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Humor and poignancy:
Exploring narrative pathways to
face death and bereavement

Kaitlin Fitzgerald 1*, C. Joseph Francemone 2 and

Matthew Grizzard 2

1School for Mass Communication Research, KU Leuven, Leuven, Belgium, 2School of

Communication, The Ohio State University, Columbus, OH, United States

Themes of death and grief emerge in media entertainment in ways that are

both poignant and humorous. In this experimental study, we extend research

on eudaimonic narratives about death to consider those that are hedonic.

Participants read a story about a woman giving a eulogy for her friend that was

manipulated to be either poignant-focused or humor-focused, and answered

questions about their responses to the story, feelings of connectedness with

others, and death acceptance. The narrative conditions elicited similar levels

of narrative engagement and appreciation, but the humor-focused narrative

elicited more enjoyment than the poignant-focused narrative. Connectedness

did not di�er between conditions. However, the humor-focused narrative

elicited more death acceptance when controlling for participants’ personal

loss acceptance and grief severity, and individual di�erences in the dark tetrad

personality traits, trait depression, and religious upbringing. We tested these

e�ects in an integrated path model and found that the model fit the data well

and the narrative pathways explained variance in both death acceptance and

connectedness. Our findings have implications for how death and grief are

depicted in media entertainment: namely, that death is an inherently poignant

topic and the addition of humorous elements in bereavement narratives may

be especially e�ective in increasing death acceptance.
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Introduction

“Life is only worth a damn because it’s short. It’s designed to be used, consumed,

spent, lived, felt. We’re supposed to fill it with every mistake and miracle we

can manage.

And then, we’re supposed to let go.”

– Pierce’s mom, Community

In the episode, “The Psychology of Letting Go” of Community, character Pierce copes

with the passing of his mother by insisting that in fact she is not dead but vaporized and

being stored in an “energon pod” (a lava lamp) until she returns in a couple of years.

His friends are unable to convince him that his mother is really gone, but he later finds

a recording that his mother made for him before she died. In it, she insists that she is
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dead, not vaporized, and “that’s how I like it.” She asks Pierce to

accept that, tells him she loves him, and says goodbye.

Communication scholars have long proposed that stories

can provide safe and consequence-free realms for audiences to

approach real-world topics, including those that are emotionally

taxing (Mar and Oatley, 2008; Slater et al., 2014; Green and

Fitzgerald, 2017; Menninghaus et al., 2017; Fitzgerald et al.,

2019). A growing body of research has explored how narratives

can offer opportunities for audiences to cope with the topics

of death and grief (Cox et al., 2005; Rieger et al., 2015; Rieger

and Hofer, 2017; Slater et al., 2018; Fitzgerald et al., 2020;

Das and Peters, 2022). This research has primarily focused

on eudaimonic media experiences such as self-transcendent

narratives and how these experiences can help reduce the fear

of death (Rieger et al., 2015), foster loss acceptance (Hofer, 2013;

Slater et al., 2018), and increase feelings of connectedness with

others (Janicke-Bowles and Oliver, 2017; Das and Peters, 2022).

This work has clear implications for the well-being of narrative

audiences, particularly among those who have experienced

personal loss. Yet, it remains unclear whether these findings

are specific to narrative experiences that are eudaimonic in

nature (i.e., those that focus on poignancy) or if another type

of narrative experience (i.e., hedonic, or those that focus on light

humor and pleasure) can also help individuals cope with death

and grief.

In this study, we extend the body of research on what we

refer to as bereavement narratives, or stories about death and

grief, to compare a version of a story about death that has a

focus on poignancy to a version that has a focus on humor,

and assess their effect on death acceptance and connectedness

in individuals who have experienced personal loss. We propose

that both poignant-focused and humor-focused bereavement

narratives can provide pathways to death acceptance and

connectedness through narrative processes. We further propose

that the effect of the narrative may depend on individual

differences in personality, including the dark tetrad personality

traits, trait depression, and religious upbringing, as well as the

characteristics of one’s grief, including acceptance of personal

loss and severity of grief, in line with previous research (Das

and Peters, 2022). To examine these questions, we test a path

model of the effects of narrative condition on death acceptance

and connectedness through narrative engagement and appraisal.

Prior to reporting the current study, we provide a theoretical

backdrop to our hypotheses and review the state of the literature

related to bereavement narratives.

Coping with death and grief through
narratives

The thought of death can evoke anxiety and existential dread

(e.g., see Terror Management Theory; TMT; Pyszczynski et al.,

1997; see also Greenberg et al., 1986), and bereavement of a

close personal loss can be an especially difficult life event (Ott,

2003). Individuals turn to cultural and psychological defenses

to manage the anxiety of death, but these coping mechanisms

can lead to a variety of negative outcomes such as favoritism

toward ingroup members and derogation of outgroup members

(See and Petty, 2006). As such, it is important to promote

constructive coping strategies for processing death and grief.

Narrative entertainment may be an especially effective approach

to promoting new and adaptive ways of coping because stories

involve a unique combination of elements in which they can

be both psychologically distant and highly engaging. This

combination has been referred to as a “distancing-embracing”

function (Menninghaus et al., 2017; see also Mar et al., 2006).

The distancing-embracing function of
narratives

The Distancing-Embracing model (Menninghaus et al.,

2017) was initially proposed to explain how negative emotions

in art can be positively experienced. Distancing factors like

fiction and art schema in mediated content help to keep negative

emotions at a psychological distance, thereby providing a sense

of safety for individuals to emotionally approach sad or tragic

content. Distancing factors interact with embracing factors

such as the interplay of positive and negative emotions and

audiences’ ability to construct meaning from the content to

influence subsequent enjoyment. Thus, fictional stories may be

particularly useful in instances where the events of real life are

too distressing and have the potential to overwhelm individuals

(Green and Fitzgerald, 2017).

Current theorizing in narrative and media entertainment,

particularly the Temporarily Expanding the Boundaries of The

Self (TEBOTS) model (Slater et al., 2014), is consistent with

this proposition. The TEBOTS model suggests that narratives

can provide an instrument through which audiences can

alleviate life’s psychological demands and burdens (Slater et al.,

2014). This model helps to explain why we feel gratified

and psychologically rewarded by narratives. It connects self-

expansion—a fundamental human response to the constraints

on one’s agency, autonomy, and affiliation (Johnson et al.,

2016, p. 387)—with the world of narrative, which can fulfill

self-expansion needs. Stories allow audiences to encounter

experiences that extend beyond the constraints of their normal

life, such as forming new and complicated relationships,

simulating social situations, experiencing events in different

times and places, or imagining what it is like to have different

personal characteristics from their real self (Mar et al., 2006;

Slater et al., 2014; Johnson et al., 2016).

In addition to their distancing-embracing and self-

expansion functions, narratives are especially effective tools

for influencing attitudes and perspectives because they can be

highly engaging and often elicit positive appraisal.
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Processes of narrative reception

Narrative engagement

Three mechanisms of narrative engagement consistently

emerge in the literature as playing a key role in narrative

influence and persuasion. First, transportation describes the

experience of immersion into the world of story, in which

audiences become mentally and emotionally invested in the

narrative’s characters and events (Green and Brock, 2000).When

transported, individuals become more likely to be persuaded by

a story because their attention is focusedmore on understanding

and enjoying the unfolding plot than on scrutinizing persuasive

claims of the narrative.

A second mechanism of narrative engagement is

identification (Cohen, 2001; Sestir and Green, 2010), in which

narratives are engaging to the extent that audiences identify with

story characters. The more individuals identify with characters,

the more their attitudes and behavioral intentions align with

those advocated by the characters in the story. Audiences who

also closely identify with story characters become more likely to

adopt the beliefs and perspectives advocated because they are

more capable of envisioning the world of the story through the

eyes of that character. For instance, if a story character promotes

a worldview that involves a higher degree of connectedness, the

audience may also adopt a more connected worldview (Das and

Peters, 2022).

The third mechanism of narrative engagement that has

emerged in the narrative and media literature is emotional flow,

or the emotional shifts individuals experience over the course of

a narrative (Nabi and Green, 2015). For instance, these shifts can

be experienced as changes in the intensity or valence of emotions

as the plot unfolds, or changes between discrete emotions as

story characters suffer and overcome hardship (Nabi, 2015;

Nabi and Green, 2015). Emotional flow aids in the sustained

attention and elaboration of the story, and thus also enhances

the influence of a narrative on post-message attitudes (Nabi and

Green, 2015).

In addition to narrative engagement, the extent to which

audiences positively evaluate the content may also have

ramifications for the story’s impact.

Narrative appraisal

How a narrative is mentally and emotionally processed

during story reception plays an important role in determining

the story’s impact on audiences, but so too does the appraisal

of the narrative experience. At its earliest conception in

media entertainment research, enjoyment was described as

audiences’ feelings of delight or enlightenment (Vorderer et al.,

2004). More recently, enjoyment has come to describe mostly

hedonic experiences with media, whereas more eudaimonic

experiences have been differentiated as appreciation (Oliver

et al., 2014). While both responses involve a positive appraisal

of the narrative, enjoyment is characterized by predominantly

positive emotions (e.g., light humor) whereas appreciation is

characterized by mixed emotions (e.g., poignancy; Oliver and

Bartsch, 2010).

Through engagement and appraisal processes, narratives

may prove useful tools in promoting positive coping

mechanisms in response to death and bereavement. Some

research has begun to examine this potential.

Past research on narratives, death, and
bereavement

Research on death in narrative media entertainment and

its use for coping with death anxiety and grief has centered

around how eudaimonic or meaningful media1 experiences can

help ease existential fears and encourage more accepting views

of death.

In a first experimental study in this area, Hofer (2013) found

that inducing mortality salience, or increasing one’s awareness of

their own death, was positively associated with appreciation of a

meaningful film for those more inclined to search for meaning

in life.

Other studies have similarly found that eudaimonic media

can serve as an inspiration for generating meaning (Rieger and

Hofer, 2017) and an anxiety buffer against the fear of death

(Rieger et al., 2015; Slater et al., 2018). In a study particularly

relevant to the current research, Das and Peters (2022) expanded

the proponents of TEBOTS to describe how self-transcendence

in stories (i.e., experiences in which audiences transcend

themselves as individuals to view life in a way that is more

elevated and connected to others and a larger “whole”; Janicke-

Bowles and Oliver, 2017) can be “safe havens” for those who

have/are experiencing a personal loss (Das and Peters, 2022, p.

323). The authors proposed that bereaved audiences may seek

refuge from their grief in narratives. As a result, the narrative

helps them vicariously experience loss acceptance and develop

new perspectives of death and grief through the experiences

of the narrative characters. Indeed, the results of the study

suggested that transcendent narratives resonate with grieving

individuals. Participants experienced increased engagement

with and appreciation of the story, especially when their grief

was severe, as well as increased elevation and connectedness,

especially when grief was less severe.

Thus, certain narrative experiences seem to help individuals

cope with death and loss, but this research has not been extended

to narratives outside of eudaimonic media. Although we tend

1 We note that the terms “meaningful,” “eudaimonic,” and “poignancy”

are theoretically distinct and should not be used interchangeably. This

is especially important to note in relation to the current study, as

some narrative experiences that are hedonically enjoyed may also be

meaningful to some viewers (e.g., parodies may use humor appeals that

also evoke reflection of, or search for meaning in the content).
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to think of death as a serious topic, it is often depicted in

media entertainment in ways that are light, humorous, and

hedonically enjoyed. In an exploratory study of death depictions

in entertainment media, Fitzgerald et al. (2020) found that death

scenes can elicit both eudaimonic responses—characterized by

poignancy—and hedonic responses—characterized by fun and

pleasure. Participants were asked to think about a death scene in

a narrative that they found particularly meaningful, pleasurable,

or memorable (an added control condition; see footnote 1

regarding the use of the term “meaningful”). Although death in

narratives was generally remembered as a poignant experience,

death scenes that were considered as “fun” or “a good time”

were also easily recalled. Thus, bereavement narratives that use

humor may also be effective in promoting adaptive coping of

death and grief.

Humor as a coping mechanism

Humor has been identified as an adaptive way to cope

with life’s stressful events, particularly because it can suppress

the effects of anxiety on mental health (e.g., Merz et al.,

2009; Demjén, 2016; Eden et al., 2020). In a recent study,

Morgan et al. (2019) found that humor may even buffer

existential anxiety: when one’s mortality was made salient to

them, individual differences in the use of humor to cope with

stress appeared to buffer against death-thought accessibility.

This was particularly true for individuals low in trait coping

humor, suggesting that humor could be an effective avenue

for facing existential fears even among those who do not tend

to use humor to cope. Moreover, humor can be used as a

persuasive tool within narrative media messages. For example,

a recent study found that humor appeals can influence beliefs

and perceived risk in a media message about climate change

(Skurka et al., 2022). Because humor is more closely associated

with hedonic enjoyment, we would expect that the pathways

through which hedonic narrative influence outcomes differ from

those of eudaimonic narratives.

Proposing eudaimonic and hedonic
pathways in bereavement narratives

In Fitzgerald et al. (2020), responses to narrative death

scenes were found to be associated with distinct processes

of narrative engagement and appraisal: meaningful death

scenes were rated as being more engaging (i.e., through

narrative transportation, Green and Brock, 2000; and character

identification, Cohen, 2001; see supplemental analyses in

Fitzgerald et al., 2020) compared to pleasurable death scenes.

With regard to bereavement narratives, we would similarly

expect that individuals transported in a story about death would

be more open to accepting the notion that death is an inevitable

part of life, if the story presents this perspective. Bereaved

individuals may also connect to characters in a story who have

also recently lost a loved one and vicariously process their

grief through the bereavement of that character. Moreover,

experiencing greater emotional flow in bereavement narratives

may prolong the impact of the story on their emotions after the

fact, which may contribute more to agreement with perspectives

about death and grief that were advocated in the story. Taken

together, the overall engagement in a story about loss should

affect attitudes about death and grief in line with how they are

depicted in the story. In particular, we propose the following

hypothesis regarding narrative engagement:

H1: A poignant-focused bereavement narrative will elicit

more narrative engagement overall compared to a humor-

focused bereavement narrative.

Fitzgerald et al. (2020) further found that meaningful death

scenes were associated more with narrative appreciation (being

rated as meaningful, moving, and thought-provoking; Oliver

and Bartsch, 2010) whereas pleasurable death scenes were

more associated with narrative enjoyment (being rated as fun,

entertaining, and a good time; Oliver and Bartsch, 2010).

Regarding narrative appraisal, we would expect that appraisal

responses to bereavement narrative would depend on the themes

or focus of that narrative. In particular, we propose the following

hypothesis regarding enjoyment and appreciation responses:

H2: A humor-focused narrative will elicit more enjoyment

than a poignant-focused narrative (H2a); whereas a

poignant-focused narrative will elicit more appreciation

than a humor-focused narrative (H2b).

Through these engagement and appraisal processes, both

poignant-focused and humor-focused bereavement narratives

may influence narrative-based outcomes related to the well-

being of those who have experienced personal loss. We

propose that connectedness—the sense of being connected with

humanity and part of a bigger whole (Janicke-Bowles andOliver,

2017; Oliver et al., 2018; Das and Peters, 2022)—and a peaceful

acceptance of death (Prigerson and Maciejewski, 2008) may be

especially relevant outcomes for the emotional well-being of

those processing death and grief.

Death acceptance and connectedness

First, difficulty accepting death can have negative

consequences for the well-being of the bereaved (Neimeyer

and Currier, 2009). Some research has found that those with

prolonged grief or an inability to accept loss are at a heightened

risk for stress and depression, post-traumatic stress disorder,

suicidal ideation, functional disability and diminished quality of

life (Lichtenthal et al., 2004; Prigerson et al., 2008). By contrast,

peaceful acceptance of loss in which an individual confronts
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death with peace and equanimity (Prigerson and Maciejewski,

2008, p. 435), may help to alleviate the emotional pain associated

with loss (Maciejewski et al., 2007). In a longitudinal study

on the emotional pain and acceptance of loss in bereaved

individuals, Maciejewski et al. (2007) found that an increase

in peaceful acceptance of loss was associated with a decline in

grief-related distress. The researchers concluded that “research

that determines ways to promote peaceful acceptance offers the

promise of offsetting the pain and misery frequently associated

with dying and death” (Prigerson and Maciejewski, 2008,

p. 437).

In addition to death acceptance, feeling connected with

others and something greater (Janicke-Bowles and Oliver,

2017) may be another outcome of bereavement narratives that

has implications for individuals’ well-being. Das and Peters

(2022) proposed that a connected, transcendent view of life

may be relevant for the cognitive adjustment process of the

bereaved (p. 321), and their findings suggested that a connected

worldview seems to be a part of the grief experience (p. 338).

Feeling connected with others may reduce the potential for

the bereaved to feel alone or isolated in their grief because it

encourages a sense of belonging and wholeness (Kelly, 1995).

Connectedness may also contribute to eudaimonic well-being.

For instance, some research has found that media which evokes

connectedness also tends to evoke feelings of transcendence

and an increased salience of spiritual beliefs related to self-

actualization (Janicke-Bowles and Ramasubramanian, 2017).

Thus, we propose the following research questions regarding

death acceptance and connectedness:

RQ1:Will a poignant-focused narrative or a humor-focused

narrative have a stronger effect on death acceptance?

RQ2:Will a poignant-focused narrative or a humor-focused

narrative have a stronger effect on connectedness?

Finally, outcomes of bereavement narratives may depend on

certain individuating characteristics of the audience.

Individual di�erences regarding bereavement
narratives

The influence of eudaimonic vs. hedonic depictions of

death in narratives may differ between individuals. For

example, eudaimonic media may resonate more with some

individuals than others (Janicke-Bowles et al., 2021). Individual

differences in the “dark tetrad” anti-social personality traits

(e.g., narcissism, Machiavellianism, psychopathy, and sadism;

Jonason and Webster, 2010; Appel et al., 2019) have been

linked with more negative evaluations of eudaimonic media.

Those high in these traits may view the media as being

corny and inauthentic, and therefore are less likely to be

moved by eudaimonic depictions of death in narratives. Other

research suggests that individual differences in trait depression

and religious upbringing affect the likelihood that eudaimonic

or meaningful media will be appreciated (Das and Peters,

2022). These individual differences also have close ties with

perspectives of death and grieving (Wortmann and Park, 2008).

Thus, considering these differences, we propose the following

research question regarding individual differences:

RQ3: Will the effectiveness of poignant-focused and

humor-focused bereavement narratives depend on

individual differences in the dark tetrad (RQ3a), trait

depression (RQ3b), or religious upbringing (RQ3c)?

Finally, to account for any indirect effects of humor-

focused and poignant-focused narratives on outcomes of death

acceptance and connectedness through narrative engagement

and appraisal processes, we propose a path model (Figure 1).

The model accounts for pathways on narrative engagement

(transportation, identification, emotional flow), narrative

enjoyment and appreciation, and well-being outcomes, and,

assesses how those effects differ when controlling for loss-related

and individual trait difference. Moreover, we propose the final

research question:

RQ4: Do narrative engagement and appraisal processes

mediate the effect of humor-focused and poignant-focused

narratives on death acceptance and connectedness?

Method

To test our hypotheses and research questions, we compared

a poignant-focused and humor-focused version of a narrative

about death and grief.

Participants and procedure

A total of 330 participants were collected via Amazon’s

Mechanical Turk. After providing consent, participants were

randomly assigned to read a narrative about a woman giving

a eulogy for the passing of her close friend at her funeral.

We manipulated the story to be either poignant-focused or

humor-focused (both narrative versions are available to read

in our online supplement: https://bit.ly/3b9Nuwe)2. After the

narrative, participants completed a series of measures which

assessed (a) their narrative engagement and narrative appraisal;

2 The conditions are not orthogonal such that the humor-focused

condition has no poignancy and the poignancy-focused condition has no

humor. Rather, we use these condition labels to denote that the humor-

focused narrative has more of a focus that appeals to, or intends to evoke

humor, and the poignant-focused narrative has more of a focus that

appeals to, or intends to evoke poignancy.
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FIGURE 1

Hypothesized path model.

(b) death acceptance and connectedness; (c) loss-related and

trait covariates; and (d) demographics.

We utilized three criteria for participant exclusion. First,

we excluded participants if they did not have complete data

across the main variables. Thus, 30 participants were dropped

due to incomplete data. Second, we excluded participants

based on two manipulation check items. These items asked

about specific details of the narrative (e.g., “Where did [main

characters] get married?”). Participants were excluded if they

incorrectly answered either one of these checks. Consequently,

35 participants were excluded due to incorrect responses.

Finally, we excluded participants if they had not experienced

the loss of a loved one. Among our sample, 24 participants

reported they hadn’t experienced the loss of a loved one andwere

thus excluded. Our final sample consisted of 241 participants

(nPoignant−focused = 120, nHumor−focused = 121), and a chi-

square analysis indicated that these exclusion criteria did not

systematically alter random assignment to either condition,

χ
2
= 0.015, p= 0.90.

Measures

Narrative variables

Narrative engagement

To assess overall narrative engagement, we measured the

three narrative engagement processes. Transportation was

measured with the 5-item transportation scale short form (TS-

SF; Appel et al., 2015), including items such as “I could picture

myself in the scene of the events described in the narrative” rated

on a scale from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much). To measure

identification, we utilized the 3-item measure of character

identification used in Sestir and Green (2010), adapted from

Cohen (2001), with items such as “When reading the story, I

wanted the character to succeed in achieving her goals” rated on

a scale from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much). Lastly, to measure

emotional flow, we used a 4-item emotional flow scale, including

items such as “I experienced a lot of different emotions” rated on

a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).

To assess the validity of these constructs, we conducted

a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) using a first-order,

multidimensional factor structure. The measurement model

demonstrated good fit and each scale had good reliability,χ2(df )

= 171.55(51), CFI = 0.94, SRMR = 0.05, αTransportation =

0.82, αIdentification = 0.81, αEmotionalFlow = 0.95. Given the

high positive correlations between the scales (r = 0.79–0.88),

the theoretical similarity of the processes, and to reduce the

potential for collinearity of the scales when testing them within

the hypothesized path model, we combined the three scales

into a single composite that represented participants’ overall

narrative engagement (αEngagement = 0.88).

Enjoyment and appreciation

To measure narrative appraisal, we utilized Oliver and

Bartsch’s (2010) 3-item enjoyment scale and 3-item appreciation

scale. Participants read the prompt, “The story was...” followed

by enjoyment items (“fun,” “a good time,” “entertaining”)

and appreciation items (“meaningful,” “moving,” “thought-

provoking”) which they rated on a scale from 1 (strongly

disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).

Using a first-order, multidimensional factor structure, the

measurement model demonstrated adequate fit, χ
2(df ) =

47.35(8), p < 0.001, CFI = 0.95, SRMR = 0.09, and the
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reliabilities for each scale were good (αEnjoyment = 0.87;

αAppreciation = 0.85).

Outcome variables

Death acceptance

We used Slater et al.’s (2018) 11-item scale of death

acceptance as our first well-being outcome. Example items

include “Some people are frightened of death, but I am not”

and “I am more afraid of death than old age” (reverse-scored).

The measurement model using all 11 scale items did not fit

well, χ
2(df ) = 313.41(44), p < 0.001, CFI = 0.83, SRMR =

0.09. Therefore, we engaged in selective item retention to achieve

satisfactory model fit. After removing items 9, 10, and 11, the

measurement model demonstrated good fit and the scale had

excellent reliability, χ2(df ) = 74.65(20), p < 0.001, CFI = 0.95,

SRMR= 0.04 (α = 0.92).

Connectedness

For our second well-being outcome, we used Janicke-Bowles

and Oliver’s (2017) connectedness scale. The connectedness

scale is a 26-item scale used to measure connectedness to close

others, connectedness to a higher power, and connectedness

to one’s family. We used the first nine items of the scale to

measure one’s connectedness toward close others. Example items

included “[The story] made me think about the power of love”

and “[The story] made me cherish the people in my life.”

The measurement model demonstrated adequate fit, χ
2(df ) =

227.01(27), p < 0. 001, CFI = 0.92, SRMR = 0.04, and the scale

had excellent reliability (α = 0.96).

Loss-related covariates

Loss acceptance and grief severity

Similar to Das and Peters (2022), we sought to control for

the impact of one’s experienced loss on our manipulation. The

first measure we used was a 6-item scale of loss acceptance.

Example items included “At this moment, I am able to think

about my deceased loved one with positive thoughts” and “I

find it difficult to be happy without the person I lost” (reverse-

scored). The second measure was a 3-item scale of grief severity.

Example items included “There were times that I thought I

would never be able to bear the loss” and “There were times

that I lost my sense of meaning in life due to the loss”. Using a

first-order, multidimensional factor structure, the measurement

model demonstrated inadequate fit, χ
2(df ) = 252.20(26), p <

0.001, CFI = 0.83, SRMR = 0.19, so we engaged in selective

item retention. By removing items 2 and 4 from the loss

acceptance scale, the measurement model fit well and both scales

demonstrated good reliability, χ
2(df ) = 37.89(13), p < 0.001,

CFI = 0.98, SRMR = 0.06 (αLossAcceptance = 0.83; αGriefSeverity
= 0.94).

Trait covariates

We measured three trait variables that might impact the

effect of our manipulation.

Dark tetrad

We utilized a 19-item scale to measure the dark tetrad. This

scale was a combination of the 12-item Dirty Dozen dark triad

scale (DDS; Jonason and Webster, 2010; Appel et al., 2019),

which measures one’s trait Machiavellianism, psychopathy, and

narcissism (Appel et al., 2019) and the 7-item Variety of Sadistic

Tendencies scale (VAST; Paulhus and Jones, 2015), which

measures one’s trait sadism in close relationships. After assessing

the model fit of each subscale, we tested a measurement model

where we loaded the composite subscales onto a single latent

variable. Themeasurementmodel fit well, and the scale had good

reliability, χ2(df ) = 19.82(2), p < 0.001, CFI = 0.95, SRMR =

0.04 (α = 80).

Depression

We measured trait depression using a 6-item scale (Das

and Peters, 2022). Example items include “In my life, I have

experienced episodes of at least 2 consecutive weeks when I

experienced little pleasure in activities” and “In my life, I have

experienced episodes of at least 2 consecutive weeks when I had

recurring thoughts about death and suicide.” The measurement

model fit adequately, and the scale had excellent reliability,

χ
2(df ) = 91.68(9), p < 0.001, CFI = 0.94, SRMR = 0.06 (α

= 0.93).

Religious upbringing

We assessed religious upbringing using a 6-item scale

(Das and Peters, 2022). Example items include “I was raised

religiously/spiritually” and “My parents strongly believe that

there is life after death.” The measurement model fit well, and

the scale demonstrated good reliability, χ2(df )= 106.74(9), p <

0.001, CFI= 0.93, SRMR= 0.04 (α = 0.94).

Results

Bivariate relationships

We first examined the bivariate associations between our

variables (see Table 1 for a correlation matrix of measured

variables). A handful of notable patterns emerged. First, our

manipulation had a strong positive correlation with enjoyment

indicating that participants who read humor-focused version

of our stimuli experienced more enjoyment than those who

read the poignant-focused version. This association is in line

with Fitzgerald et al. (2020) and the predicted effect of our

manipulation. Second, we found a cluster of positive correlations

between our narrative engagement, enjoyment, and appreciation

variables. Specifically, we found that both narrative engagement

and appreciation correlated significantly stronger with each
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TABLE 1 Bivariate correlation matrix of measured variables.

1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10.

1. Condition –

Narrative variables

2. Engagement 0.03 –

3. Enjoyment 0.51*** 0.30** –

4. Appreciation −0.05 0.68*** 0.15* –

Outcomes

5. Death acceptance 0.12 −0.18** 0.25*** −0.08 –

6. Connectedness 0.03 0.71*** 0.27*** 0.65*** −0.08 –

Covariates

7. Loss acceptance −0.03 0.19** 0.00 0.24*** 0.09 0.19** –

8. Grief severity 0.14* 0.36*** 0.16* 0.26*** −0.24*** 0.28*** −0.01 –

9. Dark tetrad 0.11 −0.09 0.18** −0.19** 0.02 −0.11 −0.18** 0.01 –

10. Depression 0.11 0.02 0.14* 0.00 −0.15* −0.07 −0.18** 0.35*** 0.25*** –

11. Religious upbringing 0.09 0.23*** 0.14* 0.13* 0.01 0.23*** 0.20** −0.18*** 0.02 0.12

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001. Condition is coded such that 0 represents the poignant condition and 1 represents the humor condition.

other than with enjoyment (r = 0.68 to r = 0.30, Fisher’s r-to-z

transformation= 5.67, p < 0.001).

We also found distinct patterns between our narrative

variables and each outcome. For death acceptance, we saw

a positive correlation with enjoyment and a non-significant

correlation with appreciation.We also saw a negative correlation

with narrative engagement. For connectedness, we found

positive correlations across all three narrative variables, with the

engagement and appreciation correlations being significantly

stronger than the enjoyment correlation (r = 0.65 to r = 0.27,

Fisher’s r-to-z transformation= 5.44, p< 0.001). Taken together,

these correlations support the notion that different narrative

pathways can be used to impact one’s well-being. One’s death

acceptance seems to be primarily derived from the hedonic

pathway (i.e., enjoyment), and one’s feeling of connectedness

seems to be derived from the eudaimonic pathway (i.e.,

appreciation). Finally, our covariates had a number of significant

relationships with both the narrative and outcome variables,

which indicates the necessity of controlling for these variables

when testing our hypotheses.

E�ects of narrative condition

We tested our hypotheses using a multivariate analysis

of covariance (MANCOVA). We examined whether our

manipulation impacted both our narrative variables and

our outcome variables, while controlling for covariates.

Narrative condition was entered as the fixed factor, narrative

variables (engagement, enjoyment, appreciation) and outcome

variables (death acceptance, connectedness) were entered as the

dependent variables, and loss-related variables (personal loss,

grief severity) and individual difference variables (dark tetrad,

depression, religious upbringing) were entered as covariates.

Results indicated a significant multivariate effect of condition

[Wilks’ Lambda = 0.74, F(5,230) = 16.61, p < 0.001, η
2
p

= 0.27]. Table 2 includes the between-subject effects of each

predictor on the dependent variables, and Figure 2 provides a

visual representation of the estimated marginal means of each

dependent variable by condition.

First, H1 predicted that the narrative conditions would

differ in terms of narrative engagement, such that the poignant-

focused narrative would elicit greater overall engagement than

the humor-focused narrative. Results showed that engagement

did not differ between the poignant-focused (EMM = 5.17,

SE = 0.10) and humor-focused (EMM = 5.20, SE = 0.10)

narratives. Thus, H1 was not supported, and we can conclude

that participants processed the stories similarly regardless of

whether it was intended to be more humorous or more

poignant. H2a predicted that enjoyment would be higher in

the humor-focused condition than in the poignant-focused

condition. Enjoyment was significantly higher in the humor-

focused narrative (EMM = 4.35, SE = 0.13) when compared

to the poignant-focused version (EMM = 2.82, SE = 0.13).

Thus, H2a was supported. H2b predicted that appreciation

would be higher in the poignant-focused condition than in

the humor-focused condition. Results indicated no significant

difference between the poignant-focused (EMM = 5.95, SE

= 0.10) and humor-focused conditions (EMM = 5.80, SE

= 0.10). Thus, H2b was not supported. To this point,

we note that appreciation was high in both conditions.

This result may be due to the fact that stories about loss

tend to be appreciated even when specifically intended to

be humorous.
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TABLE 2 Between-subject MANCOVA e�ects of condition and covariates on mediators and outcome variables.

F p η
2 F p η

2 F p η
2

Engagement Enjoyment Appreciation

Condition 0.04 0.84 0.00 72.36 <0.001 0.22 1.34 0.25 0.00

Loss acceptance 4.76 0.03 0.02 0.25 0.62 0.00 10.16 0.002 0.04

Grief severity 32.75 <0.001 0.11 1.63 0.20 0.00 17.69 <0.001 0.06

Dark tetrad 0.67 0.41 0.00 5.32 0.02 0.02 4.94 0.03 0.02

Depression 1.93 0.17 0.01 0.10 0.76 0.00 0.19 0.67 0.00

Religious upbringing 6.25 0.01 0.02 1.73 0.19 0.01 0.75 0.39 0.00

Death acceptance Connectedness

Condition 6.24 0.01 0.02 0.00 0.97 0.00 – – –

Loss acceptance 1.36 0.24 0.01 3.43 0.07 0.01 – – –

Grief severity 12.51 <0.001 0.05 22.93 <0.001 0.08 – – –

Dark tetrad 0.40 0.53 0.00 0.80 0.37 0.00 – – –

Depression 1.52 0.22 0.01 6.05 0.02 0.02 – – –

Religious upbringing 0.23 0.63 0.00 7.74 0.006 0.03 – – –

The df for each F-test= 1, 234.

FIGURE 2

Estimated marginal means of narrative and outcome variables by condition.

We additionally asked whether the poignant-focused or

humor-focused narrative would elicit more death acceptance

(RQ1) and connectedness (RQ2). Results indicated that death

acceptance was significantly higher in the humor-focused

condition (EMM = 4.16, SE = 0.12) than the poignant-focused

condition (EMM = 3.72, SE = 0.12), suggesting that the more

humorous narrative had an advantage over the more poignant

narrative on affecting this outcome. Connectedness did not

significantly differ between the poignant-focused (EMM = 5.29,

SE = 0.11) and humor-focused conditions (EMM = 5.30, SE =

0.11). The connectedness results are consistent with Das and

Peters (2022) and echo our findings regarding appreciation.

Given the fact that connectedness was high in both conditions,

it seems that participants may feel more connected to their loved

ones when experiencing a narrative about death regardless of

whether humor is intended or not.

We also asked whether any of the specified covariates would

significantly impact our narrative and outcome variables (RQ3).

Our multivariate effects indicated a significant effect of each

covariate across the dependent variables featured in our model:

loss acceptance [Wilks’ Lambda = 0.95, F(5,230) = 2.46, p =

0.03, η2p = 0.05], grief severity [Wilks’ Lambda= 0.84, F(5,230) =
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TABLE 3 Estimates, covariances, and model fit for hypothesized path model.

Est. SE p Est. SE p Est. SE p

IV/Covariates → Mediator Engagement Enjoyment Appreciation

Condition −0.03 0.14 0.84 1.52 0.18 <0.001 −0.16 0.13 0.24

R2 0.20 – – 0.29 – – 0.16 – –

Mediator → Outcomes Death acceptance Connectedness

Engagement −0.38 0.10 <0.001 0.47 0.07 <0.001 – – –

Enjoyment 0.32 0.05 <0.001 0.07 0.04 0.04 – – –

Appreciation 0.12 0.10 0.23 0.39 0.07 <0.001 – – –

R2 0.21 – – 0.58 – – – – –

Indirect effects Death acceptance Connectedness

Condition 0.48 0.11 <0.001 0.04 0.13 0.76 – – –

Covariances Engagement Enjoyment

Enjoyment 0.46 0.10 <0.001 – – – – – –

Appreciation 0.68 0.08 <0.001 0.29 0.09 0.001 – – –

χ
2(df ) p CFI SRMR

Model fit 0.24(3) 0.97 1.00 0.00 – – – – –

Est, unstandardized estimate; SE, standard error of estimate; IV, independent variable; CFI, comparative fit index; SRMR, standardized root mean square residual. The path coefficients for

the control variables (e.g., loss acceptance, grief severity, dark tetrad, depression, and religious upbringing) are reported in our online supplement (https://bit.ly/3b9Nuwe).

8.48, p < 0.001, η2p = 0.16], dark tetrad [Wilks’ Lambda = 0.95,

F(5,230) = 2.57, p= 0.03, η2p = 0.05], depression [Wilks’ Lambda

= 0.95, F(5,230) = 2.46, p = 0.03, η
2
p = 0.05], and religious

upbringing [Wilks’ Lambda= 0.95, F(5,230) = 2.26, p= 0.05, η2p
= 0.05]. Thus, differences related to the characteristics of one’s

loss and the individual play a role in the engagement, appraisal,

and effectiveness of bereavement narratives on one’s well-being.

Hypothesized path model

Finally, RQ4 asked whether there would be indirect effects

of the narrative condition on our outcomes through the

narrative processes. We tested our model using maximum

likelihood estimation in IBMAmos (Version 28). Indirect effects

were estimated using 10,000 bootstrap samples and 95% bias-

corrected CIs. Results of our model are included in Table 3 and

Figure 3.

We found the model fit the data well and explained 21%

of the variance in death acceptance and 58% of the variance

in connectedness (see Table 3). For death acceptance, we found

a significant indirect effect of our narrative manipulation.

This result seems primarily driven by the positive direct

effect of our condition on enjoyment and the positive direct

effect of enjoyment on death acceptance. In other words,

participants in the humor-focused condition experienced more

narrative enjoyment which led to higher levels of general

death acceptance. We note, additionally, that this indirect effect

persisted even with the suppressing effect elicited by narrative

engagement on death acceptance.

For connectedness, we found no indirect effect of

our manipulation. When examining the direct effects of

our mediators, it seems that changes in one’s perceived

connectedness were largely driven by their engagement and

appreciation of the story. Thus, regardless of condition,

participants who were more immersed and moved felt

more connected to their loved ones. This finding again

may be explained by the inherent meaningfulness of death.

Experiencing death in a story leads audiences to be grateful for

their loved ones, regardless of whether the story is meant to

elicit humor or poignancy.

Discussion

In an experimental study, we examined how a poignant-

focused vs. humor-focused story about loss affected general

acceptance of death and feelings of connectedness among

bereaved individuals. We found that audiences engaged with

the narratives in a similar way regarding transportation,
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FIGURE 3

Path model results. ***p < 0.001.

identification with characters, emotional flow, and appreciation,

but the humor-focused narrative elicited greater enjoyment than

the poignant-focused narrative. Moreover, the humor-focused

narrative led to more death acceptance than the poignant-

focused narrative. The results of our model test demonstrated

that condition affected death acceptance indirectly, such that

participants in the humor-focused condition experienced more

narrative enjoyment which subsequently led to higher levels

of general death acceptance. This finding suggests that our

proposed hedonic narrative pathway through humor is worth

exploring in addition to a eudaimonic one. We therefore

recommend researchers continue to use this model in future

studies examining bereavement narratives.

We found no differences between narrative versions for

connectedness, consistent with Das and Peters (2022). However,

our path model explained a high percent of the variance

in connectedness, suggesting that bereavement narratives in

general may promote self-transcendent feelings of being

connected to others, given the inherent meaningfulness and

phenomenological characteristics related to the topic of death.

Further, it seemed from our model test that perceived

connectedness was driven by narrative engagement and

appreciation, and thus the experience of immersion and the

perception of the narrative as poignant foster these feelings.

Our findings also underly the importance of considering

individual differences in how bereavement narratives are

processed. Each of the proposed individual difference variables

emerged as a significant covariate of the effect of the story.

First, the extent to which participants felt they had accepted the

loss they had personally experienced, and the severity of their

personal grief impacted how they experienced the story. This

finding is consistent with past research (Das and Peters, 2022).

It seems that grief is a highly individual experience, and that

individualism extends to the realm of narratives. Personality

traits (the dark tetrad and depression) and life experiences

(religious upbringing) also played a role in how bereavement

narratives were experienced. It may be interesting for future

studies to directly assess the interplay of individual differences

and narrative mechanisms, such as similarity to characters in the

narrative, to explore whether marked similarities between the

bereaved character and audience member impact how effectively

the story influences perceptions and acceptance of death. For

example, would a bereavement narrative about a character who

lost a parent resonate more with an individual who was also

grieving a parent? Such studies could help further identify

how bereavement in narratives (and the characteristics of the

bereaved) resonate with audiences differently, and how stories

could be more effectively tailored to audiences.

The combination of humor and
poignancy

Our current findings point to the idea that poignancy

and humor in bereavement narratives do not appear to be

orthogonal, but rather, they seem to complement one another

in their effect on audiences. We note that our current stimuli,

despite their ability to elicit significant differences in enjoyment,

were unable to differentiate appreciation clearly. We attribute

this result to the challenge of separating poignancy from the
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topic of death in general. A story about someone giving a

eulogy is likely to evoke some poignancy even if the narrative

is focused more on making audiences laugh or experience

enjoyment. However, we also recognize that this finding may be

due to our particular stimuli, and that perhaps other researchers

would be more successful at crafting humorous stories about

death that are not also experienced poignantly. Future research

should continue to examine whether bereavement narratives

can be made to elicit humor without also eliciting poignancy.

If successful, such studies would be able to identify the

potential benefits and downsides of humor vs. poignancy when

used alone.

For instance, humor in media entertainment can be used

to address serious topics in a way that is light-hearted (De

Ridder et al., 2022), but humor alone might not be taken

seriously. On the other hand, poignancy may be too serious

and break down the distancing-embracing function of narratives

that make them so effective at allowing audiences to approach

negative topics. We encourage researchers to continue to assess

whether a combination of humor and poignancy is best for

bereavement narratives—and narratives about difficult topics in

general. Some recent research suggests this is the case (De Ridder

et al., 2022).

Limitations

There were some limitations in our current study that

are worth noting. First, we only examined narrative effects

in participants who expressed having experienced a personal

loss. This included the large majority of our sample; however,

it would be worthwhile to explore how our findings might

differ for individuals who are less familiar with death and grief.

For example, bereaved individuals may generally appreciate

bereavement narratives more than those who have not

experienced personal loss, and it may be possible to disentangle

enjoyment and appreciation in humorous vs. poignant stories

for these individuals. Similarly, narrative engagement may not

play as key a role in death perceptions for individuals who are

not bereaved.

Second, our findings suggest that grief is a very personal

experience and although we tapped into some of the individual

differences that influence the effect of bereavement narratives,

there may be others that we did not consider. For instance, we

asked participants to think of a single personal loss, or the person

they were closest to, but we did not assess whether they had lost

multiple loved ones. There may be individual differences related

to familiarity with grief which may be considered in future

studies. Other conditions of personal grief, such as whether the

grief is disenfranchised, where the relationship, loss, or griever

is not socially recognized (Doka, 1999) may be important to

consider as well. Future research should also consider the time

since the personal loss to explore how the temporal stages of grief

might impact the effectiveness of narrative interventions3.

Conclusion

Death anxiety and bereavement can have lasting effects

on well-being, yet both are an inevitable facet of life. In

this study, we found that narratives are a good approach to

increasing positive perspectives of death among the bereaved,

and that humorous and poignant-centered approaches appear

to complement each other. These findings help clarify the

specific mechanisms that underlie how narratives can foster

more acceptance of death: stories about loss and grief do not

need to be heavy-handed with poignancy, as death is already

inherently poignant. Instead, adding some humorous moments

might make the content more consumable and more effective

overall. For instance, returning to the episode of Community

which opened this paper: after the heartfelt goodbye that Pierce’s

mother gave to him in her farewell recording, she “plays herself

out” to a song akin to Top Gun’s “Danger Zone.”
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