Friday, 8:45-9:45

Sala Jacopo da Bertinoro

Plenary 4 (Peter Derks)

USING HUMOR TO COUNTER FEAR

Larry Ventis, College of William and Mary, 

Williamsburg, Virginia, USA

wlvent@wm.edu
Arthur Koestler, in The Act of Creation (1964), offers provocative claims re humor and laughter, suggesting: Laughter may be used to release excess physiological arousal, and that humor always involves an element of aggression or apprehension. I use his claims as a rationale for using humor in systematic desensitization to reduce excessive fear.
As supportive evidence, I cite case studies (Smith, 1973; Ventis, 1973; Prerost, 1985; Nevo, 1982). I will then present in detail, a controlled experimental study (Ventis, Higbee, & Murdock, 2001, Journal of General Psychology) in which three spider fearful treatment groups were compared: 1) Systematic Desensitization, 2) Humor Desensitization, and 3) Untreated Controls. Pre- and Post- measures of differing aspects of fear were assessed, including a behavioral approach test with a live tarantula. Results showed that the two treatment groups showed significantly greater fear reduction than the control group, but the two treatment groups' results were comparable. This result could either be interpreted as showing clear results of humor in this form of therapy, or that the exposure to the fear eliciting stimulus implicit in both treatments is the critical ingredient. Further study will be needed to sort those alternatives out.
Subsequently, based on these findings, I became intrigued with the use of humor in cigarette ads. It seems to me that humor is already being used to desensitize consumers to use of a product (or more pointedly a brand) that is potentially dangerous to one's health. I ran a study using four ads from each of four brands of cigarettes (Camels (humorous), Kools, Winstons, and Marlboros), with 102 participants, which looked at their evaluative ratings of the brands (Ventis, Durbin, & Smith, 2001 ISHS paper). Camels showed a clearly more positive connotation and a significantly less negative connotation than the other brands in the evaluative ratings which participants were asked to do.

The rest of the paper is more speculative, generalizing from the above findings and building on theoretical work by Janov-Bulman (1992, Shattered Assumptions) to offer theoretical ideas as to why humor emerges spontaneously in response to trauma. I currently have some data relevant to this, but it is not yet analyzed, so I do not know whether I will include it in the presentation or not.

