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Chapter 5

General Discussion
The average teenager spends more time using media entertainment than in school 

(Rideout & Robb, 2019), making media entertainment an important socializing agent 

in their lives (Dajches, 2021). A question that is still open, however, pertains to what 

kind of content they are actually consuming during all of this time. Researchers 

have suggested that there are two content areas that deserve careful scrutiny – 

aggression and humor – since the presence of each of these may send widely varying 

messages regarding what is acceptable or desirable behavior (Bandura, 2001). And 

although aggression has received notable attention in the empirical literature, the 

focus has primarily been on media violence (Weaver, 2011), with little recognition 

for other forms of aggression, including its combination with humor. For humor, 

little is known about how different expressions of humor may influence whether 

adolescents choose to consume it, how it combines (or not) with aggression, and how 

exposure to different expressions of humor may influence adolescents. The aim of 

this dissertation was to change this. Across three empirical studies, this dissertation 

works towards a better understanding of adolescents’ differential preferences 

for types and contexts of aggression and humor in media entertainment and the 

possible lessons these preferences may teach them. Altogether, the findings in this 

dissertation offer four important conclusions.

1. Putting Things in Perspective: Humor is Much More Prevalent Than Aggres-
sion in Adolescents’ Media Entertainment

Although the relationship between aggressive media entertainment and aggression 

is one of the most frequently studied topics in media effects research, the reigning 

measurement approaches for aggression in media entertainment are relatively crude. 

The vast majority of studies rely on a yes/no measurement approach to indicate 

whether aggression is present or not in, for example, television shows (Fikkers et 

al., 2017). As an alternative more in-depth approach, some studies have suggested 

that every kick, hit, or punch in a show should be counted separately (e.g., Martins 

& Wilson, 2012). While perhaps appealing on the surface, the resulting indicator 

is difficult to interpret. For example, what does a total of 15 mean in terms of how 

aggressive that show is? And how can such an approach translate to a different 

form of content, such as humor? Would one then have to count every laugh, or 
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every punchline? And what would that tell us? To solve this issue, in this dissertation, 

aggression and humor were coded on the scene-level, which facilitated meaningful 

interpretation (i.e., the percentage of scenes containing aggression or humor is an 

intuitive indication of prevalence, also for those outside of academia) and made it 

possible to code for the prevalence of aggression and humor in a comparable way.

The results of this approach suggest there is some room for calmness and optimism, 

as analyses indicate that there is not as much aggression in adolescents’ media 

entertainment as is often suggested. To illustrate, if – in line with previous research 

- this dissertation had only examined aggression at the program-level – which is 

arguably much easier – the message would have been that 61% of adolescents’ 

favorite television shows contain aggression. This is a rather high and worrisome 

number. However, examining the presence of aggression per scene showed that 

aggression was not very prominent within shows, with roughly 9% of scenes 

containing aggression. In contrast, humor was present in more than 94% of shows 

and 55% of scenes, indicating that humor is far more prevalent in adolescents’ 

favorite television shows than aggression. These findings remind empiricists that 

careful construct measurement is crucial and to pay careful attention to how results 

are contextualized for lay audiences.

2. Humor is Like Ice Cream: It Has Many Flavors and Popular Combinations

Like aggression, humor has often been treated as a dichotomously absent or present 

factor in media entertainment, which does no justice to the versality of humor as 

a construct. To change this, for this dissertation, the widely fragmented literature 

on humor was consulted to develop an intertheoretical coding framework of 

humor types in media entertainment. By integrating notions from the three leading 

humor theories (superiority, relief, and incongruity theory, (Freud, 1960; McGhee, 

1979; Zillmann, 1983), ten humor types were identified: disparaging, slapstick, self-

defeating, sexual, irreverent, coping, parody, wordplay, incongruity, and absurdity 

humor. In support of this framework, the content analysis in Chapter 3 showed 

that all ten humor types were indeed present in adolescents’ favorite television 

shows. Moreover, the fact that the three most prevalent humor types (incongruity, 

disparaging, and irreverent humor) were each distilled from a different theory 

provided additional support for the necessity of an intertheoretical framework.
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Furthermore, Chapter 3 not only showed that humor is ubiquitous in adolescents’ 

media entertainment and highly variable in its presentation, but also that it may 

be employed in various combinations. For example, aggressive and self-defeating 

humor often occurred together, as did sexual and coping humor. Importantly, this 

combination with other humor types may alter the message it is conveying. For 

example, although sexual humor on its own is often considered a negative form 

of humor because it may be inappropriate or vulgar (Socha & Kelly, 1994), when 

combined with coping humor, it may actually be beneficial to adolescents. That is, 

the combination of sexual and coping humor may offer adolescents a means for 

tension release and a way to address the sensitive topic of sexuality (cf. Wolfenstein, 

1954). As it is very difficult to get sexual health messages across to adolescents, this 

finding may provide an important avenue for future research on effective sexual 

health campaigns. Moreover, in other forms of media entertainment, other popular 

combinations of humor types may similarly surface and provide additional ideas 

on how to potentially harness the power of humor for message dissemination. 

Replicating and extending this dissertation’s approach to other entertainment spaces 

seems a valuable next step for the communication field.

3. Adolescents’ Sex Plays a Much Larger Role Than Their Level of Aggression in 
Guiding Their Preferences for Aggression and Humor in Media Entertainment

In previous research, two individual variables have frequently been mentioned as 

important factors in adolescents’ media entertainment use: sex and aggression level. 

In some cases these are control variables, in others they are moderators – but it 

is clear that empirical space gives weight to both of these variables (Cantor, 1998; 

Slater, 2007; Valkenburg & Peter, 2013). This dissertation suggests that the weight 

may be better placed on sex than on aggression level. Specifically, regardless of 

whether the focus was on the most aggressive teens (in Chapter 2) or on normative 

development of aggression (in Chapter 4), adolescents’ level of aggression was not 

a powerful predictor of preferences for aggression or humor. In contrast, in both 

Chapter 2 and 4, sex differences were large, robust, and consistent. To illustrate, boys’ 

preference for physical aggression as well as for realistic, justified, graphic, rewarded, 

and punished aggression in media entertainment was about twice as large as that 

of girls (Chapter 2). Additionally, boys’ preference for disparaging and especially 

slapstick humor was much higher compared to girls, who in turn showed a greater 
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preference for shows containing coping humor (Chapter 4). These findings echo and 

extend other research which has shown that sex differences are even more powerful 

than cultural differences when it comes to the media choices of youth (Valkenburg 

& Janssen, 1999).

Even more, Chapter 4 also revealed that – when it comes to differential content 

preferences – sex and development seem to be intertwined. For example, we found 

that at age 10, boys and girls had similar preferences for disparaging and slapstick 

humor, but over the course of adolescence, girls showed a strong decrease in their 

liking of aggressive humor types, while boys’ preference for disparaging humor 

remained stable and their preference for slapstick humor only slightly decreased. 

These findings are in line with previous reports that sex-specific entertainment 

preferences largely disappear in middle childhood and return at the onset of 

adolescence (Scantlin, 2011; Valkenburg & Piotrowski, 2018). But that does not explain 

why this is the case. It has been argued that sex differences in preference for both 

aggression and aggressive humor are due to the fact that aggressive experiences 

are kept away from girls while they are growing up, which may result in girls being 

less comfortable with aggression (Graves, 2007; McGraw & Warren, 2010).

However, the fact that at age 10, boys and girls had a similar preference for 

disparaging and slapstick humor seems to contradict the idea that these preferences 

are formed by gender socialization processes in early childhood. So, perhaps 

there are other developmental processes at play, such as sex-specific personality 

development. For example, boys usually score higher on sensation seeking (i.e., are 

in search of arousal), while girls are often more empathetic (Allemand et al., 2015). 

Consequently, highly empathic girls may dislike aggression – humorous or not - out 

of concern for the victim (Hampes, 2001), while high sensation seeking boys may 

actually prefer it, due to its arousal-evoking nature (Krcmar & Greene, 1999). Both 

traits have been found to increase over the course of adolescence, which could 

explain the diverting sex differences in adolescents’ humor type preferences. Future 

research that disentangles the relationship between adolescents’ sex and differential 

preferences will be helpful as scholars try to better understand what precisely sex 

represents, and why, in their models of media preferences.
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4. It Really May Be Just a Joke: No Relation Found Between Adolescents’ Prefer-
ences for Aggressive Humor and Aggression

Finally, this dissertation tested the often-made claim that exposure to the 

combination of humor and aggression may be related to an increase in adolescents’ 

real-life aggression. Supposedly, humor trivializes the aggression, as it is “just a 

joke”, thereby sending the message that aggression is acceptable (Potter & Warren, 

1998). Contrary to this notion, as shown in Chapter 4, it really may be perceived as 

just a joke, meaning that exposure to it has no consequences for their levels of real-

life aggression. Specifically no evidence was found for an association between the 

development of adolescents’ preferences for disparaging and slapstick (i.e., the two 

most common aggressive humor types) and their level of aggression. In addition, 

in Chapter 4, no association was found between adolescents’ preference for coping 

humor and decreased levels of aggression. Perhaps this relationship does not exist 

after all, or maybe it only exists in the short-term, which would not be captured by 

this dissertation’s longitudinal design (i.e., yearly assessments of aggression levels). 

Of course, it is also important to recognize that adolescents are a heterogeneous 

group, and looking at aggregate levels may have masked potential positive and/

or negative effects for some. Unfortunately, a lack of statistical power precluded 

examining potential moderators. Future research could benefit from a person-

specific approach in which individual media effects are examined (cf. Valkenburg 

et al., 2021). That being said, reassuringly at least for the group of adolescents as a 

whole, no long-term relationship between their humor type preferences and level 

of aggression was found.

Towards an Understanding of Humor and Aggression in Adolescents’ Media 
Entertainment

Taken together, despite frequently raised concerns, the findings of this dissertation 

suggest that aggressive media content is not that popular among adolescents, at 

least not nearly as popular as humorous content. And importantly, even though 

this humorous content is often aggressive in nature, adolescents seem to interpret 

it as “just a joke”, given that in Chapter 4 no evidence was found to suggest that 

adolescents are potentially copying on-screen aggressive behavior. However, in this 

dissertation, boys were found to prefer aggressive content that has the features 
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most likely to encourage imitation (i.e., aggression portrayed as realistic, justified, 

graphic, and rewarded; cf. Bandura, 2001). In addition, the content analysis in Chapter 

2 indicated that although adolescents’ favorite television shows on average contain 

relatively little aggression, some shows that tend to attract a male audience are 

particularly aggressive (e.g., Game of Thrones or The Walking Dead). Therefore, 

some ongoing sensitivity about adolescents’ preferences for aggression in media 

entertainment, with particular attention to sex differences, seems warranted.

And while the findings for aggression are important and meaningful, the most 

notable finding in this dissertation is not about aggression but rather is about the 

prevalence and versatility of humor in adolescents' media entertainment. This is the 

first empirical work to take seriously the multifaceted space that is humor in media 

entertainment, and the results make clear that the time is ripe for systematic academic 

attention for humor in which its multifaceted nature is not just acknowledged but 

embraced. What does that entail? Consider the many beneficial ways in which humor 

can be used in media entertainment. Previous research has shown that humor in 

media entertainment can attract audiences to topics which they would normally 

stay away from (Allen, 2014; Borum Chattoo, 2019). The humor aspect bypasses the 

negative affective moods that sometimes result from difficult topics and reduces 

critical scrutiny and counterarguing (Borum Chattoo, 2019; De Ridder et al., 2021). 

In that capacity, humor has numerous possible applications in the field of health 

communication. For example, research has shown that for three important health 

topics – obesity, alcohol and tobacco – humorous messages are much more impactful 

and persuasive than non-humorous messages (Blanc & Brigaud, 2014). Even for an 

extremely heavy topic like organ donation, humorous messages were much more 

effective in encouraging people to sign an organ donation card than non-humorous 

messages (Weber et al., 2006).

In addition, humor has also proven to be an important tool in coping with stress and 

uncertainty, illustrated by the extensive use of humor on social media in response 

to traumatic situations such as terrorist attacks (Dynel & Poppi, 2018; Gournelos 

& Greene, 2011), political and societal unrest (Burch et al., 2015; Nasri, 2017), and 

most recently the COVID-19 pandemic (e.g., Roig & Martorell, 2021; Southwick et 

al., 2021). And last but not least, humor in media entertainment has the potential 

to broaden people’s horizons. For example, seeing positive portrayals of LGBTQ 
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people on comedy shows such as Will & Grace, Modern Family, Ellen, and Transparent 

has led to a more positive attitude toward LGBTQ-individuals (Borum Chattoo, 

2019; Kornhaber, 2015a, 2015b; Schiappa et al., 2006). The same has been found 

for immigrants (Malmberg & Awad, 2019) and members of other “outgroups” (De 

Ridder et al., 2021; Sharpe & Hynes, 2016; Smedema et al., 2012). Given humor’s 

ability to get people involved with difficult issues that require social change, future 

research should examine the full bandwidth of how humor in media entertainment 

can assist with the most pressing issues of our time.

Yet, the use of humor is not without risks and may have the opposite of the intended 

effect. It may trivialize the importance of the topic, keep it superficial, or in the case of 

inappropriate or offensive humor, may even be perceived as hurtful (Borum Chattoo, 

2019; Moyer-Gusé et al., 2011). This illustrates that it is crucial to acknowledge the 

nuances of humor and determine the conditions of effective humor use in media 

entertainment. As such, the framework for humor in media entertainment developed 

in Chapter 3 may be an important first step in the advancement of the humor field. 

If we can identify what types of humor and in what combination (and for which 

audience) these humor types are best able to promote enjoyment, offer support 

and comfort, and even potentially motivate positive behavioral change, this could 

make a powerful difference in the lives of young people. This, combined with the fact 

that in the current day and age, humorous content (e.g., in the form of ads, memes, 

TikTok videos) often goes viral and can potentially reach an audience of millions, 

opportunities for humor in media entertainment are bigger than ever before. All 

things considered, this dissertation argues that for once and for all we need to take 

humor seriously.
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For as Charles Churchill, an English poet and satirist, already wrote in 1762:

Great use they have, when in the hands

Of one like me, who understands,

Who understands the time and place,

The person, manner, and the grace,

Which fools neglect; so that we find,

If all the requisites are join'd,

From whence a perfect joke must spring,

A joke's a very serious thing.
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