Research

Taught by Rod Martin, PhD (Monday 9:30 – 10:30)

This introductory session will give a brief overview of the field of psychological research on humour and familiarize students with the topics to be covered in the course. We will begin by watching a segment of a comedy video, followed by class discussion about what makes something funny, what is laughter, and what does it mean to have a sense of humour. This will lead into an overview of facets of humour to be covered in the summer school. The overall purpose of this session is to make students aware of the ways in which humour relates to a wide range of topic areas, including cognition, linguistics, emotion, behaviour, attitudes, physiology, personality, social relationships and communication, development, evolution, etc.

Ruch, W. (in press). Humor. In Peterson, C.P & Seligman, M.E. P. Values in Action (VIA) Classification of Strengths.

How to Test the Humour-Health Relationship 

Taught by Rod Martin, PhD (Tuesday 2:00 – 3:00)

Is laughter really the best medicine? In this session we will examine research methodologies for studying the relationship between humour, laughter, and physical health. Topics to be addressed include: (a) What are the possible mechanisms by which humour/laughter might influence health? (b) How can researchers operationally define or manipulate humour/laughter? (c) How can we define and measure health? (d) What research designs can be used, and what are the strengths and weaknesses of each? We will apply these concepts by critically evaluating some recent studies purporting to demonstrate a beneficial effect of laughter on immunity. The goal of this session is to provide students with conceptual skills for designing their own research in this area, as well as evaluating the research findings of others.

Suggested and further reading:

Martin, R. A. (2001). Humor, laughter, and physical health: Methodological issues and research findings. Psychological Bulletin, 127, 504-519.

Research on Humour, Laughter, and Physical Health 

Taught by Rod Martin, PhD (Tuesday 3:00 – 4:00)

The idea that humour and laughter have positive health benefits has become increasingly popular in recent years, among health care providers as well as the general public. Articles frequently appear in the media reporting claims of new scientific evidence that humour and laughter increase immunity, reduce pain, improve cardiovascular function, and so on. What is the scientific basis for these sorts of claims? In this session I will review the findings from empirical research on the effects of humour and laughter on such components of health as: immunity, pain tolerance, cardiovascular function, longevity, illness symptoms, etc. Strengths and weaknesses of the research will be evaluated. We will examine what we know and what we still don’t know, and propose promising directions for future research.

Suggested and further reading:

Martin, R. A. (2001). Humor, laughter, and physical health: Methodological issues and research findings. Psychological Bulletin, 127, 504-519.

Humour, Stress, and Coping

Taught by Rod Martin, PhD (Tuesday 4:00 – 5:30)

Over the years, many philosophers and psychologists have suggested that a sense of humour allows one to cope more effectively with stress. By maintaining a humourous perspective in times of adversity, it is argued, people are less likely to suffer the adverse effects of stress on emotional well-being and physical health. How have researchers studied this idea, and what have they found? In this session, I will discuss a variety of research approaches that have been taken to examine the stress-buffering effects of humour, and will provide an overview of the results of this research. Both the strengths and limitations of the research will be discussed. We will also examine promising new research approaches and conceptual tools for future studies in this area. An important goal of this session is to provide students with knowledge and tools for designing their own research in this area, as well as evaluating the research findings of others.

Suggested and further reading:

Lefcourt, H. M., & Thomas, S. (1998). Humor and stress revisited. In The Sense of Humour: Explorations of a personality characteristic.
Martin, R. A., Kuiper, N. A., Olinger, L. J., & Dance, K. A. (1993). Humor, coping with stress, self-concept, and psychological well-being. Humor, 6, 89-104.

What is a Sense of Humour and How has it been Studied? 

Taught by Rod Martin, PhD (Friday 9:30 – 11:30)

What do we mean when we say that someone has a sense of humour? Although most people would agree that a sense of humour is a desirable personality characteristic to have, there is little agreement about what exactly a sense of humour is. In this segment we will look at the difficulties in defining sense of humour, distinguishing between everyday notions of the concept and requirements for a scientific definition. I will present a conceptual framework for thinking about sense of humour as a multi-faceted construct relating to a number of different domains, including aesthetic, cognitive, emotional, behavioural, attitudinal, and so on. These different domains of humour call for different measurement approaches, including maximal performance tests, humour appreciation ratings, self-report scales, peer and observer ratings, and so on. I will then provide an overview of ways in which researchers have conceptualized and measured sense of humour in the past, and will summarize some of the research findings. This will then set the stage for our later discussion of contemporary approaches to studying sense of humor.

Suggested and further reading:

Martin, R. A. (1998). Approaches to the sense of humor: A historical review. In The Sense of Humour: Explorations of a personality characteristic.

Martin, R. A. (in press). Sense of humor. In S. J. Lopez and C. R. Snyder (Eds.), Handbook of positive psychological assessment. Washington, DC: American Psychological Association.

Survey of Instruments for Assessment of Sense of Humour  

Taught by Rod Martin, PhD (Friday 2:00 – 3:30)

This session will introduce students to a variety of self-report measures, humor production and ability tests, observational coding systems, and peer-report procedures currently available for research on sense of humour. For each measure, we will examine the construct being measured, psychometric properties, and advantages and disadvantages of its use. Students will be given an opportunity to complete and score some of these tests. The focus will be on helping students to select measures for particular research purposes.

Suggested and further reading:

Martin, R. A. (1996). The Situational Humor Response Questionnaire (SHRQ) and Coping Humor Scale (CHS): A decade of research findings. Humor, 9, 251-272.

Ruch, W. (1998). Appendix: Humor measurement tools. In The Sense of Humour: Explorations of a personality characteristic.
Ruch, W. (1996). (Ed.). Measurement of the sense of humor [double special issue]. Humor: International Journal of Humor Research, 9 (1/2).
Developing a New Humour Measure: Example of the Humour Styles Questionnaire 

Taught by Rod Martin, PhD (Friday 3:30 – 5:30)

This session will introduce students to issues of test development, by taking them through the process of the recent development of the Humour Styles Questionnaire (HSQ). The HSQ assesses ways in which people use humour in their lives, including ways that are thought to be beneficial to well-being (Affiliative and Self-Enhancing Humour) as well as ways that are potentially detrimental (Aggressive and Self-Defeating Humour). The steps involved in developing the HSQ will be described, including the rationale and theoretical framework, item generation, initial item analyses, scale refinement, factor analyses, internal consistency, test-retest reliability, scale norms, and studies examining convergent, discriminant, predictive, and construct validity. Students will have an opportunity to fill out the HSQ and score their own responses. Besides introducing students to this new measure and illustrating the steps involved in test construction, the session will provide them with the conceptual tools needed to evaluate and select measures for their own research on humour.

Suggested and further reading:

Martin, R. A., Puhlik-Doris, P., Larsen, G., Gray, J., Weir, K. (in submission). Individual differences in uses of humor and their relation to psychological well-being: Development of the Humor Styles Questionnaire. 

Humour, Marriage, and other Intimate Relationships 

Taught by Rod Martin, PhD (Saturday 9:30 – 10:30)

When people are asked about the personality characteristics that they consider most important in a prospective mate, a sense of humour usually comes close to the top of the list. People with a sense of humour are thought to be more pleasant to be with, and better able to deal with conflicts and problems in their relationships. Surprisingly, although the research in this area is rather limited, the findings are somewhat mixed. It appears that having a partner with a sense of humour has some benefits, but also may have some drawbacks. In this session, we will discuss the role of humour in relationships, including ways in which humour may be beneficial to relationships as well as ways in which it might be detrimental. A review of research on humour in marital relationships will be provided, along with discussion of promising directions for further research on this topic. The results of a recent study on dating relationships using the Humour Styles Questionnaire will be presented.

Humour in Psychotherapy

Taught by Rod Martin, PhD (Saturday 10:30 – 11:30)

Psychotherapists have held widely divergent views about the role of humour in therapy. Some have argued that humour can be a dangerous weapon in therapy, a way of expressing veiled aggression and a means of avoiding dealing with painful issues. Others see in humour an effective technique for building rapport between the therapist and client, gaining perspective, and confronting threats to self-esteem. In this session we will discuss the use of humour in psychotherapy, including potentially therapeutic uses of humour as well as contraindications. The presentation will be based on clinical case studies and theoretical writings of clinicians. We will also examine existing research on therapeutic attempts to improve people’s sense of humour, and explore the degree to which a sense of humour can be modified.

Suggested and further reading:

Nevo, O., Aharhonson, H., & Klingman, A. (1998). The development and evaluation of a systematic program for improving sense of humor. In The Sense of Humour: Explorations of a personality characteristic.
How to be funny/amusing? How to make others laugh? --And how to measure the effects of your efforts?

Short presentations, practical demonstrations and moderated discussion by Rod Martin & Willibald Ruch (Wednesday 11:45 - 1:00)

How to make an audience laugh? How to be funny and entertain others? How to induce laughter in an experiment—under "controlled" conditions? How to obtain mild amusement or roaring laughter? But also: how to make sure that you were effective in spreading only good cheer and did not offend or bore anybody? How to examine the effects of your intervention—measure its effects? Humour practitioners and researchers alike face the same problems (albeit with a different focus) and surprisingly little exchange has taken place between them. Yet it is so obvious that each can learn from the other and their skills are complementary. This session will consist of short presentations, practical demonstrations, and these will be followed by a moderated discussion.

Suggested and further reading:

McGhee, P. E. (1999) Humor, Health and the Amuse System. Kendall/Hunt, Dubuque, Iowa, USA. 

Ruch, W. (1997). State and trait cheerfulness and the induction of exhilaration: A FACS study. European Psychologist, 2, 328-341.

The Neurobiology of Humour and Laughter 

Taught by Rüdiger Hasenöhrl, PhD (Th 1-3)

This lecture will start with a journey through the brain introducing key anatomical, neurophysiological and functional concepts. Then, current ideas about the neural basis of emotion will be summarized emphasising that different brain areas are involved in the control of different emotional states. Some of these fundamental emotional systems will be characterized focusing on the medial strata of the brain, including anterior-cingulate, insular and frontal cortices, which are richly connected to subcortical ‘emotion centres’ such as amygdala and nucleus accumbens. This neurobiological strand of data will provide the framework for the discussion of recent clinical and experimental work dealing with the identification of brain systems, which might be involved in the neural control of humour, the feeling of exhilaration, and the production of laughter.

Suggested reading:

Fried I, Wilson CL, MacDonald KA, Behnke EJ (1998) Electric current stimulates laughter. Nature 391:650.

Goel V, Dolan RJ (2001) The functional anatomy of humor: segregating cognitive and affective components. Nature Neuroscience 4:237-238.

LeDoux J (1996) The emotional brain: the mysterious underpinnings of emotional life. New York: Simon & Schuster.

Panksepp J (1998) Affective neuroscience: the foundations of human and animal emotions. New York: Oxford University Press.

Shammi P, Stuss DT (1999) Humour appreciation: a role of the right frontal lobe. Brain 122:657-666.

Qualitative research methods in the study humour and laughter 

Taught by Jackie Reilly, PhD (Wednesday 9:30 - 11:00)

In recent years there has been a rising interest in the use of qualitative research methods which differ along many dimensions from the quantitative research methods which are the bedrock of contemporary social sciences and particularly of psychology.  In this lecture the epistemological basis of qualitative methodologies will be contrasted with the logical positivism which underpins most quantitative research.  A selection of ways of collecting qualitative data will be introduced. Analysis of qualitative data will be discussed with a focus on issues of credibility and accountability in qualitative research. Finally the potential for qualitative studies to enrich humour research will be explored in the light of the relative paucity of such studies to date. 

Suggested and further reading: To be announced

The Analysis of Verbally Expressed Humour

Taught by Graeme Ritchie, PhD (Thursday 2:00 - 3:00)

A great deal of humour is conveyed in language, and much of the research literature on humour focuses on textual humour, particularly jokes. Although there are also many forms of non-verbal humour, verbally expressed humour is sufficiently complex and varied that studying jokes and other textual humour is a worthwhile and fruitful task.  This talk will focus on the methodology of investigating textual humour, touching on topics such as: how linguistic analysis of jokes can contribute to humour theory as a whole; the working assumptions and simplifications that the research must make; the relationship of humour research to linguistic theory; the ways in which hypotheses could be explored. No technical knowledge of linguistics is required.

The General Theory of Verbal Humour

Taught by Graeme Ritchie, PhD (Friday 11:00 - 12:00)

The Semantic Script-based Theory of Humour (SSTH) (Raskin 1985), and its later development, the General Theory of Verbal Humour (GTVH) (Attardo & Raskin 1991) have been very influential and are widely cited. We will summarise the content of the SSTH and the GTVH, with illustrative analyses, and also offer some critical perspectives on these proposals.

Suggested and further reading:

Raskin, V. (1985) Semantic Mechanisms of Humour.  Reidel, Dordrecht.

Attardo, S. and Raskin, V. (1991) Script theory revis(it)ed:  joke similarity and joke representation model. Humor, 4, 293-347.

Computational approaches to humour

Taught by Graeme Ritchie, PhD (Saturday 9:30 - 10:30)

Over the past ten years there has been a growing interest in the computational modelling of humorous phenomena, including: the design, implementation and evaluation of computer programs which are capable of producing humorous artefacts or behaviours; the design, implementation and evaluation of computer programs which are capable of responding appropriately to humorous artefacts or behaviours; the use of computational concepts for studying and theorising about humour.  This talk will review some of the work in this subfield and discuss some of the methodological issues raised, including the advantages and disadvantages of using computational models. 
Suggested and further reading:

Hulstijn, J. and Nijholt, A. (1996). Proceedings of the International Workshop on Computational Humor. Twente Workshops on Language Technology 12, University of Twente, Enschede, Netherlands.

Ritchie, G. (2001) Current Directions in Computational Humour. Artificial Intelligence Review, 16:2, pp.119-135.

Stock, O., Strapparava, C. and Nijholt, A. (2002) Proceedings of the April Fools' Day Workshop on Computational Humor. Twente Workshops on Language Technology 20, University of Twente, Enschede, Netherlands. 

