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SUMMARY 
Background: This study seeks to explore the use of humor during the period of isolation caused by lockdown measures imposed 

in Italy as a result of the Coronavirus SARS-CoV-2 pandemic.  

Subjects and method: The study is based on a non-clinical sample. The ad hoc questionnaire measures people’s readiness to 

search for, publish and distribute humorous material during lockdown. It investigates the intentions behind sending content via

social media (WhatsApp or similar) and the emotions experienced on receiving such content.  

Results: The responses have been analyzed quantitatively, and using Excel’s IF function they have been analyzed qualitatively. 

In the present sample of 106 Italian respondents, searching for content was less common than publishing it (yes 44.34%, no 54.72%). 

Positive emotions were more frequently the motivation (total 61.32%). A high percentage sent amusing content via social media or

SMS (79%). Responses demonstrating a desire to lessen the situation’s negative impact or a desire for cohesion were common. 

Receiving material was similarly associated with positive emotions and a sense of being close to others.  

Conclusions: humorous material appears to have served as a means of transmitting positive emotions, distancing oneself from 

negative events and finding cohesion.  
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*  *  *  *  *  

INTRODUCTION

In March 2020, the World Health Organization 

(WHO) announced that the Coronavirus SARS-CoV-2 

outbreak had become a pandemic. This serious health 

emergency led governments to impose lockdown 

measures: “separation and restriction of movement of 

people who have potentially been exposed to a 

contagious disease, so reducing the risk of them 

infecting others”; measures which gave rise to negative 

emotions ranging from anxiety, fear and frustration, fear 

of contracting the disease (Brooks et al 2020), sleep 

disorders, hyper-vigilance, a sense of abandonment and 

depression particularly for residents in the “Red Zone” 

(Taylor et al. 2008), fear of not having adequate 

resources, intrusive thoughts (Conversano et al. 2020, 

Horesh & Brawn 2020) all the way up to post-traumatic 

stress disorder (Brooks et al. 2020). Although the World 

Health Organization (WHO; May 2020) recognized the 

psychological emergency arising from the physical 

health emergency and the evident negative link to 

mental health (Horesh & Brown 2020), this situation 

does not fit easily into the categories, and their defining 

criteria (Horesh & Brown 2020), specified in the 

Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders 

(DSM-5; American Psychiatric Association 2013). The 

scant studies carried out on survivors of other viruses 

(for example, the SARS epidemic of 2002-2004) indi-

cate the presence of depressive symptoms and Post-

Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) in adults, children 

and health professionals in the three years following 

exposure to the virus (Orru et al. 2020, Wu et al. 2009, 

Liu et al. 2012). If devastation, worry and a sense that 

we cannot control events can be considered traumatic or 

critical, then it is entirely appropriate to include (the 

effects of) lockdown in these categories. Personal 

resources and the ability to cope are clearly important in 

negotiating traumatic experiences (Wu et al. 2009); can 

humor (in the text abbrev: h.) be a protective tool in 

dealing with such experiences? 

The role of HUMOR  

in managing traumatic situations 

If we can laugh at anything, can we even laugh in 

the face of a global pandemic? The fact that laughing 

has a positive effect in stressful or traumatic situations is 

confirmed by years of studies; it reduces physiological 

and affective arousal (Abel 2002), triggers the endocrine 

system, boosts endorphin levels, decreases the stress-re-

lated hormone cortisol, and enhances immunity (Martin 

2001). Many studies report a reduction in anxiety in 

stressful situations (Lefcourt & Martin 1986, Bizi et al. 

1988) although there is no overall consensus (Provine 

2013). Psychological theories on laughter reference 

psychoanalytic, incongruity and superiority theories 

(Amici 2019). The first effect on perceptions of trauma 

we know from experience: laughter is associated with 

positive emotions (Martin 2001) and it acts as a dis-

traction in times of anxiety and sadness (Rowe & 

Regehr 2010, Lefcourt & Martin 1986). The second 

effect is due to a cognitive change that enables h. to play 

a part in coping skills, due to its ability to resolve pro-

blems and lessen negative emotions (Pietrantoni & 

Dionigi 2006). Literature on the subject outlines three 

coping strategies (the usual manner of solving problems): 
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task-oriented, avoidant-oriented and emotion-oriented. 

Those who mainly adopt task-oriented coping strategies 

employ actions aimed at solving problems whereas 

those who adopt avoidant-oriented coping strategies 

avoid either the problem or the associated emotions. 

Those who adopt emotion-oriented coping strategies use 

emotional or behavioral responses to manage their 

emotional responses (Buchanan & Keats 2011, Endler 

& Parker 1994). People with a sense of humor feel less 

anxiety and sadness and it would seem use both task-

oriented and emotion-oriented coping strategies (Endler 

& Parker 1994, Fry 1995). Those who use h. experience 

a cognitive shift enabling them to distance themselves 

from the cause of stress, reformulating and reevaluating 

their situation, thus reducing the seriousness of any 

anxiety and depression, and the discrepancy between 

expectations and reality (Boerner et al. 2017, Martin 

2001) and/or “exposing” paradoxes (Forabosco 1987); 

reappraisal leads to a retelling of a threatening situa-

tion in more positive terms (Gelkopf & Kreitler 1996, 

Lazarus & Folkman 1984). Laughing “at something” 

permits us to distance ourselves from our personal 

history and experiences, it makes us aware of conflicts 

between reality and the ideal, it lightens the disap-

pointment of unrealized ambition, emphasizing unusual 

behavior both in ourselves and in others (Boerner et al. 

2017); “laughing things off” could reduce expressive 

inhibition, acting as a protective shield in difficult 

situations (Clapp et al. 2015) and activate creative 

thinking, an important mechanism for managing adver-

sity (Rominger et al. 2018). Expression and appreciation 

of h. facilitate group cohesion in the sense of ‘attraction 

to the group’ (Mudrack 1989 cited by Romero & Pesco-

solido 2008) through experiencing positive emotions 

that act as a “social lubricant” (Kuiper et al. 1995). 

Laughter increases communication and reduces distance 

between group members, sustaining relationships (Ro-

mero & Pescosolido 2008), and reaffirming group iden-

tity emphasizing common values, problems and attitudes 

(Reay 2015, Weick & Westley 1996). Appreciation of h. 

breaks down barriers (Cann et al. 1997) with a positive 

effect on support networks and a consequent reduction 

in stress arising from negative situations (Martin 2001, 

Provine 2003). 

Several studies identify humor as an effective coping 

strategy in the face of adversity because granting a 

sense of power over uncontrollable events reduces 

anxiety and depression (Yovetich et al. 1990). Boerner 

et al. (2017) highlight positive links between h. and 

well-being, and negative links between humor and 

Post Traumatic Stress Disorders (PTSD), anxiety and 

depression, such effect being repeated in the reactions 

to terrorist attacks of survivors and their spouses 

(Besser et al. 2015). Laughter has been shown to be a 

useful tool for survivors of the 11 September terror 

attacks according to Bonanno & Jost (2006); in dis-

cussing serious matters such as death (South et al. 

2020), in healthcare settings (Rowe & Regehr 2010); 

and for war correspondents (Buchanan & Keats 2011).  

During lockdown in Bergamo (one of the areas in 

Italy most affected by Coronavirus) an increase in 

humorous messages relating to the dramatic situation 

being experienced was observed both among social 

groups and among the various social media. How con-

sciously or actively was h. being used to communicate 

positive emotions or to share the experience? Specifi-

cally, was sending humorous content motivated by a 

wish for shared experience; to bring solace to others 

(through positive feelings); to curb one’s own negative 

feelings; to downplay thus reducing the cognitive load 

of the situation? We also examined responses from those 

who received material. This provided the basis of the 

proposed qualitative exploratory study.  

SUBJECTS AND METHOD 

Measures

A brief, ad hoc qualitative questionnaire was devi-

sed, drawing upon the literature cited above (Table 1) 

with the objective of collecting information on the use 

of h. during lockdown, examining aspects relating to 

motive and emotions; items were formulated by refe-

rence to the semantics of the words “desire” and “will”, 

to highlight the respondents’ free will. Areas examined 

are as follows: active searches for humorous content, 

publication via social network (Facebook, Instagram 

etc) and reasons for publication; sending messages via 

social media (WhatsApp, SMS, etc) together with 

reasons for doing so and finally, emotions provoked by 

material received from third parties. The format was a 

multiple-response questionnaire.  

Participants

The questionnaire was posted on Facebook in order 

to capture diverse respondents not limited by age or 

interest; 108 people responded. Two of these did not 

give informed consent and so were excluded. Average 

age of respondents is 44 years, 67% are women, and 

33% are men; 50% of the sample is married, and the rest 

are single, widowed or separated. Education levels 

indicate that 53.77% are university-educated, 39% com-

pleted secondary education, and about 7% completed 

compulsory education. Types of employment indicate 

that most are employees (53.77%) and 19.81% are self-

employed. The sample is representative of the 

population. 

RESULTS 

Given the nature of the questionnaire (no validation 

nor numerical values), responses were analyzed in 

percentage terms, Excel’s IF function was used to draw 

out logical comparisons, and the data was then analyzed 

qualitatively. The percentage of 44% of the sample 

actively sought out humorous content against 56% who 

did not; 54.7% had published content on social media 

whereas 45.28% had not; whether or not it had been 
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searched for, appealing or funny content was then 

shared. It is interesting to note that generally, 78.3% of 

respondents do not publish frequently against 21.70% 

who state that they do: it is feasible that lockdown 

prompted people to increase their publication of amu-

sing content on social networks. The percentage of 

61.32% were motivated to publish on social networks 

by positive feelings, 18.87% by negative emotions and 

34.91% did not respond to the question. It is striking 

that “boredom” was cited as the negative emotion felt 

by 15.95 % of the sample; less weight was given to 

anger (1.85%), sadness (6.48%) and anxiety (4.63%); 

39.25% of those who responded on the positive side 

were driven by a “desire to amuse others” and 29% by 

a “desire to share”, and 68% of this group cited both of 

these reasons; the item “for pleasure” did not provoke 

much response (Figure 1). The percentage of 79.25% 

of respondents had sent humorous content to acqua-

intances and friends via SMS, whereas 20.75% had 

not; 45% were driven to send content by positive 

feelings or a “desire to amuse others”; there were few 

who were motivated by negative feelings (8%, of 

which 4.72 % boredom, 5.66 % sadness) but those who 

specified one of these emotions also specified the 

other. 55.65 % were driven by a “desire to defuse”, 

25.47 % by the “desire to create more optimism” and 

33.02% by a “desire to decrease the impact of the 

negative situation that others were experiencing” with 

the same respondents who specified one motive also 

specifying the other: 81% of those who indicated a 

“desire to instill optimism” also indicated a “desire to 

defuse”, 65.71% stated both a “desire to defuse” and 

“reduce the impact of the negative situation”, and 15% 

of the sample indicated all three. 37.74% were driven 

by a “desire to share”, 28.30% by a “desire for close-

ness”, l’8.94% by a “desire to reassure”. 73.34% of 

those who indicated a “desire for closeness” also ex-

pressed a “desire to share”, which percentage rises to 

100% (9 out of 9 respondents) who expressed both a 

“desire to reassure” and to “decrease the impact of the 

negative situation that others were experiencing” (Fi-

gure 2). There is no overlap between other possible 

answers. Finally, 97% of the sample had received 

humorous content via SMS or Whatsapp. On receiving 

such material, 88.68 % felt positive emotions; 14.15% 

negative emotions, and 9.43% did not respond to the 

question. Reception of such content stimulated “amuse-

ment” (53.77%), “pleasure” (54.72%), relief from sad-

ness and anxiety (17.60%) with 90% indicating relief 

from both sadness and anxiety. On the negative side 

12.26% expressed “annoyance”, only 1.89% indicated 

“sadness” and 5.5% “boredom”. 

Table 1. The role of humor questionnaire - during lockdown  

1. Did you actively search for humorous content? 

 yes  no 

2. Did you publish humorous content on the social networks you use frequently (Facebook, Twitter, Instagram…)?

 yes  no 

3. Were actively searching for or publishing humorous content activities you engaged in generally before lockdown? 
 yes  no 

4. What motivated you to do so? (tick as many as are applicable)
 boredom   pleasure   

 sadness    desire to share   

 anger   desire to amuse others  

 anxiety   desire to surprise   

 desire to share information   

5. Did you send humorous content (via social media or sms)?

 yes  no 

6. Please indicate the reason that prompted you to do so (tick as many as are applicable)
 desire to defuse the situation  anger  

 sadness  desire to amuse others

 desire for closeness  desire to reassure

 boredom  desire to surprise

 desire to share  desire to instill optimism

 desire to decrease the impact of the negative situation that others were experiencing 

7. Did someone send you humorous content (via social media or text messages)?
 yes  no 

8. Please indicate how this made you feel (tick as many as are applicable)

 annoyance  anger   relief from sadness  

 pleasure  sadness   optimism  

 boredom  amusement  nothing  

 gratitude  relief from anxiety  other  
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Figure 1. Item 4. The numbers indicate the number of answers. The percentage of “POSITIVE EMOTIONS” responses 

is 61.32%; the percentage of “NEGATIVE EMOTIONS” in 18.87%. The 34.91% that did not answer is not shown in 

the graph 

Figure 2. Item 6. The numbers indicate the number of answers. The percentage are: desire to defuse (56.60%), desire to 

impress (2.83%), boredom (4.72%), desire to share (37.74%), anger (0%), sadness (5.66%), desire to amuse (41.51%), 

desire for closeness (28.30%), desire to reassure (8.49%), desire to create more optimis (25.47%) and desire to decrease 

the impact of the negative situation (33.02%) 

DISCUSSION 

The objective of this exploratory study is to demon-

strate the way in which people have used h. during 

lockdown measures imposed in Italy during the health 

crisis caused by Covid-19. The respondents would ap-

pear to have increased their publication of humorous 

content, although they did not always search for it acti-

vely, suggesting that people republish what captures 

their attention/amuses them. The difference in the 

frequency of publication prior to and during lockdown 

suggests that people found amusing material more 

appealing and that positive emotions prompted them to 

share it. Among the negative emotions, the response 

which gained the highest percentage was “boredom” 

which encompasses dissatisfaction, restlessness and tired-

ness (Del Pinto 2017), emotions highlighted in studies 

relating to lockdown (Taylor et al. 2008, Brooks et al. 
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2020). The best strategy for coping with boredom is 

meaning-focused coping, a series of cognitive strategies 

which permit a positive reinterpretation of the meaning of 

a problematic situation (Folkman 1997 cited by Del Pinto 

2017): h. can be used in meaning-focused coping. 

The percentage of those sending material via 

Whatsapp or similar is high. Negative emotion played 

little part in sending such material, whereas positive 

emotion did; boredom was not mentioned perhaps due 

to the fact that unlike social networks, social media 

connects people directly and probably in smaller groups. 

As is consistent with literature on the subject, h. promo-

tes positive emotions and social feelings, reducing lone-

liness (Overholser 1992), a likely emotion during lock-

down. Many of the respondents appear to have sought 

out the moderating effect of h. “through more positive 

appraisals and more realistic cognitive processing of 

environmental information” (Kuiper & Martin 1998) 

making a “deliberate effort” (Abel 2002) and a “con-

scious effort” (Kuiper et al. 1995) leading them to take 

things less seriously, “minimizing” (Rim 1988). The 

overlap between those who viewed sending material as 

a way to “decrease the impact of the negative situation 

that others were experiencing” and to “downplay” 

suggests the high value placed on cognitive reevaluation 

of content and the need to “reassure”. For 45.28% 

sending material seemed prompted by (a desire for) 

cohesiveness (Fry 1980), sharing with, staying close to 

and reassuring others, reducing solitude and loneliness 

(Romero e Pescolido 2008, Overholser 1992). The fi-

gure of 60% of participants responding equally positi-

vely in relation both to publishing on social networks 

and sending humorous material via social media might 

suggest a personal preference for this type of material. 

The very high percentage of people receiving content 

via SMS or WhatsApp indicates that during lockdown 

making people laugh was a way to communicate 

emotions and stay in touch. Receiving material triggered 

positive emotions and created a mental state which 

acted as a “social lubricant” (Romero e Pescosolido 

2008, Kuiper et al. 1995), stimulating optimism and 

well-being (Boerner et al. 2017). The presence of 

“annoyance” is caused by the huge quantity of material 

received in relation to its quality. The response “no-

thing” might indicate the respondent paid little attention 

to material published. Marital status made no difference 

to responses on questions relating to sharing material. 

Due to disproportionality in this regard, gender was not 

examined; future research might consider the effect of 

gender on sending/publishing humorous content. High 

educational levels might have influenced the results, 

since literature on the subject shows that high education 

levels are associated with a greater capacity to cope and 

a lower probability of developing emotional distur-

bances (Taylor et al. 2008). No measures of the trau-

matic component have been inserted since the lockdown 

is not recognized as a traumatic event by the psychiatric 

nomenclature (Horesh & Brown 2020); as well as no 

measures on stress have been included as this measure-

ment would not have grasped the real weight of the 

situation that has “noumerous characteristics that are spe-

cific to mass traumatic events” (Horesch & Brawn 2020). 

CONCLUSION 

Also consistent with the literature is the fact that the 

responses indicate that h. transmits positive emotions, it is 

used to communicate cohesion and support, to help others 

(who receive) and to distance ourselves emotionally from 

pain and stress, allowing us to perceive events as less 

frightening and to reinterpret their significance. 
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