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Abstract 

This mixed methods study was guided by the research question: How does the use of 

humour in secondary students’ communications about climate change relate to their feelings and 

actions towards climate change? It used an experimental approach to compare the experiences of 

two groups of Grade 11 students in creating a video concept about climate change targeted to 

their peers. Ten themes emerged from the qualitative data, with Humour and Burden both 

providing links between Engagement-related feelings and actions and Dissociation/Distancing-

related feelings and actions. Relevant literature generally cautions against using humour in 

science communications as it may undermine the seriousness of the message, but this study has 

revealed that humour can play an important role in coping and maintaining engagement with 

climate change, and strengthening group cohesion. Recommendations for future research are 

provided, as well as suggestions for bringing the results into Environmental Education and 

Communications practice. 
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Chapter One: Introduction  

The set-up 

Humour has always amused me. I find it a fascinating component of the human 

condition, and even more so when it seems out of place logically, while emotionally fitting in 

nicely. When I look back at difficult situations in my life, I have always had a joke at hand, and 

indeed, still do. This has never been an effort to undermine the severity of any given situation, 

but rather to provide a sense of perspective to release the tension – the yin to the yang, the peak 

to the valley, the comedy to the tragedy. Of course, I never put this much thought into it; I am 

mostly in the habit of using humour because I find it enjoyable. 

In May of 2015, I watched a student presentation about a ‘Zero Waste’ campaign. The 

presenters, who were around grade five and six (i.e. nine to eleven years old), were sharing 

photos of landfills – awful photos that made me want to cover their eyes to shield them from the 

realities of our collective waste and its associated environmental degradation. In typical kid 

fashion, however, some of the students started giggling at one of the photos (in typical adult 

fashion, I wasn’t privy to the joke). Their teacher raised her voice above the mirth to say 

something along the lines of, “Pay attention you guys, this is serious! This is really what our 

landfills look like and we need to do something about it!” The students, chastised (perhaps even 

a little scared), quieted down, while my heart bled for them. I wanted to say, “Go on and laugh! 

This is scary stuff, and if we don’t take a moment to reflect on the absurdity of this, we’ll lose 

our minds.” I remained quiet, but a seed of inquiry was planted within me. I wondered why the 

kids were laughing, and why it bothered me that their teacher stifled it. As previously mentioned, 

in my own life and career, I tend to use humour as a method of communication, connection, 
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coping, and creative thinking, not to mention endearing myself and my messages to my 

audience. One could even say that this research project is the punchline to a lifetime’s set-up. 

Humour is one of the most prevalent and basic ways that people connect – as Billig 

(2005) puts it, “humour plays a central, necessary part in social life… without the possibility of 

laughter, serious social life could not be sustained” (p. 5). Several examples of research suggest 

that it does just as much for our internal wellbeing as our social wellbeing in the way of stress 

management, coping, even transforming worldviews (Behncke, 2011; Bliss, 2011; Cousins, 

1979; Martin, 2000; Morreall, 2008; Provine, 2001; Scott, 2015). Perhaps those students were 

laughing at the landfill photos to subconsciously sustain their wellbeing and make some meaning 

out of the negative lesson they were learning. I started to think about that possibility on a greater 

scale: as young people face the biggest environmental threat in written history, global climate 

change, I wondered what part humour might play for them in dealing with this issue. 

In her analysis of humour from a communication standpoint, Davis (2008) emphasized 

the role of the recipients, “since humor, more than any other genre of communication, implies an 

overt or hidden desire for the recipients’ enjoyment and depends on their positive and clear 

understanding for its success.” (p. 550). Of the humourists, she said  

Humor begins within and may remain entirely within the individual (such as in self-talk 

or self-discovery); and as such can be dealt with within the disciplines of philosophy or 

psychology. Once it manifests itself in any public sphere where two or more individuals 

are involved, however, we can more justifiably examine its consequences or effects 

within the discipline of communication. (p. 549). 
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I have studied and worked in the realm of environmental education and communication (EEC) 

for over a decade, and have I regularly used humour to relate to the material and communicate 

various messages. In my experience, there seems to be general agreement among laypeople and 

EEC practitioners that using humour in EEC work may be a good thing for audiences, 

presumably for many of the same widely accepted reasons humour is used in education, 

business, social movements and healthcare, which will be discussed further on. These benefits 

are largely understood from the audience perspective, but I have wondered about understanding 

the practitioner’s perspective – even when those “practitioners” are students engaging deeply 

with environmental issues. 

To contextualize the literature review, I will present the research question here, and then 

again in a deeper context at the end of the next chapter. This study examined the following 

research question: 

How does the use of humour in secondary students’ communications about climate 

change relate to those students’ feelings and actions towards climate change? 

As my focus for this study lies within the people creating the communications rather than the 

audience, this thesis breaks ground at the intersection of humour and EEC. 
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 

In the field of Environmental Education and Communications (EEC), there is very little 

research into the use of humour, and none that I have found that focuses on youth and their use 

of humour regarding environmental topics. Additionally, I have not found any research that 

shines a light on how an EEC practitioner’s use of humour relates to their feelings and actions 

about climate change. This chapter provides an (attempted) overview of the dominant theories of 

humour, explores examples of literature that relate to my research question in the field of science 

communication; touches on the use of humour in the fields of business, healthcare, education, 

and social movements; looks at the emotional toll of climate change on young people; and 

identifies gaps in the literature and establishes the need for this inquiry. 

Humour: A theoretical overview 

In seeking a better understanding of the theory of humour for the purposes of this thesis, I 

came to realize that a) humour research is surprisingly young, having only gained momentum in 

the 20th century despite it being such a ubiquitous part of life since time immemorial; b) humour 

is not very well understood by scholars, making it difficult to predict how it might interact with 

any given audience or scenario (Martin & Kuiper, 2016; Olin, 2016); and c) there is “no single 

accepted theory of humour” (Bore & Reid, 2014, p. 456) (see also Berger, 2015; Boskin & 

Dorinson, 1985; Capps, 2006; Hobden & Olson, 1994; Martin, 2003; McGraw, Warren, & Kan, 

2015; Meyer, 2000; Moran, 2002; Olin, 2016; Plester, 2009; Sen, 2012; Smith, 2009; Veatch, 

1998; Wanzer, Booth-Butterfield, & Booth-Butterfield, 2005). Humour lacks definition as its 

own discipline of study; Raskin (2008) simply put it, “there are no full-time humor researchers in 

the world” (p. 5). The subject is always approached from a disciplinary “perch” (i.e. your basic -
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ologies/-osophies/-ics including psychology, philosophy, linguistics, anthropology, sociology, 

communications, literature, and now EEC). In fact, as recently as 1988, Haig recognized over 

100 theories of humour (Moran, 2002). Thus, this overview will not offer a comprehensive 

review of all available humour theories and disciplinary approaches, but will instead touch upon 

the current and past dominant theories and their origins. Olin (2016) posed many questions that a 

conventional theory of humour should be able to address, and this overview will draw upon some 

of those to aid in the examination. 

Superiority/Disparagement theory. 

Morreall (2016) synthesized humour’s “bad reputation” from ancient times to the 20th 

century. Ancient Greek philosophers barely wrote about humour at all and when they (most 

notably Plato) did, it was with outright disdain, condemning humour as violent, malicious, and 

morally objectionable (sec. 1). Generally, the most influential Western institutions and thinkers 

objected to humour for a couple of millennia. These included Aristotle, Epictetus, the Bible, 

early Christian leaders such as Basil the Great and Chrysostom, the monastery, philosophers 

Hobbes and Descartes, and the Puritans (who went so far as to outlaw comedies during their rule 

of England). These early opinions against humour and laughter gave shape to what is today 

known as the Superiority Theory (also known as Disparagement Theory). The central idea of this 

theory is that “our laughter expresses feelings of superiority over other people or over a former 

state of ourselves” (Morreall, 2016, sec. 2), “or by awareness of another’s misfortune” (Olin, 

2016, p. 338). Morreall’s (2016) summary of humour’s bad reputation did not attempt to explain 

why during this period, comedy continued to thrive in entertainment (i.e. modern civilization’s 

applications of humour come from such seminal influences as ancient Greek comedies, Italy’s 
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commedia dell’arte, Shakespeare, and pantomime, all developed during the millennia he 

mentions). Perhaps the scorn for humour was contained in institutions of higher learning and 

religion, but failed to gain traction with the general public and artists en masse, or other views 

and opinions of humour were oppressed by powerful figures. 

Whatever the case may be, the first record of criticism against the Superiority Theory 

began with Francis Hutcheson in 1750, who pointed out that “feelings of superiority … are 

neither necessary nor sufficient for laughter” (sec. 2). I agree, along with Morreall, who provided 

many counterexamples to this theory. To contribute my own counterexample, I can share that my 

father once told me that when I was a baby, I usually woke up laughing rather than crying; 

relating this to the Superiority Theory, I suppose my baby brain was picturing violent images 

while malicious laughter spilled uncontrollably out of my cherubic face. While some 

contemporary scholars do still subscribe to this theory (for example, Roger Scruton (as cited in 

Morreall, 2016 sec. 2), and Francis H. Buckley (2003)), most modern understandings of this 

theory suggest that rather than humour necessarily being at someone else’s expense, it has more 

to do with one’s sudden boost of “self-esteem and enhanced feelings of mastery, freedom and 

general wellbeing” (Martin, 2000, p. 203). Certainly some humour can be explained by even the 

earliest definitions of the superiority theory, but it is too rudimentary to encompass it all -- rather, 

it contributes to a broader theoretical scope. 

Relief and Incongruity theories. 

Relief and Incongruity theories were the first counter-theories to the 

Superiority/Disparagement Theory. Relief Theory came from early speculations by Lord 

Shaftesbury in 1709 (Morreall, 2016) involving “animal spirits,” which scientists at the time 
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believed existed in our nerves, and that needed to escape through our laughter, “whether it be in 

burlesque, mimicry, or buffoonery” (Shaftesbury as cited in Morreall, 2016, sec. 3). As the 

understanding of our physiology improved, the theory was revised. One of the seminal authors in 

this theory is none other than Sigmund Freud. Freud’s 1905 Jokes and Their Relation to the 

Unconscious (1960) suggested that when we indulge in a joke or witty repartee that lifts the lid 

on our repressed hostility and/or sexuality (this is Freud after all), the energy it once took to keep 

the lid down becomes momentarily superfluous and escapes out of our mouths as laughter 

(Morreall, 2016; Olin, 2016). Olin (2016) pointed out that Freud’s explanation does not account 

for some types of humour and jokes, and fails to explain why the most repressed people are not 

constantly laughing. She did use this theory to explore the use of humour as a coping technique 

for hardships, death, and even social life, but she pointed out that such a theory should explain 

how and when humour may function as a healthy coping mechanism. As Relief Theory is not 

presently subscribed to by scholars of today, I leave it there. 

Incongruity Theory, as the name indicates, says that an unexpected yet enjoyable 

violation of our expectations can make us laugh. We are set up with a scenario, a word, an idea, 

etc., with which we are familiar, and then something happens – we see it, we hear it, we read it – 

to suddenly redirect our minds away from the original prompt, and we laugh (Morreall, 2016). 

To elaborate on this theory, Arthur Koestler coined the term “bisociation” in 1964 (as cited in 

Martin, 2007) for the process of juxtaposing two seemingly unrelated or incongruous ideas, 

which he asserts is a part of creativity in art and scientific discoveries as well as humour – 

meaning humour is part of our creativity (Martin, 2000; Moran, 2002). Martin (2007) elaborated, 
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According to Koestler, bisociation occurs when a situation, event, or idea is 

simultaneously perceived from the perspective of two self-consistent but normally 

unrelated and even incompatible frames of reference.… A simple example is a pun, in 

which two different meanings of a word or phrase are brought together simultaneously. 

(p. 7) 

Martin and Kuiper (2016) also referred to this process as “cognitive synergy” and summarized it 

as “… the perception of incongruity” (p. 502). The Incongruity Theory is usually credited to 

Immanuel Kant, and tends to be the dominant theory in modern scholarship (Capps, 2006; Olin, 

2016). Olin pointed out that this is probably due to the theory being so broad, but she said it is 

too broad in fact, as it does not account for examples of incongruity that are not funny (e.g. “a 

corpse at a feast” (p. 343)). 

Veatch (1998) built upon and refined the Incongruity theory with his so-called Affective 

Absurdity theory. Surprisingly, this theory has not gained much traction in scholarship yet, but I 

think it does a good job at drilling into the phenomenon of humour in a scientific way. He 

identified three conditions that must be “necessary and (jointly) sufficient” (p. 163) for a person 

to achieve humour perception, meaning that all three conditions must occur and that they all add 

up to ‘funny’. The first condition is V, which stands for the “violation of a ‘subjective moral 

principle’” (p. 163), which means that something we believe ought to be about the situation in 

front of us is violated. The second condition is N, which stands for normal – as in, the situation 

in front of us is normal. The third condition is Simultaneity, which means that we experience V 

and N at the same instant. The result of these three conditions is that we perceive humour. In 

other words, “humor occurs when it seems that things are normal (N) while at the same time 
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something seems wrong (V)” (p. 164). This is probably the driest explanation of humour I have 

ever seen or relayed, but I think the left side of my brain likes it in the same way that it likes 

algebra. In fact, Veatch goes on to present equations to help predict when someone will be 

offended, when someone won’t get the joke, and when the joke lands just right (pp. 177-179). 

(Perhaps the reduction of humour to mathematic equations is why this theory has not caught on 

in most of the scholarship.) 

Overall, I tend to agree with Morreall (2016) on his summation of the Incongruity 

Theory: 

Whatever refinements the Incongruity Theory might require, it seems better able to 

account for laughter and humor than the scientifically obsolete Relief Theory. It also 

seems more comprehensive than the Superiority Theory since it can account for kinds of 

humor that do not seem based on superiority, such as puns and other wordplay. (sec. 4) 

 

Humour in science communications 

Research in the EEC-humour intersection is in its infancy. The field of science 

communications is similarly limited but does offer some resources for review. Riesch (2015b) 

reviewed the admittedly scant literature on humour usage in science communication in an effort 

to assemble a theoretical background based in the sociology of humour. He pointed out that 

while there is a general assumption that humour is “a good vehicle for teaching and/or 

persuading [audiences] about the value of science” (p. 770), the research to support this 

assumption is lacking, which reflects my own work/life experience of the topic as well. Drawing 

on research from other fields such as advertising and healthcare education, he found that the 
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usefulness of humour in these applications of persuasion is mixed due to the many different 

types of humour and circumstances of its usage. He warned that humour should be used very 

carefully in science communications as it can result in “community building within social 

groups, but [can be] potentially divisive between them” (p. 773, emphasis in original). For 

example, stereotypes and inside jokes can strengthen a social group, whereas the same can widen 

divides between social groups. 

Other scholars have also reviewed the available literature to make sense of and offer 

recommendations for and against using humour in general science communications, including 

environmental issues in some cases (see Bankes, 2016; Brewer, 2013; Costas, 2016; Marsh, 

2016; Riesch, 2015a). However, these resources comprise commentaries, opinions, anecdotes, 

recommendations, and informal analyses of humour in science communication, but do not offer 

original research. Judging by the recent dates of these publications however, original research 

projects (such as this thesis) may be in progress. 

Bore and Reid (2014) analyzed a Canadian satirical stage play entitled U: The Comedy of 

Global Warming. The play satirized industry and government while incorporating serious facts 

and information about climate change. Bore and Reid analyzed the performance, gathered 

questionnaire data from numerous audience members, conducted focus groups from subsets of 

those respondents, and interviewed the playwright – who said that the goal of his play was to 

“put responsibility on the general public to take action on climate change” (p. 463). It is worth 

noting that the study focused on the use of satire specifically, rather than a broader concept of 

humour. The authors specified the use of satire in the play as encouraging “audiences to laugh at 

society’s failure to adapt to climate change” (p. 457). The researchers identified two benefits and 
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two challenges of using satire in the communication of climate change. These benefits and 

challenges were all seemingly informed by the audience reception, largely excluding the 

playwright’s experience. The first benefit they found was that “the satirical mode can promote 

active engagement with climate change by encouraging reflection, investigation, and action” (p. 

463). The second benefit found was that “a [satirical] tone can help promote a positive 

engagement with climate change” (p. 465) but conversely, satire can do just the opposite by 

making audiences feel “scared or guilty about climate change” (p. 466). The difference between 

these two benefits is subtle; the first encourages the audience members to pursue engagement 

with climate change on their own terms and at their own pace. The second benefit prompts a 

guard-lowering response, where they don’t feel “too overwhelmed, frightened, or guilty by 

cultural representations of climate change” (p. 467). It seems to me that perhaps the first benefit 

could not take place without the second benefit occurring first, but the researchers did not 

explore the interplay therein. The first challenge they identified of using satire in climate change 

communications was ensuring that climate change is not confined to “the realm of humour” (p. 

468). The meaning of this challenge was not clearly defined by the authors; however, I interpret 

it to be a caution against undermining the seriousness of the message, which is a common 

caution in the literature herein. While the satirical mode can create “protective comic distance” 

(p. 474), the risk is to create such a distance that the audience is not inspired to act. The second 

challenge the researchers identified was in the labelling of the play; calling it a comedy indicates 

to the audience that it should be funny, and if it falls short, the entire communication effort may 

be undermined. The researchers recommended further exploration of satire in climate change 

communications, as well as other modes and genres of humour. (Luckily, I’m here.) 
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Apart from Bore and Reid’s (2014) study, most of the other literature that combines EEC 

and humour focuses on television programs that do not have a core environmental focus, but that 

satirize any and everything, which occasionally includes environmental topics. Stewart and Clark 

(2011) studied the use of comedy as a “corrective” to environmental puritanism by analyzing 

three episodes of Comedy Central’s animated series South Park, but did not explore audience or 

creator experience of the usage of humour and the environmental issues presented in those 

episodes. Feldman, Leiserowitz, and Maibach (2011) focused on two Comedy Central satirical 

news programs, The Daily Show and The Colbert Report (DS and CR respectively), finding that 

exposure to these shows increased audience attentiveness to science and the environment, but 

again did not explore audience or creator experience as it relates to their feelings or actions 

towards climate change. Feldman (2013) analyzed the framing and targets of climate change 

messages on DS and CR “in an effort to understand how these programs represent the issue to 

their audiences” (p. 445). The study found that both shows “are friends to global warming 

activists… [and] scientists” (p. 445). But similarly to Bore and Reid (2014), Feldman expressed 

concern at the comedies’ potential to undermine the severity of climate change by satirizing the 

issue.  

Brewer and McKnight (2015) explored this concern in their research on the effects of 

satire on climate change perceptions by comparing audience reactions to DS and CR. They found 

that “exposure to satirical television news coverage of climate change can shape a viewer's 

climate change perceptions” (p. 647), but they did not find evidence that the programs’ use of 

satire undermined the audience members’ beliefs in climate change. Brewer and McKnight 

(2017) also examined audience responses to a 2014 segment on HBO’s satirical news program 
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Last Week Tonight with John Oliver where he staged “his own ‘statistically representative climate 

change debate’ between three climate change skeptics and 97 scientists affirming the existence of 

global warming” (p. 166). The purpose of this study was to explore how satirical news programs 

might act as a gateway to “foster learning and belief change among audience members” (p. 167) 

by using a consensus messaging approach (i.e. humour and its potential effects is not the pivotal 

point of the study). The study concluded that “exposure to satirical television news coverage that 

includes consensus messaging can influence both viewers' own beliefs about global warming and 

their perceptions of scientists’ views on the topic” (p. 176).  

This research into satirical news programs’ representation of environmental issues, such 

as climate change, has stemmed from an earlier and larger body of research of the same 

programs’ representation of political issues. Exploration of the effects of humour on audience 

belief change and learning is important work that goes hand in hand with my research exploring 

the emotional side of humour use in climate change communications. 

Moving away from television, Pinto, Marçal, and Vaz (2015) have broken ground by 

studying a science-focused stand-up comedy project in Portugal (“Stand-Up Scientists”) where 

they assessed audience perception, as well as the scientist-cum-comedians’ motivations for 

participating, their process of developing the material, and their perceived value of this format to 

communicate science. The goals of the Stand-Up Scientists project were to “make the audience 

laugh, smile or feel good, whilst entertaining them and fulfilling other objectives such as 

increasing awareness of and information about scientific issues, as well as to promote learning 

and curiosity about science and scientists” (p. 780). The novelty of this comedy project was the 

amount of preparation and refinement that went into these scientists’ comedic routines. They 
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worked with professional comedy writers and actors, tested their material on familiar audiences, 

participated in twice-weekly rehearsals, and wrote, tested and rewrote their material. The 

researchers (some of whom were participants in Stand-Up Scientists) reported that the 

motivations for scientists to participate included the desire to have fun and participate in novel 

experiences, as well as the desire to improve their communication, public speaking, and creative 

group work. It is interesting to note that most of the motivations reported are of a personal 

nature, and not to reinvent or strengthen their messages (some of which dealt with environmental 

issues). During the process of developing their stand-up routines, the participating scientists 

acknowledged the challenge of making their subject matter funny without compromising the 

integrity of the information. The main challenges identified for this development stage included 

writing “good jokes,” getting comfortable on stage, shortening their text, structuring their text, 

memorizing their text, and learning how to communicate with the audience. It seems reasonable 

that challenges like these might be true of applying humour to many science and environmental 

communications, which makes the extensive preparation and development phase of this program 

particularly important.  

The project’s audience comprised adult attendees of a science museum, who were 

presumed to have a base knowledge of the material. Thirty-five members of the audience 

completed a questionnaire after the show. The respondents reported a high level of satisfaction 

with the show overall, with 61% reporting that they learned more about the environmental issues 

that were part of the show. Ninety seven percent agreed that stand-up comedy would improve a 

scientist’s public image. All the respondents agreed that humour makes science more appealing. 

The authors emphasized the importance of the extensive preparation of the comedy routines, 
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attributing much of its success to that process, but they acknowledged the demands of such a 

process could be a deterrent for other scientists to engage with this type of communication. They 

also pointed out that because the jokes of a stand-up routine require simplicity, “comedy seems 

less adequate to [communicate] complex scientific issues” (p. 790) than traditional forms of 

science communication. They speculated that comedy about science may act as a gateway for 

audiences to engage with more traditional forms of science communication, as it has been shown 

to do between satirical news and traditional news. Pinto, Marçal, and Vaz’s (2015) study 

provides valuable context for my own research by showing that humour about complex scientific 

topics can be received favourably by an audience, and by pointing out the effort that it took to 

achieve that success. It is interesting that the motivations for the scientist participants were 

mostly personal, which probably also contributed to the overall success of the program.  

Pinto and Riesch (2017) conducted an original research project to “test if audiences 

appreciated the inclusion of humour in popular science articles about environmental issues 

published online at a Portuguese magazine (‘Visão’)” (p. 4). They determined this somewhat 

nebulous objective in response to the common hesitations, cautions, and challenges of using 

humour, which they summarized as “the uncertainties of using humour in science 

communication” (p. 4). This study steered away from satire and instead tested “positive, non-

aggressive humour… [i.e.] not insulting, aggressive, gross or obscene” (p. 4), and did this by 

injecting humorous lines in each paragraph of two short articles (one about climate change, the 

other about fisheries), and asking readers to complete a survey after reading them.  

The findings were similar to those of Bore and Reid’s (2014) satire-focused study, 

finding that “there was a majority of respondents supporting and complimenting the use of 
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humour, as well as a significant minority giving their negative feedback in an equally effusive 

way, and few others reacting with indifference” (p. 10). They conclude that using humour in 

science communication can add appeal and help increase interest in the topic, but that it can also 

introduce risk by potentially undermining the seriousness, importance, and credibility of the 

message. Some responses indicated that “humour should only be used if it is very well done” (p. 

8), while others considered that the humour offered a “fresh approach to traditional popular 

science articles, thus presenting a pleasant contrast to the serious scientific information” (p. 8). In 

other words, the reception of the use of humour in science communication is as varied as the 

personalities that receive it. This makes sense – humour (and senses of humour) is not consistent. 

I make very different jokes to my grandmother than I do to my husband. In my opinion, the aim 

of Pinto and Riesch’s (2017) study (“to assess how [the humour in these articles] is perceived by 

audiences” (p. 10)) was too broad. There has been much research, as well as anyone’s personal 

experience, to suggest that humour is not perceived consistently. I would be interested to see a 

future study where humorous science articles are tailored to specific audience types with their 

perception tested among those specific groups. 

Humour in education, business, social movements, and healthcare 

In other fields, especially education, business, social movements, and healthcare, there is 

more research into the use of humour, most of which lauds its benefits (e.g. Arnsan, 2000; Kutz-

Flamenbaum, 2014; Loomans & Kolberg, 1993; Martin, 2008; Morreall, 2008). This section will 

offer a brief synthesis of the dominant literature in these fields to illustrate the general approval 

for and application of humour in these important aspects of society. 
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Humour has been gaining legitimacy in the field of education for decades (Banas, 

Dunbar, Rodriguez, & Liu, 2011; Garner, 2006; Martin, 2007; Morreall, 2014) Using humour in 

education can foster “analytic, critical, and divergent thinking, catch and hold students’ attention, 

increase retention of learned material, relieve stress, build rapport… [and] promote risk taking.” 

(Morreall, 2008, pp. 464-465). Martin (2007) reported that humour can be used in the classroom 

“for such diverse purposes as correcting reading difficulties, controlling behavioral problems, 

building vocabulary, teaching foreign languages, and integrating students who are socially 

isolated,” and that humour can be useful in teaching “sensitive, anxiety-arousing topics such as 

death and suicide” (p. 350). For reasons such as these, Morreall (2014) argued, on a 

philosophical basis, that “since education is preparation for living well, educators need to give 

more thought to humor” (p. 130). 

Using humour seems to be in the instructors’ best interests as well; Bryant et al. (1980) 

found that instructors who used humour in their college classes received better evaluations 

overall, and that they were reported by students as being more effective teachers. As well, 

“surveys have found that a sense of humour is consistently rated as one of the most desirable 

qualities of a successful instructor” (Banas et al., 2011, p. 129). However, inappropriate humour 

(i.e. negative, aggressive, sexist, racist, and/or other-denigrating) can lead to negative student 

evaluations and does not contribute to student learning (Torok, McMorris, & Lin, 2004; Wanzer, 

Frymier, & Irwin, 2010). Inappropriate humour can create an uncomfortable learning 

environment, whereas appropriate humour (i.e. affiliative, solidarity-based, related to class 

material, funny stories, jokes, and/or riddles) may relieve tension when mistakes are made, or the 

subject matter is anxiety-provoking (Banas et al., 2011). Instructor credibility has been found to 
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be unaffected or even strengthened by appropriate use of humour, and negatively correlated with 

inappropriate use of humour (Gorham & Christophel, 1990; Houser, Cowan, & West, 2007; 

Korobkin, 1988; Torok et al., 2004). Therefore, any educational application of humour should be 

used with care and consideration. 

Ziv (1988) and Frymier, Wanzer and Wojtaszczyk (2008) conducted studies that showed 

a positive correlation between instructors’ humour use and post-secondary level students’ 

learning. These studies represent significant contributions because they each offered important 

critiques of previous studies which claimed no correlation between humour and learning, while 

their own studies showed compelling evidence while using more robust research methods than 

previous work. Relevant to my thesis, it should be possible that if secondary students use 

appropriate humour in their communications about climate change, their audiences may 

effectively learn about it, and humour could offer relief if their audiences feel anxious about 

climate change. However, neither of the two studies addressed how the teachers (or 

communicators) felt about using humour, except that if they aren’t comfortable using humour, 

they should not force it as “there are few things worse than an unfunny person trying to be 

humorous” (Banas et al., 2011, p. 135). 

In business, the use of humour has gained popularity since the so-called “management 

revolution of the 1980s” (Morreall, 2008, p. 459). Humour (as a part of fun) is promoted to 

increase adaptability, foster creative thinking, reduce stress and depression, and increase morale. 

In fact, there are professional “humour consultants” who charge enormous sums of money to 

inject humour and fun into many companies’ workforces (Morreall, 2008).  
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Despite the widespread promotion of humour in the workplace, and the success of such 

humour consultants, there is relatively little empirical research and theorization in the area 

(Plester, 2009; Westwood & Johnston, 2013). The literature reinforces a major conclusion of the 

science communication field already discussed: humour can be useful and positive, but it also 

has the potential to backfire and produce negative results. Plester (2009) reviewed the use of 

humour at four companies in New Zealand, and found that her respondents “felt that humour 

offered relief from tension; a way to deal with adversity; and softened managerial directives and 

requests” (p 100). However, she conceded that humour “can also have harmful impacts and can 

become a form of dysfunctional behaviour that causes negative emotions and stress” (p. 100). 

Despite that warning, Plester emphasized several examples of positive outcomes of humour, and 

presented only one instance of a failed attempt that resulted in negative feelings. 

Westwood and Johnston (2013) pointed out that the body of research regarding humour in 

the workplace has largely focused on “the contribution of humor … as a kind of managerial tool 

capable of enhancing performance-related processes” (p. 221), but that there is a smaller stream 

of emerging research acknowledging the heterogeneous nature of humour, and the personal 

effects that it may have on employees such as its ability to “express resistance to and subvert the 

dominant social order, reveal and play with the paradoxes, irrationalities and incongruities of 

organizational life, and expose and offer a counter-point to organizational and managerial 

absurdities” (p. 221). In the conclusion to their extensive review of the literature in this field, 

Westwood and Johnston conceded that “there is not a single account of humor that will serve to 

capture its multifaceted nature and varied manifestations, forms and consequences” (p. 238), but 

that “context [of the humour use] is critical … [to determine] whether humor will have a 
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functional, ordering effect or a subversive, disordering effect” (p. 239). Holmes (2000) also 

insisted that “workplace humour is inextricably context-bound” (p. 159). This literature is 

relevant to my thesis; while EEC outcomes are towards environmental educating and 

communicating, it is still work carried out by practitioners, and I assert that those youth who 

choose to engage deeply with and communicate about environmental issues are a type of junior 

EEC practitioner: learning and working simultaneously.  

In the realm of social movements, research suggests that humour can disarm external 

audiences, making them more open to hearing new messages, and bringing power relations to the 

surface (Kutz-Flamenbaum, 2014; Teune, 2007). Humour can help to bring disparate groups 

together to collaborate, rather than them focusing on differences in ideology, and it can connect 

activists with bystanders to gain broader support for particular issues (Kutz-Flamenbaum, 2014; 

Teune, 2007). In this realm, humour is used as a “weapon” (Speier, 1998) to subvert, resist, 

delegitimize, agitate, “jam,” (Wettergren, 2009) and rebel against the perceived dominant 

injustices and offending messages of political parties, media, and/or corporations (Merziger, 

2007; Speier, 1998; Teune, 2007; Warner, 2007; Wettergren, 2009). Humour and social 

movements is far too broad a field to review in the context of this thesis, but is an important one 

to touch on. What especially interests me in this field is the effect of humour within a social 

movement organization, where it can help establish collective identity, enhance engagement, 

prevent burnout, increase loyalty, and encourage having fun (Kutz-Flamenbaum, 2014). The 

practitioners in Kutz-Flamenbaum’s (2014) study (i.e. the activists), which could most certainly 

include environmental groups, were able to use humour to advance their external agenda, as well 

as to preserve their internal accord. 
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In healthcare, humour is popular for its many claimed benefits for patients (e.g. Adams, 

2002; Martin, 2008; Morreall, 2008). Since Norman Cousins’ Anatomy of an Illness as Perceived 

by the Patient (1979), which biographically recounts Cousins’ recovery from a serious disease 

(ankylosing spondylitis) via self-administered treatment of laughter and vitamin C, anecdotal and 

empirical evidence supporting the use of humour to aid physiological and psychological health 

has abounded, most notably with the advent of so-called clown doctors (Dionigi & Canestrari, 

2016; Martin, 2000, 2008; Martin & Lefcourt, 1986; Morreall, 2008; Raskin, 2008). 

Incidentally, I had my own experience with a clown doctor when I was eight years old 

and awaiting my tonsillectomy. My surgeon doubled as a clown when he came to see me on the 

eve of my surgery. He made me a balloon animal, a pink poodle, and cheered me up 

considerably. Whether this had a real effect on my healing process, I cannot be sure, but I do 

think it significant that I remember the experience in such detail almost three decades later. 

Where I take special notice in this field is the impact of humour upon healthcare 

practitioners. Many authors have stated that humour in healthcare settings (including clown 

doctors) can help provide an escape, create a better atmosphere, and help them cope with the 

stressors of their work (Dionigi & Canestrari, 2016; Gervais, Warren, & Twohig, 2006). Morreall 

(2008) agreed that “for nurses and doctors themselves… humor has similar psychological 

benefits in allowing them to cope with the blood and guts and suffering and death in hospitals” 

(p. 453). Humour has also been found to help firefighters cope with the trauma of their jobs 

(Sliter, Kale, & Yuan, 2013), and similarly has helped Australian police officers cope with the 

horrific work of investigating internet child exploitation (Powell, Cassematis, Benson, 

Smallbone, & Wortley, 2014). However, like most literature on the subject, humour has a 



HAVING A LAUGH? 33 

 

 

shadow; Malinowski (2013) found that some types of humour can buffer job burnout in 

psychotherapists, while other types (i.e. self-defeating humour) can contribute to job burnout.  

The “blood and guts” of EEC 

In EEC, we have our own versions of “blood and guts and suffering and death” with 

which to contend: ecophobia, environmental melancholia, practitioner burnout, burdens of 

knowledge, political apathy, corporate greed, species extinction, desertification, rising sea levels, 

climate change, and the list goes on (Lertzman, 2015; Randall, 2009; Richardson, 2015; Sobel, 

1995). These issues are experienced by laypeople, and are even more prominent among 

practitioners who are necessarily engaging at a deeper level with environmental issues through 

their work. In my experience as an EEC practitioner, I frequently see humour employed in a 

variety of environmental communication/outreach campaigns. For example, Metro Vancouver 

(British Columbia, Canada) anthropomorphized food waste for its organic waste diversion 

campaign, and anthropomorphized “poo, pee, and toilet paper” in its “never flush wipes” 

campaign (Metro Vancouver, 2016a, 2016b).  

Greenpeace’s “until the sun shines out of your ass” ad shows a montage of people pulling 

down their pants to illuminate various situations including dental work, bedtime reading, car 

repair, and my personal favourite, road works, all while You Are My Sunshine plays in the 

background. The ad concludes with the announcer saying “until the sun shines out of your ass, 

use an energy efficient lightbulb instead.” (Adweek, 2007). 

Epuron’s “The power of wind” ad uses a documentary style; sad music plays in the 

background while a French man dressed in black narrates his experience of being disliked and 

misunderstood by the general public. Meanwhile, the video shows him wandering aimlessly 
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through a city, obnoxiously throwing sand in a child’s face, lifting a woman’s skirt, turning a 

man’s umbrella inside out, toppling a pile of recycling, and other mildly destructive behaviour. 

Finally, as he’s rustling a man’s newspaper, the man invites him to sit down and shakes his hand; 

the narrator’s voice says “somebody finally accepted me for what I am. Since I’ve got this job, 

life is completely different. I finally feel useful; good at something.” A caption appears on the 

screen that says, “The Wind. His potential is ours.” (This is not ADVERTISING, 2011).  

While these examples do not necessarily directly address the “blood and guts” of 

environmental issues, they offer lighthearted, affiliative humour in the midst of enormous 

challenges faced by society today. Regardless of how these messages are received by audiences, 

the practitioners who created these campaigns may have bolstered their own coping ability in the 

process. 

The emotional toll of climate change 

Climate change is considered to be “the most profound environmental change in human 

history” (Moser, 2016); a looming specter on the horizon of humanity’s status quo, casting a 

shadow of an uncertain future. In Moser’s (2016) review of climate change communication 

practice and research, she highlighted a continued need to attend to the emotional side of climate 

change, citing an “increasingly observed sense of despair and hopelessness” and “persistent 

psychological distancing” (p. 350). Among her recommendations for improving communication 

approaches to counter this psychological distancing is the use of humour and witty stories (p. 

354). Youth are not impervious to these negative feelings about and reactions to climate change, 

and in fact may experience them more acutely (Hicks & Bord, 2001). Stevenson and Peterson 

(2016) suggested that “despair is highest among those who view climate challenges as out of 
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their control,” (p. 1) and that young people have lower levels of perceived and actual control (i.e. 

agency), than do adults. Blanchet-Cohen (2008) has described child agency as children’s “power, 

or lack of power, to influence or organize events and to engage in the structures that affect their 

lives” (p. 261). To compound the issue of despair experienced by youth, perceived agency is 

central to youth engagement with environmental issues (Blanchet-Cohen, 2008; Corner et al., 

2015). 

Today’s young people are likely to face the brunt of climate change effects by the time 

they are the world’s leaders and voters, despite the under-representation of their voices in the 

literature (Corner et al., 2015). And they are well aware of their impending burden – an 

Australian study showed that 27% of youth believe the world will end in their lifetime (quoted in 

Stevenson & Peterson, 2016, p. 2). Stevenson and Peterson (2016) suggested that “special 

attention should be paid to how to avoid the counterproductive effects of despair” that lead to 

inaction by “striking a balance between building concern and avoiding despair” (p. 2). Their 

research also supports the notion that despair should be addressed directly, and not just treated as 

a lower level of hope – in other words, both building up hope, and explicitly coping with despair 

are important parts of avoiding inaction among youth (Ojala, 2012; Stevenson & Peterson, 

2016). 

Climate change requires coping. 

In appreciation of the severity and complexity of global issues like climate change, 

research is now recognizing the importance of addressing the emotional aspects as a part of 

educating youth about the issues. Indeed, studies have shown that emotional reactions to 

discussions of global issues in the classroom are quite common (Ojala, 2013, 2015). Ojala 
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(2012b) outlined three types of coping strategies that youth employ in the context of climate 

change: problem-focused, emotion-focused, and meaning-focused. Problem-focused coping is all 

about practical solutions: making goals and concrete plans to foster a sense of progress towards 

solving the given issue. Emotion-focused coping includes strategies towards avoiding negative 

feelings and fostering positive feelings; distancing from or denying the issue, or seeking 

emotional support from others. Maladaptively, however, emotion-focused coping may emphasize 

negative emotions by ruminating, self-blaming, and venting. Finally, meaning-focused coping is 

an important approach when a given issue, like climate change, is not quickly resolvable, but still 

demands sustained and active engagement. Meaning-focused coping draws on values and beliefs, 

acknowledges the issue but positively reappraises it, and finds meaning within the difficult 

situation. Martin (2000) suggested that humour contributes to meaning-focused and emotion-

focused coping strategies such as positive reappraisal, positive interpersonal connections, and 

counteracting negative stress-related emotions. Meaning-focused coping strategies increase 

positive emotions (i.e. contribute to one’s positive affect) rather than reduce negative emotions 

(i.e. minimize one’s negative affect) (Folkman, 2008; Folkman & Moskowitz, 2000; Ojala, 

2012). 

When a person’s positive affect is healthy, it supports creativity, resilience, flexibility in 

thinking, and problem solving; positive affect facilitates processing negative and potentially 

damaging information and may also support ongoing coping efforts (Cann & Collette, 2014; 

Folkman & Moskowitz, 2000; Ojala, 2012). Therefore, a person’s positive affect is an important 

factor when coping in a meaning-focused way with an ongoing issue like climate change. 

According to Cann and Collette (2014), a person’s use of humour can contribute to a stable 
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positive affect (see also Holmes, 2000; Lefcourt & Davidson, 1991; Plester, 2009). Cann and 

Collette approached their research from the discipline of psychology “to determine if a good 

sense of humour could contribute to maintaining” (p. 472) the stability of 120 university 

students’ positive affects, and minimize their negative affects (using indicators of resilience, 

wellbeing, and psychological distress). The team used a path analysis approach, examining the 

influences that four styles of humour as defined by Martin, Puhlik-Doris, Larsen, Gray, and Weir 

(2003) (self-enhancing, self-defeating, affiliative, and aggressive) had on the three indicators. 

The results indicated that a person’s use of a self-enhancing humour style “should limit negative 

affect while also supporting or increasing positive affect” (p. 473). 

Research question 

So where does that leave our group of fifth graders laughing at photos of the landfill? 

Maybe they were asserting their superiority through their laughter (kids can be cruel, I would not 

put it past them). Or perhaps they had a sudden onset of animal spirits needing escape (a stretch, 

but let’s not rule it out). Maybe they were simply struck by an absurd juxtaposition in one of the 

photos (I did not get a close enough look to judge for myself). Personally, I wondered if they 

were coping with the disturbing images. I wondered if it was possible that being playful and 

seemingly irreverent could be helping them process the information and their feelings about that 

information – and therein lies my inquiry. I found a place for this inquiry – a gap in the literature 

where humour and EEC should come together. 

Through exploring the literature, and discussions with my supervisor and committee, 

academic colleagues, work colleagues and friends and family, my line of inquiry refined and 

evolved since that group of fifth graders. Clearly, the research in this area is in its infancy and I 
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have noticed a significant gap to which my thesis can help to fill: there is very little literature 

exploring the specific intersection of humour and EEC. The literature on humour use in science 

communication is related but tends to focus (too broadly perhaps) on general audience 

perception, and none that I have found focuses on youth. Finally, none of the literature focuses 

on the emotional effect that humour may provide to the EEC practitioner in the context of 

climate change. The focus of my interests is adolescents because they are such a prominent target 

of EEC efforts, and they straddle childhood and adulthood so can offer a transitionary 

perspective. In my experience, they are also highly capable of identifying and articulating their 

thoughts and feelings about complex concepts. Given those specifications, this study examines 

the following research question: 

 

RQ1: How does the use of humour in secondary students’ communications about climate change 

relate to those students’ feelings and actions towards climate change? 
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Chapter Three: Research Methodology 

Research design and rationale 

Through this study, I explored the effects of humour in climate change communications 

among youth. Focusing on the creation process of communications (rather than the reception 

process), I sought to explore the phenomenon of the participants’ experience of climate change 

with and without using humour to communicate about it. 

This was a mixed-methods study primarily using qualitative methods with a secondary 

use of quantitative methods. I took a quasi-experimental approach, utilizing a pre-test/post-test 

equivalent group design with two conditions (Robson, 2011). I chose to pair this typically 

quantitative method with largely qualitative data and analysis for several reasons. As this is a 

new area of research, I wanted to prioritize the depth of the data through qualitative 

methodology, while supporting it with quantitative data – think of it as a deep exploratory bore-

hole rather than a broad scratching of the surface. Additionally, my research question was 

concerned with humour, feelings and actions, which can be nuanced and highly subjective 

matters. Therefore, I wanted the chance to explore the students’ thoughts and feelings through 

the participants’ dialogue (with and without me) to pick up on those nuances and subjectivities. I 

employed quantitative data in the form of scales and questionnaires to measure relevant variables 

such as socio-economic factors, humour coping tendencies, and hopefulness about climate 

change. Each of these instruments will be described in more detail further on. The combination 

of methods and use of multiple sources of data are both triangulation strategies to “enhance the 

rigour of the research” (Robson, 2011, p. 158), which helps counter threats to the validity of the 

study. 
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As previously mentioned, there is no other research in this particular intersection of 

humour and adolescents’ climate change communication. Not only is this study breaking ground 

in its field, but the quasi-experimental approach is also an important addition to the field of 

humour research as it has been suggested that humour research has thus far relied too much upon 

anecdote, logic, and philosophy (Billig, 2005). 

Participants 

Today’s young people will face the most acute effects of climate change in their lifetime, 

yet their voices are underrepresented in climate communication research (Andersson & Öhman, 

2017; Corner et al., 2015; Stevenson & Peterson, 2016). Among this generation, adolescents in 

particular have developed the cognitive capacity for learning about global issues, and have the 

skills to recognize and articulate their feelings about such issues as climate change (Ojala, 

2012b). For these reasons, I focused on adolescents for this study. I recruited high school 

students from the Vancouver School Board (VSB) in British Columbia Canada, partly for access 

convenience, and partly to inform my professional role as Sustainability Coordinator for the 

VSB. I offer guidance and support to students and teachers pursuing sustainability initiatives, 

which often include outreach and education campaigns regarding global issues like climate 

change.  

The participants for this study were students enrolled in a Leadership mini-school within 

a public high school in Vancouver, BC, Canada. For the purpose of this thesis, and to protect the 

anonymity of the participants, I will refer to their school as Windemup Secondary School, which 

is a fictitious name, clearly. In the Vancouver school district, mini-schools are specialized cohort-

based programs that operate out of various secondary schools to deliver the curriculum through a 
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special focus, such as Leadership in the case of Windemup. The 17 students who participated in 

this study were all in the Sustainability 11 course within this mini-school during the 2016/2017 

school year. They were deeply engaged with environmental issues that affect them and their 

community, and at the time of this study had just completed their annual action project of 

coordinating a climate change conference for students in the Metro Vancouver region. It was 

reasonable for me to expect that they had been psychologically affected by the environmental 

issues addressed through their course work and extracurricular activities. 

As I sought a group of participants that would be familiar and engaged with climate 

change (ideally involved with creating communications about it), spanned a range of 

socioeconomic characteristics, and was easily available at the same place and time, the 

Leadership program at Windemup was an ideal population to draw from: a) it accepted students 

from the whole city (i.e. providing socioeconomic diversity) based on an application process (i.e. 

highly engaged individuals); b) offered the Sustainability 11 course (i.e. the students are familiar 

with and communicate about climate change); and c) had the flexibility of schedule to 

accommodate my research during class time at Windemup school (i.e. a familiar place for the 

students; convenient for me). Through my professional role within the VSB, I was acquainted 

with the head of Windemup’s Leadership program at the time, Mr. C. I initially approached him 

for an opportunity to conduct my research at the aforementioned student climate change 

conference. He advised that carrying out my research might be better-suited to his Sustainability 

11 class; we discussed my criteria for participant selection and agreed to move forward. 

After acquiring research ethics permission, I invited all 18 of the Sustainability 11 

students to participate, and had 100% acceptance from students and their parents (ethical 
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considerations are explored in detail below). On the morning of the study, one of the students had 

to withdraw for a conflicting appointment (the dentist, unfortunately), reducing my group to 17. I 

then randomly assigned the students into two groups and collected the data during two 

consecutive focus groups in the room next to their classroom. Their class is structured in 80-

minute blocks of self-directed work, and I conducted my study on a day where they had two 

consecutive blocks of Sustainability 11. 

 

Ethical Considerations 

Carrying out research on/with students poses many ethical considerations regarding 

consent, confidentiality, access, privacy, etc. After clearance from the RRU Research Ethics 

Board and VSB’s Office of the Superintendent, I obtained the proper consents from students and 

parents in keeping with RRU and VSB requirements. I clearly communicated the intention of the 

research and its potential future use (i.e. possible publication and/or presentation) with the 

students, teachers, parents and VSB district staff (Appendices A to D). Withdrawal of data was 

available to the participants up until February 10, 2017, my deadline to anonymize the data, 

which I made clear to the participants and their parents. No participant withdrew; however, if 

anyone would have exercised that option, the data recorded during the focus group would still be 

used, as it would not be possible to extract unidentifiable comments from a group conversation. I 

assigned each participant a pseudonym prior to transcribing the session recordings. The only 

place their real names are associated with their pseudonyms is on their consent forms, which 

have been stored in a secure and very secretive place and will be destroyed (and properly 

recycled) after this thesis is successfully defended. 
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Data Collection 

Quasi-experimentation. 

Provine (2000, as cited in Billig, 2005) suggests that humour research has been lacking a 

“scientific approach based on observation and experimentation” (p. 3), relying too much on 

anecdote, logic and philosophy. Therefore, I decided to take a quasi-experimental approach to 

this study. Using some minor deception (approved by the ethics reviewers), I asked each focus 

group to develop a concept for a video about climate change for the VSB to produce (a fabricated 

scenario). The first group (humour group) was directed to utilize humour in the piece to appeal 

to their peers, while the second group (serious group) was directed to use a serious tone in their 

piece to convey the gravity of the issue. The students did not know that the two groups received 

different instructions. During each 80-minute session, and with the help of an associate (the same 

associate for both sessions), I instructed the students, administered the questionnaires, gave them 

time to develop and pitch their concepts, led a semi-structured group discussion that was partly 

informed by my observations of their group work, and finally, debriefed the session (providing 

the true purpose of my study). After I debriefed the session with the humour group, I asked those 

students to maintain the secrecy of the true purpose of the study and the video task so that the 

next group (serious group) did not enter their session with any preconceived ideas or knowledge 

of what to expect. My associate helped facilitate the sessions so that I was free to make 

observations to guide the focus group discussion. The facilitation of each group was as identical 

as possible; my associate and I followed prepared scripts for this purpose. I audio-recorded the 

sessions for later analysis. 
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Questionnaires. 

Hope Scale.  

This instrument (Appendix E) allowed me to gauge the participants’ hopefulness about 

climate change to help triangulate the data, offering a more complete picture of their overall 

feelings and associated actions towards climate change. Hope has been studied in relation to 

young people’s actions towards climate change, and Ojala’s (2012a) measure on hope provided a 

suitable instrument for my study. I modified it from a 7-point Likert scale to a 4-point scale to 

stay consistent among all the questionnaires, simplify the questionnaires for the participants and 

to eliminate a neutral answer option (i.e. to force a directed response). While changes such as this 

can alter the validity of the instrument, such changes do not greatly affect the results because a) 

the purpose of the instrument in this project was to help shape a picture of my participants to 

augment the qualitative  data, and a simplification of this scale still allows for that; and b) my 

sample size is very small, so I do not intend to make any broad generalizations about hope 

beyond the scope of this thesis. I administered this scale at both the beginning and ending of each 

session in identical format, as I wanted to see if there would be any change associated with 

participation in the study, and whether it would be different between the two groups. 

Subjective Social Status Indicator.  

The MacArthur Foundation developed a simple indicator for self-reporting subjective 

social status (Adler & Stewart, 2007). The indicator is an image of a ten-rung ladder to represent 

the scale of various levels of society (10 is the bottom rung, 1 is the top). Respondents are 

prompted to place themselves at the rung that they see themselves occupying within society. This 

indicator was later developed for use with adolescents and externally validated in an extensive 
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study (Goodman et al., 2001). For youth respondents, it prompts them to place their family in the 

ladder of society, then asks them to place themselves in the ladder of their school. I used this 

indicator to get a sense of the perceived socioeconomic standing of the participants to help 

triangulate the data, offering a more complete picture of their feelings and associated actions 

towards climate change. I made minor wording changes to make it relevant to Canadian 

participants and administered this scale at the beginning of each session. On the back of this 

scale, I included a brief questionnaire of my own design to gauge the participants’ socioeconomic 

characteristics in a less subjective way; students were asked about their gender, ethnicity, grades, 

personal possessions, employment, volunteering, and extracurricular activities (Appendix F). 

Coping Humour Scale.  

Developed by Martin and Lefcourt (1986), the Coping Humour Scale is a 7-item 

questionnaire rated on a 4-point Likert-type scale. The purpose of the scale is to measure “the 

degree to which respondents make use of humour in coping with stress in their lives” (Martin, 

1996, p. 2). This questionnaire has been widely used and tested since its development, adding 

strong reliability and validity to the instrument (Lefcourt & Thomas, 1998). It allowed me to 

evaluate whether my participants were generally inclined to use humour to cope with stressful 

life situations, thereby offering a clearer picture of how their use of humour may relate to their 

feelings and actions towards climate change. I modified the original questionnaire by removing 

one of the items, which was found by other researchers to decrease reliability as participants 

tended to interpret it inconsistently (Martin, 1996). I also updated some of the language to a more 

modern and accessible tone for my participants, given that the scale was developed over 30 years 

ago – easily twice the age of most of my participants (Appendix G). Note that the first item in the 
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scale is scored in reverse as the total score is calculated by summing the items (Martin & 

Lefcourt, 1986). I administered this scale at the end of each session, as I did not want to reveal 

my study’s focus on humour until after I had collected the qualitative data. 

Video concepts and pitches. 

Each group was given 25 minutes to develop a concept for a video about climate change 

that would be geared towards their peers. This task allowed me the opportunity to observe their 

candid discussions and interactions about climate change. During this time, I augmented my 

questions for the group discussion with questions relevant to my observations of this task. The 

first group (humour group) was directed to create a humourous video concept, while the second 

group (serious group) was directed to give their video a serious tone. The parameters I gave them 

for these concepts were: the videos would be a maximum of five minutes in length; their 

audience is their peer group; and in terms of logistics, budget, etc., anything is possible. The 

wording used was delivered by my associate: 

Now we’re getting into the main part of the session, which is the part we’ve been keeping 

secret until now. The VSB actually wants your help to create a video about climate 

change, and Ashley’s thesis is focused on that process. So that’s the real reason you’re 

here! The video is going to be targeted to secondary students like yourselves, so they 

really want the concept to be informed by actual secondary students. 

 

For humour group (Group 1): The idea is to make the video relatable to youth and 

something they will want to watch and share. So today, we want you guys to come up 

with a concept for a video about climate change that is funny. 
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For serious group (Group 2): The idea is to make a video that can convey to your peers 

how serious climate change is in a way that is relatable to them. So today, we want you 

guys to come up with a concept for a video about climate change that is serious.  

 

The video will be a maximum of 5 minutes, and at this point we just need an idea from 

you guys, so we’ll be giving you 25 minutes to come up with a general concept for the 

video. Don’t worry about making something perfect – we’ll have lots of time another day 

to refine the concept. Also don’t worry about details like budget, time, location, or 

performers. Just pretend that anything is possible. Right now we just want to see how you 

come up with something, then we’ll spend about the same amount of time talking about 

it.  

Feel free to use the paper and markers for your brainstorming. At the end we’ll get you to 

describe your concept to us, so you can draw pictures, make notes, however it works best 

for you. I’ll keep time for you, and you can get started whenever you’re ready. Do you 

have any questions? 

Using these different conditions allowed me to isolate the variable that I wanted to examine in 

adolescents’ climate communication: humour. I provided the students with chart paper and 

markers for their brainstorming (see Appendix H for images of their brainstorming notes). 

Following the brainstorming time, the groups summarized and pitched their concepts to me. 

Group discussions. 

Following the video concept task, I led a group discussion. My questions during this 

discussion focused on the students’ feelings and actions regarding climate change (Appendix I). I 
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also asked the students to explore how they would have felt if they were in the opposite 

condition (humour or serious). I chose to use group discussions rather than one-on-one 

interviews with the participants to a) maintain consistency with the group dynamic established in 

the group activity, b) simulate a more typical and stimulating setting for the participants (i.e. 

social, group conversations), and c) capitalize on the group dynamic to grasp the shared group 

views (Robson, 2011). 

Data analysis 

The data for this project was comprised of the transcripts from the two focus groups, the 

responses to the four questionnaires, and my observations. After the focus groups, I transcribed 

the sessions using Transcribe, a web-based transcription tool that combines word processing and 

audio playback in one window (Wreally, n.d.). I felt the data was manageable enough for hand 

analysis, so after transcription, I tabulated all the data in Microsoft Excel. I conducted line-by-

line coding of the transcripts separately for each group. For each sentence, I assigned at least one 

code word that captured the core sentiment being conveyed. I did not limit my use of codes. I 

continually returned to both groups’ transcripts throughout the thematic coding process to ensure 

my analysis was as reliable as possible. Indeed, all the vertical surfaces in my apartment were 

plastered with obsessive lists and maps of codes and themes. 

After coding the lines, I grouped the code words into broader themes for each group, and 

found enough similarities to merge the groups at this point to amalgamate the themes and codes. 

To find the themes, I paid special attention to repetition of concepts, sentiments, and codes; 

metaphors and analogies that the students used and played with; and linguistic cues that may 

have indicated cause-effect relationships, social relationships and influences upon the students. 
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During this thematic coding process, I stayed close to the literature to stay attuned to themes I 

might have overlooked (as the literature was scant, I did not find anything that changed my 

interpretations of my data). I repeatedly listened to the audio recordings of the focus groups 

during the thematic coding process to pick up on tonal indicators, points of laughter, and nuances 

that can only be ascertained by voice. I made use of memos to record thoughts, ideas and 

intuitions throughout the entire analysis process (Robson, 2011). Finally, I created a visual ‘map’ 

of the themes to see how they fit together and give myself opportunity for refinement. I 

repeatedly went between the raw data and the analysis in an iterative process of refinement. At 

the end of this process, I had developed 10 themes from the qualitative data. 

In addition to thematic coding, I utilized the relatively new and infrequently-used tool of 

humour analysis to gain deeper insight into how the participants might have been feeling by 

analyzing their humour. This analytical tool is seen as an augmentation to typical qualitative 

analysis and can be used to analyze humour on its own, or as a part of the thematic analysis of 

the overall data (Sen, 2012). I used it by homing in on the instances of humour during the focus 

groups (these instances included group laughter, suppressed laughter, sarcasm and jokes) to shine 

special light on the surrounding context for closer investigation during the thematic coding 

process. This allowed me to uncover some of the unspoken feelings and opinions about climate 

change that the participants were expressing through their humour (e.g. futility, awkwardness, 

irony, and confusion). This was a useful technique in examining the groups’ interpersonal 

dynamics, as I was able to gain a broader view of the participants’ conventions for relating and 

communicating. It was not a primary method for my analysis, but served as a useful addition. 
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Chapter Four: Findings and Discussion 

Towards an answer 

Conducting research is an incredibly valuable exercise in listening and understanding. 

The students that shared their thoughts, fears, aspirations, ideas and stories with me deserve a 

sympathetic ear. Indeed, all young people do. These students’ words continually impressed me, 

moved me, made me laugh, and intrigued and inspired me. I am deeply thankful for their 

participation, and hope I do their words justice. 

In this chapter, I attempt to interpret my participants’ invaluable contributions with all the 

expected dexterity and attention of a hearing-impaired bull in a china shop. I may not be worthy, 

but I have done my very best, with the utmost respect for my participants. This section will 

synthesize and discuss my findings in an integrated format before concluding with an answer to 

the research question: how does the use of humour in secondary students’ communications about 

climate change relate to their feelings and actions towards climate change? I offer 

recommendations for future research in this field, as well as practical suggestions for EEC 

practitioners interested in using humour in their work.  

A profile of the participants 

Hope about climate change. 

Ojala (2012a) says that hopeful people are motivated to take action, that hope helps 

people’s ability to figure out how to reach their goals, and that it gives energy to act, even in the 

face of uncertainties. The level of hope about climate change was calculated from the Hope Scale 

by summing the ordinal responses of each participant. I administered this scale twice for each 

group: once at the very start of the focus group session, and once again at the end. I wanted to 
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see if there was a difference internally to either group after their condition (pre-test and post-

test), and to see if there was a difference externally between the two groups pre- and post-test. I 

calculated the hope score for each participant, and performed the Mann-Whitney U test via 

VassarStats (Lowry, 2017) to test for significance between the differences. Table 1 shows the 

results of the tests performed. 

Table 1 

Statistical Analysis of Differences in Hope Scale Scores 

Variables Median U p (two-tailed) 

Pre-test 

Group 1 

(n = 9) 

 

24 

34 0.89 
Group 2 

(n = 8) 

 

23 

Post-test 

Group 1 

(n = 9) 

 

22 

25 0.31 
Group 2 

(n = 8) 

 

21.5 

Group 1 

Pre-test 

(n = 9) 

 

24 

32.5 0.51 
Post-test 

(n = 9) 

 

22 

Group 2 

Pre-test 

(n = 8) 

 

23 

15.5 0.09 
Post-test 

(n = 8) 

 

21.5 

Key: U = U statistic; n = sample size; p = probability value (p = 0.05) 
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There were no significant differences between the two groups’ hope scores externally 

before or after the conditions. Group 1 showed no significant difference in their hope scores 

before and after their condition (humour). Group 2 showed a decrease in their hope scores after 

creating their serious video concept, which approached statistical significance, but is not 

conclusive. The humour group’s median hope score also decreased after their condition, albeit 

not significantly. If it had increased, while the serious group’s hope score decreased, then I could 

speculate about the effect of humour on the group’s feelings of hope. As it is, however, the most 

I can say is that the results certainly warrant further investigation. 

The decrease of the median hope scores in both groups may have been because the group 

discussions immediately preceding the post-test hope scales focused on the participants’ feelings 

about climate change, many of which were negative. Having brought negative feelings to the 

foreground may have influenced their hopefulness in that moment. In a repeat of this experiment, 

I would recommend administering the second hope scale immediately following their 

brainstorming activity to better gauge how the activity itself may have influenced their 

hopefulness. I would also recommend using the scale in its original format, which was a 7-point 

Likert scale. I simplified the scale to make it consistent with another scale in this study, but a 7-

point scale may have revealed more nuance in the results. 

Socioeconomic profile. 

As mentioned, the 17 participants were in grade 11, and enrolled in the Leadership 

program at Windemup Secondary School. On the 10-rung ladder of the subjective socioeconomic 

scale, where number 1 is the top rung of the ladder and 10 is the bottom, they ranked their 

families an average of 4.6 in the context of Canadian society, and themselves an average of 4.2 in 
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the context of their school. This indicated that the students situated themselves and their families 

in the upper half of society, but close to the middle, suggesting a middle class standing. Along 

with the ladder instrument, the participants completed a short questionnaire to indicate other 

socioeconomic characteristics. The answers have been aggregated and are presented in Table 2. 
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Table 2 

Aggregated Socioeconomic Characteristics of the 17 Participants 

Gender:               

Male 

7 (41%) 

Female 

10 (59%) 

      

Ethnicity:               

Asian or Pacific 

Islander 

12 (71%) 

African-

Canadian/Black 

- 

First Nation 

 

- 

Hispanic/Latino 

 

- 

Indo-Canadian 

 

- 

Multiracial 

 

1 (6%) 

Caucasian/White 

 

4 (24%) 

Not Listed 

(please specify) 

- 

First Language:               

English 

14 (82%) 

Cantonese 

2 (12%) 

Mandarin 

1 (6%) 
     

Second Language: (note one participant had two secondary languages)         

English 

3 (29%) 

Cantonese 

1 (6%) 

Mandarin 

3 (18%) 

Vietnamese 

1 (6%) 

None 

10 (59%) 
   

What are your grades like:             

Mostly A's 

 

8 (47%) 

Mostly B's 

 

7 (41%) 

Mostly C's 

 

- 

I don't know 

 

- 

Other 

1(6%) B's & C's 

1(6%) A's B's & C's 
   

At home, I have my own unshared:             
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Bedroom 

 

13 (76%) 

Bathroom 

 

1 (6%) 

Computer 

(desktop) 

6 (35%) 

Computer 

(laptop) 

10 (59%) 

TV 

 

2 (12%) 

iPad/tablet 

 

3 (18%) 

Cellphone 

 

17 (100%) 

Car 

 

- 

Do you have a paying job?             

Yes 

6 (35%) 

No 

11 (65%) 
      

Do you volunteer?             

Yes 

14 (82%) 

No 

3 (18%) 
      

What are your extracurricular activities? (Circle all that apply)         

Music 

 

6 (35%) 

Sports (indoor) 

 

7 (41%) 

Sports (outdoor) 

 

3 (18%) 

Drama 

 

- 

Academic teams 

and clubs 

5 (29%) 

Visual arts 

 

1 (6%) 

Other 

1 (6%) Cadets 

1 (6%) School newspaper 
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The information gathered in this questionnaire supports the findings from the ladder 

instrument. The students appeared to be a part of the middle class. Several of them shared a 

bedroom, indicating smaller homes; none of them had their own car, indicating modest lifestyles 

in the context of Vancouver, BC. But they did not appear to be disadvantaged: all of them had 

their own cellphones; several had their own computers; and all but one was involved in 

extracurricular activities, indicating the familial means to participate in such activities and 

possess such electronics. 

This socioeconomic information also indicated that these students were smart, 

performing well at school for the most part, and working hard (i.e. paid work and volunteer 

commitments). This was certainly congruent with my impression of the group overall. 

Humour coping tendencies. 

The third instrument I administered was the humour coping scale, which the students 

completed at the end of the sessions. This scale was scored by summing the ordinal responses 

given by each participant, with the first question being scored in reverse value. I used this scale 

to determine whether the students were generally inclined to use humour as a coping tool in 

stressful situations in their lives. The highest possible score for this scale is 24; the average score 

for both groups was 17. Group 1 had the highest scoring participant (22) and the lowest scoring 

participant (12). I performed a Mann-Whitney U test via VassarStats (Lowry, 2017) to determine 

if there was a significant difference between the two groups externally. There were no significant 

differences (U = 37.5; p = 0.92) between the students’ humour coping tendencies, indicating that 

the groups were equal for the purpose of the experiment. 
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Video concepts 

The following summaries of the two video concepts that the groups described provide 

context for the findings. The bulk of time in the focus groups was spent brainstorming and 

coming up with these concepts. 

Group 1’s humorous video. 

Group 1 took a time travel approach to their video concept. The video would start in the 

present day. An older scientist with wisdom about climate change (such as Bill Nye) would invite 

two teenagers to join him on a triple bike that doubles as a time machine. The three would travel 

back in time to right before the industrial revolution to show what the world was like before 

dependency upon fossil fuels. Then they would travel forwards through time while following two 

informative timelines – one would show the changing climate and important milestones through 

the decades. The corresponding timeline would show pop culture or superficial trends and 

humorous references that coincide with those climate milestones. Eventually they surpass the 

present day (2017), and travel all the way to 2050 when the planet is projected to reach climate 

catastrophe. Upon seeing how bad things have gotten, the teenage time travelers wake up as if 

from a dream, suddenly enlightened and determined to make a change. 

Group 2’s serious video. 

Group 2 took a direct education approach to their video concept, aiming to inspire their 

audience to choose to contribute to solutions. Their video would start with beautiful, slow clips 

of idyllic settings and activities that their peers may experience in their lives. The clips would 

change, slowly at first, to show the negative effects of climate change. The images would get 

more disturbing, and the pace would increase to convey its urgency. The negative clips would be 
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designed to make the audience believe the images are future possibilities, and it would be 

revealed that the images are in fact present realities caused by climate change. The video would 

point out that while people in Vancouver live a privileged life seemingly devoid of climate 

consequences, our everyday activities and choices contribute to the effects that other people 

suffer due to climate change. 

Ten emergent themes 

Ten themes emerged from the qualitative data through the thematic coding process. Table 

3 lists these themes, and the codes that contributed to each theme, in alphabetical order. Some 

codes straddled more than one theme, and there is some permeability between the themes, which 

was not unexpected (Robson, 2011). In this section I will describe each theme, provide 

extractions from the transcripts to substantiate the themes, and discuss implications of the 

findings for each theme. 

Group 1 resulted in 100 code words, while Group 2 resulted in 130 code words; there was 

considerable overlap in the words used between the two groups, but I allowed the data to speak 

for itself as much as possible; I did not limit my use of codes. I believe this difference in the 

number of codes was because Group 2’s discussion was somewhat longer and richer than that of 

Group 1. I also coded Group 1’s transcript first, so I was able to draw from those codes and add 

new ones when coding Group 2. However, I returned to Group 1’s transcript afterwards to ensure 

I had coded it as thoroughly as Group 2, and I was satisfied. 
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Table 3 

The Ten Emergent Themes and the Codes that Comprised Them 

Theme Group 1 Codes Group 2 Codes 

Time Climate timeline 

Death 

Generation comparison 

Historical timeline 

Natural timeline 

Personal timeline 

Present 

Time machine 

Climate timeline 

Death 

Personal timeline 

Progress 

Timeline (general) 

Systems (internal & external) Cultural timeline 

Impact 

Industrial revolution 

Logistics 

Media 

Political reference 

Religion 

Scale 

System 

Accountability 

Authority 

Current events 

Global issues 

Identity 

Ideology 

Impact 

Industry 

Local issues 

Logistics 

Media 

Money 

Morality 

Political 

Scale 

Social norms 

Stereotype 

System 

Communications Educate 

Facts 

Hopeful communications 

Inform 

Negative climate change 

conversations 

Positive climate change 

conversations 

Shock factor 

Appeal 

Audience agency 

Audience appeal 

Audience attention 

Climate conversations 

Cognitive Dissonance 

Convince 

Educate 

Fact 

Incentive 

Influence 

Inform 

Inspire 
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Messaging 

Misdirection 

Negative climate change 

conversations 

Negative imagery 

Positive imagery 

Promote 

Reciprocal communication 

Shock factor 

Suspense 

visual appeal 

Warning 

Engagement Action 

Awareness 

Behaviour 

Change 

Connection 

Fun 

Hope 

Inspire 

Motivation 

Passion 

Serious 

Action 

Appeal 

Audience agency 

Behaviour 

Change 

Connection 

Convince 

Engagement 

Fun 

Hope 

Influence 

Inspire 

Motivate 

Passion 

Priority issue 

Serious 

Seeking Truth Argue 

Comparison 

Facts 

Ignorance 

Inform 

Questioning 

Truth 

Understanding 

Awareness 

Comparison 

Fact 

Ignorance 

Inform 

Knowledge sharing 

Perspective 

Reciprocal communication 

Stupidity 

Truth 

Understanding 

Mentorship Advice 

Credibility 

Educate 

Mentorship 

Ownership 

Credibility 

Educate 

Ownership 

Teenagers 
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Relevant figures 

Scientists (helplessness) 

Teenagers 

Dissociation/Distancing Apathy 

Avoidance 

Climate change blame 

Denial 

Depression 

Dismissal 

Doom 

Futility 

Helplessness 

Hopelessness 

Ignorance 

Overwhelm 

Powerlessness 

Resentment 

Scary 

Uncertainty 

Apathy 

Avoidance 

Climate change blame  

Dark 

Deferral 

Denial 

Depression 

Deter 

Discomfort 

Dismissal 

Doom 

Fear 

Futility 

Ignorance 

Insult 

Negativity 

Opposition 

Powerlessness 

Scary 

Self-centred 

Selfishness 

Uncertainty 

Escape Envy 

Magic 

Nostalgia 

Pop culture 

Time travel 

Wistfulness 

Magic 

Pop culture 

Positive imagery 

Time travel 

Burden Abandonment 

Anger 

Burden of knowledge 

Burden of responsibility 

Climate change consequences 

Death 

Depressing communications 

Depression 

Derision 

Discomfort 

End of the world 

Fix 

Frustration 

Abandonment 

Anger 

Annoyance 

Burden 

Climate change consequences 

End of the world 

Fatigue 

Fix/fight 

Frustration 

Guilt 

Imposition 

Negative climate change 

conversations 
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Loss 

Negative climate change 

conversations 

Shock factor 

Privilege 

Shock factor 

Warning 

Humour Absurdity 

Funny 

Humour 

Inside joke 

Questioning humour 

Sarcasm 

Satire 

Socioeconomic humour 

Tease 

Absurdity 

Audience appeal 

Derision 

Funny 

Humour as hook 

Humour as permission to 

disengage 

Humour as protection 

In-group/out-group 

Inside joke 

Irony 

Teasing 

 

I am a visual learner, so naturally I wanted to draw a picture to visualize how the themes 

fit together and interrelate, especially regarding my main concern, humour. Figure 1 is a thematic 

diagram that I created to that end.  
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Figure 1 

Thematic Diagram of the Ten Emergent Themes 

 

The three broadest themes, Time, Systems (internal & external), and Communications, act 

as a backdrop, with the remaining seven themes overlaid in various arrangements of 

interconnectedness among them. There are two parallel “clusters” of themes: Engagement, 

Seeking Truth, and Mentorship are on the left, with Dissociation, and Escape on the right. There 

are two “conduit” themes between these clusters: Burden, which shows a single-direction arrow 

pointing towards the right-hand cluster, and Humour with a double headed arrow. The 

significance of these positions will be discussed in the following sections, starting with the 

outermost themes, and working towards the centre. The Humour theme will be discussed last, 

however, each preceding theme touches upon the humour that emerged within it. 
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Theme 1: Playing with(in) time. 

Time emerged as the primary “backdrop” theme of both group’s brainstorming sessions 

and group discussions. The students referred to timelines of people’s lives, climate change, 

history, and politics – everything was in the context of time. Both groups chose to ‘play’ with 

timelines, or perceptions of time, for their video concepts. Group 1’s video concept has the 

viewers explicitly travel through time, while Group 2’s video concept tricks the viewers into 

thinking we are viewing future images when really, they are present consequences of climate 

change. During their brainstorm, Ricky from Group 2 used time to address mortality when he 

said, 

You want to scare [the audience] just enough so…instead of just sitting there being like 

‘Okay when’s this video going to end?’ they’re like ‘Whoa! I might die.’ You just have to 

remind them that this is… a real possibility for them because if you don’t scare them it’s 

just like, ‘Oh this and this might happen,’ and it’s like ‘You can do something about it,’ 

they’re like, ‘Oh! I’ll do something about that, tomorrow,’ and then they forget and then 

they get back in their usual habits and stuff. 

By reminding the audience of their mortality, Ricky wanted to alert his peers that their time on 

earth is limited unless they make a change immediately. (There is a body of research that 

explores such fear appeals as Ricky’s approach, but that is beyond the scope of my thesis, so I 

will leave that for another researcher to explore!) 

Both groups generally possessed a strong sense of their own mortality. Zara from Group 

1 said, in comparison with her generation and her parents’ generation, “people before us, they 

just got to live their life… ‘Oh I get to grow up and have a family and have kids,’ but then for 
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my generation it’s like, ‘Oh, when I’m 50 I’m gonna, like, possibly die.’” Mike from Group 1 

added, “It’s just kind of scary looking forward ‘cause you don’t know what to expect. That’s 

kind of the scary part is you don’t know what’s gonna happen.” Ricky concluded,  

I think it’s kind of sad that like ten years ago we knew about this – well more than ten 

years ago – we all knew about this problem and now we’re still just here in terms of 

progress… the Inconvenient Truth came out and everyone was like, ‘Yeah we’re going to 

fight climate change, we’re going to get rid of this problem!’ And then just a few years 

later it was like, ‘Oh, climate change. Oh, some other people got on that a little bit.’ 

Time seemed to hang over both groups in a burdensome way. The way they spoke about it 

conveyed fear, urgency and powerlessness in how they experienced climate change. Time is a 

construct that overrides us all, so I see their desire to manipulate time (or how we perceive time) 

as an act against that feeling of powerlessness in time’s relentless march, or at least as a kind of 

escape (more on this later). They exhibited fear of their uncertain futures, and recognized that 

time does not stop or slow. There was a desperate, scrambling quality to their comments, like 

they wanted to grab the world by its shoulders and shake some sense into it. White (2011) 

suggests that young people face an internal struggle between knowledge and powerlessness – 

they care deeply about the environment, but they are also “resigned to feeling that they cannot 

change things concerning the environment” (p. 14). I recognized that struggle in my participants 

when they played with time; they wished to go back in time to have (or at least witness) a time 

when they would not feel the pressure of climate change; and, they wished to show their peers a 

future (or the present) when climate change has been ignored and the consequences are severe. 
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Another thought is that perhaps this obsession with time was partly imposed upon them 

by their demanding schedules and the attitudes of busy adults in their lives. These students were 

high achievers – literally the “leaders” of their school. It would be a reasonable assumption that 

the various demands on their time would bleed into their overall understanding and attitude 

towards time. Either way, their feelings and actions towards climate change were indisputably 

influenced by their perception of time, which superseded the influence that humour had on those 

feelings and actions.  

Theme 2: Systems (internal & external). 

The second theme that underpinned both groups’ contributions to this study is Systems, 

both internal and external. These students demonstrated a high awareness of the types of external 

systems in which we all live. Systems they mentioned included government, environment, 

society, economy, industry, media, and the systemic nature of climate change. Clara and Sally 

from Group 1 expressed a sense of futility in being such a small and dismissible part (i.e. young 

people) of these systems with seemingly ineffective options for action: 

Clara: A lot of the time it feels really hopeless. Like what we’re doing isn’t really making 

a difference in the end, like we need more … system change, right?  

Sally: Yeah. Like at this point I don’t even know if the small actions will even do 

anything. It’s more like all the big stuff that really needs to come into play now. Like 

whether pipelines get approved, how our system works. 

Clara: I mean, it’s not that like the small things are like bad or like we should stop doing 

them... it’s just hard to like keep everything in [perspective] and be like, ‘Oh this is 

happening, and then I’m gonna recycle.’ 
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When I asked Group 2 what they thought they and their peers could to do help solve climate 

change, Ricky immediately said, “Very little,” which was received with a bit of knowing laughter 

from the group, agreeing with his expression of futility. When he elaborated, it was clear that he 

was not joking, “We can affect…maybe at most like probably a couple hundred people in our 

area of Vancouver and ourselves, but beyond that it’s just we don’t really have any influence.” 

The group did not laugh after that statement, but nodded in agreement. Their desire to take action 

against climate change was diminished by their perceived futility as adolescents within society, 

and they did not find any humour there. 

Zara demonstrated an awareness of how scale can work within big systems, which 

seemed to give her hope about her and her peers’ potential influence, when she said: 

You can make changes in your own life like recycling or whatever, but in the end, that’s 

not going to make that big of a difference, but … if we could reach out to all the high 

schools in Vancouver and like, we all come up with the recycling program at each school, 

or you like have meatless Mondays or something ... having it on a bigger scale would be 

more impactful so like spreading it and finding ways that aren’t like always depressing, 

that are … engaging but also informative. 

Maggie from Group 2 also had a relatively hopeful outlook about the potential that youth have 

for influence within an external system, saying:  

I think if we can like gather together, and like influence the government or something 

then I think, like protests and stuff like that, I think we can do it. Because like other 

countries have made a lot of impact with just protests and that kind of stuff so I think we 

can make a difference to a certain extent. 
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Later in the discussion, though, she struggled with a contradictory thought, saying: 

But the thing is, even if we do convince the government to change to like green economy 

then we’re going to like use a bunch of oil to produce solar panels and then do that and 

then other countries will still not be doing that. 

She paused before tossing her hands up and adding in a cheery tone, “But you know what, it’s 

okay!” This seemed to break the tension of the preceding comment with a laugh from the group, 

which came from the contradiction of Maggie’s solemn concern followed by her breezy 

platitude, rather than the content of the joke. It was a kind of momentary respite for their 

psyches. Maggie did not provide an explanation of why “it’s okay,” but it did seem to return her 

to her hopeful outlook. 

Sally from Group 1 summarized the collective frustration, by largely pinning youth’s lack 

of efficacy on the media. She said the following with a tone of strong conviction: 

I think a lot of it is also how [the media] portrays teenagers as well to the point where 

society doesn’t even want to listen to us…. We care about these issues, we wanna do well 

in school, we wanna be successful in the future, we care about our friends and our 

families and we’re trying to be good people too. But because of the way the media 

portrays teenagers, it’s so hard for us to get our voices out there on serious issues that 

really matter. So that’s something that I’m just really annoyed about. 

In fewer words, Clara from Group 1 also summarized the feeling of futility against external 

systems with a simple, “Whatever we do is wrong.” 

Gary from Group 2 pointed out how future generations are at the mercy of governments 

and economics, saying: 
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Donald Trump claiming he doesn’t even believe in climate change… is, in essence, 

saying that… our futures don’t matter, the futures of our children or the generations under 

us, they don’t matter. And you know big name corporations all they care about is money 

when they should think about the fact that their money will not be useful when we don’t 

have a planet to live on. 

After a pause he sheepishly added, “I like money too though,” to a healthy laugh from the group, 

including myself – everyone could relate. Gary shined a light on a source of tension for most of 

us, again offering the mental respite of a joke. This example connects to the internal systems 

with which these students grappled. Morality, happiness, truth, identity, relationships, and money 

all played a role in the way they related to climate change and to others about climate change.  

Zara from Group 1 wrestled with a comparison between her generation and the baby 

boomer generation, saying:  

That’s how [baby boomers] were raised in that ideology that you gotta live on oil… If 

someone tried to argue me to change my ways about how I think about climate change, I 

would be like, ‘No.’ So when I’m telling someone how to change their ways about their 

life, and they’re saying ‘No,’ … I kinda try sometimes to understand that it – it’s gonna 

take a lot. You can’t just expect people to understand if … this is how the world has run 

for like a hundred years, so ... this big change is easy for us because we, we’re kinda born 

in the time where it started happening. 

Overall, these students experienced what we all do in adolescence – discovering the way the 

world works, discovering what their values and beliefs tell them, and trying to actualize those 

discoveries in the face of a culture that tells them that they can’t possibly make meaningful 
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change. Today’s young people have the added challenge of going through that process in a 

climate of severe uncertainty for their futures. While uncertainty may not be unique to their 

generation, it is a reality for them nonetheless. 

Their futility within the bigger societal systems seemed to diminish their hope, which is 

concerning since hope is a key factor in engaging with climate change solutions (Ojala, 2012a). 

However, they were sometimes able to turn the futility around and see opportunity within the 

systems. Systems thinking is an analytical way of seeing the world, and I observed that type of 

thinking in both groups, by and large. Of special note is how they often made a joke after a 

solemn comment, like Gary’s example about money. Both groups consistently made use of 

humour to defuse tension, and to offer a mental respite. Folkman (2008; 2000) discusses how a 

person’s positive affect has significant functions in the coping process, and Cann and Collette 

(2014) reported that using humour can contribute to a stable positive affect. Perhaps the students 

were naturally taking little breaks while their positive affects cracked some jokes to lighten the 

burden of the heavy conversation topic of climate change. 

Theme 3: Communication: the ins and outs. 

As the focus of my study and the activity I gave the participants, the emergence of this 

theme is not surprising. It was supplied by the context of the study, and is the third and final 

“backdrop” theme; all the remaining themes are “overlaid” upon the first three. The students 

offered many contributions to this theme regarding the different approaches to climate 

communication, including broad audiences and one-on-one conversations, and of course, their 

opinions on humour-use, which will be explored in more detail separately. They also emphasized 
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the stark difference between their cohort in the Leadership program, and everyone else. They are 

the ‘in-group,’ and everyone else is the ‘out-group’ when it comes to climate communications. 

Both groups of students expressed a sense of fatigue and isolation when speaking to 

friends and family outside of the in-group about climate change. When I asked Group 1 if they 

talk to their friends outside of the leadership program about climate change, the group burst into 

hearty laughter. Several students elaborated with mumbled explanations of “No, they do not go 

down well,” and “You could try, but usually they don’t end well,” and “They don’t wanna 

listen,” which was met with general agreement from the rest, as indicated by head nodding and 

“yeahs.” Clara elaborated further with help from Zara: 

I think it makes people really uncomfortable to talk about too, right? And um, like a lot of 

people live in denial, so like even … when I talk to other like teenagers, they kinda like, 

poke fun at me, they’re like “Oh, like, environmental activist…” 

Zara: “Tree hugging hippy!” 

Clara: And I’m like “Okay fine.” 

Clara has been ostracized by bringing the topic up, so has simply given up. Zara clearly 

experienced the same, as indicated by her supplying the common insult. They are tired of the 

argument. Clara added “I get really frustrated because like then you start to like argue with them 

a lot of the time, which I find is just...useless, because a lot of the time you can’t really argue and 

change someone’s opinion.” There was the sense that one-on-one conversations with members of 

the out-group are useless. 

When I asked Group 2 the same question, it was met with the same level of laughter from 

the group with fervent declarations of “No!” Maggie expressed a similar sentiment to Group 1: 
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I also kind of think like it’s not even that it’s a bad thing it’s just like … if you talk about 

climate change and stuff then … you’re just kind of a person who talks about climate 

change and like … sometimes people think like, ‘Oh, like if I’m a person who talks about 

climate change, I can’t be like this person or that’s going to become me’ and it’s like … I 

don’t know. 

Researcher: It becomes a part of your identity? 

Maggie: Yeah, it’s like all this is like an activist or like a hippy or like you know that kind 

of thing. 

Nobody likes being pigeonholed (except maybe pigeons), and Maggie’s comment expressed her 

struggle with this. If she were “an activist” or a “hippy,” then how could she have other interests? 

She didn’t elaborate on what those interests might be, but nonetheless, when she has engaged in 

climate conversations with the out-group, she has felt limited as a person. 

Gary, Ricky and Harry tried to help me understand their experience: 

Gary: Sometimes it comes up but it’s not like I would purposely strike up the 

conversation [laughing] with like friends and go like, ‘I’m so mad about this climate 

change stuff!’…. it’s kind of the way you get used to your friends when you first meet 

them there’s like the first impression and then after that you kind of stick in that general 

area. So you know if I were to ever talk about certain things or ever want to talk about a 

certain thing, I will go to a certain friend for that. Yeah and usually people outside of the 

Leadership program tend to not be like activist level kind of people so it kind of just goes 

over their head if you do talk to them about it most of the time. 
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Ricky: Yeah I would agree with that also because when you see your friends you want to 

say something funny or like something entertaining … it’s like ‘Hey what’s up buddy?’ 

… but then you could, if you’re talking about climate change like, ‘Man climate change 

is happening right? We all might die, and our children will die too’ 

(Laughter from the group) 

Ricky: ‘That movie was great though’ 

(Laughter from the group) 

Gary: ‘Hey what’s up dude? Long time no see!’ ‘Not much, I’m just kind of like just 

thinking about how climate change will affect us all, we’ll die in a couple years, but aside 

from that not much.’ 

(Laughter from the group) 

Gary: [laughing] It’s just like … it’s better to have a two-way conversation … we can 

both talk about like hockey for instance. Like we’re both in the conversation, we’re both 

engaged instead of just me talking about climate change and he’s just like, ‘yeah…’ So, 

we gotta make like other people interested in it as well without like super forcing it onto 

people because when there’s things being forced onto you, sometimes … [it] repels you 

away because … it’s so forceful and you’re like, ‘I like don’t really like wanna go with 

this’ 

Harry: Yeah, ‘cause usually for like more serious topics if you force, if you push it onto 

someone in a conversation it feels like you’re forcing climate change into them. 

I think I understand; I have friends and somewhat comprehend social norms. I find climate 

conversations can be socially limiting too, like any other contentious issue can be. There are 
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people in my life with whom I avoid bringing up the topic for risk of being called a “tree 

hugging hippy” too. The idea of bringing up climate change with their peers outside of the 

Leadership program was literally laughable to these students. Laughing and joking about this 

difference between their Leadership in-group and the out-group can strengthen their cohesion as 

a group, but the risk is to widen the divide between them and their out-group peers. A credible 

video aimed at their peers was therefore an attractive option. When I asked the students if they 

thought a video would be a good way to inspire their peers to do something about climate 

change, they agreed by and large. Sally from Group 1 explained: 

We live in the age of social media, like everyone uses like Snapchat, Facebook, 

Instagram. So, something like a video, which is like visually and like audially – I said 

that wrong [laughing] – engaging, that’s gonna really affect a lot of youth especially who 

are always on the internet, like 24/7, so it’d be a good way to involve our friends [outside 

of Leadership] too. Because I feel like a lot of times we talk about climate change it’s 

either gonna be a) a really depressing kind of conversation, or b) a really angry 

conversation, especially with people who don’t believe in climate change or don’t want to 

do anything about it. So having a video that’s funny, that’s new and exciting, I feel like 

that would have a pretty strong impact on people. 

This response expressed a desire to alleviate the pressure from their one-on-one conversations 

about climate change with the out-group, and that humour would be an important factor to do 

that. By having the video be “engaging,” “funny” and “new and exciting,” they could avoid 

“depressing,” “really angry,” and socially ostracizing one-on-one conversations, and extend their 
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reach via social media. Ricky from Group 2 pointed out an important limitation of creating a 

serious climate change video: 

I think a video can do some good because there are people that will see something like 

this and be like, ‘Oh I didn’t know about it,’ and … they might learn something and even 

try to do something about it, but then there’s that majority of people who don’t really 

care, so it’s more important just hitting that small group of people so I think the video can 

make change but it can only hit the people that actually care – well – that would care 

about it. 

Ricky did not explicitly point out the difference between a funny video and a serious video, but 

his suggestion that a serious video would most likely reach people who are already engaged or 

willing to engage with climate change shows an important contrast with Sally’s comment that a 

funny video may have great potential for engaging the out-group. Maggie added another angle of 

a serious video’s potential influence, even upon those people who wouldn’t be inclined to care 

about the issue itself, when coupled with social media: 

Sometimes even like the video doesn’t like always like change people but the fact that 

people know that you watched that video is sometimes it’s like, ‘Oh my peers are going 

to think that I don’t care if they know I watched the video and I’m not doing anything 

about it,’ because they kind of don’t care, but they just care about themselves. 

Her comment suggested that introducing the element of accountability is sometimes just as 

important as the message itself. 

While both groups were brainstorming their video concepts, different communication 

approaches and priorities became clear. Both groups were concerned about their video standing 
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apart from “every other climate change video out there” (Sally, Group 1). Group 1 wanted to 

offer concrete facts in their video. Clara added, “We have to make it kinda hopeful too,” whereas 

Gary in Group 2 was adamant that their video should “kick the viewer in the head,” or “scare 

them straight,” as Maggie put it. Ricky from Group 2 asked about audience attention, 

“everyone’s watching this and they’re like, ‘Why do I care about this? Do I still get an iPhone?’” 

Harry offered an incentive-based solution, “If you watch [the] video you get an iPhone!” The 

joke spoke to the sense that the students were facing a tough challenge to get their peers to 

engage with climate change. While the two groups had different approaches to the challenge (i.e. 

humour and serious), both groups wanted to educate, inspire, spread awareness, and ultimately 

engage their audiences (i.e. their peers) on the issue of climate change. 

The participants were part of a very clear in-group – the Leadership program at 

Windemup Secondary School. However, they had very full and rich lives outside of that group as 

well. While they laughed at the idea of talking to people in their other circles about issues like 

climate change, and told stories of being ostracized and called names, they nonetheless expressed 

a desire, even a need to engage others in climate change action. Humour can be affiliative; it can 

enhance people’s relationships (Martin et al., 2003). It can defuse tense situations and offer 

mental respite in the coping process. Students in both groups thought that humour might be a 

good communication tool for engaging their peers, and I think it might be a good tool for their 

own coping in this demonstrably taxing issue, climate change. 

Theme 4: Engaging with climate change. 

The theme of Engagement emerged from behaviours and attitudes that the students in 

both groups mentioned about themselves, their peers, or their video concepts. Ideas and 
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statements that conveyed passion, awareness, and action all contributed to this theme. This theme 

is really the destination of their communication efforts in the context of the Leadership program. 

As Zara from Group 1 said: 

I think the most important thing is um, making like videos like this or something like 

spreading awareness…. And finding ways that aren’t like always depressing, that are 

kinda like engaging but also informative (emphasis added). 

They wanted their peers to engage with climate change, to contribute to solutions, but they 

wanted their peers to choose engagement. They struggled to find the right type of communication 

to achieve this. Both groups wanted to convey the urgency of climate change to spark 

engagement. Clara in Group 1 said, “We want to make it so people, like, understand [climate 

change] is now and that we need to, like, take care of it now.” Maggie from Group 2 said, 

“[Let’s] keep it in a really close future, so like, before, like, they have kids or something… cause 

that’s within the like, tangible future. But if we’re like, ‘Oh, when you’re 80...’ like, they don’t 

care.” Gary from Group 2 emphasized the autonomy of the audience during his group’s video 

pitch: 

The best way to make a video that targets students would be to educate them instead of 

asking them or telling them to contribute to saving or stopping climate change. By doing 

that we decided we would find some sort of way to inspire them and kind of have them 

decide on their own that they want to help out. 

However, later during the group discussion, he conceded the limitations of what a video can do: 
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A video isn’t going to make someone turn into an activist overnight, um, I think you 

know the most it could really do is kinda draw it out of someone or maybe inspire 

someone who already feels strongly towards this subject. 

Group 1’s video concept included exactly what Gary described as unreasonable – an overnight 

activist. This is perhaps the ideal outcome they would like to see from their peers in a perfect 

world (and who wouldn’t?). Liz, Zara and Clara brainstormed the video’s ending: 

Liz: And they can, like, wake up back at present – maybe it could be like a dream … 

where they wake up. 

Zara: And they’re like, ‘Ohhh shoot.’ And then they make a change. 

Liz: Yeah. 

Zara: So, like, it shows that we’re all gonna die. 

Liz: Yeah. 

Zara: But then they wake up and they’re like, ‘But wait!’ 

Liz: Like, for example, like, they’re all hooked on some purpose. 

Clara: They wake up, they grab their sign, and they go to a protest! 

The group laughed heartily at the last statement, acknowledging the farfetched simplicity of that 

conclusion, but they kept it for the end of the video concept, that to me felt hopeful, as if they 

hoped it could be that simple. Any hope about their peers’ engagement was fairly thin though. 

Sally from Group 1 conveyed the fatigue that comes with near-peerless active engagement: 

A lot of us here at Windemup already do a lot, like we have our recycling programs, we 

have our gardens, we have [the Leadership program] which does so much work around 

climate change and educating the communities, and we have these parades and events ... 
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[pause] So we already do so much stuff, and it’s kind of hard sometimes to tell if … it’s 

making any changes at all. Like, we do our best and we just hope that it’ll be better 

someday. And we’ll keep fighting.… So yeah, there is a lot of work that we’re trying, but 

… it’s just hard to know if any of it is really, really impacting anyone or anything. 

While these students were engaged with climate change and other environmental issues, they 

experienced fatigue in the absence of a broader peer support network. This can lead to feelings of 

being burdened, which can lead to distancing from the issues at hand (explored later in the 

context of other themes). 

Their active engagement is commendable, and while I saw some signs of fatigue, I did 

not observe a risk of disengagement on their part. Both groups had a strong peer network in their 

Leadership cohort, which included teacher mentorship and all the other students in the 

Leadership mini-school (i.e. a cohort in each grade level from 8 to 12). The humour that I 

observed in both groups was affiliative; they joked and laughed together, and treated each other 

respectfully. Humour has been shown to build cohesion within activist groups (Kutz-

Flamenbaum, 2014; Teune, 2007), and can aid in long-term engagement with difficult situations 

(Folkman & Moskowitz, 2000), and I saw this type of camaraderie among these students. So, 

while they may have been struggling to engage their out-group peers, they were having fun 

together in the meantime, which surely aided their own engagement. 

Theme 5: Seeking Truth. 

Subordinate to the Engagement theme, Seeking Truth emerged as an important aspect of 

climate communications for these students. The students in both groups showed an awareness 
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that truth can be obscured by stereotypes, political stances, and media trends; and expressed a 

desire to “[reveal] the truth that the general media seems to oversee.” (Gary from Group 2). 

Humour arose in this theme again as an affiliative device and a mental respite. The 

students were able to laugh at their effort to seek and spread truth to the ‘ignorant’ public. During 

Group 2’s brainstorm, Ricky used a colloquialism that was new to some of the others: 

Ricky: Wake up sheeple! 

Various: What's that?... What's sheeple? 

Ricky: You know, like sheeple, they're just following the herd. 

Maggie: They're people but they're like sheep because they're stupid and they just follow 

each other. 

The insult was appreciated by the others, who laughed and carried on the brainstorming. Group 1 

also laughed at the ignorance of others impeding the transference of truth. Clara said of older 

people,  

If they think [climate change] is true, then a lot of them already compost or recycle, or 

they like ride their bikes places, and they like try to cut down on their emissions, but then 

like the people who don't believe are kinda just ... there. [Laughing] 

She pointed out this pylon-type characteristic of climate deniers, which can be a frustrating 

impediment to the students’ engagement, but they were able to laugh at the stark difference 

between the deniers and the believers.  

Another time, Clara quipped, “We really need other people – or, other teenagers I guess 

because youth, [laughing] to understand what is happening…” The joke is difficult to translate to 

text, and at the risk of reducing its funniness, I will try to explain it. Clara was poking fun at the 
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fact that so much of climate communication and engagement efforts are directed towards youth 

for no other reason than they are young and will be responsible for the future. By saying 

“because youth,” Clara pokes fun at the enormity of this future responsibility by reducing it to 

the one word.  

The students also explored the connection between truth and credibility in climate 

communications. For example, when brainstorming their video concept, Group 1 had the 

following exchange: 

Clara: Okay well then you guys gotta decide where it all goes to pot. 

(Group laughter) 

Andy: …. 20...20? [laughing] 

(Group laughter) 

Liz: Four years! 

Sally: That’s four years from now 

Clara: Three! [pause] Christ. 

Jane: That’s, that’s actually true though. 

Andy: That’s how you make it more impactful! 

Jennifer: Yeah, it’s true. 

Zara: Yeah but then if it doesn’t come true in three years people are gonna be like “Oh…” 

The Group 1 students believed that 2020 is a plausible year to project extreme climate change 

consequences (i.e. Jane saying, “That’s actually true though.”). However, they hesitated because 

they did not want to jeopardize their credibility on the subject, even three years from the 

production of their video. It was important to them to portray truthful information, but to also 
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maintain the credibility of themselves and climate change, so were seeking a balance. Later, 

during the group discussion, Clara pointed out the source of the messaging can also affect its 

credibility: 

Seeing like, “Oh that’s the Vancouver School Board,” … they’re the authority, like, 

they’re in charge like … they’re a really credible source, right? So I think that’s – that 

can kinda make an impact too. ‘Cause when you’re just kinda like making a video and … 

you don’t have like any background, you know, so it’s kinda – people are like, “Oh that 

could just be whoever and they’re just making it up.” 

Group 2 explored the influence of politics on truth and credibility. Ricky from Group 2 said: 

I think as people get older and they start getting like a political identity it becomes, like, 

if you’re a liberal or a conservative … like liberals think, “Oh there’s climate change, we 

gotta do something about climate change,” then everyone who’s more towards 

conservatives – even if they actually think that [climate change] is a big problem – but in 

their mind they’ll try to block that out and they’ll say, “No, no, no, they’re wrong, I’m 

right. If you go this way, I have to go [that] way, no matter what.” And there’s a like … a 

kind of like an ignorance. Like, even if it sounds good to them, they’re not going to pay 

attention to it just ‘cause someone else said it that they don’t like very much…. and even 

if like their own people say it, they might just say, “Oh that guy went crazy! What 

happened to that guy? He used to be such a good guy.” 

The students recognized that truth can be manipulated by opinion, beliefs and even age. Clara 

from Group 1 pointed this out when she said, “Older people are very set in their opinions about 
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[climate change], like they’re either kinda like, ‘That’s true,’ or ‘That’s not true.’” Zara 

expanded on that with an anecdote about an older person she knows who denies climate change: 

I understand maybe why you don’t agree with it, but just to kinda rub it in people’s face 

or just to kinda stomp younger people down and make fun of us and call us like tree 

hugging hippies, or crazy activists … it’s not like we’re doing something wrong. We’re 

not … doing bad stuff; we’re actually trying to like save our planet. 

Mike from Group 1 expresses his challenge in processing his knowledge about climate change: 

Sometimes I question why I know this stuff, or … am I the one that’s wrong? Or, are 

[climate deniers] the one that’s wrong? Or are we both wrong? I don’t know, so it’s kinda 

like an uphill battle everywhere you go. 

Zara and Mike’s words above describe the challenging process of standing behind one’s beliefs 

in the face of uncertainty or opposition. The students, like many young people, were Seeking 

Truth, and examining what they believed to be true by considering credibility and prominent 

messages from the people in their lives including peers, teachers, and family members.  

Seeking Truth emerged as an important element to Engagement, which is why I have 

situated the former inside the latter in the thematic diagram (Figure 1). These students’ 

perception was that Seeking Truth did not happen without first being engaged with the issue, but 

that it was an important early step in such engagement.  

Theme 6: Mentorship. 

This theme was somewhat hidden. The students did not explicitly identify mentorship as 

something that they receive or give, but through their brainstorming conversations and the way 

they spoke of their program, it became a clear theme. They alluded to the mentorship they 
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received about climate change and related issues from teachers in the Leadership program, and a 

desire to continue being mentored and to act as mentors to their peers. This is exemplified in 

their video concept where Group 1 deliberately chose to include a “Gandalf”- type character to 

lead the teenagers on the time travel journey (eventually they decided that Bill Nye would fill 

this role nicely if the VSB had the budget for him). They even joked about visiting Jesus on their 

time travel journey (“He could give us advice!” [Mike]).  

Clara made the pitch for their video, saying: “One person [will] be more like a scientist or 

like an older person who has more wisdom about climate change and knows more, and then 

kinda two … adolescent people going back with them.” During the later discussion, Clara talked 

about her experience being thusly guided through issues like climate change, “[The] Leadership 

program has, like, given us a lot and it’s taught us a lot about climate change, and a lot of people 

don’t have that chance at all, and they’re not being educated on it whatsoever.” When she said 

the program has “taught” them, and other people are not being “educated,” it is the combination 

of education and mentorship that she meant (which I was able to discern due to the overall 

context of the conversation and the way the students talked about their teachers and program). 

Clara and the other students in Group 1 saw that information without Mentorship may fail to 

engage their peers with climate change, as demonstrated with the continuation of Clara’s 

statement:  

The whole other issue is then when [teenagers outside of Leadership] know [about 

climate change], and then they’re like ‘Oh, like, what does it matter like if I do anything? 

Because if no one else is gonna do anything and I’m the only one, then it doesn’t matter.’ 
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In Group 2, Mentorship emerged in a different way; this group saw themselves as potential 

mentors for their peers. During their brainstorming, they put a lot of thought into what approach 

would be most effective for their audience. Would their video be educational, inspirational, 

pleading, or shocking? Alex from Group 2 advocated for educational, simply saying, “We’re 

informed.” Eventually the group decided on “inspire/convince” as their approach. Overall, this 

group spent a lot of time discussing what their audience will or won’t care about or think about, 

how much attention they will or won’t give to the video, etc., and trying to meet their audience 

where they stood, just like a mentor would. 

Theme 7: Dissociation/Distancing. 

The theme of Dissociation/Distancing does not overlap with the Engagement cluster of 

themes at all. Rather, it exists as a kind of parallel-but-opposite theme. This theme was very 

prominent in relation to how both groups of students saw their peers especially, as well as how 

they saw older people, politicians, and the general public. The theme arose from expressions of 

apathy, futility, depression, blame, uncertainty and hopelessness, which can all lead to 

disengagement from any issue (such as through dissociation or psychological distancing) in an 

effort to cope (Buttigieg & Pace, 2013; Lertzman, 2015; Moser, 2016; Ojala, 2012). I recognized 

that the students were struggling with their own engagement; they expressed a great deal of 

futility, and often used humour to keep them from sinking into despair. I do not believe this was a 

conscious effort on their part, but it illuminated an important role that humour plays among the 

two theme clusters that will be discussed in a later section. 

When I asked Group 1 how they felt about climate change, Sally responded with 

“Honestly, pretty depressing.” Zara added “Kinda overwhelming,” and Sally continued, “Yeah. It 
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feels like this big overarching issue and then sometimes we just feel like small little ants.” Clara 

said, “A lot of the time it feels really hopeless,” and later said “It makes me angry a lot of the 

time too, or I get really frustrated.” When I asked Group 1 what they thought they and their peers 

could do to help solve climate change, there was a silent pause, then a burst of laughter from the 

group. Another silent pause followed before anyone eventually spoke. I recognized their laughter 

as born of futility, and the comments that followed reflected the same. They were doing what 

they could, but felt it was not enough due to their perceived small circles of influence in the 

scheme of political and social systems. They were also frustrated by their peers whom they saw 

as apathetic. Clara described: 

When [other teenagers] know [about climate change], and then they’re like … “Oh, 

someone else will do it. Like, I don’t have to do it because someone else will do it for me 

and I can just live my life because I’m comfortable where I am.” 

Gary from Group 2 also talked about his apathetic peers:  

If I know that they don’t care about [climate change] and me saying anything will have 

no point at all, kind of makes me feel like it’s a waste of my energy to even go on about it 

in the first place. 

Sarah from Group 2 added, “I guess people would say, ‘It doesn’t really have to do with me,’ 

except it does! And they’re just not accepting it so they’ll kind of shut it out.” 

These students were well aware of Dissociation/Distancing from climate change as they 

saw it on a daily basis from their friends, peers, and in some cases, family members. They found 

it challenging to maintain their own engagement in the face of this influence. Zara from Group 1 

expressed the resultant feeling of futility, saying, “It's just kinda hard to have motivation to like 
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make a change when everyone's telling you we're all kinda screwed.” Clara expressed a similar 

feeling when she talked about arguing with disengaged people,  

[It’s] just useless, because a lot of the time you can't really argue and change someone's 

opinion. People kinda have to come to the realization on their own, and they don't wanna 

hear it so, you kinda just end up getting frustrated ‘cause you realize … they're not really 

listening at all. 

Susan from Group 2 said, “I feel annoyed because people neglect it and think that it's not 

happening,” to which Sarah agreed (“me too”), and Gary said, “I feel like you gotta move it up.” 

Group 2 had fun with their brainstorming trying to “move it up” with their serious video. When 

Ricky said, “How about we start the video with maybe,” Susan interjected with “Screaming?” to 

a big laugh from the group. This group came up with many ideas involving fear and guilt, but 

they were laughing a lot together throughout the whole activity. Another example: 

Gary: Um, you gotta--yeah you gotta make the kids feel like they're going to die. 

(Group laughter) 

Susan: More natural disasters! 

Maggie: Yeah 

Sarah: So like earthquakes, 

Gary: Yeah! You know those earthquakes and forest fires and hurricanes happening? 

CLIMATE CHANGE. 

While they clearly targeted their apathetic peers, they also talked about older people and 

politicians. Sarah said, “Well if they don't care then it's hard to talk to them, they just won't 

respond … to what you're saying and they'll be like, ‘Well I don't really care so I don't want to 
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talk about it.’” Maggie said, “I kind of just feel a little bit depressed because … it's just really 

hard to make an impact especially when like people like Donald Trump…exist,” which got a big 

laugh from the group. Gary added, “It's like someone gave birth to a natural disaster … who got 

president somehow.” Group 2 enjoyed making fun of Donald Trump on several occasions. 

Despite the fun they were having, when I asked Group 2 if they thought a video would be a good 

way to reach their peers, Maggie was not convinced, saying, 

There have been so many videos about climate change and there have been funny ones 

and there have been serious ones and there have been like scary ones and there are still so 

many people who don't know or don't care and so it's like I don't know...  

Sally from Group 1 pointed out an important factor in their peers’ apparent apathy: 

With some youths even, like some of my own friends, they know about climate change, 

but they just don't wanna talk about it because … it'd feel like an extra burden on top of 

everything we already – especially in Vancouver I feel like a lot of teenagers have so 

much pressure. Like, I feel like some parents are just like, “You gotta get into [the 

University of British Columbia] or [Simon Fraser University], you gotta get into a good 

university, you gotta get a good job, become like this, this or this.” And so, a lot of youths 

are just like “I just need to get from A to B, everything else is secondary.” So there's a lot 

of that going on. 

She reminded her group that disengagement is not always about the issue at hand but can 

sometimes have to do with other important factors in their lives. 
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Theme 8: Escape 

This theme, embedded within Dissociation/Distancing was an unexpected emergence. 

Ideas of magic (such as time travel), feelings of nostalgia, wistfulness, pop culture, and envy 

gave rise to this theme.  

This theme became especially apparent early on during Group 1’s brainstorming activity. 

Sally suggested, 

Why don't we like, start at the end, and then it's like people get this opportunity to go 

back in time and try and fix what happened. So … we start at the end of the world, and 

then time travelers from like, the future or something come back to that point in time 

where the world seems to be dying, and then everyone gets an opportunity to go back to 

see how it all started. 

They liked the idea of time travel being an option, a magical solution to the impending disaster 

that is climate change. The ideas about time travel flowed easily; Zara said, “We could build a 

time machine” and naturally, nostalgia came into the picture; Mike said, “Make a school bus 

version,” to which several members of the group excitedly shouted, “The Magic School Bus!” 

and “I loved the Magic School Bus!” referring to the educational cartoon that originally aired in 

the 90’s (I was a fan too), and reran in later years (it’s a classic) (Forte & Keltz, 1994). Once the 

references entered the brainstorm, the group kept the idea for their video concept. Clara said “I 

know [kids born in the 2000’s] really like the different kind of references, like I know I do, like 

back to like childhood, so like if you made like some of those, people would probably find those 

funny.” Eventually their video concept included a timeline of such references concurrent to the 

climate timeline. Clara explained,  
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[In order to] connect [the video] to youth, you should connect it more to like popular 

trends and then like during that time you can be like “Oh this happened with this celebrity 

and then during that, this happened in climate change,” and kind of compare the two and 

be like, “so while this was happening in your life, this was going along [in climate 

change] and you didn't even notice.” 

The Escape theme was more prominent in Group 1, perhaps because the humorous tone allowed 

them to be more playful or whimsical. Nonetheless, the group used humour to tap into that 

sphere of Escape that exists within Dissociation/Distancing, and to invite their audience to step 

out of it. This relationship between Humour and Escape will be explored in Theme 10: Humour. 

In addition to the playful side of this theme, there was a solemnity to it as well. Zara 

described a desire to escape from the burden of her knowledge of climate change: 

It sounds really weird but like, I kinda wish that I – like the phrase ‘ignorance is bliss’ – I 

kinda wish I … had the opportunity to not have this burden on me and when [other 

people] make fun of me … or if they don't believe me, I'm just like, “Man, you're lucky, 

like, in some ways you're lucky because you don't get to have that [burden of 

knowledge].” But then I'm like, “well, actually … I guess I'm lucky because I have the 

knowledge and I can try and like make a change” and … sometimes it just kinda makes 

me not wanna talk about it anymore because I get made fun of, or I get told “well you're 

just a teenager, you're just hormonal and you don't know what's going on.” … It kinda 

just brings me down but then sometimes I'm like, “well just because one person said 

something, it shouldn't stop me from fighting for my planet.” 
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Zara expressed a desire for the type of escape that ignorance can provide, but that escape is 

clearly situated in a realm of disengagement, which did not suit her competing desire to fight for 

her planet.  

Group 2 used Escape in their video concept in a different way. They used positive 

imagery to lull their audience into a sense of escape. Maggie said, “We could be like, ‘Hey, right 

now everything’s fine, right?’ but then we’d be like ‘but in the future…’” Here they would 

change the footage to negative imagery of climate change consequences; Maggie continued, 

“and then we’d be like, ‘just kidding! … That’s not the future, that’s also now; you’re just not 

looking hard enough!” This bait and switch tactic was meant as a way to shake their audience out 

of their blissful ignorance, and pull them out of the Escape sphere. 

Both groups recognized that their audiences like the Escape sphere, as it allows them to 

dissociate or distance from climate change without guilt (i.e. blissful ignorance). They even 

expressed desire to join them there, and in a way they did ‘step’ in and out of Escape using 

Humour and Burden as the pathways.  

Theme 9: Burden 

This theme appears in Figure 1 as a one-way conduit traveling from the Engagement 

cluster to the Dissociation/Distancing cluster. Hicks and Bord (2001) say that learning about 

global issues like climate change can “trigger deep existential anxieties,” and that “some 

problems are too much to bear so that we deny their very existence… which denies the pain of 

the world and our part in producing it” (p. 414). That process of feeling overwhelmed to the 

point of denial is the very process of Burden carrying someone into Dissociation/Distancing. It is 

not a malicious or even conscious decision for most; rather, it is a well-documented and perfectly 
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natural coping tendency (Moser, 2016; N. Smith & Leiserowitz, 2014). To me, the fact that the 

students in the present study were not more dissociated from climate change is surprising and 

indicates that the mentorship and support they have received from the Leadership program (i.e. 

their teachers and each other) has been effective. Hicks and Bord (2011) said that,  

In order to feel empowered, students need to be able to envision positive scenarios for the 

future and to learn about success stories in which individuals and groups have clearly 

made a difference. There needs to be hope, humour and cautious optimism. (p. 416) 

Both groups of students have achieved such empowerment (i.e. Mentorship) in the Leadership 

program at Windemup. However, they did not strut around in a constant mindset of 

empowerment. They, like anyone, have experienced ambivalence, despair, self-doubt (i.e. 

Burden). Based on my findings in this study, I believe that strong Mentorship can anchor 

someone in the Engagement cluster to prevent them being carried away by Burden into the 

Dissociation/Distancing cluster, and Humour can act as a conduit to bring someone out of 

Dissociation/Distancing during burdensome experiences. 

Many of the excerpts in the preceding sections have doubled as examples of the Burden 

that these students have lived with and resisted, so I have not rewritten them here, but have 

included just one more example. When I asked Group 1 how they felt about climate change, Zara 

shared an emotional concern, “For me it's mostly depressing because like I love nature and the 

outdoors, so that's one thing knowing that it's going to be like gone. And it's also knowing that 

like that's my life.” The very vision of her future was clouded by her pre-emptive grief over the 

loss of nature, something she loves. That would be burdensome to anyone; in fact, I share that 

particular grief and was moved near to tears when Zara shared this thought.  
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Theme 10: Humour 

Finally, we arrive at Humour: the whole reason I have written this thesis. The nucleus of 

my inquiry; the nucleus of the thematic diagram (Figure 1). Humour is right in the centre, 

parallel to Burden, but with a two-way arrow.  

This section includes excerpts from the participants when they specifically spoke about 

using humour. Of course, there are many examples in the other sections where they are using 

humour, which also helped to inform my findings for this theme.  

During Group 1’s brainstorming, Zara said, “We wanna be careful because you don't 

wanna make people feel like guilty,” to which Sally replied, “That's why we have humour, So we 

laugh at ourselves.” They wanted to make fun of the pop culture timeline that coincided with the 

climate change timeline, and they were including themselves in the joke, as in, it’s-funny-

because-it’s-true. This is an example of the affiliative type of humour of which Group 1 made 

use. When I asked Group 2 why they were joking around and laughing so much even though 

they were asked to make a serious video, Gary said, “It's a lot easier to say what's on your mind 

when it's not like some depressing fact but something that can make other people laugh too.” 

Ricky simply said, “Humour is good to undercut sadness and depression,” which got a big laugh 

from the group. He concluded, “It’s true.” Nobody argued with him on that.  

When I asked Group 2 what they would think about making a funny video instead of a 

serious one, Sarah and Gary shared their thoughts: 

Sarah: The message might not have like really gotten across if you did a more light video 

because I feel like people won't really take it as seriously. They won't really realize that 

it's actually happening, they’d just be like ‘Haha that's funny.’ 
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Gary: Yeah I feel like a light-hearted video would be in some ways a lot easier to make 

… I think it would make more people think about the video, but the difference between a 

light-hearted video that makes jokes and satirical kind of comments … while it does 

make more people think about it because people would be like ‘Oh that was so funny’ …. 

more people [would] think about it because of … the joke or the funny part, not the actual 

content of and subject of climate change. 

The same issue that came up repeatedly in the literature about how humour has the potential to 

undermine the message or content came up with both groups. I asked Group 2 if they thought 

climate change is something they should joke about at all. 

Maggie: When I'm with people who I know understand the seriousness of climate change 

like then I'll joke about it, but like in a serious situation or like if someone doesn't really 

know about it then I'm less likely to joke because they may not understand that it's 

serious. 

Gary: Usually when you joke about climate change it kind of comes off as like you're 

mocking it, so if people are uninformed about climate change then they are going to feel 

like, ‘Oh if this guy knows this much about climate change, and he's you know talking as 

if climate change is nonexistent or not important at all,’ then they would – it kind of leads 

them to subconsciously feel the same way. 

It appeared that Humour was more useful in the in-group than with the out-group. Conversely, 

Maggie and Gary considered the positive aspects of using humour in a video about climate 

change:  
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Gary: I think because when it's funny it's easier to retain the attention span of the 

teenagers who we're targeting because I feel like if you make it serious, like they don't 

really care. Like, if you see like a super serious video like a documentary, like that's 

something that … you're not really interested in and you never heard of, like it's not really 

going to keep my attention span it's just something that's like there, and if it's funny it 

could possibly get me to like explore the topic myself, because it's funny and I want to 

learn more about it. And I feel like we should um get the other teenagers to explore it 

themselves instead of [spoon feeding everything] to them in a certain way where it's like, 

um, super [serious] .… they should explore it themselves and do it not from guilt but 

from their own like reasons of why they want to do it. 

Maggie: I think also like for us [in Leadership] because we have seen so many like 

serious documentaries it's just like, like I know these facts I just kind of want to like say it 

in like a funny way and we all know it so we're just like – we all [in Leadership] laugh 

about it and stuff. 

They reinforce all the cautions I found in the literature, and again I found myself concluding that 

the reception of humour is as varied as the personalities that receive it.  

I found that while Burden was a one-way conduit into the Dissociation/Distancing 

cluster, the students were able to use Humour as a path in and out of both clusters. If they were 

feeling cynical with the Truth they were dealing with, they could use a joke to step momentarily 

into Escape for that mental respite, but they were not stuck there. They could use another joke to 

step right back into Engagement. The affiliative nature of the humour they used helped them 

invite each other from one cluster to another. 
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Humour has a special fluidity that allows it to cross many boundaries, sometimes 

negatively. For example, Maggie tried to joke with Sarah, who did not appreciate it:  

Maggie: Did I tell you about my fun fact? 

Sarah: I do not know. 

Maggie: Did you know that the mass of all the human made garbage in the world, um, 

outweighs the entire biomass of the earth? 

Sarah: I don't know if that's fun more than terrifying.  

Student: That's not fun, that's depressing. 

Maggie: (laughing) It's so fun! It's not going anywhere. 

Sarah: (sarcastic) Yay… depressing fact. Call it a depressing fact. 

Ouch, that joke did not land well. This was an example of Maggie using humour to step into 

Dissociation/Distancing and inviting Sarah with her. However, for Sarah, it was more 

burdensome than laughable, and she resisted Maggie’s invitation. Humour is not a panacea. 

Everyone’s sense of humour is unique, and has its boundaries.  

Researcher’s perspective 

As I mentioned at the start of this thesis, I am no stranger to humour. I use it every day 

(whether my colleagues and friends like it or not). I try to use it in my EEC work and scholarship 

as much as possible, and sometimes I even get a laugh. Clearly, I am biased then – I think 

humour is generally good, and a worthwhile pursuit. However, I recognize, as many scholars 

have pointed out, that humour has a dark side. Sometimes it can be unwanted, annoying, 

insensitive, cruel, inappropriate and misused. Not everything needs to be turned into a joke. I 

believe in the tactful use of humour, and realize that such use takes skill and practice. I entered 
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this research project with the assumption that I would find some validating or redeeming 

properties of using humour in EEC work, which may have coloured my interpretations of the 

data, although I did concentrate on being as honest as possible given my bias. This is not unique 

among scholars however; we research what holds our interest, those subjects that we can engage 

with over lengthy periods. I am pleased to have contributed to a field that I enjoy, and humbly 

present my best effort to do so.  

Secondly, I am employed by the Vancouver School Board (VSB), where I conducted my 

research. In my role as the Sustainability Coordinator, I work to support teacher and student 

sustainability initiatives in the 118 schools and education centres throughout the district. 

Therefore, this thesis could be construed as an attempt to further my career (it is not), or a 

coercion of the research participants to tell me what I wanted to hear (it isn’t that either). I had an 

arm’s length relationship with the participating teacher, and no prior relationship with the student 

participants. I clearly communicated that this project had no relation to my professional role with 

the district, and that anyone’s participation would not in any way influence my professional 

decisions and actions as they related to my role in the VSB. I followed all ethics requirements for 

the VSB as if I was an external researcher, and met all the necessary approvals. I conducted this 

research on my own time, and was not compensated by the VSB for this project in any way.  

Trustworthiness and limitations. 

While I, like many fellow researchers, would like to consider myself a flawless 

researcher, unfortunately there is no such thing. As such, it is my duty to acknowledge the 

limitations of this study and indeed, even my own limitations as a researcher. Firstly, as a 

qualitative-heavy study with a small and specific set of informants, the generalizability is 
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limited. While this research contributes to answering my research question, there is much room 

for expansion in further research based on my findings. Secondly, my choice to analyze the data 

by hand (rather than computer analysis) leaves me open to what Robson terms as “deficiencies of 

the human as analyst” (2011, p. 466). I tried my best to counter these deficiencies, but – as far as 

we know – I am merely human, and therefore am susceptible to hindering my own study’s 

validity. However, I worked closely with my supervisor and the associate who assisted my data 

collection. They both reviewed my interpretation of the findings, which aids in demonstrating 

my credibility. Thirdly, I chose a quasi-experimental approach for this study as a response to an 

identified deficiency in the humour research field (Billig, 2005), however, it also comes with the 

potential of being “somewhat artificial” as described by Martin (2016, p. 502). Because I 

prescribed the use of humour for the first group, I ran the risk of forcing the humour, which we 

all know is the quickest way to remove the humour from a scenario altogether. This risk is an 

important consideration when research involves something as subjective and organically 

occurring as humour; it can’t be forced. In designing this project, I considered this risk and 

mitigated as much as possible by allowing the students to decide what was funny for them; in 

this way, the humour retained its organic and spontaneous quality. 

I established trustworthiness in this study in accordance with Shenton’s (2004) provisions 

for following Guba’s four criteria for trustworthiness in qualitative research. Credibility has been 

demonstrated by my use of well-established data collection and analysis methods; combining 

different data collection methods (triangulation); encouraging honest and willing participation 

from the informants by emphasizing the independent and voluntary nature of the study and 

offering an opportunity to withdraw without penalty. While Shenton suggests that member 
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checking is of singular importance, I was not able to carry out such checks. Initially, I intended 

for my participants to have the opportunity to review my transcripts and early themes to aid in 

the study’s credibility. However, my unexpected leave from the project made that impractical. 

During the intervening time, the students finished their school year, their teacher (my primary 

contact) moved across the country, and approximately ten months had elapsed since their 

participation. At that point I decided that inviting their review could introduce more uncertainty 

and inconsistency than not. To address transferability of the study, I have ensured a “thick” 

description of the context of the study, its participants, and the particulars of the data collection 

and analysis. The quasi-experimental design of this study adds dependability, as future 

researchers could easily recreate the study. I addressed confirmability by minimizing my bias 

through triangulation; conducting the research with students with whom I had no prior 

relationship; and the fact that I had nothing to personally gain or lose from the results of this 

project. 
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Conclusion 

In conclusion, nothing is conclusive! However, I did discover a few important aspects of 

how my participants’ use of humour in climate change communications have affected their 

feelings and actions towards climate change. I found that Humour can act as a two-way conduit 

between the feelings and actions that reflect Engagement, and the feelings and actions that reflect 

Dissociation/Distancing. I also recognized the one-way nature of Burden, and how strong 

Mentorship, in the case of this study, helped buffer the students against Burden’s pull. Finally, 

both groups’ use of affiliative humour strengthened the cohesion and comraderie of their groups, 

which is important in the process of ongoing coping with an issue like climate change. 

Both groups expressed a very complicated relationship to climate change and the way 

they approached communicating about it, especially when they considered using humour (Group 

1 focused on humour, and I asked Group 2 about it in a hypothetical sense). During the 

qualitative analysis (thematic coding process), I attempted to find the position of humour in the 

participants’ relationships to climate change, and how humour might have contributed to their 

feelings and actions that were expressed in the other themes. Climate change, global issues, 

social justice issues, and other large-scale matters came up in the conversations among both 

groups, so contributed to the ten themes. The students recognized the inter-connectedness of an 

issue like climate change and did not readily isolate it. They expressed feelings of despair, 

futility, helplessness, and a burden of knowledge regarding climate change, along with a desire to 

Escape. Humour is not a turnkey solution against these feelings, but seemed to help these young 

people cope by providing a path between momentary Dissociation/Distancing and long-term 

Engagement. These moments of mental respite allowed the students a temporary psychological 
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distance from the painful reality of climate change, while simultaneously keeping the door open 

to reenter Engagement when they were ready. Burden also had the ability to lead the students to 

Dissociation/Distancing but had the risk of being a longer-term shift without a robust anchor of 

Mentorship. 

I turn to Folkman and Moskowitz (2000), who discuss the role of positivity in coping 

strategies. In the context of AIDS caregivers in the early 1990’s, when the disease was largely 

out of control, Folkman and Moskowitz discussed problem-focused coping, which involved 

“solving or managing the problem that is causing stress” (p. 650). Participants in that study were 

not passive in the face of uncontrollability; they set goals and worked towards them, which 

increased their positive affect during that time, which as mentioned previously, contributes to 

one’s long-term coping ability, and humour has also been shown to contribute to one’s positive 

affect (Cann & Collette, 2014). I saw a humorous camaraderie within the Windemup Leadership 

cohort, which I believe acted as a part of their Mentorship anchor. The participants were hopeful 

about climate change, which may be bolstered by humour as well, but regardless, helps them stay 

engaged. The students also expressed a desire to educate, inspire, and engage their peers and 

other audiences on the issue of climate change, and felt that a cautious use of humour may help 

in that process. 

Humour is a slippery concept, so slippery that centuries of theorizing about the 

phenomenon has not yet resulted in a conventional theory on the subject. If humour is slippery, 

then it slipped right through my fingers like so many scholars before me, and left a mere residue 

of understanding upon my skin. I can say that humour has the potential to have a positive effect 

on adolescents’ feelings and actions towards climate change. By providing mental respite, 
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bolstering coping ability which can bolster hope in turn, and strengthening group cohesion, 

humour has the potential to maintain these adolescents’ positive and productive engagement with 

climate change. Additionally, I found no evidence to suggest that humour has had a negative 

effect on these students’ feelings and actions towards climate change. 

Future research 

In my opinion, the most interesting opportunity for future research in this area is the 

continual caution encountered in the literature, and from my participants themselves, that 

humour may undermine the integrity of the message being communicated. I am not sure that this 

caution is an ultimate truth on the matter, and it would be interesting to investigate that further 

with an experimental research design – let us get some empirical data on the subject.  

Other areas of research to build upon this study include taking a closer look at how 

humour may influence the students’ hopefulness about climate change. I found a small difference 

in the participants’ hope scale scores after the humour condition, which definitely warrants 

further investigation. Secondly, exploring how the different humour styles (i.e. self-enhancing, 

self-defeating, affiliative, and aggressive) as identified by Martin et al. (2003) may affect climate 

change communications, could offer a more nuanced approach to a similar study. Finally, I 

would be interested to see a qualitative study involving professional EEC practitioners who use 

humour in their work to explore how it affects their own feelings and/or actions towards climate 

change. 

Recommendations for practice 

I recognize that humour is commonly used in EEC outreach (including by yours truly) 

and I now offer some brief practical advice based on this study. Firstly, I will not add to the 
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chorus of researchers that caution against humour-use for risk of undermining the issue; instead, 

I advise the EEC practitioner to use it strategically. Because humour is such a subjective 

phenomenon, it is crucial for the EEC practitioner to know their audience well, tailor the humour 

to that audience, and be prepared to accept that not everyone will like the humour. 

Secondly, the practitioner would be wise to consider what role the humour is playing in 

any outreach effort. Is the humour offering an invitation to step into a momentary Escape, or is it 

an invitation to step into Engagement? Identifying the purpose of the humour will help reach the 

intended audience, but be prepared to accept that not everyone will like the humour.  

Finally, try to stick with affiliative humour; when the jokes are designed to bring people 

together, it strengthens connections, but disparaging humour will widen divides. Also, be 

prepared to accept that not everyone will like the humour! 
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Appendix A 

Parent Consent Letter 

Ashley Bangsund 

Student, Royal Roads University 

**************@gmail.com 

 

January 5, 2017 

 

Dear Parent/Guardian, 

 

Re: Invitation to participate in a research project 

 

My name is Ashley Bangsund, and I am a student at Royal Roads University conducting a 

research project for a Masters degree in Environmental Education and Communications. My 

academic supervisor is Jennifer Good, Associate Professor at Brock University. She can be 

reached by email at *****@brocku.ca if you would like to verify my credentials and/or this 

study.  

 

I would like to coduct my research with the students in Windemup Secondary School’s 

Sustainability 11 class, which has been pre-approved by their teacher Mr. C and the Vancouver 

School Board. The research will take place on Monday, January 16, 2017. 

 

As your child is in that class, he or she is invited to participate in this project. I will need your 

consent to include them in the research. They will participate in one 80-minute session (one class 

block) that will include: 

 Three questionnaires (regarding socio-economic factors, coping, and hopefulness about 

climate change) 

 A short group brainstorming task with their peers 

 A focus group to share their thoughts and feelings about the task and climate change 

 

I will take an audio recording of the session and make notes throughout. Following this, the 

students will have the option to review the transcripts from the session and my preliminary 

analysis to ensure accuracy. The students will be given psudonyms in the final paper to protect 

their privacy. After the thesis is complete, I will destroy the raw data to further protect student 

privacy. Until then, it will be stored on a password protected computer. You and your child will 

have the opportunity to read the final paper if you so choose. I will share it with Mr. C. In future, 

I may seek publication based on this work.  

 

If you consent, I will obtain consent from the students themselves. Participation is completely 

voluntary and whether or not they choose to participate will have no effect upon their grades and 

standing. A student can withdraw from the study any time without any prejudice, but their 
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comments obtained during the group conversation will remain in use as it cannot be separated 

out of a group recording.  

 

Please do not share the following information with your child, as I need to keep some 

information about the study secret until the end of their participation. The reason for this is 

to get sincere and spontaneous responses from them at the time of the study. At the end of their 

session, I will tell them the truth and make sure they have a complete understanding of the study. 

My research project is called “Having a Laugh: The role of humour in adolescents’ climate 

change communication.” The purpose of this project is to explore how the use of humour relates 

to teenagers’ feelings and agency towards climate change. Please use the provided envelop to 

return this form to Mr. C. without your child reading it. 

 

I am happy to answer any questions you may have before proceeding. Thank you for your 

consideration.  

 

Sincerely, 

 

Ashley Bangsund 

 

 

By signing this letter, you give free and informed consent for your son or daughter to participate 

in this project. Please sign two copies, and keep one for your own records. 

 

Child’s name: ________________________________________________________ 

 

 

Parent/Guardian name: _________________________________________________ 

 

 

Parent/Guardian signature: ______________________________________________ 

 

 

Date: _______________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

Researcher: __________________________________________________________ 

 

 

Date: _______________________________________________________________ 
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RESEARCHER COPY – return to Mr. C. no later than January 16, 2017 
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Appendix B 

Student Consent Letter 

Ashley Bangsund 

Student, Royal Roads University 

**************@gmail.com 

 

January 5, 2017 

Dear Sustainability 11 Student, 

 

Re: Invitation to participate in a research project 

 

My name is Ashley Bangsund, and I am a student at Royal Roads University working towards a 

Masters degree in Environmental Education and Communications. My academic supervisor is 

Jennifer Good, Associate Professor at Brock University. She can be reached by email at 

*****@brocku.ca if you would like to verify my credentials and/or this study. I am conducting a 

research project investigating adolescents’ climate change communication. 

 

I would like to coduct my research with your Sustainability 11 class, with pre-approval of Mr. C. 

and the Vancouver School Board. You are invited to participate in this project. I will need your 

consent (and your parent’s consent). The research will take one class block, and will include: 

 Responding to three questionnaires 

 Completing a short group brainstorming task with your peers 

 Participating in a focus group to share your thoughts and feelings about that task and 

climate change 

 

I will take an audio recording of the session and make notes throughout. Following this, you will 

have the option to review the transcripts from the session and my preliminary analysis to ensure 

accuracy. You will be given psudonyms in the final paper to protect your privacy. After the 

thesis is complete, I will destroy the raw data to further protect your privacy. Until then, it will 

be stored on a password protected computer. You will have the opportunity to read the final 

paper if you want. I will share it with Mr. C. In future, I may seek publication based on this 

work.  

 

Participation is completely voluntary and whether or not you choose to participate will have no 

effect upon your grades and standing. You can withdraw from the study any time without 

consequence, but your comments recorded during the group conversation will remain in use as 

they cannot be separated out of a group recording.  

 

I am happy to answer any questions you may have before proceeding. Thank you for your 

consideration.  

 

Sincerely, 



HAVING A LAUGH? 121 

 

 

 

Ashley Bangsund 

 

By signing this letter, you give free and informed consent to participate in this project. Please 

sign two copies, and keep one for your own records. 

 

Participant name: ________________________________________________________ 

 

Signature: ______________________________________________________________ 

 

Date: __________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

Researcher: _____________________________________________________________ 

 

Date: __________________________________________________________________ 
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RESEARCHER COPY – return to Mr. C. no later than January 16, 2017 
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Appendix C 

Introduction Speech (Verbal) 

Hi everyone! My name is Ashley Bangsund, and this is my friend Laurie *****. I work 

for the VSB in the Sustainability office, and I’m also a student at Royal Roads University. I’m 

working towards a master’s degree in Environmental Education and Communications, and I 

hope you all will help me with my research today, but there is no obligation whatsoever. Laurie 

is my friend from outside of work and school and is here to help with the research project. 

I think some of us have met before through the Vancouver Youth Sustainability Network 

(the VYSN). I support that group as part of my job with the VSB, but this research is completely 

separate from that. If you choose not to participate today, it will not affect my support of that 

group or any other sustainability initiatives you might be involved with now or in the future. It 

also has absolutely no bearing on your academic standing. It’s totally optional. 

If you choose to participate, that’s great! If you decide not to, that’s fine too. If you’re not 

sure and want to decide later, you can tell me or your teacher after today and I can withdraw your 

participation as much as I can. I’ll be recording our conversation today though, so it might not be 

possible to take your input out entirely, but I will do my best. You have until February 10th to 

withdraw. After that, your input will be part of the study no matter what. But don’t worry, I’ll be 

using pseudonyms and you won’t be identifiable in the final paper.  

Now we’re going to put you into two groups. If you’d like to participate, and you and 

your parents have signed the consent forms, raise your hand and we’ll proceed. Keep your hands 

up while we divide you into two groups for the project. 
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Appendix D 

Supplemental Debrief Letter 

Ashley Bangsund 

Student, Royal Roads University 

ashleybangsund@gmail.com 

 

January 16, 2017 

 

Dear Participants, 

 

Thank you for taking part in my research project entitled Having a laugh: the role of humour in 

adolescents’ climate change communication.  

 

As you now know, the true purpose of the study was withheld from you so that I could capture sincere 

and spontaneous responses from you at the time the topic of humour was introduced. I did this so that you 

would not know that I was specifically interested in your experience of humour in climate change 

communications before the study, to avoid any advance-prepared comments or opinions. 

 

The task of creating a concept for a video about climate change was fictitious – there will be no such 

video. This task was designed to see how you use and respond to the use of humour in climate change 

communications. 

 

As I mentioned before the study began, you have the chance to withdraw until February 10, 2017. As 

today’s session was recorded, I will do my best to remove your identifiable input, but some input may 

remain if it cannot be removed from a group conversation, or if it’s not identifiable to you. After February 

10, I will not be able to withdraw your input at all, as I will have transcribed the session using 

pseudonyms, so I will not be able to identify your input for removal. 

 

If you have any questions or concerns about this, please let me or your teacher Mr. C. know, and I’ll do 

my best to address them.  

 

Once again, thank you very much for your participation!  

Best Regards, 

 

 

 

 

 

Ashley Bangsund  
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Appendix E 

Hopeful Scale 

This questionnaire is to measure how hopeful you feel about climate change. Below you 

will find a list of ten statements that finish the sentence “I feel hope about climate change 

because…” Please rate the degree to which you agree or disagree with each statement. 

 

I feel hope about climate change because… 

1 

Strongly 

disagree 

2 

Mildly 

disagree 

3 

Mildly 

agree 

4 

Strongly 

agree 

I do not think that climate change is as big of a 

problem as certain researchers claim. 

    

We as individuals can change our behaviour; 

together we can influence climate change in a 

positive direction. 

    

I believe that research and technical solutions will 

contribute to the improvement of the climate change 

problem. 

    

The awareness about this problem has increased 

considerably during recent years. 

    

Politicians in more and more countries take climate 

change seriously. 

    

As long as there are people who are active in 

environmental organizations there is a possibility 

that the climate issue will be solved. 

    

I know that there are a number of things that I 

myself can do to contribute to the improvement of 

the climate change problem. 

    

I try to focus on positive news about climate change 

in the media. 
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Appendix F 

Subjective Socio-economic Scale:  
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1. Gender: 

a. Male 

b. Female 

c. Transgender 

d. Prefer not to respond 

 

2. Ethnicity: 

a. Asian or Pacific Islander 

b. African-Canadian/Black 

c. First Nation 

d. Hispanic/Latino 

e. Indo-Canadian 

f. Multiracial 

g. Caucasian/White  

h. Not listed (please specify): 

 

3. First language: ____________________ Secondary language(s) if applicable: 

____________________ 

 

4. What are your grades like? 

b. Mostly A’s 

c. Mostly B’s 

d. Mostly C’s 

e. I don’t know 

f. Other: ______________________ 

 

5. At home, I have my own unshared (circle all that apply): 

a. Bedroom 

b. Bathroom 

c. Computer (desktop) 

d. Computer (laptop) 

e. TV 

f. Ipad/tablet 

g. Cellphone 

h. Car  

 

6. Do you have a paying job? Yes/no 

a. If yes, what is the job and how much do you work (hrs/week)? 

 

7. Do you volunteer? Yes/no 

a. If yes, what is the role and how much do you volunteer (hrs/week)? 

 

8. What are your extracurricular activities? (circle all that apply) 

a. Music 
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b. Sports, indoor 

c. Sports, outdoor 

d. Drama 

e. Academic teams and clubs 

f. Visual arts 

g. Other (please list): 
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Appendix G 

Humour Coping Scale 

This questionnaire is concerned with the way you express and experience humour. Obviously, there is 

wide variation among individuals and therefore no right or wrong answers to these questions. Below 

you will find a list of six statements. Please rate the degree to which you agree or disagree with that 

statement. 

 1 
Strongly 
disagree 

2 
Mildly 

disagree 

3 
Mildly 
agree 

4 
Strongly 

agree 

I often lose my sense of humour when I’m having 

problems. 

    

I have often found that my problems have been greatly 

reduced when I tried to find something funny in them. 

    

I usually look for something funny to say when I am in 

tense situations. 

    

I have often felt that if I am in a situation where I have to 

either cry or laugh, it’s better to laugh. 

    

I can usually find something to laugh or joke about even 

in frustrating situations. 

    

It has been my experience that humour is often a very 

effective way of coping with problems.  
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Appendix H 

Participant Brainstorming Notes 

 

Figure H1. Brainstorming notes made by the participants in Group 1 (Humour Group). 
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Figure H2. Brainstorming notes made by the participants in Group 2 (Serious Group). 
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Appendix I 

Focus Group Discussion 

 

Thank you so much for that effort, it was a pleasure to watch you work on this task. We’re going 

to spend about 25 minutes now talking as a group about the task and your concept. I’ll give you 

some questions to help the conversation along, but don’t be shy! I really want to hear your 

thoughts and let the conversation happen among the group. I want to hear you all talk more than 

I hear myself talk. I have to listen to the recording about a million times after this and I don’t 

want to just listen to my voice the whole time!  

 

You seemed _________ about the idea of the video. What do you think about making the video 

funny/serious? 

 

Do you think a funny/serious video like this about climate change could inspire your peers to do 

something about climate change? 

 

Do you talk to climate change about your friends? How do those conversations usually go? 

 

What do you think you and your peers can do or say to help climate change? 

 

What if we had asked you to make a serious/funny video about climate change? How do you 

think that would have changed this process? 

 

Other questions based on observations of task work. 

 


