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A large number of studies suggest that humor is associated with mental well-being and

effective as a means of coping. However, it is less well-understood which mechanisms

are effective for this particular function of humor. The present study examines whether

processes of change of perspective, which are often regarded as constitutive for

humor, could be an effective coping-factor when facing unrequited love as a specific

psychological burden. In a questionnaire study, N = 148 persons aged 18–65 years

(w = 96) with actual or past experiences of unrequited love reported on their subjective

burden due to this experience, their self-esteem and satisfaction with life, two scales

for humor (Multidimensional Sense of Humor Scale: MSHS, and a self-constructed

scale: Humorous Change of Perspective, HCOP) and a coping scale which measure

change of perspective in the confrontation with goal blockages (Flexible Goal Adjustment,

FGA). Results indicated that the burden of unrequited love [operationalized objectively as

actuality of experience (dichotomous) or subjectively as burden experienced] and both

indicators of well-being were negatively associated. Multiple regression analyses showed

that humor was a significant moderator of this relationship in nearly all combinations of

operationalizations of humor and indicators of well-being: Higher levels of humor are

associated with better well-being even when the perceived burden was high. In addition,

the study examined whether the coping effect of humor can be partly or mainly attributed

to the individual’s capacity to perspective change as captured by FGA. When including

this scale as a covariate in the regression models, the moderation effect for MSHS did not

persist; however, for HCOP the moderation effect remained unchanged: the moderator

effect of humorous change of perspective proved to be independent of FGA. Taken

together the results suggest that perspective-changing skills play a significant role in

the coping effect of humor in dealing with psychological burdens. However, depending

on which humor facet is measured, the entailed perspective change may or may not

appear to go beyond what the individual’s FGA can account for. This suggests that

the coping effect caused by humorous change of perspective includes aspects that are

also discussed for other coping resources as well as its own, humor-specific aspects.

Potential avenues for future studies are discussed both with respect to the necessity for

replication and extension of the present study and to the determination of other potential

alleviativing effects of other facets of humor.

Keywords: cognitive means of coping, alleviative effect of humor, flexible goal adjustment, unrequited love,

self-esteem
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INTRODUCTION

Humor as a Resource
The assumption that humor is not only enjoyable for all who
experience it, but is also a useful resource for those who have it, is
as old as human laughter (Ruch, 2008; Hurley et al., 2011; Martin
and Ford, 2018). The finding that humor can be helpful when
coping with stress, burdens, threats, and other challenges is more
recent but widely documented. One does not have to agree with
the traditional psychoanalytic assumption that humor is the most
mature and most elegant defense mechanism (Vaillant, 1993) to
recognize the functionality of humor in burdensome situations.
A large body of research indicates a positive relationship between
humor and psychological well-being (Martin and Lefcourt, 1983;
Lefcourt and Martin, 1986; Nezu et al., 1988; Kuiper et al.,
1993; Thorson et al., 1997; Cann et al., 1999; Ruch et al., 2010;
Svebak, 2010; Cann and Collette, 2014; Samson et al., 2014; Fritz
et al., 2017; for an overview, e.g., Ruch, 2008; Kuiper, 2012;
Martin and Ford, 2018). Accordingly, a strong sense of humor
is associated with, for example, a more positive self-concept and
self-esteem as well as higher life satisfaction (Kuiper et al., 2004;
Ruch et al., 2010, 2018b; Ozyesil, 2012). There is even evidence
that humor supports physical health (Svebak et al., 2006; Martin,
2008). Accordingly, Kuiper (2012) considers humor as a facet of
individual resilience.

What is less clear, however, is how humorous coping with
burdens can be explained. While the precise study of the
processes at work here requires experimental designs, a helpful
intermediate step may be to identify components of humor
that make a difference in coping with burdens or threats. This
requires a sufficiently sophisticated theory about the components
of humor (possibly components of different varieties of humor);
however, such a consensual theory of humor remains to be
defined (Hurley et al., 2011; Martin and Ford, 2018), even
though the debate about it predates psychology. Accordingly,
the findings on the alleviative effect of humor are generally
convergent, but in detail more heterogeneous than is desirable
for a theoretical clarification of the factors that are effective here.

Several difficulties contribute to this. First, humor is
regarded as a complex, multidimensional construct that includes
emotional, cognitive, behavioral, and social components (e.g.,
Svebak, 1996; Thorson et al., 1997; Ruch, 2008; Martin and Ford,
2018). Accordingly, there are a variety of forms or styles, uses or
intentions, and functions or effects of humor are distinguished,
each differentially related to a broad variety of concepts,
including personality traits, emotions, or social effects (Martin
and Ford, 2018; Ruch et al., 2018a; Heintz and Ruch, 2019; for an
overview, e.g., Ruch, 2008). An example of this is the distinction
between “benevolent” and “malevolent” forms, or uses of humor
(e.g., Ruch and Heintz, 2016). Positively connoted uses (forms)
of humor that also dominate everyday understandings of humor
as a positive skill (Craik et al., 1996; Perchtold et al., 2019) are
typically associated with the aforementioned alleviative effects
of humor are the. This conceptual heterogeneity is further
reinforced by a variety of assessment methods that vary not only
in their specific operationalization, but also with respect to the
facets or functions of humor addressed (for instance, Ruch et al.,

1996, 2018a; Martin et al., 2003; Kuiper et al., 2004; Heintz et al.,
2018; for an overview, Martin and Ford, 2018).

In contrast, the question of which processes produce the
alleviative effect of humor is less frequently studied. Martin
(2007, 2008) identifies three main mechanisms underlying the
positive influence of humor on well-being: physiological effects
caused by the activity of laughter, the experience of positive
emotions such as joy or exhilaration, and cognitive aspects
such as the change in perspective (see also Martin and Ford,
2018). A number of papers have argued that in the context
of coping with burdensome experiences, in particular cognitive
aspects of humor are particularly important (e.g., Svebak et al.,
2006; Svebak, 2010). According to this line of reasoning, humor
leads to the shift of cognitive attention in favor of positive
cognitions and associated positive emotions (Kuiper et al.,
1993; Martin, 2007; Szabo, 2007; Strick et al., 2009; for an
overview Ruch, 2008; Martin and Ford, 2018). Individuals with
a more highly developed sense of humor rated their problems
as less stressful and experienced fewer negative emotions (e.g.,
anxiety) than did individuals with lowly developed sense of
humor scores, indicating that humor facilitates a different (i.e.,
relieving) perspective on problems. This assumption agrees
with the suggestion that the ability and willingness for a
positive appraisal of the initially threatening or stressful situation
(Lazarus and Folkman, 1984) is significant for the coping effect
of humor. Several studies have provided evidence that positive
(re-)appraisal occurs more frequently in individuals with a more
pronounced sense of humor and that it is functional for coping
with burdens (Kuiper et al., 1995; Abel, 2002; Samson et al.,
2014; Perchtold et al., 2019). For positive (re)appraisal, in turn,
the cognitive ability to change perspective (e.g., reframing) is
a necessary condition (Samson et al., 2014). Although not all
humor theories agree that perspective change is a criterion (i.e.,
a necessary condition) for humor, a likely consensus is that it is a
prototypical aspect of humor, perhaps just not just of all forms of
humor (Martin, 2008; Hurley et al., 2011; Carroll, 2014; Martin
and Ford, 2018).

At the same time, there is a large body of work showing
that perspective change or reframing are particularly helpful
for dealing with burdensome or threatening constellations when
the underlying problem is a goal conflict or goal blockade that
cannot be actively resolved (Brandtstädter and Rothermund,
2002; Brandtstädter, 2006; Heckhausen et al., 2010; Wrosch and
Scheier, 2020). If it should be a valid consideration that the
alleviative effect of humor is based, at least in part, on the fact that
humor is associated with the individual capability for perspective
change, then it should be possible to show that the alleviative
effect of humor wanes in relation to a burdensome goal blockade
if this aspect is out-partialized by a non-humor coping resource
focusing on this aspect. Testing this consideration is the subject
of the present study.

Flexibility of Goal Adjustment as a
Perspective-Changing Coping Resource
The two-process model of developmental regulation
(Brandtstädter and Rothermund, 2002; Brandtstädter, 2006)
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distinguishes two modes of regulation by which the individual
can reduce or eliminate problems (defined as discrepancy
between an experienced actual state and a desired target state).
In the assimilative response mode, the individual attempts
to resolve a problematic situation through active, deliberate,
and controlled problem solving. In doing so, personal goals
and intentions are maintained and persistently pursued. In
contrast, in the accommodative regulation mode, the reduction
of the actual-target discrepancy occurs through “flexible goal
adjustment” (Brandtstädter and Renner, 1990) to the given
situation and the available options for action. Examples of this
regulatory mode are devaluing the significance of the previous
goal and upgrading alternative goals, changing one’s own level of
aspiration, or reinterpreting the problem situation on the basis
of relieving cognitions. In short, an accommodative reaction
requires a change of one’s own perspective of the problem. It
is required at the latest when assimilative efforts fail, problems
cannot be overcome by active problem solving, or this would
involve too much difficulty or cost. A large body of work
has shown that the individual capability and tendency for
accommodative regulation helps to reduce strain across different
kinds of threats and burdens and across different age groups
(e.g., Thomsen et al., 2015; Greve et al., 2017; Rühs et al., 2017;
for review, Brandtstädter and Rothermund, 2002). Although
this has not been a central focus of research, some results
suggest that humor might be associated with accommodative
coping. Thomsen (2016) reports a positive relationship between
individual readiness to accommodate and coping humor
(Martin and Lefcourt, 1983) in adolescents; the finding that this
relationship becomes narrower with increasing age indicates that
it is precisely the cognitively demanding aspects of humor that
carry this relationship at least in part. Leist and Müller (2013)
found an association between the self-enhancing and social
humor style and flexible goal adaptation processes.

Unrequited Love as a Goal-Blocking
Burden
As social beings, humans possess a fundamental need to belong
(Baumeister and Leary, 1995), in particular, the fulfillment
of partnership happiness and positive partnership quality are
considered central factors and predictors of psychological
stability, life satisfaction, and well-being (Felser, 2007). How
painful it is when this desire and need is not satisfied or is
even actively denied by other people is something most people
experience first-hand at some time in their lives. Unrequited love
is an example of social rejection, which can arise in very different
situations (e.g., crush on someone who is unavailable, break-
up of existing relationship; see also Baumeister and Wotman,
1992; Baumeister et al., 1993, and Bringle et al., 2013 for a
more in-depth description of such situations). Psychological
research in recent years has shown that the experience of
social rejection is generally associated with diverse negative
consequences for the affected person in terms of psychological
well-being (e.g., negative affect and reduced self-esteem; for
meta-analyses/reviews see e.g., Blackhart et al., 2009, Gerber and
Wheeler, 2009, and Leary, 2015; for an overview of the state

of research on interpersonal exclusion and rejection Williams
and Nida, 2017). Moreover, neuroimaging studies show that
social rejection not only “hurts” in a figurative sense: The
emotional pain associated with rejection parallels physical pain
not only in the psychological burden it causes, but they also
overlap in their somatosensory representation in the brain (Kross
et al., 2011, but also see Eisenberger, 2015, for a summary of
controversies regarding these finding). Whilst empirical research
on effects of social exclusion from groups is very broad, studies
which focus on the experiences of unrequited love are rarer.
Nevertheless, the studies that do exist seem to confirm the general
finding of negative psychological consequences also for this
particular case of social rejection. One question that this field of
research addresses in particular concerns the connection between
romantic rejection/unrequited love and the rejected person’s self-
esteem. In a large-scale longitudinal study of adolescents and
young adults over 3 years, Luciano and Orth (2017) found
that the onset of a romantic relationship increased one’s self-
esteem substantially (if the relationship lasted at least a year),
whereas a breakup reduced self-esteem for about a year. This
fits with the findings of a recent study by Charlot et al. (2020),
which showed that experience of repeated romantic rejection
was associated with lower perceived mate value, among other
factors. Other studies show that self-esteem not only matters as
a potential consequence of romantic rejection experiences, but
also has (conceptualized as a trait) a moderating role regarding
the relationship of rejection and its consequences (see e.g., Waller
and MacDonald, 2010; Park et al., 2011).

Hypotheses
According to the line of argument presented so far, the present
study combines three aspects. First, a broad assessment of humor
is applied in order to not be bound to a specific humor theory
and operationalization and to be able to assess as many different
facets of humor as possible with regard to possible coping
effects. Second, these effects will be examined in relation to
unrequited love as a critical experience which is both plausible
as burdensome and prototypical for a blocked goal. Since this
burden has thus far only rarely been studied in relation to humor,
this part of the present study is a replication of the available
results for coping effects of humor. Third, it will be examined
whether this (assumed) coping effect of humor in relation to this
goal blockage can be shown to rely (at least partly) on change
of perspective. This will be addressed by exploring the coping
effect of humor whilst a coping resource that is precisely relevant
for goal blockages and that is essentially based on a change of
perspective is controlled for.

If unrequited love is regarded as a prototypical case of a
burden caused by a goal blockage, if a central mechanism of
coping with goal blockades, is to shift or change perspectives
on the underlying problem (i.e., accommodative coping), and
if humorous coping is essentially characterized by leading to
or supporting a change of perspective, then the hypotheses are
plausible that (1) humor buffers the burdens of an unrequited
love, and (2) that this alleviative effect of humor can be attributed
to the perspective changing-component of humor. To test these
hypotheses, the first step is to replicate the relieving effect of
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humor (broadly assessed) in relation to unrequited love. As the
second step, it has to be tested whether this effect is maintained
after adding a specific coping resource that is essentially based
on perspective change but not directly humorous (FGA) to the
analysis. If the coping effect of humor were to disappear after
the introduction of FGA (i.e., partialing out its effect), that is,
if humor did not show any additional relief effect beyond this
coping resource, this would indicate that this aspect (partially)
explains the effect of humor. If, on the other hand, the alleviative
effect is preserved, the alleviative effect of humor might not be
based entirely on this aspect. In other words: this result would
indicate an “incremental validity” (for a similar approach see
Ruch and Heintz, 2013; Samson et al., 2014) of humor as a
particular coping ressource beyond perspective change.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Study Design and Participants
In an observational study, participants filled in a cross-sectional,
internet-based survey, which was generated by SoSci Survey
(Leiner, 2020; Version 3.2.16) and was made available to
participants from 6/8/2020 to 8/20/2020 via www.soscisurvey.de.
Participants were recruited online via various social networks
(e.g., Facebook, Xing) if they met following inclusion criteria:
age between 18 and 65 years and (current or past) experience of
unrequited love. The design of the study and the questionnaire
obtained were approved by the ethical committee of the faculty
of educational and social sciences of the University of Hildesheim
(Proposal No. 134; letter of approval 4/20/2020). Data collection
resulted in N = 148 completed questionnaires. The sample was
relatively heterogeneous in terms of participants’ age, ranging
from 18 to 65 years (18–29 years: n = 72; 30–39 years: n =

52; 40–49 years: n = 10; 50–65 years: n = 14). Asked for their
gender, n = 97 (65.5%) participants described themselves as
female (34.5% male). The educational level of the participants
was very high. Most participants (n = 139) reported that they
graduated from secondary school and passed their “Abitur” (or
had an equivalent qualification for university entrance) or even
already had other higher education qualifications. Regarding the
experience of unrequited love, 44 participants (29.7%) referred
in their statements to a current experience and 104 participants
(70.3%) to a past experience in their statements.

Measures
The online questionnaire consisted of three parts. First,
participants were asked for demographic data (such as gender,
age, and educational background). They then provided
information about various aspects of their experience of
unrequited love (such as the time-scale of the experience or
the severity of the perceived burden; some other aspects were
obtained for more exploratory research but are not reported
on in this study). In the third part, current self-esteem and life
satisfaction (as indicators of subjective well-being) as well as
humor (three different operationalizations1) and accommodative

1We used the MSHS (Thorson and Powell, 1993) and the SHQ-6-R (Svebak,

2010; see also Martin and Ford, 2018) as well as a self-constructed scale. Due to

flexibility (as dispositional coping resource) were assessed using
well-established scales (with one exception; see Humorous
Change of Perspective).

Aspects of the Experience of Unrequited Love

Time-Scale of Experience
Participants were asked whether they were currently unhappily
in love. If they answered yes, they were assigned a value of one
for actuality. If they answered no but stated in the next question
that they had experienced unrequited love in the past, they were
assigned a value of zero.

The Burden of the Experience of Unrequited Love
For nine self-developed statements describing potential
burdensome experiences during an episode of unrequited love
(sample items: “My thoughts circled constantly around the
beloved person.” and “I was often sad and lonely because of my
unhappy infatuation.”) the participants indicated how much the
statements applied to them (answers on a five-point scale from
1 = “does not apply at all” to 5 = “fully applies”). For the group
of participants referring to a past experience, the items were
formulated in the past tense, but otherwise the wording was not
changed. A mean value was calculated for each participant to
create a scale representing the subjective burden caused by their
unrequited love experienced. The scale showed a good internal
consistency (Cronbach’s α = 0.86).

Humor

Sense of Humor
The Multidimensional Sense of Humor Scale (MSHS; Thorson
and Powell, 1993; see also Martin and Ford, 2018) originally
comprises 24 statements regarding different facets of the sense
of humor in four broad dimensions: (1) humor production
and social uses (example item: “I use humor to entertain my
friends”), (2) humor as a coping strategy (example item: “Humor
helps me cope”), (3) attitudes toward humorous people (example
item: “people who tell jokes are a pain in the neck”), and (4)
attitude toward humor itself (example item: “I like a good joke”).
Participants indicate how much each statement applies to them
(answers on a five-point scale from 1 = “does not apply at all”
to 5 = “fully applies”). For this study, the scale was translated
from English into German by one of the authors and back-
translated by a native speaker to check for validity. In order
to avoid a trivialization of the result (humor as a moderating
coping resource), seven items of the original scale that directly
address humor as a coping strategy were omitted. Considering
the polarity of the items, a mean value of the remaining 17 items
was calculated for each participant. The scale showed excellent
internal consistencies (Cronbach’s α = 0.92). As several studies
in the past found different factor structures of the scale in varying
samples (most studies showed one stable general factor and up
to three other more specialized factors, e.g., José et al., 2007;
Sousa et al., 2018), we performed an exploratory factor analysis.
Results (for details see Supplementary Table 1) suggested that,

inconsistencies in the implementation of the response format, the SHQ-6-R could

not be properly evaluated. However, the results of the other two scales are reported

here in full.
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in addition to the overall score, two subscales could be formed
which correspond to the first dimension mentioned above
(humor production and social uses, factor 1, 11 items) and a
summary of the third and fourth dimension (attitudes toward
humor and humorous people, factor 2, 6 items). The reason for
the unidimensional (“overall”) usage of the MSHS in the present
study was a theoretical one: The aim was to use an indicator that
is as broad and heterogeneous as possible and that has a long
tradition was used in order to replicate a coping effect that is as
unspecific as possible. The very high internal consistency of the
overall scale supports this decision. In addition, the heterogeneity
of the “remaining” MSHS makes the replication of the buffer
effect of humor more difficult and, hence, has a conservative
effect with respect to the replication.

Humorous Change of Perspective
The central idea of the study was to identify the specific change
of perspective assumed in humor as a cognitive component
relevant for coping by controlling (and thus partialing out) this
aspect by a coping scale that substantially (perhaps not only)
addresses this aspect. Therefore, it was particularly important to
use a humor scale (and to test its coping effect in relation to
the burden studied here) that broadly encompasses diverse facets
of humor, but, at the same time, does not specifically capture
the coping effects of humor (which is why, as described above,
these items were excluded from the MSHS). If the hypotheses
about the study were true, controlling for FGA should reduce
any possible coping effect of items specifically focusing on
perspective-taking. We therefore decided to develop a short
scale with exactly and only this focus. There are a number of
(sub)scales that capture the coping effect of humor (including
several scales that include items on perspective change); however,
since the goal of the study was not to examine which coping
humor scales overlap, in whole or in part, with the perspective
change discussed in other coping scales in general and in FGA
in particular, it seemed more consistent to use a specific short
scale to control for this argument. Thus, a short scale consisting
of four items (“it is easy for me to take a humorous perspective”;
“a humorous perspective gives me easiness in life”; “I can adopt
a humorous perspective in most situations”; “I quickly succeed
in adopting a humorous perspective”) was constructed by the
authors. Participants indicated how much each statement applies
to them (answers on a five-point scale from 1 = “does not apply
at all” to 5 = “fully applies”). An exploratory factor analysis
indicated that the four items all cluster on one factor (for details
see Supplementary Table 2). Thus, a mean value was calculated
for each participant. The resulting scale showed an excellent
internal consistency (Cronbach’s α = 0.90).

Accommodative Flexibility
To assess the accommodative flexibility as a dispositional
coping resource, Brandtstädter and Renner’s (1990) flexible goal
adjustment (FGA) scale was used. The scale consists of 15 items
that contain self-statements regarding how to deal with situations
in which one’s own goals or wishes are blocked or can no longer
be implemented as planned (example item: “Even during great
distress, I often still find ameaning in life”). Participants indicated

how much each statement applies to them (answers on a five-
point scale from 1= “does not apply at all” to 5= “fully applies”).
Considering the polarity of the items, amean value was calculated
for each participant. In the present study the internal consistency
of the scale was excellent (Cronbach’s α = 0.91).

Self-Esteem
The German version of the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RSES;
Rosenberg, 1965; German version by Ferring and Filipp, 1996)
was used to measure the participants’ global self-esteem. It
consists of 10 self-evaluating-statements (example item: “I
possess a number of good qualities”). For each statement, the
participants indicated how much it applies to them (from 1
= “does not apply at all” to 4 = “fully applies”). Considering
the polarity of the items, a mean value was calculated for each
participant. The scale showed an excellent internal consistency
(Cronbach’s α = 0.93).

Life-Satisfaction
The German version of the Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS;
Diener et al., 1985; German version by Janke and Glöckner-Rist,
2014) was used to measure life satisfaction in the context of
the theory of subjective well-being (Diener, 1984). According to
this theory satisfaction with life is a multifactorial construct with
affective and cognitive components. The scale consists of five
statements (example item: “I am satisfied with my life.”), for each
of which the participants indicate on a seven-point scale to what
extent it applies to them (1= “does not apply at all,” 7= “applies
completely”). To create a scale all values were summed up for
each participant. In the present study the internal consistency of
the scale was excellent (Cronbach’s α = 0.91).

Analytic Strategy
All analyses were performed using JASP (JASP Team, 2020). In
a first step descriptive statistics of main study variables, group
comparisons (participants that experienced unrequited love in
the past vs. participants that are currently unhappy in love) and
bivariate correlations were calculated to check whether there
were any abnormalities in the distribution and expression of
the variables that would have to be considered in the following
hypothesis tests.

To test the first hypothesis that humor moderates the
relationship between the burden of unrequited love and well-
being (such that higher levels of humor are associated with
a weaker negative relationship between indicators of burden
and well-being), multiple regression analyses were performed.
Since the study applied two different measures of humor (MSHS
and HCOP), two different indicators of burden (actuality of
experience and subjective burden due to unrequited love),
and two different indicators of well-being (self-esteem and
satisfaction with life), a total of eight different regression analyses
were calculated as follows: The respective indicator of well-
being was regressed on one indicator of burden, one indicator
of humor and their interaction at one time (all continuous
variables forming interaction terms were mean-centered before
they were used in the analyses). This procedure was performed
in the same way for all indicator combinations. If the moderator
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hypothesis is correct, the interaction-term of burden∗humor
should be a statistically significant predictor of the indicator of
well-being used in that model. As recommended by Aiken and
West (1991), statistically significant interactions were probed
using simple slope analyses to further examine the directionality
of the moderation. To do so, additional slopes for values of the
used indicator of humor one SD below and above the sample’s
mean were calculated and tested against zero. All results were
considered to be statistically significant when p < 0.05.

To address the second hypothesis regarding the role of
perspective change for humor functioning as a coping-resource,
the eight regression models for testing the first hypothesis
were extended as hierarchical regression models by a step in
which FGA was added as a covariate in the model. If the
moderation effect is driven primarily by aspects of humor
similar to those captured in the measure of the ability to
flexibly change perspectives, the addition of this variable as a
covariate should result in the interaction term no longer being
a statistically significant predictor of the respective indicator
of well-being. If the interaction term remains a statistically
significant predictor in this model, it would suggest that also
other (possiblymore specific) aspects of humor are relevant to the
coping effect that are not captured via the FGA measure. Again,
statistically significant interactions were followed by simple slope
analyses following the pattern already described for testing the
first hypothesis. All results were considered to be statistically
significant when p < 0.05.

RESULTS

Descriptive Statistics, Bivariate
Correlations, and Group Comparisons
Means, standard deviations, minimum, and maximum values
of relevant study variables as well as bivariate correlations are
shown in Table 1. Because application of the Shapiro-Wilk test
revealed that all study variables were not normally distributed
(all p < 0.002, a visual inspection as well as the calculation of
skewness showed that most variables were distributed more or
less to the right, −0.788 < Skewness < −0.450), Spearman’s
rank correlation coefficient was chosen to measure correlation.
Both measures indicating burden of unrequited love (actuality
of experience and subjective burden due to unrequited love)
showed weak to moderate negative associations with the two
indicators of subjective well-being (self-esteem and satisfaction
with life, rs range from −0.239 to −0.359, all p < 0.01). Both
measures of humor where moderately associated with each other
(rs = 0.666, p < 0.001) and (to a somewhat lesser extent) with
the two indicators of well-being (rs range from 0.385 to 0.422,
all p < 0.001). A similar pattern could be observed for FGA:
even slightly stronger correlations with the two indicators of
subjective well-being were obtained (self-esteem: rs = 0.616,
satisfaction with life: rs = 0.649, both p < 0.001). The two
operationalizations of humor were differentially associated with
flexible goal adjustment. As expected, the association for MSHS
was slightly lower (rs = 0.337, p < 0.001) than for HCOP (rs =
0.491, p < 0.001).

For a more detailed comparison of the subsamples with
current vs. past experience of unrequited love, subgroup medians
were compared using the Mann-Whitney-U-test (assumptions
for an independent t-test were not met), exact results are
presented in Table 2. In summary, the two subgroups differ
regarding the main level of all main study variables except
subjective burden due to unrequited love. Irrespective of whether
participants provided information regarding a current or past
unrequited love, they reported similar levels of burden on
average. Regarding the indicators of well-being participants
referring to an actual experience reported lower levels than
participants referring to a past experience. In terms of coping
resources, those currently unhappy in love also report less humor
(both operationalizations) and less flexible goal adjustment than
those with the experience lying in the past.

Humor as a Moderator of the Relationship
Between the Burden of Unrequited Love
and Subjective Well-Being
Detailed results of the multiple regression analyses for self-
esteem as an indicator of well-being and criterium in the analyses
are presented in Table 3 (MSHS as indicator of humor) and
Table 4 (HCOP as indicator of humor). Results for satisfaction
with life as indicator of well-being and criterium in the
regression analyses parallel these findings and can be found
in Supplementary Tables 3, 4. Relevant for the hypothesis 1
regarding humor as a moderator is step 1 of the described
hierarchical regression analyses. Themain result of these analyses
can be summed up as follows: In all but one analysis (Model
S4: life satisfaction as criterion, subjective burden by unrequited
love, and humorous change of perspective as indicator of
humor, βburden∗humor = 0.081, p = 0.274), the interaction of
burden∗humor was a statistically significant predictor of the used
indicator of well-being (Models 1–to 4 and S1–S3: βburden∗humor

range from 0.180 to 0.339, all p < 0.05). Subsequent simple slope
analyses to specify these statistically significant interactions all
showed the same pattern (regardless of the indicators used): For
expressions of humor one standard deviation above the mean,
the association between psychological burden due to unrequited
love and the indicator of subjective well-being disappeared; thus,
burden was no longer a significant predictor of well-being in
this case (βburden range from −0.130 to 0.011, p range from
0.226 to 0.945). However, for levels of humor one standard
deviation below the mean, burden stayed a statistically significant
predictor; thus, higher burden was associated with lower levels of
well-being (βburden range from −0.482 to −0.358, all p < 0.001).
A graphical representation illustrating these moderation-effects
for an exemplary combination of indicators (Model 3: actuality of
experience of unrequited love, humorous change of perspective,
and self-esteem) is depicted in Figure 1A.

Humor as a Possible Coping Resource
Beyond Accommodative Flexibility
The effect of adding FGA as a covariate in the multiple
regression analyses (addressing hypothesis 2) can be seen in the
results of the second step of the hierarchical regression analyses
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TABLE 1 | Means, standard deviations, minimum, maximum, and bivariate correlations of main study variables.

M SD Min Max Correlations 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. AEUL — — 0 1 rs —

p —

2. SBUL 3.760 0.769 1.556 5.000 rs 0.069 —

p 0.404 —

3. RSES 3.070 0.746 1.200 4.000 rs −0.359 *** −0.248 ** —

p <0.001 0.002 —

4. SWLS 24.392 6.805 7.000 35.000 rs −0.321 *** −0.239 ** 0.646 *** —

p <0.001 0.003 <0.001 —

5. MSHS 3.564 0.754 1.706 4.941 rs −0.246 ** −0.033 0.397 *** 0.385 *** —

p 0.003 0.687 <0.001 <0.001 —

6. HCOP 3.855 0.925 1.250 5.000 rs −0.205 * −0.207 * 0.422 *** 0.407 *** 0.666 *** —

p 0.013 0.011 <0.001 <0.001 <0.001 —

7. FGA 3.295 0.744 1.333 4.733 rs −0.271 *** −0.368 *** 0.616 *** 0.649 *** 0.337 *** 0.491 ***

p <0.001 <0.001 <0.001 <0.001 <0.001 <0.001

AEUL, actual experience of unrequited love (0 = no, 1 = yes); SBUL, subjective burden by unrequited love; RSES, Rosenberg self-esteem scale; SWLS, satisfaction with life scale;

MSHS, Multidimensional Sense of Humor Scale; HCOP, Humorous Change of Perspective; FGA, Flexible Goal Adjustment; rs, Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient.

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

TABLE 2 | Location parameters of the main study variables for the subsamples with actual and past experience of unrequited love compared by Mann-Whitney-U-Test.

Variable Actual experience Past experience W p

M SD Mdn M SD Mdn

SBUL 3.828 0.796 3.944 3.731 0.760 3.778 2,487.5 0.483

RSES 2.614 0.835 2.600 3.263 0.614 3.350 1,252.5 <0.001

SWLS 20.818 7.753 22.500 25.904 5.765 28.000 1,362.5 <0.001

MSHS 3.254 0.856 3.382 3.695 0.670 3.824 1,577.0 0.003

HCOP 3.506 1.100 3.625 4.002 0.802 4.250 1,699.5 0.013

FGA 2.921 0.879 3.167 3.454 0.619 3.533 1,504.0 0.001

n(actual) = 44, n(past) = 104; SBUL, subjective burden by unrequited love; RSES, Rosenberg self-esteem scale; SWLS, satisfaction with life scale; MSHS, Multidimensional Sense of

Humor Scale; HCOP, Humorous Change of Perspective; FGA, Flexible Goal Adjustment.

documented in Tables 3, 4 (for self-esteem as criterium) and
Supplementary Tables 3, 4 (results for satisfaction with life as
criterion). Results differed regarding what indicator of humor
was used. For all four models using MSHS as an indicator
of humor, the interaction of burden∗humor was no longer
a statistically significant predictor of the respective indicator
of well-being (Models 1, 2, S1, S2: βburden∗humor range from
0.006 to 0.121, p range from 0.062 to 0.921). However, for
HCOP in all but one analysis (Model S4: the model, that
did not provide a statistically significant interaction without
controlling for FGA either, βburden∗humor = −0.010, p = 0.871),
the interaction of burden∗humor stayed a statistically significant
predictor of the used indicator of well-being (Models 3, 4, S3:
βburden∗humor range from 0.129 to 0.241, all p < 0.05). Again,
subsequent simple slope analyses were performed to specify
these statistically significant interactions. They revealed nearly
the same pattern observed without FGA as a covariate. For
expressions of humor one standard deviation above the mean,
across all three models, slopes did not statistically significant
differ from zero, so for this higher level of humor, there was (like
in the models without flexible goal adjustment as a covariate),

no statistically significant association between the measure of
burden and the indicator of well-being used (βburden range from
−0.014 to 0.099, p range from 0.233 to 0.973). However, for
levels of humor one standard deviation below the mean, results
differed somewhat. Whilst controlling for FGA, only two out
of three slopes showed a statistically significant negative value,
demonstrating that for low levels of humor the experienced
burden stayed a statistically significant predictor of well-being:
a higher burden was associated with lower well-being (Model 3-
1SD: βburden = −0.324, p < 0.001 and Model S3-1SD: βburden =

−0.210, p = 0.008). For one indicator-combination (self-esteem
as criterion, subjective burden by unrequited love), the slope for
levels of humor one standard deviation below the mean did not
reach significance (Model 4-1SD: βburden = 0.099, p= 0.233). So,
in this model, adding flexible goal adjustment into the model
lead to a statistically non-significant association of burden and
well-being even for a lower level of humor. Again, a graphical
representation of the moderation in models that entail flexible
goal adjustment as a covariate is depicted in Figure 1B for
an exemplary combination of indicators (Model 3: actuality of
experience of unrequited love, HCOP, and self-esteem).

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 7 June 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 653900

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


Greve et al. Humorous Coping

TABLE 3 | Summary of hierarchical regression analyses predicting self-esteem from burden of unrequited love (two different operationalizations) and sense of humor

(measured by MSHS).

Variable B SE B β t p 95% CI for B Model summaries

LL UL

1. Actuality of unrequited love as predictor (model 1)

Step 1 (Intercept) 3.231 0.063 51.356 < 0.001 3.107 3.356 R2
= 0.305

F (3,144) = 21.032

p ≤ 0.001
AEUL −0.450 0.119 −0.276 −3.786 < 0.001 −0.685 −0.215

MSHSa 0.232 0.093 0.234 2.502 0.013 0.049 0.414

AEUL*MSHSa 0.317 0.145 0.205 2.178 0.031 0.029 0.604

Step 2 (Intercept) 1.319 0.229 5.747 < 0.001 0.865 1.772 1R2
= 235

F (1,143) = 73.117

p ≤ 0.001
FGA 0.560 0.065 0.558 8.551 < 0.001 0.430 0.689

AEUL −0.258 0.100 −0.158 −2.588 0.011 −0.454 −0.061

MSHSa 0.081 0.078 0.082 1.049 0.296 −0.072 0.235

AEUL*MSHSa 0.187 0.120 0.121 1.565 0.120 −0.049 0.424

2. Subjective burden by unrequited love as predictor (model 2)

Step 1 (Intercept) 3.076 0.051 60.714 < 0.001 2.976 3.176 R2
= 0.333

F (3,144) = 23.982

p ≤ 0.001
SBULa −0.230 0.066 −0.237 −3.473 < 0.001 −0.362 −0.099

MSHSa 0.366 0.069 0.370 5.283 < 0.001 0.229 0.503

SDULa*MSHSa 0.314 0.082 0.270 3.845 < 0.001 0.153 0.476

Step 2 (Intercept) 1.235 0.251 4.920 < 0.001 0.739 1.731 1R2
= 0.186

F (1,143) = 55.438

p ≤ 0.001
FGA 0.558 0.075 0.556 7.446 < 0.001 0.410 0.706

SBULa −0.037 0.062 −0.038 −0.595 0.553 −0.160 0.086

MSHSa 0.175 0.064 0.176 2.710 0.008 0.047 0.302

SDULa*MSHSa 0.138 0.074 0.119 1.879 0.062 −0.007 0.284

AEUL, actual experience of unrequited love (0 = no, 1 = yes); SBUL, subjective burden by unrequited love; FGA, Flexible Goal Adjustment; MSHS, Multidimensional Sense of Humor

Scale; CI, confidence interval; LL, lower limit; UL, upper limit.
amean-centered.

DISCUSSION

The present study had two aims. First, it attempted to

replicate the coping effect of humor with respect to a

previously unstudied burden: unrequited love as a prototypical
example of the experience of blocking of a personally highly

important goal. The findings confirm (and replicate) that

humor—across two different operationalizations—moderates the

relationship between burdens associated with unrequited love

and psychological well-being: individuals with higher humor
scores had a less pronounced correlation between objective and
subjective indicators of this burden and indicators of subjective
quality of life, in particular, the sense of self-esteem that plausibly
is specifically threatened by unrequited love, but also life
satisfaction. These results agree with a number of earlier studies
(with respect to a variety of other burdens), demonstrating the
buffering effect of humor.

Second, it was examined to which extent this alleviative effect
of humor can be attributed to perspective change as a general
capacity [i.e., constitutive both for humor and for (other) forms
of coping]. For this purpose, we controlled for the effect of a
coping resource whose buffering effect is specifically explained by
perspective change. With respect to this hypothesis, the findings
of the present study depend on the way by which humor was
assessed. On the one hand, we found that the burden alleviating
effect of the facets addressed by the MSHS (production, social
uses, and attitudes toward humor) no longer reached statistical

significance once FGA was controlled for. This indicates that at
least substantial parts of these facets of humor share similarities
with the adaptive processes that are captured by the FGA scale;
actually, the bivariate correlation between MSHS and FGA is
r = 0.337 (see also Thomsen, 2016). It is important to note
here that we explicitly excluded the items of the MSHS that is
particularly intended to capture the coping effect of humor. This
pattern of results seems to suggest that individual use of and
a positive attitude toward humor are associated with facets of
accommodative coping.

On the other hand, with respect to the Humorous Change
of Perspective (HCOP) scale (which we constructed precisely
to capture the perspective change facet in humor), we however
found that, somewhat contrary to our expectations, the buffering
effects of humor on the relationship between the burden of
unrequited love and self-esteem or life satisfaction remained
largely unchanged after controlling for perspective change (as
captured in the FGA scale). Since the bivariate correlation
between FGA and HCOP was (as reported above) relatively high
(r = 0.491), it is likely that HCOP actually has a considerable
intersection with FGA. However, the present results seem to
indicate that the particular aspect of humorous perspective
change captured by the HCOP that contributes to its moderating
effect is not fully entailed in the FGA scale. There are several
explanations for this pattern of results. Either FGA is effective
due to a different facet of its alleviative effect on goal blocking (at
least with respect to this particular goal blocking), or change of
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TABLE 4 | Summary of hierarchical regression analyses predicting self-esteem from burden of unrequited love (two different operationalizations) and Humorous Change

of Perspective (measured by HCOP-Scale).

Variable B SE B β t p 95% CI for B Model summaries

LL UL

1. Actuality of unrequited love as predictor (model 3)

Step 1 (Intercept) 3.236 0.058 55.396 < 0.001 3.121 3.352 R2
= 0.398

F (3,144) = 31.683

p ≤ 0.001
AEUL −0.412 0.110 −0.253 −3.751 < 0.001 −0.629 −0.195

HCOPa 0.172 0.072 0.214 2.411 0.017 0.031 0.314

AEUL*HCOPa 0.403 0.106 0.339 3.797 < 0.001 0.193 0.612

Step 2 (Intercept) 1.493 0.249 5.993 < 0.001 1.000 1.985 1R2
= 0.159

F (1,143) = 51.065

p ≤ 0.001
FGA 0.512 0.072 0.511 7.146 < 0.001 0.370 0.654

AEUL −0.266 0.097 −0.163 −2.749 0.007 −0.457 −0.075

HCOPa 0.005 0.066 0.007 0.081 0.935 −0.125 0.136

AEUL*HCOPa 0.286 0.093 0.241 3.081 0.002 0.102 0.469

2. Subjective burden by unrequited love as predictor (model 4)

Step 1 (Intercept) 3.099 0.052 59.553 < 0.001 2.997 3.202 R2
= 0.326

F (3,144) = 23.172

p ≤ 0.001
SBULa −0.166 0.068 −0.171 −2.436 0.016 −0.301 −0.031

HCOPa 0.330 0.059 0.410 5.604 < 0.001 0.214 0.447

SDULa*HCOPa 0.199 0.068 0.209 2.925 0.004 0.064 0.333

Step 2 (Intercept) 1.201 0.261 4.604 < 0.001 0.685 1.717 1R2
= 0.186

F (1,143) = 54.522

p ≤ 0.001
FGA 0.573 0.078 0.571 7.384 < 0.001 0.419 0.726

SBULa −0.011 0.062 −0.011 −0.170 0.865 −0.133 0.112

HCOPa 0.111 0.058 0.137 1.894 0.060 −0.005 0.226

SDULa*HCOPa 0.123 0.059 0.129 2.082 0.039 0.006 0.239

AEUL, actual experience of unrequited love (0 = no, 1 = yes); SBUL, subjective burden by unrequited love; FGA, Flexible Goal Adjustment; HCOP, Humorous Change of Perspective;

CI, confidence interval; LL, lower limit; UL, upper limit.
amean-centered.

perspective is not essential for humor (broadly understood), or
the change of perspective essential for humor contains another
(“own”) facet of change of perspective that is not contained
in FGA. It is possible, however, that this pattern of results
is caused—at least in part—by the (disputable) validity of the
HCOP scale. Several coping humor scale have been published in
the literature, some of which also comprise humorous perspective
taking (e.g., Martin and Lefcourt, 1983; Ruch et al., 1996; Martin
et al., 2003; Ruch and Heintz, 2016); thus, subsequent studies
could investigate whether our results can be replicated (or
differentiated) utilizing at least some of these scales (or subscales).
Given the result that the MSHS coping effect waned once FGA
was controlled for, we would expect mixed results for these
other scales.

The need for further replication also concerns the (waning
of) coping effect for MSHS: Future studies should investigate to
what extent this effect can also be shown in relation to other,
more differentiated humor scales (Kuiper et al., 2004; Cann and
Collette, 2014; Pérez-Aranda et al., 2019; Ruch andHeintz, 2019).
As the subscales of the MSHS are highly correlated, this studies
used the total score; however, this prevents the investigation of
differential effects of subscales. Moreover, all aspects captured
in the MSHS relate exclusively to “positive” uses of humor (see
Ruch and Heintz, 2016; Heintz et al., 2018; Perchtold et al.,
2019), which precludes empirical testing of the hypothesis that
the cognitive component of perspective-taking might be effective
for coping independently of the (intention of) usage of humor.

Third, in the context of such extension and replication studies,
it would be important to consider other burdens or threats,
especially those that have the character of chronic goal blockages
(e.g., involuntary unemployment, chronic illness, etc.).

Finally, to more precisely test the assumptions that the
ability to change perspective are important effective factors
for both humor and coping, and that some forms of humor
additionally show an incremental coping effect, it would be
necessary to measure perspective change more directly, as we
only measured this assumption indirectly in this study. Studies,
which directly test the presumed underlying mental ability of
perspective change, have been rare so far. With respect to
cognitive (re)appraisal (for which, in turn, perspective change
may be a necessary condition, as argued above), the study by
Samson et al. (2014) has provided evidence that humor still has
an incremental relief effect even when a “sober” re-appraisal is
controlled for (see Perchtold et al., 2019 for a similar approach
with respect to personality).

The replicability of the role of perspective change with regard
to the coping effect of humor supports the suggestion, put
forward several times (for a summary Martin, 2008; Ruch, 2008;
Martin and Ford, 2018), that cognitive adaptation may be a
central process in the coping effects of humor. However, it is
important to differentiate this interpretation: If the finding of an
incremental value of the HCOP should prove replicable as well,
this suggests that there are aspects responsible for the moderating
effect of humorous change of perspective that are not entailed
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FIGURE 1 | Visualization of moderation effects (Data of Model 3): Predicting

Self-esteem (RSES) from actuality of unrequited love (AEUL) and Humorous

Change of Perspective (HCOP) (A) step 1: no covariate considered in the

model (B) step 2: Flexible Goal Adjustment (FGA) added as covariate in the

model, the figure displays results for FGA fixed to the current sample’s mean

value.

in the FGA scale. One plausible interpretation of this pattern of
results is that it is not primarily the perspective changing facets
of FGA that are effective with respect to unrequited love. For
instance, another constitutive aspect of FGA is the downgrading
of the threatened goal—which is not explicitly captured in
the HCOP items. At the same time, the alleviating effect of
HCOP suggests that (humorous) perspective change actually is
important in this respect. Of course, there are further plausible
candidates which can explain the coping effects of (several forms
of) humor. For instance, Martin (2007; see also Martin and
Ford, 2018) had named emotional processes, both physiologically
(laughter) and psychologically (enjoyment), as possible effective
factors in addition to cognitive adaptations (see also Lefcourt
et al., 1995).

LIMITATIONS

Several caveats should be noted with respect to the interpretation
of the present findings. First, it should be noted that the
present data are cross-sectional; although the cross-sectional

relationships reported here can be seen as necessary conditions
for (claiming) the tested hypotheses, a longitudinal replication
of the present study would be particularly important in order
to investigate the assumed causal relation. More importantly,
future studies should experimentally vary the facets presumed
to be responsible for the buffer effect of humor (for example,
in intervention studies) so that causal relationships can also be
properly tested.

Second, the sample of the present study is highly likely to
be self-selective, possibly in two respects. On the one hand it
can be assumed that individuals who experienced a past or
current unrequited love as currently unburdening (because of
their perspective shifting) were less motivated to participate in
the study (“Why should I bother talking about my misguided
illusion?”). In support of this, we found that participants who
were currently unhappily in love had a lower FGA score (which
might indicate such a self-selection). This could lead to an
underestimation of the alleviative effect of humor through its
perspective-changing aspects in the current study’s sample. On
the other hand, persons who are currently—or still—heavily
suffering from an unrequited love may not be inclined to
participate in such a study either (“It hurts to much—I’m not
willing to talk about it”). This kind of selection could possibly
restrict the variance both of the criterion and the moderator, and,
as a consequence, could hamper the detection of the predicted
patterns. This is another important argument for a longitudinal
replication of the results of this study.

Third, it has not been our intention to identify one form
of humor that is effective for coping—or more specifically: for
coping by a change of perspective; instead, we investigated
whether one essential (at least constitutive for several forms
of humor) component of humor could be responsible for its
general buffering effect, which presumably emerges differently
in different forms of humor. This approach presumes, however,
that various forms of humor (e.g., malevolent vs. benevolent)
are not truly separate competencies or capacities, but rather
differently composed versions of a family of basal competencies
(e.g., perspective change). We have not, also for reasons of
space, discussed this assumption in detail (it was implied
rather than explicit in the introductory remarks). However,
since this is an untested assumption, it would be particularly
important to examine different forms of humor (and the
corresponding forms of assessment). With respect to this very
point, our decision to replicate the coping effect of humor
using the MSHS unidimensionally is attackable, and certainly
to be viewed as a first investigatory step. Although this usage
has, arguably, a conservative effect with respect to this effect,
and although the excellent internal consistency (Cronbach’s α

= 0.92) supports this usage, the factor analysis (as presented
in the Supplementary Materials) underscores the position that
humor (as assessed by the 17 “remaining” items of the MSHS)
is a heterogeneous concept. This, in turn supports the argument
that it is necessary to investigate in more detail (using more
differentiated and modern forms of assessment of humor) which
components of humor are effective with respect to its coping
effect—and which of these might rest, generally or partly, on
perspective change.
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Fourth, we operationalized the independent variable (burden
of unrequited love) in two very different ways. First, we asked
about the subjective burden of the event, second, we chose
the temporal distance to the event as a (rough) estimator of
burden (because empirical data show that burden decreases over
time; see section Introduction). Both indicators of burden have
limitations. The subjective burden (retrospectively reported for
the majority of participants; n = 104) might be confounded
by the very coping resources examined here (i.e., perspective
change). It is thus plausible that perspective change may have
already influenced the current and especially the retrospective
assessment of the burden of unrequited love. In the present
study, the correlation between FGA and subjective burden from
unrequited love in the present study is r = −0.368. That is
why we chose (in a cross-sectional study) temporal distance
as a more “objective” indicator of burden. This indicator is
also not entirely independent of the process under study (the
more effective the available resources, the greater and/or faster
the reduction of burden over time), but here, in any case, a
direct confounding of the specification itself with the moderators
or the dependent variables is not to be expected here. Both
weaknesses in the operationalization of the independent variable
are methodologically conservative in the sense that they make
the interaction (buffer) effect to be tested more difficult to
detect because the statistical or causal relationship between
predictor and moderator might obscure the separate effect of
the moderator and the interaction effect. Note, however, that
the retrospective bias for the subjective burden, if it was indeed
relevant for this sample, did not impair the buffering effect of
humor in this relationship; this underscores the interpretation
that it is not the cognitive perspective shifting component of
humor alone that produces the alleviative effect of humor.

Fifth, the present study assessed the individual’s ability and
inclination with respect to coping-relevant perspective shifts
exclusively by the Flexible Goal Adjustment questionnaire; it
cannot be ruled out that other instruments that assess or entail
coping-relevant perspective change might better capture—and
thus partial out more effectively—this coping-significant aspect
of humor as assessed by the MSHS and HCOP (With the wisdom
of hindsight, it might have been more prudent to already include,
on the one hand, at least one of these scales in the present study
instead of developing a new and untested one. In addition, it
might have been beneficial to not exclude items of the MSHS
in the assessment). As discussed above, this underscores the
importance of a more detailed and comparative investigation of
different humor facets and their operationalization if one wants
to better understand what underlies the effect of humor as a
coping resource.

CONCLUSION AND OUTLOOK

The present study, despite its limitations, suggests, first, that the
coping efficacy of humor does indeed rest, at least in part, on
the adaptive (i.e., accommodative) capacities of the individual. At
the same time it is worth considering that the alleviative effect
of humor might be based less on the mere cognitive forms of

perspective shifting, but also on other humor-specific factors that
need to be determined. If these results prove to be replicable with
respect to other problems or burdens that entail the blocking of
important goals as well as other components of humor (beyond
perspective shifting), future studies should distinguish which
of these processes contribute to the coping-effect of humor.
It is thus of particular importance to refer to experimental
designs with respect to the burden and to the (usage of) coping
processes. In addition, it would be valuable if these processes
could be assessed by measures that do not rely entirely on self-
report data. Since humor seems to be a useful coping resource
in everyday life, this avenue of research is certainly worth
pursuing—not only in terms of theoretical knowledge, but also
because of the numerous possible applications, especially in the
field of preventative strategies for mental health, which aims to
strengthen everyday coping resources and thus promote mental
well-being. For example, if future studies confirm that a change of
perspective is a relevant, possibly constitutive component of both
humor and coping, training program with respect to perspective
change (at an early age), perhaps in analogy to creativity training,
could be a functional preventive approach in several respects,
especially when faced with problems and challenges that cannot
be solved by strategic action. This, of course, requires not only
more specific knowledge about the developmental conditions and
supportability of an individual’s ability to change perspective, but
above all the replication and differentiated examination of the
findings presented here.
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