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Abstract

The association between relational aggression and popularity during early adolescence is well
established. Yet, little is known about why, exactly, relationally aggressive young adolescents are
able to achieve and maintain high popular status among peers. The present study investigated the
mediating role of humor in the association between relational aggression and popularity during
early adolescence. Also considered was whether the association between relational aggression and
humor varies according to adolescents’ gender and their friends’ levels of relational aggression.
Participants were 265 sixth-grade students (48% female; 41% racial/ethnic minority; Mage = 12.04
years) who completed peer nomination and friendship measures in their classrooms at two time
points (Wave 1: February; Wave 2: May). The results indicated that Wave 1 relational aggression
was related to Wave 1 and 2 popularity indirectly through Wave 1 humor, after accounting for the
effects of Wave 1 physical aggression, ethnicity, and gender. Additional analyses showed that
relational aggression and humor were related significantly only for boys and for young adolescents
with highly relationally aggressive friends. The results support the need for further research on
humor and aggression during early adolescence and other mechanisms by which relationally
aggressive youth achieve high popular status.
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Introduction

The extant literature clearly indicates that relational aggression (e.g., spreading malicious
rumors; behaviors that use relationships to harm others) and physical aggression (e.g.,
hitting others) are distinct forms of aggressive behavior during early adolescence (10-14
years), with unique peer and adjustment concomitants (e.g., Cillessen & Mayeux, 2004;
Coie, Dodge, & Coppotelli, 1982; Lansford et al., 2012; Mayeux & Cillessen, 2008;
Vaillancourt & Hymel, 2006). For example, unique associations between relational and
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physical aggression and later internalizing problems have been revealed (e.g., Crick, Ostrov,
& Werner, 2006). Both forms of aggression are also related positively to popularity in
concurrent and longitudinal studies, although recent research indicates that the association
between physical aggression and popularity is rendered non-significant when relational
aggression is controlled (Rose, Swenson, & Waller, 2004; Smith, Rose, & Schwartz-Mette,
2010).

The strong linkage between relational aggression and popularity is worrisome because
popular young adolescents have considerable influence over their grademates. Indeed, there
is growing evidence that popular young adolescents have the “power” to influence their
peers’ norms and cognitions related to drug and alcohol use and deviancy, as well as their
actual behaviors (Prinstein, Brechwald, & Cohen, 2011; Teunissen et al., 2012). Such
delinguent and antisocial behaviors during adolescence predict similar negative adjustment
outcomes during young adulthood (e.g., Pape & Hammer, 1996). However, few empirical
studies have investigated why, exactly, relationally aggressive young adolescents are able to
achieve and maintain high popular status among peers. We posit herein that humor is one
mechanism by which relationally aggressive young adolescents become popular with peers.
We test this hypothesized mediating association for the first time, to our knowledge, in this
study. Two moderators (adolescents’ gender, friends’ relational aggression) of the
association between relational aggression and humor are also evaluated. A greater
understanding of factors that account for the strong association between relational
aggression and popularity may be critical to better target interventions aimed at reducing
relationally aggressive behavior (Leff & Crick, 2010; Leff et al., 2010), which has been
shown to be psychologically damaging for its victims (Desjardins & Leadbeater, 2011;
Nixon, Linkie, Coleman, & Fitch, 2011; You & Bellmore, 2012).

Relational Aggression, Humor, and Popularity

The expectation that humor will mediate the relation between relational aggression and
popularity arises from several theories and lines of research. To begin, peer relations theory
and research suggest that humor is an important feature of social interactions and
relationships during childhood and adolescence (e.g., Asher, Parker, & Walker, 1996;
Masten, 1986; Sanford & Eder, 1984). Being funny vis-a-vis jokes, funny story-telling and
humorous behavior is not only common, but serves several important social functions
(Masten, 1986; Ransohoff, 1975; Sanford & Eder, 1984). In one of the few observational
studies of humor during adolescence, Sanford and Eder (1984) observed humor to help
facilitate interaction with new friends, communicate information (about sexuality, adult and
peer norms), to reinforce friendship bonds, and to show dislike for certain peers. Humor is
also an oft-utilized coping strategy for adolescents (e.g., Erickson & Feldstein, 2007). Adults
admire humorous individuals (e.g., Bressler & Balshine, 2006), and the same appears to be
true of adolescents. Several cross-sectional studies also reveal significant linkages between
peer-perceptions of humor and peer nominations of popularity, peer acceptance and social
preference (Closson, 2009; Masten, 1986; Vaillancourt & Hymel, 2006).

There is some evidence that physically aggressive and delinquent adolescents are viewed by
peers as having a good sense of humor (Dodge & Coie, 1987), and that their friends find
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their behavior to be humorous (as seen in the studies of delinquency training when
adolescents respond to deviant talk with laughter as well as positive attention; Dishion,
Spracklen, Andrews, & Patterson, 1996; Patterson, Dishion, & Yoerger, 2000; Snyder,
Prichard, Schrepferman, Patrick, & Stoolmiller, 2004). One recent study found that
adolescents reported that they bullied others online (which may involve relationally
aggressive behavior) because it made them feel funny, popular, and powerful (Mishna,
Cook, Gadalla, Daciuk, & Solomon, 2010). We could not locate a single study in which
relationally aggressive behavior per se was examined in relation to peer-perceptions of
humor, but linkages have been theorized (Klein & Kuiper, 2006) and some of the jokes
observed by Sanford and Eder (1984) involved negative gossip, such as the telling of a story
about the eating behavior of a classmate, which the girls found to be humorous. In addition,
Sanford and Eder (1984) observed that practical jokes, which were often directed towards
less desirable members of the peer group, were typically embarrassing or humiliating for the
intended target, but brought about smiles and laughter from other members of the peer

group.

But why might relational aggression be viewed as funny? Psychological and social-cognitive
theories of humor suggests that individuals of all ages come to enjoy and find things, people,
and events funny when they are perceived to be violations of what is normal and typical
(e.g., Geisler & Weber, 2010; Veatch, 1998). Thus, when a behavior/event is perceived to
violate norms, perceptions of humor are thought to follow along with positive emotions and
positive social regard (Geisler & Weber, 2010; Veatch, 1998). No studies have tested this
conceptual model as it applies to relational aggression (relational aggression — humor —
popularity; see Figure 1), but the model dovetails well with the “maturity gap” hypothesis
(e.g., adolescents admire aggressive and assertive behavior because it is considered
authority- and adult-defying; Moffitt, 1993) and literature demonstrating that relational
aggression is a relatively uncommon behavior that is also valued and admired, at least
during early adolescence (e.g., Bukowski, Sippola, & Newcomb, 2000; Werner & Hill,
2010). Klein and Kuiper (2006) suggest that relationally aggressive youth may diminish and
degrade their victims, but that these youth use humor in a socially skilled way that allows
them to maintain their positions and respect within their peer groups. It is also the case that,
in Western societies, adolescents may become socialized to find aggressive youth or
aggressive behavior funny by the media, internet messages and websites, and books and
movies targeting children and adolescents, which often pair humor and physical and
relational aggression (e.g., Bjorkgvist & Lagerspetz, 1985; Coyne, Ridge, Stevens, Callister,
& Stockdale, 2012). Finally, many adults seem to enjoy hostile and aggressive humor,
suggesting that it is also plausible that adolescents learn from their parents vis-a-vis social
learning processes (such as observing their parents laugh at relationally aggressive behavior
and later imitating such reactions to relational aggression; Bandura & Walters, 1963) that
relationally aggressive youth are humorous, which, in turn, explains why this behavior
affords them with high popular status.

Adolescents’ Gender and Friends’ Aggression as Moderators

The research on the significance of humor in the lives of young adolescents has been
limited, with past studies focusing primarily on main effects. However, two moderators may
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operate on the first process in the mediation model by impacting the linkage between
relational aggression and peers’ perceptions of humor. First, the gender-linked hypothesis of
aggression (for review see Ostrov & Godleski, 2010) implicates gender as a potential
moderator. It is well known that youth often associate female gender identity with relational
aggression and male identity with physical aggression (e.g., French, Jansen, & Pidada,
2002); thus, bays engaging in relational aggression may be considered as engaging in gender
nonnormative behavior. If individuals perceive things to be humorous when they violate
norms and expectations (Veatch, 1998), it seems likely that the associations between
relational aggression and humor might be stronger for boys than girls.

It is also plausible that the degree to which adolescents’ friends are relationally aggressive
moderates the association between relational aggression and humor such that the association
is the strongest for adolescents with highly relationally aggressive friends. This hypothesis is
based on recent evidence that friends’ aggressiveness plays a critical role in adolescent
adjustment (e.g., Bowker, Ostrov, & Raja, 2012; Werner & Crick, 2004). For instance, one
study found that friends’ relational aggression scores predict later relational aggression
(Werner & Crick, 2004). In addition, we reasoned that relationally aggressive behavior may
be viewed as more socially acceptable and less harmful when the behavior is enacted by two
friends who may be engaging in greater relational aggression together (than if they were
alone) and directing some of the behavior toward each other (Crick & Nelson, 2002), similar
to how the frequency of behavior impacts positively the degree to which aggressive youth
are accepted by peers (e.g., Boivin, Dodge, & Coie, 1995; Chang, 2004). Indeed, Veatch
(1998) argues that behaviors are judged to be humorous when the behavior violates a norm
but in a relatively socially acceptable way that is not personally threatening. Thus, although
tentative, our hypothesis is that two relationally aggressive friends might be perceived as
funnier because together they violate social norms and expectations in a way that is
perceived as more socially acceptable and as less threatening than one relationally
aggressive adolescent alone.

Hypotheses

In the current study, we test whether peer-perceptions of humor mediate the association
between relational aggression and popularity in a sample of sixth-grade students.
Adolescents’ gender and friends’ relational aggression are evaluated as moderators of the
expected linkage between relational aggression and humor. Data were collected twice in a
three month period, and thus this short-term longitudinal study allowed us to test the models
concurrently and prospectively. Consistent with recommendations (e.g., Bowker et al.,
2012), physical aggression was controlled in analyses. Drawing from past theory and
research on humor, peer relationships, and relational aggression (Bukowski et al., 2000;
Geisler & Weber, 2010; Moffitt, 1993; Veatch, 1998), humor is expected to emerge as a
significant mediator in both the concurrent and longitudinal analyses. In addition,
particularly strong associations between relational aggression and humor are expected for
boys and for young adolescents with highly relationally aggressive friends. The conceptual
model for the present study was developed from theory and research on humor and peer
relationships in which certain behaviors/events are posited to lead to laughter and
perceptions of humor and later social consequences (e.g., Veatch, 1998). However,
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popularity has been shown to predict relational aggression during early adolescence (e.g.,
Rose, et al., 2004). Thus, we tested alternative causal models in which humor and relational
aggression are related vis-a-vis popularity.

Participants were 265 (126 girls) sixth-grade students (M age at start of study = 12.04 years)
from two public middle schools who were participating in a longitudinal study on peer
relationships. All sixth-grade students from both schools were invited to participate in the
study. To encourage the return of permission forms, all students who returned their forms,
regardless of their decision to participate, received a University at Buffalo t-shirt and were
eligible to win a gift certificate to a local retail store. Approximately 59% of participants
indicated that they were Caucasian, 21% were African-American, and the 20% remaining
self-identified as belonging to a different minority group or as being biracial. Six
participants dropped out the study due to moving away from their schools and were
therefore not included in analyses (overall consent rate = 70%).

This study was part of a larger study on changes in friendship involvement. Participants for
this study completed measures in their schools at two time points in their individual
classrooms or large school rooms, such as a cafeteria (Wave 1: February; Wave 2: May).
Waves were spaced three months apart to study short-term changes in friendship
involvement, which were not of interest in the present study. At each wave, trained research
assistants administered the measures; teachers and school staff were not involved in the data
collections. No instructions or items were read aloud but research assistants closely
monitored the completion of the measures and participants were instructed to raise their
hands if they had any questions or difficulty. Students took approximately 30-45 minutes to
complete the paper-and-pencil measures. Participants were told that their answers were
confidential and that they could skip any item and choose to stop completing the measures at
any time.

Friendship (Wave 1)—Participants wrote the names of their same-gender “very best
friend” and “second best friend,” and three same- or other-gender “good” or “close” friends
from their grade and school (Bukowski, Hoza, & Boivin, 1994). Friendships were
considered mutual if the nominations were reciprocated (either as a “best” or “good” friend).
Consistent with past studies on friendship during early adolescence (e.g., Parker & Asher,
1993), 70% of participants (143/205) in the present study had at least one mutual friend,
with girls being significantly more likely to have a mutual friendship than boys, ¥2 (1) =
11.70, p = .001, 2 = 0.24. Mutual friendship could not be determined for 20 adolescents (13
boys) either because all of their friendship nominations were for non-participating students
or for participating students who did not complete the friendship nomination measure at
Wave 1. Forty additional participants did not complete friendship nominations at Wave 1
due to absenteeism and/or failure to complete all of the questionnaires. The relational
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aggression scores of participants’ first mutual friend (e.g., if a participant’s first/”best”
friendship nomination was not reciprocated, the mutuality of the next nomination was
examined until a mutual friendship was identified) were utilized in analyses. It is important
note that there were no significant differences in the study variables between adolescents
who had friendship data and those who did not; the missing friend data decreased only the
sample size for the moderated mediation analyses testing friends’ relational aggression as a
moderator (N = 143).

Peer Nominations (Waves 1 and 2)

Results

Peer nomination items were used to assess relational and physical aggression, humor, and
popularity and social preference. For all peer nomination items, participants were allowed to
make unlimited nominations of same-gender and other-gender peers from their grade and
school. Self-nominations were permitted but excluded from analyses. Nominations received
by each participant were first summed, proportionalized, and then standardized within grade
and school (Cillessen, 2009).

Relational aggression—Two peer nomination items assessed relational aggression:
“Someone who spreads rumors so that other people won’t like them *“; and ““Someone who
keeps certain kids from being in their group when it is time to play or do an activity”” (Rose
et al., 2004; Smith, Rose, & Schwartz-Mette, 2010). The internal consistency of the
averaged relational aggression scale approached acceptable levels at Wave 1 (o = .64) and
was adequate at Wave 2 (a =.73).

Physical aggression—Two peer nomination items assessed physical aggression:
“Someone who hits, Kicks or punches others”; “Someone who pushes or shoves others”
(Crick, Casas, & Mosher, 1997; Rose et al., 2004). Mean scores were calculated; the internal
consistency for the averaged scale was excellent (Wave 1: a = .94; Wave 2: a = .94).

Humor—A single-item peer nomination was used to evaluate humor, “A person with a
good sense of humor” (Gest, Graham-Bermann, & Hartup, 2001). Due to the multiple-
informant nature of peer nominations, single-item peer nomination assessments are
considered reliable (Coie, Dodge, & Kupersmidt, 1990).

Popularity—Students were asked to make unlimited nominations for classmates who were
popular and not popular (Cillessen & Mayeux, 2004; Lease, Musgrove, & Axelrod, 2002).
“Not popular” nominations were subtracted from “popular” nominations, and restandardized
to yield popularity scores for each participant (Cillessen & Mayeux, 2004).

Zero-order Correlations

The zero-order correlations among the study variables are presented in Table 1. As expected,
the relational aggression, physical aggression, humor, and popularity variables demonstrated
moderate temporal stability across the two assessments. At each wave, relational aggression

was associated positively with popularity. At Wave 1, relational aggression was associated
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significantly with physical aggression as well as peer-perceptions of humor. At Waves 1 and
2, the humor variables were associated significantly with popularity. Also of note, ethnicity
was related significantly with relational and physical aggression, friends’ relational
aggression at Wave 1, and humor at Wave 2, and adolescents’ gender was related to humor
and physical aggression at Wave 1. Friends’ relational aggression was related significantly
with all variables, with the exception of popularity at Wave 1 and gender. Finally, it should
be noted that the aggression and humor variables were skewed significantly. Inverse
transformations were applied, and analyses were then performed with untransformed and
transformed data; however, due to the similarity of the results, the results using
untransformed data are presented.

Meditated and Moderated Mediation Models

Mediation analyses tested whether peer-perceptions of humor mediated the association
between relational aggression and popularity (see Figure 1). Two concurrent models (at
Wave 1 and Wave 2) and two longitudinal models (one controlling for Wave 1 popularity)
were tested. These analyses utilized the procedures outlined by Preacher and Hayes (2008;
Hayes, 2013) and their available SPSS macro to perform bootstrapping, with 5,000
resamples, which produces 95% confidence intervals to evaluate the significance of the
indirect effects of relational aggression on popularity. Significant indirect effects are present
when confidence intervals do not include zero. The macro also tested the significance of the
direct effects of relational aggression on humor (a in Figure 1) and humor on the dependent
variables (b in Figure 1) as well as the total (c in Figure 1) and direct effects (c' in Figure 1,
which accounts for the presence of the mediator, humor) of relational aggression on the
dependent variables. The moderated mediation models also utilized the available SPSS
macro and bootstrapping procedures (with 5,000 resamples) to determine whether
adolescents’ gender and friends’ relational aggression moderated the association between
relational aggression and humor when popularity served as the dependent variable.
Consistent with recommendations (Preacher, Rucker, & Hayes, 2007), significant moderated
mediation effects involving friends’ relational aggression were probed at high (1 SD above
the mean), medium (at the mean), and low (1 SD below the mean). In all analyses, ethnicity
and physical aggression were controlled. In addition, in one of the longitudinal models in
which Wave 2 (W2) popularity was the dependent variable, W1 popularity was controlled.
Adolescents’ gender was included as a covariate in the mediation models and the moderated
mediation models in which friends’ relational aggression was tested as the moderator
variable.

Mediation Models

Wave 1—When W1 popularity served as the dependent variable, the direct effects of W1
relational aggression on W1 humor and W1 humor on popularity were significant (see
Figure 2). The total effect of W1 relational aggression on W1 popularity was reduced when
W1 humor was entered into the model; the 95% confidence interval for the indirect effect
was between [0.01-0.12], indicating that W1 humor is a significant mediator of the
association between W1 relational aggression and W1 popularity (B = 0.04), after
controlling for the effects of W1 physical aggression, gender, and ethnicity.
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Wave 2—When W2 popularity was the dependent variable and W2 physical aggression,
gender, and ethnicity were controlled, the direct effects of W2 relational aggression on W2
humor was not significant (unstandardized coefficient B = 0.10, p = .30) but the direct effect
of W2 humor on W2 popularity was significant (B = 0.18, p =.004). The total effect of W2
relational aggression on W2 popularity (B = 0.18, p = .04) was reduced to non-significant
when W2 humor was entered into the model (B = 0.16, p = .06); however, the 95%
confidence interval for the indirect effect was between [-0.02-0.13].

Wave 1 to Wave 2—The first longitudinal model evaluated W2 popularity as the
dependent variable, W1 relational aggression as the independent variable, and W1 humor as
the mediator variable. In this model, W1 physical aggression, gender, and ethnicity were
controlled, and the direct effects of W1 relational aggression on W1 humor and W1 humor
on W2 popularity were significant (see Figure 3). The total effect of W1 relational
aggression on W2 popularity was reduced when W1 humor was entered into the model. The
95% confidence interval for the indirect effect was between [0.02-0.25], suggesting that W1
humor is a significant mediator of the association between W1 relational aggression and W2
popularity (B = 0.10), after controlling for the effects of W1 physical aggression, gender,
and ethnicity.

One additional mediation model was tested in which W2 popularity served as the dependent
variable, and the corresponding W1 popularity variable, W1 physical aggression, gender,
and ethnicity were controlled. This model tested whether humor can explain why some
relationally aggressive young adolescents become increasingly popular over time. In this
model, the direct effects of W1 relational aggression on W1 humor (B = 0.24, p =.01), and
W1 humor on W2 popularity were significant (B = 0.23, p = .001). The total effect of
relational aggression on W2 popularity (B = 0.21, p =.02) was reduced to non-significant
after W1 humor was entered into the model (B = 0.15, p = .08). However, the indirect effect
was not significant (B = 0.06; 95% CI [-0.01-0.21]). Of note, the direct effects of W1 and
W2 physical aggression on humor were not significant in any of the mediation models (ps
> .24) and the results did not differ in terms of significance when physical aggression was
not controlled in the models.

Moderated Mediation Models

In the concurrent (focusing on W1 data: B = 0.21, 95% CI [0.07-0.34]) and longitudinal
models (e.g., controlling for W1 popularity: B = 0.24, 95% CI [0.10-0.37]) with popularity
as the outcome, W1 friends’ relational aggression emerged as a significant moderator of the
association between W1 relational aggression and W1 humor. Adolescents’ gender (coded
as 0 = boys, 1 = girls) also emerged as a significant moderator in the concurrent (focusing on
W1 data: B = -0.71, 95% CI [-1.09-(-0.32)]) and longitudinal models (e.g., controlling for
W1 popularity: B = —0.68, 95% CI [-1.06-(-0.30)] in which popularity served as the
dependent variables. Because the three-way interactions between relational aggression,
friends’ relational aggression, and adolescents’ gender were not significant, the moderators
were tested in separate models which allowed gender to be tested as a moderator for all
study participants and not only those with mutual friends (which allowed the entire sample
to be evaluated). Inspection of the bootstrapping estimates and slope coefficients for the
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conditional indirect effects revealed that relational aggression at W1 was associated
significantly with peer-perceptions of humor at W1 for boys (B = 0.09,95% CI [0.02-0.25])
but not for girls (B = 0.01, 95% CI [-0.01-0.06]). Also, W1 relational aggression was found
to be associated significantly with W1 humor for young adolescents with highly relationally
aggressive friends at Wave 1 (B = 0.05, 95% CI [0.004-0.31]) but not for those adolescents
whose friends are average (B = 0.03, 95% CI [-0.001-0.17) and low in their relational
aggression levels (B = 0.01, 95% [-0.02-0.17]).

Alternative Models

Because it is also possible that relationally aggressive adolescents come to be perceived as
funny because they are popular and their behaviors are visible, two additional alternative
models were tested in which W1 relational aggression served as the predictor variable, W1
popularity was the mediator, and W1 and W2 humor were the dependent variables.
However, none of the indirect effects in these models were statistically significant. The
indirect effects were also not significant when W1 humor was tested as the independent
variable, W1 popularity served as the mediator variable, and W1 and W2 relational
aggression were the dependent variables (output available from the first-author by request).

Discussion

Researchers for some time have been interested in the linkages between relational
aggression and popularity (for recent review, see Crick, Murray-Close, Marks, & Mohajeri-
Nelson, 2009). The present study represents a novel addition to the extant literature on
relational aggression and popularity by testing the hypothesis that humor might explain why
many relationally aggressive young adolescents are able to attain and maintain popular
status among peers. The theoretical and causal framework for this investigation was
formulated by integrating past theory and research on humor (Geisler & Weber, 2010;
Sanford & Eder, 1984; Veatch, 1998), which suggests that individuals find things/events/
people to be funny when they perceive them to violate social norms and expectations, with
the literature on peer relationships and aggression (e.g., Bukowski et al., 2000; Moffitt,
1993). While most prior research on humor has focused on main effects, we also considered
adolescents’ gender and friends’ relational aggression as moderators of the association
between relational aggression and peer-perceptions of humor.

The results generally supported our initial hypotheses in that direct effects were found
between relational aggression and humor in both the Wave 1 concurrent and longitudinal
models. These findings are consistent with the results from past studies demonstrating that
humor during adolescence often involves negative gossip and embarrassing practical jokes
(Sanford & Eder, 1984) as well as sarcasm and mocking (Cameron, Fox, Anderson, &
Cameron, 2010). Of note, physical aggression was not related significantly to humor in the
correlational analyses or the mediation models, suggesting that there may be something
uniquely funny about relationally aggressive behavior during the early adolescent
developmental period. Both forms of aggression are thought to be relatively infrequent
during childhood and adolescence (Crick et al., 2009). However, there is some indication
that physical aggression becomes even less common and viewed as more unacceptable
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relative to relational aggression beginning in middle childhood (Murray-Close & Ostrov,
2004). In addition, physical aggression is more overt and noticeable than relational
aggression, and there is some evidence suggesting that the physical aggression is perceived
as more harmful than certain forms of indirect aggression (Coyne, Archer, & Eslea, 2006).
Thus, it may be that the social unacceptability and perceived harm tempers the degree to
which physical aggression is perceived as humorous, especially during early adolescence
when the harmful behaviors are directed at peers and friends. Of course, it is also possible
that it is not relationally aggressive behavior per se that is perceived as funny but that
relationally aggressive young adolescents engage in other types of humor that are not
relationally aggressive in nature (e.g., memorized jokes; Sanford & Eder, 1984). Our study
was limited by its lack of specific questions about what adolescents find funny and why, and
addressing this significant study limitation should be the goal of future research.

The findings from this investigation also suggest that researchers should further consider
individual and relationship factors that might impact the association between relational
aggression and humor in future studies. In the current investigation, we found that
adolescents’ gender and friends’ relational aggression were significant moderators of the
link between relational aggression and humor such that relational aggression was associated
significantly with humor only for boys and those young adolescents with highly relationally
aggressive friends.

Because relational aggression is typically considered more nonnormative for boys than girls
and norm-violating behavior is often considered funny (Crick, Bigbee, & Howes, 1996;
Ostrov & Godleski, 2010; Sanford & Eder, 1984), boys who are relationally aggressive may
be perceived as funnier than similarly aggressive girls, for whom relationally aggressive
behavior is more typical or expected. The gender nonnormativeness of the behavior for boys
may also cause young adolescents to focus less on the harmful aspects of relationally
aggressive boys' behavior and more on the surprising and humorous aspects of it.
Furthermore, it should be acknowledged that gender differences have been identified in
regards to adolescent humor. Generally, humorous behavior may be expected from boys
more than girls (Ziv, 1981), and it is more common for boys to use humor more aggressively
(whereas girls may use humor more to feel better; Fiihr, 2002), with evidence that even
proactively aggressive boys are viewed as humorous by their peers (Dodge & Coie, 1987).
The studies of adults have also shown that men have a greater appreciation for hostile humor
than do females (e.g., Mundorf, Bhatia, Zillmann, Lester, & Robinson, 1988). Because of
the differences in expectations for boys and girls in levels of relational aggression and use of
humor, relationally aggressive behavior may be more likely to be interpreted as humor when
emanating from boys.

With regard to friends’ relational aggression, two relationally aggressive friends might be
more noticeable in their norm-violating behavior, and thus more readily perceived as
funnier. It is also plausible that their behavior is viewed as less personally threatening (a
requirement for humor; VVeatch, 1998) because some of their relationally aggressive
behaviors are directed at each other. Consistent with this notion, Tragesser and Lippmann
(2005) found that teasing between friends is often times interpreted as a sign of closeness,
rather than a sign of hostility or danger. Finally, it may be that two relationally aggressive

J Youth Adolesc. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2015 August 01.



1duosnue Joyiny vd-HIN 1duosnue Joyiny vd-HIN

1duosnuely Joyny vd-HIN

Bowker and Etkin

Page 11

friends engage in aggressive banter, joke-telling and teasing together, which, in turn, makes
the behaviors appear to be more socially acceptable, and therefore funnier. Past research on
aggressive humor in adults has implicated other individual and relationship characteristics
(e.g., ethnicity; liked versus disliked, outgroup versus in-group member; e.g., Hodson, Rush,
& Maclnnis, 2010) that could also explain variation in the degree to which relational
aggression is related to humor during early adolescence and should be considered in future
research.

The most significant findings of this investigation were that peer-perceptions of humor
emerged as a significant mediator of the relation between Wave 1 relational aggression and
popularity at Wave 1 and Wave 2 (when not controlling for Wave 1 popularity). And, no
tests of indirect effects in the alternative causal models were significant. Thus, it appears
that humor helps to explain, in part, why some relationally aggressive young adolescents are
able to obtain high popular status with peers. There are at least two possible explanations
that might account for the mediation effect. First, relationally aggressive young adolescents
may become popular with peers simply because their relationally aggressive behaviors are
viewed as funny, and engaging in humorous behaviors is valued by peers and one way to
achieve popularity with peers during adolescence (Masten, 1986; Ziv, 1981). Second,
relationally aggressive young adolescents may become popular with peers because they also
engage in other non-relationally aggressive behaviors that are viewed as humorous and
valued by the peer group.

It should be acknowledged, however, that significant mediation was not found in the Wave 2
concurrent or the longitudinal model in which earlier popularity was controlled. Mediation
was not significant in the Wave 2 model, perhaps because the perception of relational
aggression as harmful (and awareness of its consequences) steadily increases throughout the
school year. There is still much to be learned about when and why humor mediates the
association between relational aggression and humor, but the difference between the results
from the Wave 1 and Wave 2 concurrent models highlight the importance of considering the
linkages between relational aggression, humor, and popularity at different times during the
academic school year in future research.

The lack of significant mediation in the longitudinal model controlling for earlier popularity
suggests that humor is not a mechanism of change in popularity associated with relational
aggression, particularly across a 3 month period. Indeed, factors that are more obvious and
visible than humor, such as overt forms of delinquency and rule-breaking (e.g., alcohol use),
may better account for the short-term changes in the popularity of relationally aggressive
youth found in this study. These results also could be attributed to the timing of the
relational aggression and popularity assessments. It would have been preferable to
statistically control for popularity that was assessed prior to the assessment of relational
aggression. Nevertheless, we believe that the study findings are newsworthy in their
suggestion that: (1) humor may be important for young adolescents’ attainment of (but not
gains in) popularity, particularly in the middle of the school year, and (2) humor should be
more carefully considered in future studies on relational aggression and popularity during
early adolescence.
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A first limitation of this study was its short-term two wave longitudinal design. Behaviors
and peer reputations tend to be stable across several months (Crick et al, 2006; Prinstein,
Rancourt, Guerry, & Browne, 2009), and a longer-term longitudinal design may have
revealed additional change, and perhaps also significant mediation in the longitudinal model
predicting change in popularity. A three-wave study would have provided a statistically
stronger test of mediation and the study hypotheses (MacKinnon, 2008). A related
measurement limitation is that our single-item assessment of humor likely underrepresented
the complex nature of the construct, as evidenced by the research with adolescents and
adults in which different forms and functions of humor have been revealed (e.g., Martin,
Puhlik-Doris, Larsen, Gray, & Weir, 2003)). In addition, no definition of humor was
provided to the participants. Yet, it is likely that the participants differed in their evaluations
of what constitutes a “good sense of humor,” which may have impacted the study findings.
Another limitation is the sample, which was fairly homogeneous in age and ethnicity, and
from one geographic location. The current findings should be replicated with more diverse
samples to determine whether the associations between relational aggression, humor, and
popularity vary or are similar across different developmental periods, cultures, and
geographic locations.

Understanding how humor relates to relational aggression and popularity may have several
important applied implications. For example, the linkages between relational aggression,
humor, and popularity found in this study suggest that it may be helpful to educate young
adolescents about the destructive nature of seemingly funny jokes and comments at the
expense of others. In such teachings, it might be especially important to focus on the
relationally aggressive behavior of boys and between friends, and how such behaviors are
harmful (and not humorous). School interventions aimed at decreasing relationally
aggressive behavior (e.g., Leff et al, 2010) may also consider including examples of
behavior that straddles the line between harmful and humorous, particularly during the
middle of the school year when relational aggression appears to be most strongly associated
with peer-perceptions of humor. Moreover, depending on the type and how it is used, humor
can have either favorable or detrimental implications for individual adjustment (Martin et al,
2003). Although the present study was unable to tease apart whether humor was independent
from or entwined with relationally aggressive behavior, past research has indicated that
young adolescents who use negative forms of humor, such as aggressive or self-deprecating
humor, may do so to avoid coping with negative feelings and situations (Fuhr, 2002), and
are at heightened risk for experiencing psychological distress (Erickson & Feldstein, 2007;
Martin et al, 2003). However, humor can also be used to foster relationships with others
(i.e., affiliative humor), enhance self-concept and self-esteem (Cameron et al, 2010; Martin
et al, 2003; Ziv, 1981), and to cope with developmental stressors (Cameron et al, 2010;
Erickson & Feldstein, 2007; Martin et al, 2003). Thus, providing young adolescents with
examples of humor associated with these “positive” outcomes as opposed to aggressive
forms of humor may help to attenuate its association with relational aggression and teach
young adolescents that it is possible to be funny and be popular amongst peers without
hurting others.
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Conclusions

This study takes a first step toward understanding why relationally aggressive young
adolescents are able to achieve popularity, implicating humor as one mechanism. It was
noteworthy that humor was not a significant mediator in the concurrent Wave 2 model or
after controlling for prior popularity, suggesting that humor may be a stronger mediator in
the middle relative to the end of the school year and not responsible for changes in
popularity over time. The results also indicated that relationally aggressive boys and
relationally aggressive young adolescents with highly relationally aggressive friends are
perceived as more humorous than relationally aggressive girls and those without highly
relationally aggressive friends. Even though being perceived as funny could be seen as
desirable during early adolescence (e.g., Masten, 1986), findings from this study suggest that
humor might also be a developmental risk factor when paired with relational aggression.
Thus, the efficacy of programs aimed at reducing relational aggression may be enhanced
with specific instruction about why relationally aggressive youth and their behavior should
not be viewed as funny. The findings further suggest that new research insight about why
harmful behaviors such as relational aggression are socially rewarded may be gained by
more careful consideration of how such behaviors are interpreted, received, and responded
to by young adolescents, and how relationship (e.g., friends’ characteristics) and individual
factors (e.g., gender) impact such evaluations.
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Conceptual model in which peer-perceptions of humor explain the concurrent and
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Wave 1 humor as a mediator of the association between Wave 1 relational aggression and

Wave 1 popularity.
*p <.05, ** p<.001
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Figure 3.

Wave 1 humor as a mediator of the association between Wave 1 relational aggression and
Wave 2 popularity.
*p <.05, ** p<.001
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