
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

PERCEIVED STRESS AND BURNOUT IN RESEARCH ASSISTANTS:  

THE ROLE OF HUMOR 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

İREM TATAR  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

YEDITEPE UNIVERSITY 

GRADUATE SCHOOL OF SOCIAL SCIENCES 

İSTANBUL, 2023 

 

 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

PERCEIVED STRESS AND BURNOUT IN RESEARCH ASSISTANTS: 

THE ROLE OF HUMOR 

 

 

BY 

 

 

İREM TATAR 

 

  

 

 

SUPERVISOR 

DR. MARI ITO ALPTÜRER 

 

 

 

SUBMITTED TO GRADUATE SCHOOL OF SOCIAL SCIENCES 

IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT 

OF THE REQUIREMENTS FOR THE DEGREE OF 

MASTER OF ARTS 

IN 

CLINICAL PSYCHOLOGY 

 

YEDİTEPE UNIVERSITY 

GRADUATE SCHOOL OF SOCIAL SCIENCES 

İSTANBUL, 2023 

 



i 

 

 

 

PLAGIARISM STATEMENT 

 

I hereby declare that all information in this document has been obtained and 

presented in accordance with academic rules and ethical conduct. I also declare that, as 

required by these rules and conduct, I have fully cited and referenced all material and 

results that are not original to this work.  

 

 

Date: 

Name and surname: İrem Tatar 

Signature: 

 

 

  



ii 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

Stress and burnout of research assistants at universities are significant concerns, as their 

performance and well-being can be affected. While previous research has explored 

stress and burnout in various professions, this study specifically focuses on research 

assistants, a group that has received limited attention in the literature. The present thesis 

aimed to investigate the stress and burnout experienced by research assistants and 

explore the role of coping humor and humor styles. Research assistants (N=406) 

responded to the Perceived Stress Scale, the Maslach Burnout Inventory, the Coping 

Humor Scale, and the Humor Styles Questionnaire via an online survey platform. As a 

result, a positive correlation between the perceived stress and burnout of the research 

assistants was confirmed. Furthermore, a negative relationship was observed between 

research assistants’ sense of humor and burnout. However, coping humor was not a 

significant moderator in the relationship between perceived stress and burnout. Rather, 

perceived stress partially mediated the negative relationship between coping humor and 

burnout. The path analysis of Structural Equation Modeling revealed that burnout could 

be predicted by their sense of humor but not directly. The effect of coping humor on 

burnout was mediated by two adaptive humor styles and perceived stress. Affiliative 

humor directly impacted burnout in a negative way while self-enhancing humor 

negatively affects burnout levels via perceived stress. The finding suggests that research 

assistants who tend to use positive humor in coping with difficulties would perceive 

less stress and consequently less burnout.  The theoretical and practical implications of 

these findings are discussed. 

 

Keywords: perceived stress, burnout, coping humor, humor styles, research assistants 
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ÖZET 

 

Üniversitelerdeki araştırma görevlilerinin stresi ve tükenmişliği, onların performans ve 

iyi oluşlarını etkilenebileceğinden önemli endişe sorunlardır. Daha önceki araştırmalar, 

çeşitli mesleklerde stres ve tükenmişliği incelemiş olsa da bu çalışma özellikle 

literatürde sınırlı ilgi gören bir grup olan araştırma görevlilerine odaklanmaktadır. Bu 

tez, araştırma görevlilerinin deneyimlediği stres ve tükenmişliği araştırmayı ve mizahla 

başa çıkma ile mizah tarzlarının rolünü keşfetmeyi amaçlamaktadır. Araştırma 

görevlileri (N=406), Algılanan Stres Ölçeği, Maslach Tükenmişlik Envanteri, Mizah 

Yoluyla Başa Çıkma Mizah Ölçeği ve Mizah Tarzları Ölçeğini çevrimiçi bir anket 

platformu aracılığıyla yanıtlamıştır. Sonuç olarak, araştırma görevlilerinin algılanan 

stresi ile tükenmişliği arasındaki pozitif ilişki doğrulanmıştır. Ayrıca araştırma 

görevlilerinin mizah anlayışı ile tükenmişliği arasında negatif yönde bir ilişki 

gözlenmiştir. Ancak mizahla başa çıkma, algılanan stres ve tükenmişlik arasındaki 

ilişkide anlamlı bir düzenleyici (moderatör) değildi. Onun yerine, algılanan stres, 

mizahla başa çıkma ve tükenmişlik arasındaki negatif ilişkiye kısmen aracılık 

(mediatör) etmiştir. Yapısal Eşitlik Modellemenin yol analizi, tükenmişliğin mizah 

anlayışları tarafından tahmin edilebileceğini, ancak doğrudan tahmin edilemeyeceğini 

ortaya koymuştur. Mizahla başa çıkmanın tükenmişlik üzerindeki etkisine iki adaptif 

mizah stili ve algılanan stres aracılık etmiştir. Katılımcı mizah tükenmişliği doğrudan 

negatif yönde etkilerken, kendini geliştirici mizah algılanan stres aracılığıyla 

tükenmişlik düzeylerini negatif yönde etkilemektedir. Bulgular, zorluklarla başa 

çıkmada pozitif mizahı kullanma eğiliminde olan araştırma görevlilerinin daha az stres 

ve dolayısıyla daha az tükenmişlik algılayacaklarını göstermektedir. Bu bulguların 

teorik ve pratik sonuçları tartışılmaktadır. 

 

Anahtar kelimeler: algılanan stres, tükenmişlik, mizahla başa çıkma, mizah 

tarzları, araştırma görevlileri 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

Despite the fact that we now have remedies for many physical and psychological 

difficulties, stress remains an issue in today’s society. The problem of stress has been 

researched innumerably in the psychology literature. Some of the studies on stress 

focused on events that cause stress (Sliter et al., 2014), while others focused on the 

physiological and psychological reactions to these events (Newman & Stone, 1996). In 

the literature, a stimulus event that causes stress is referred to as a “stressor,” and the 

physiological and psychological reactions of people to these events are referred to as 

“stress responses” (Crosswell & Lockwood, 2020, p.2).  

Stress can be caused by a variety of stressors that press a demand for an adaptive 

response from the person. As major life events and traumatic incidents can be sources 

of acute stress, daily hassles and chronic stress related to work and life can also have 

serious consequences. Occupational stress is a concern to many people in the world. 

The work-related stress often affects individuals not only when at work but the whole 

aspects of their life. In studies of stress, participants from various professions have been 

studied. There is even a study that recruited participants from 26 different professions 

(Johnson et al., 2005). University lecturers are one of the many professions that have 

been the focus of stress research (e.g., Ofoegbu & Nwadiani, 2006; Ogbonna & Harris, 

2004; Salami, 2011). However, there is a significant gap in the existing literature that 

warrants attention. Specifically, there has been a lack of research focusing on the stress 

experienced by research assistants within university settings.  

This particular group, although often overlooked, may be subjected to a variety 

of stressors that can significantly impact their well-being. One primary stressor faced 

by research assistants is the general work overload they carry. With numerous 

responsibilities and tasks to handle, including academic work and administrative duties, 

research assistants often find themselves struggling with overwhelming workloads. 

Furthermore, they may be confronted with excessive student numbers, which can 

further worsen their stress levels as they strive to provide adequate support and guidance 

to a large number of students. In addition to work overload, research assistants may also 

face challenges when dealing with problematic students. This aspect of their role can be 

emotionally demanding and mentally draining. Moreover, the physical conditions 

within research environments may not always be pleasant, potentially adding to the 
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overall stress experienced by research assistants. Financial concerns are another 

important stressor for research assistants. Many of them receive low salaries that may 

not adequately reflect the responsibilities they undertake or the qualifications they 

possess. This financial strain can contribute to heightened stress levels, especially when 

attempting to meet their personal and professional needs. Furthermore, the power 

dynamics inherent within academia can be a significant source of stress for research 

assistants. They may find themselves navigating complex relationships with students, 

lecturers, professors, and directors, which can be challenging to manage effectively. 

Balancing the expectations and demands of these various parties can place considerable 

pressure on research assistants. It is important to note that research assistants are not 

only responsible for supporting the academic needs of others but also for pursuing their 

own graduate studies and scholarly research work. This dual role places immense 

demands on their time, energy, and cognitive resources. Consequently, research 

assistants may struggle to meet their own emotional needs while striving to fulfill the 

daily demands placed upon them.  

Thus, the thesis seeks to highlight the importance of paying attention to the well-

being of research assistants. The high demands placed on research assistants may 

eventually cause an inability to cope with the day-to-day stress, a gradual decline in 

overall job performance, and the experience of so-called “burnout” as a consequence. 

Maslach (2003) defines burnout as a psychological syndrome that emerges as “a 

prolonged reaction to chronic emotional or interpersonal stressors on the job” (p.189). 

This syndrome is prevalent among academic staff, potentially impeding their ability to 

effectively meet the demands of their profession (Amer et al., 2022). Burnout is, in this 

sense, not only harmful for the employees themselves but also for the organizations. 

Likewise, research assistants’ stress and burnout can have a major impact on the 

university administration. Tümkaya’s (2007) research on burnout of academic staff at 

universities in Turkey reported that research assistants’ burnout scores were the highest 

compared to those of professors and lecturers. Universities should, therefore, cultivate 

an environment that promotes the well-being of research assistants while also ensuring 

the overall success and sustainability of their academic programs. Addressing the 

unique challenges faced by research assistants and implementing effective measures to 

mitigate their stress and burnout is an urgent need. Recognizing the importance of 
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addressing this issue, the current thesis puts a spotlight on the research assistants’ stress 

and burnout.  

This thesis examines the level of stress and burnout of research assistants and 

aims to contribute to the existing literature on stress and burnout in the academic setting. 

It specifically focuses on the personal tendencies to use a certain coping strategy. As 

most stressors faced by research assistants are ones that are not directly controllable by 

them, it was predicted that they are more likely to resort to emotion-focused coping. In 

this respect, the sense of humor may be one of the protective personality variables that 

moderate their experience of stress and burnout. Individuals with a good sense of humor 

may experience less burnout due to their ability to find amusement even in challenging 

circumstances and maintain a positive outlook on life and work.  
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

2.1 Stress and Coping 

 

2.1.1 Defining Stress 

 

The origins of the concept of stress are the Latin word “estritia” and the old 

French word “estrece.” In the 17th century, the word was used to refer to disaster, 

adversity, trouble, grief, and affliction. Later, in the 18th and 19th centuries, the word 

started to refer to pressure as in power or difficulty pressed on objects or persons, their 

organs, and mental structures (Baltaş & Baltaş, 2002). The academic definitions of 

stress went through some changes throughout the 20th century. The various definitions 

of stress appeared in terms of its changing emphasis on physiological and psychological 

factors and their explanation of the relationship between individuals and their 

environment. 

In the 1950s, stress grew to be one of the most frequently researched topics in 

psychology, and many scientists attempted to establish a common definition of stress. 

Wolff (1953), as an early example of these attempts, defined stress as the body’s 

response to a threatening external stimulus. Stress is understood as uncontrollable 

physiological changes caused by the arousal of the sympathetic nervous system. 

Starting with such physiological stress definitions, more psychological definitions 

appeared later. McGrath (1976) defined stress as the perception of a significant 

imbalance between demand and response capability when failure to meet the physical 

or psychological demand is considered to have significant consequences. From this 

viewpoint, the experience of stress arguably differs according to the person’s perception 

and evaluation of the situation, which can be influenced by their psychological 

characteristics, cultural values, motivations, and belief systems. Lazarus and Folkman 

(1984) further argued that stress is the result of the person-environment transaction. 

What is important in this transaction is that individuals perceive events and other people 

as sources of stress after the cognitive appraisal of them. In this transaction, if the person 

does not interpret the events and their environment as a source of stress, they will not 

experience stress. Cox (1993) also explained stress as a psychological state that is a part 

of the interactional process between individuals and their environment. Cüceloğlu 

(1992), on the other hand, defined stress as the effort that an individual extends beyond 
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physical and psychological capabilities as a result of incompatible physical and social 

environments. During efforts to adapt to the environment, if internal and external 

conditions make it difficult for the individual to adapt, the person begins to exert effort 

beyond their physical and psychological limits. This situation, which causes physical 

and psychological fatigue, is called stress. 

Some conclusions can be drawn by looking at the common features of the 

definitions of stress. First of all, stress occurs as a result of the transaction between the 

person and the environment. Secondly, stress is an experience of strain where the 

individual’s capacity is stretched. However, the level of strain and difficulty 

experienced depends on the person. Moreover, stress affects the whole person, both 

mind and body.  

While these definitions help us grasp the general concept of stress, an 

examination of stress theories will bring a more thorough understanding of the nature 

of stress. When stress theories are evaluated one at a time, it becomes clear that they 

only partially address the aspects of stress. The overall mechanism of stress can only be 

clarified collectively. For this reason, it is important to know the existing stress theories 

and to create a synthesis of these theories in order to understand the phenomenon called 

stress. 

 

2.1.2 Classic Theories of Stress 

 

Many theories have been proposed to explain stress. They can be classified as 

biological and psychological theories. Theories with a biological foundation describe 

how the body reacts to stress. Hans Selye’s “General Adaptation Syndrome” (1976) is 

one of these theories. Selye exposed mice to various stressors (extreme cold and heat, 

pressure, mobility, inactivity, fatigue, etc.) for various durations and observed the 

physiological responses that occur due to these stressors. Surprisingly, he found that all 

stressors cause the same physiological response pattern, regardless of the type of 

stressor (Taylor, 1986). As a result of these experiments, Selye created the theory of 

“General Adaptation Syndrome” consisting of three stages: 1) alarm reactions, 2) 

resistance, and 3) exhaustion. In this theory, when the organism tries to adapt to the 

changes in environmental conditions, the adaptation process causes a state of chronic 
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physiological arousal, which strains the body as the process requires a constant supply 

of strength and energy. This causes the body to wear out over time (Allen, 1984). When 

a person is chronically stressed, the release of stress hormones impairs the body’s 

immune system and paves the way to some physical diseases such as headaches (Nash 

& Thebarge, 2006; Schramm et al., 2015), high blood pressure (Gasperin et al., 2009; 

Larkin, 2008), and heart diseases (Levine, 2022; Wirtz & von Känel, 2017). 

Psychological theories, on the other hand, focus on behavioral, emotional and 

cognitive reactions to stress. Unlike physiological stress reactions, which are automatic 

and more predictable, psychological reactions largely depend on the person and how 

they perceives the environment. Psychological theories seek to answer the question of 

how personality, learning, and interpretations can turn a personal or social event into a 

stressful one. One of the psychologically-based classic theories belongs to Freud. In his 

book “Inhibitions, Symptoms and Anxiety”, Freud (1926/1959) talks about three types 

of anxiety, namely, “realistic anxiety,” “neurotic anxiety,” and “moral anxiety.” First of 

all, realistic anxiety is a natural and universal anxiety felt when there is a real, external 

danger threatening life. Neurotic anxiety, on the other hand, originates from 

unconscious conflicts between unacceptable impulses and the constraints of social 

reality.  Finally, moral anxiety is the fear stemming from conscience. When people 

commit an action that goes against their moral values or even only think about such a 

situation, they may feel guilty and ashamed. According to Freud, these three types of 

anxiety cause tension in the person; reduction of this tension is provided by defense 

mechanisms, but overuse of these defense mechanisms is also unhealthy. What Freud 

calls “tension” here is parallel to the concept of psychological stress. 

The behaviorist learning theory is another psychological theory that explains 

stress. Classical and operant conditioning or a combination of both provide explanations 

for the associative learning between a certain situation and stress responses and 

behavioral changes that occur due to stress. It also helps to find out how coping 

behaviors such as avoidance is acquired. Based on his Little Albert experiment, Watson 

(1920) argued that early childhood conditioning is the basis of adult fears, hatred, and 

anxiety. On the other hand, the acquisition of avoidance behavior can be explained by 

operant conditioning. Avoidance behavior plays a role in reducing learned responses 

such as fear or anxiety. People tend to move away from the tension-causing situation in 

an attempt to reduce the unpleasant tension. In Albert’s example, as his escape from the 
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white rat reduces the tension, this avoidance behavior gets strengthened. Stressful 

situations that often cause anxiety thus lead to avoidance behavior. 

 

2.1.3 Cognitive Appraisal  

 

The more recent psychological theory of stress is based on the perspective of 

cognitive psychology. According to cognitive appraisal theory (Lazarus, 1993; Lazarus 

& Lazarus, 1994), what really matters is not the event itself, but the individual’s 

evaluation of it. In other words, how the individual interprets an event is crucial. For 

this reason, the individual’s perception of an event and their evaluation of their skills to 

cope with it cause them to define that event as “stressful” or “non-stressful. Lazarus and 

Folkman (1984) argued that nothing is stressful unless a person defines something as 

stressful, reflecting their transactional view of stress and coping. No event is universally 

stressful. The intensity of the stress people experience is also relative to the meaning 

people ascribe to events. In this theory, primary and secondary appraisal processes are 

assumed within the processes of making sense of events. In primary appraisal, the 

person evaluates how important the event is to them and may interpret the event as 

threatening, causing loss, or damaging. For example, if someone who loses their job 

thinks that it will cause financial difficulties for themselves and their family in the 

future, this is interpreted as a source of stress. However, if the same person perceives 

the unemployment situation as an opportunity for some new ventures, although they 

perceive the harm and danger of the situation, this situation may not become a source 

of stress. If the person perceives the situation as threatening, that is, as “stressful,” the 

secondary appraisal process begins. This is the stage for the subjective evaluation of 

whether the person’s coping skills and resources are sufficient to cope with the situation. 

Here, it would be appropriate to delve deeper into the topic of coping strategies and 

explore how individuals use various approaches or resources to effectively manage and 

direct stressful events in their lives. 

 

2.1.4 Coping Strategies 

 

People assess the meaning of difficult situations and use different ways to handle 

them. This is known as coping. Lazarus and Folkman (1984) define problem-focused 
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and emotion-focused coping as two main types of coping strategies.  Problem-focused 

coping involves trying to solve or change the actual problem which are causing distress 

(Lazarus & Folkman, 1984, p. 150). This can include planning, taking action, or 

focusing on the next steps. Emotion-focused coping focuses on managing emotions in 

response to the problem (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984, p. 150). This can involve engaging 

in distracting activities or seeking support from others. Generally, humans prefer 

problem-focused coping because it allows them to control and shape their environment 

to meet their needs and goals. However, when problem-focused coping is not possible, 

people often turn to emotion-focused coping to feel better about the situation. In certain 

job environments, such as universities in Turkey, individuals may find themselves 

needing to rely on emotion-focused coping strategies. This is because they may not have 

the power or ability to directly change the overall environment or its inherent 

challenges. Instead, they focus on managing and regulating their emotional responses 

to the job-related stressors they encounter. By engaging in activities that distract from 

stress, such as using humor, individuals can better regulate their emotions and find a 

sense of relief or comfort in their work environment. A sense of humor may help 

employees reframe and reinterpret stressful work situations in a more positive light. It 

can provide a cognitive and emotional break from stressors, allowing employees to 

momentarily distance themselves and experience relief. Positive humor was found to 

help employees cope with ambiguity (Blanchard et al., 2014) and to ease social 

interactions, especially in moments of conflict or tension (Plester, 2009). It is important 

to note that while emotion-focused coping can be valuable in such situations, it does not 

directly address or resolve the underlying challenges of the job environment. It 

primarily serves as a means of adapting to and managing the emotional consequences 

of the circumstances at hand.  

 

2.2 Burnout: A Psychological Consequence of Chronic Stress at Work 

 

Common psychological symptoms of stress are, for example, withdrawal (Gupta 

& Beehr, 1979; Khawaja et al., 2021), learned helplessness (Bargai et al., 2007), fear 

(Dymecka et al., 2021), anxiety (Chaby et al., 2015; Melchior et al., 2007), and 

depression (Cohen et al., 2007; Kim et al., 2022). A stressed person can experience 

cognitive problems such as decreased attention (Sandström et al., 2011), difficulty in 
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concentrating the mind on a subject (Baltaş & Baltaş, 2002), difficulty in establishing 

relationships between various subjects (Baltaş & Baltaş, 2002), excessive forgetfulness 

(Kane, 2009), and obsessive thoughts (Horowitz, 1975) as well. Those stress-related 

issues can co-occur as a syndrome to reduce the person’s productivity at work and 

enjoyment of life.  

One such syndrome caused by chronic stress at work is called burnout. The 

concept of burnout first appeared in Freudenberger’s paper in 1974. In this paper, 

burnout was described as loss of energy and strength, and wearing out. It was also 

defined as the state in which the person exhausted their internal resources as a result of 

failure, overload, and unfulfilled demands (Freudenberger, 1974). There are various 

definitions of burnout that are similar in terms of their fundamental framework but differ 

in terms of their expression. According to Pines and Aronson’s (1988) definition, 

burnout is a state of physical and psychological exhaustion occurring due to prolonged 

exposure to demanding situations.  

Maslach, who developed the Maslach Burnout Inventory (Maslach & Jackson, 

1981) is the most prominent theorist and researcher of burnout after Freudenberger. 

Maslach (2003) defines burnout as a psychological syndrome that emerges as “a 

prolonged reaction to chronic emotional or interpersonal stressors on the job” (p.189). 

In contrast to Freudenberger (1974), who solely defined the emotional exhaustion 

aspect of burnout, Maslach and Jackson (1981) proposed a three-dimensional model of 

burnout. Firstly, the emotional exhaustion dimension of burnout is concerned with 

symptoms such as fatigue, lack of energy, and feeling emotionally worn out are 

observed in the individual. This dimension is considered the most important 

determinant of burnout (Salyers et al., 2017). The individual experiencing emotional 

exhaustion thinks that they are not treating the people they serve with the same 

generosity and responsibility they formerly did. Having to go back to work the next day 

is a source of great concern for the individual, who is burdened with feelings of tension 

and frustration (Maslach et al., 2001). Secondly, the depersonalization dimension of 

burnout describes emotionless, humiliating, and indifferent behavior towards those one 

cares for and serves, regardless of the fact that they, too, are human beings. The 

individual tends to be dehumanized, cynical, condescending, strict, and to take an 

indifferent attitude (Leiter & Maslach, 1988). Employees may display a distant, 

indifferent, and cynical attitude towards both the people they serve and the institution 
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they work for, and they are not disturbed by this situation (Maslach, 1978). Thirdly, the 

personal accomplishment dimension of burnout points to a person’s tendency to 

evaluate themself negatively (Maslach, 2003). An individual who has a sense of reduced 

personal accomplishment feels they are inadequate and incompetent and experience a 

decrease in their motivation (Leiter & Maslach, 1988). Thus, burnout is seen as a 

syndrome involving the above multiple symptoms. In accordance with Maslach’s 

definition of burnout as a reaction to chronic stressors, studies found that higher 

perceived stress scores were associated with an increase in emotional exhaustion and 

depersonalization, and a decrease in personal accomplishment, meaning, overall higher 

burnout scores (Hendrix et al., 2000; Teles et al., 2020). 

Age and gender differences were found in the studies of burnout. Men and 

women working in the same profession may experience different dimensions of burnout 

at different levels. According to studies, women experience higher emotional 

exhaustion than men (Hwang et al., 2021; Murat, 2003; Tümkaya, 2007; Wang et al., 

2020). On the other hand, it has been shown that men experience higher 

depersonalization (Greenglass et al., 1990; Pantenburg et al., 2016; Russell et al., 1987) 

and lower personal accomplishment (Schadenhofer et al., 2018; Unterbrink et al., 2007) 

than women. In addition, the prevalence of burnout in young and older workers differs. 

Studies on burnout have revealed that young workers feel more burnout because their 

expectations are high in the first years of the profession (Erickson & Grove, 2008; 

Hwang et al., 2021; Spittle et al., 2015). 

Another variable that may affect the experience of burnout is the education level 

of individuals. Research on this issue reveals contradictory findings. The majority of 

research hypothesizes that success in coping with burnout will increase as education 

level increases. So, there will be a negative correlation between education level and 

burnout. However, when the findings were examined, it was observed that burnout 

increases as the education level increases (Bijari & Abassi, 2016; Li et al., 2019; Zarei 

et al., 2019). These findings can be explained by the fact that as education levels 

increase, the likelihood of having to cope with challenging responsibilities and 

situations increases (Maslach et al., 2001). The increase in people’s future career 

expectations as their education level increases can also be considered a source of stress. 

Consequently, it makes sense that burnout research would gravitate to academia when 

all of these factors are taken into account. 
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Burnout among educators in higher education institutions has caused significant 

concern. The burnout experiences of educators have been investigated in relation to 

different variables, including time allocation, perceived pressure, decreased social 

support (Padilla & Thompson, 2016), lack of job resources and dispositional optimism 

(Barkhuizen et al., 2014), job stress and personality traits (Salami, 2011), humor styles 

and coping humor (Tümkaya, 2007), and demographic variables such as age, gender, 

and experience (Teles et al., 2020). As a result, these factors were found to be important 

predictors of burnout. 

Student burnout in higher education has also been investigated. Turhan et al. 

(2023) found that student burnout symptoms, including emotional exhaustion, 

cynicism, and reduced professional efficacy, increase linearly over the course of a 

semester in higher education. Additionally, a study conducted by Olson et al. (2023) 

revealed that nearly one-third of the students experienced frequent burnout symptoms 

and that a positive relationship between academic workload and burnout symptoms 

existed. Given their dual role, research assistants may experience job burnout and 

student burnout simultaneously.  

According to research on burnout, chronic failure to effectively cope with stress 

is what leads to burnout (Friesen & Sarros, 1989; Kaçmaz, 2005). Therefore, it is 

important to examine coping strategies that can protect research assistants from its 

negative effects. One of these coping strategies may be the use of humor. Humor has 

been found to moderate stress and the resultant burnout (e.g., Ho, 2017 – see Section 

2.4). 

 

2.3 Humor 

 

The origin of the concept of humor is the Latin word “humorem” meaning fluid 

or liquid. Hippocrates, a Greek physician regarded as the father of medicine, thought 

that “the proper balance of the body’s four fluids,” or “humors,” including “blood, 

phlegm, black bile, and yellow bile,” is necessary for good health (as cited in Martin & 

Ford, 2018, p.20). Humor has a long and much-discussed history. Humor has been 

discussed by great minds such as Aristotle, Plato, Darwin, Descartes, Kant, Hobbes, 

Freud, and Twain. Yet, the term humor is used by both experts and non-experts to refer 



12 

 

to several concepts with varied meanings. Rod Martin is well-known for his research 

on the psychological aspect of humor and especially for assessment tools such as the 

Coping Humor Scale and the Humor Style Questionnaire which he developed.  

According to Martin and Ford (2018, p.16), humor is a diverse concept encompassing 

actions or words that individuals find amusing and that elicit laughter. It involves the 

cognitive aspects of generating and recognizing such comical stimuli, along with the 

emotional experience of enjoying them. The context in which a person experiences 

humor is provided by other people. Therefore, humor can be considered as a social 

phenomenon. Individuals make jokes and laugh more often when they are with others 

compared to when they are alone (Martin & Kuiper, 1999; Provine & Fischer, 1989). 

There are times when people will chuckle by themselves, whether it be when reading a 

hilarious book, watching a comedy show on television, or recalling a funny personal 

event. These laughing incidents are nonetheless considered social since the imagined or 

implied presence of other individuals is involved in such incidents (Allport, 1954). In 

essence, humor is a fun method for people to engage. It is meaningful to examine humor 

in the workplace (i.e., the university in the context of this thesis), for it is an intensive 

social setting. 

 

2.3.1 Classic Theories of Humor 

 

Since the ancient Greek civilization, philosophers have discussed humor in 

various ways. Classic theories of humor can be classified as the superiority theory, the 

relief theory, and the incongruity theory, each of which gives weight to different 

psychological mechanisms (Martin & Ford, 2018). The superiority theory, associated 

with thinkers such as Thomas Hobbes and Henri Bergson, suggests that humor comes 

from the perception of one’s own superiority or the superiority of a situation over others. 

Laughter, according to the superiority theory, serves as an expression of the perceived 

triumph or supremacy one feels over others (Martin & Ford, 2018). Superiority theories 

of humor thus emphasize interpersonal motives and explain humor as a mechanism of 

self-esteem enhancement.  

The relief theory, associated with Sigmund Freud, suggests that humor functions 

as a release of tension or repression. Freud points out aggressive and sexual themes in 
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jokes. According to his theory, the enjoyment of humor is motivated by powerful 

intrapersonal needs that exist outside of conscious awareness. Humor is seen as a way 

of bypassing the superego and releasing forbidden sexual and aggressive impulses. 

Psychoanalytic theory speculated that humor may serve as a mature and healthy defense 

mechanism against obstacles and stresses of life. In fact, Freud proposed humor to be 

the highest form of defense mechanism (1928, p. 216) that not everyone is capable of 

(1905, p. 5).   

The incongruity theory, rooted in the work of Immanuel Kant and later 

developed by Arthur Schopenhauer, suggests that humor arises from the perception of 

incongruities or inconsistencies (Martin & Ford, 2018). Humor occurs when a person 

perceives something as surprisingly incompatible or inconsistent with their existing 

mental framework or schema, in other words, when it involves incongruity. According 

to this theory, when there is a mismatch or unexpected deviation from what is expected, 

it creates a cognitive surprise that leads to humor (Martin & Ford, 2018). The 

incongruity resolution process plays a key role in this theory, as individuals engage in 

cognitive processes to reconcile and make sense of the perceived incongruity. Whether 

an event is found funny or not depends on how it is perceived and the successful 

resolution of the incongruity, as individuals find amusement when their expectations 

and reality do not match up.  

Compared to the older superiority theory, the relief theory and the congruity 

theory have more positive views of humor. The latter theories suggest that those who 

use humor can have an advantage of its tension-relief function or the incongruity-

resolution function. Moreover, classic theories of humor not only recognized the 

beneficial role of humor but also laid the foundation for contemporary theories. 

 

2.3.2 Contemporary Theories of Humor 

 

 In recent times, psychology has shifted away from broad and vague theories 

from the past to more specific and testable theories for research. This applies to humor 

research as well, where the focus has moved towards narrower questions about humor 

experiences and the specific mental processes involved. However, the quest for a 

comprehensive theory of humor still continues. Contemporary theories of humor can be 
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classified as the reversal theory, the comprehension-elaboration theory, and the benign 

violation theory (Martin & Ford, 2018).  

According to Michael Apter’s (1982, as cited in Martin & Ford, 2018, p.68) 

“reversal theory,” humor occurs when there is a sudden motivational shift between a 

“serious and sensible” state and a “spontaneous and playful” state. This shift can be 

caused by a variety of triggers, e.g., incongruity, surprise, or the violation of social 

norms or expectations. The reversal theory of humor suggests that humor serves 

multiple functions. It allows us to temporarily escape from our normal psychological 

states and explore alternative perspectives. It can also help us cope with tension or 

anxiety by providing a release through laughter. Additionally, humor can act as a social 

bonding mechanism, as shared laughter creates a sense of friendship and connection 

among individuals.  

The “comprehension-elaboration theory,” proposed by Wyer and Collins (1992, 

as cited in Martin & Ford, 2018, p.74), explains that humor involves two key cognitive 

processes: comprehension and elaboration. Comprehension involves understanding the 

unexpected twist in the joke, while elaboration involves connecting it to relevant 

knowledge or mental imagery to fully appreciate the humor. The interplay between 

these two processes contributes to the enjoyment of the joke. In simple terms, it suggests 

that getting the joke is just the beginning, and our minds work further to find it amusing. 

The “benign violation theory,” proposed by Warren and McGraw (2015, as cited 

in Martin & Ford, 2018, p.79), suggests that for something to be funny, it must be seen 

as both violating and benign. Violations can take various forms, such as incongruity, 

absurdity, or taboo topics, challenging our expectations or norms. However, for the 

violation to be humorous, it needs to be perceived as harmless or non-threatening.  

In conclusion, these theories demonstrate the diverse functions of humor, 

including its ability to provide temporary escape, facilitate coping with tension, and 

foster social bonds. Humor serves as a powerful tool for exploring alternative 

perspectives, releasing tension through laughter, and creating connections among 

individuals. Given that, humor can be particularly useful when facing difficult and 

stressful situations. So, it is now necessary to review humor as a coping strategy.  
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2.3.3 Humor as a Coping Strategy 

 

Until today, researchers have used different operational definitions of humor and 

measured it using different instruments. In some studies, researchers exposed 

participants to humorous stimuli in order to examine the benefits of humor against 

anxiety-provoking situations (Ford et al., 2012; Yovetich et al., 1990). Other studies 

focused on the act of finding something funny in a stressful situation rather than 

passively being exposed to humor and asked participants to generate humor from the 

stressful stimulus presented to them (Newman & Stone, 1996; Stokenberga, 2006). 

Meanwhile, the other studies have addressed humor as a personality variable and 

investigated the propensity to use humor as a coping strategy, that is, how likely 

participants are to use humor to cope with stressful situations (Ford et al., 2004; Morgan 

et al., 2019). The present thesis is based on the last-mentioned type of humor research. 

As mentioned in the section on stress theories, it is not the “situation itself” that 

creates stress, but the way one interprets it. Humor offers a way of coping with stressful 

situations by redefining what happened (Kugler & Kuhbandner, 2015). Therefore, those 

who use humor as a coping strategy may be relatively more tolerant of the harms posed 

by occupational stress. Humor can be thought of as a strategy for dealing with burnout 

individually. Research with academics found that those with a higher tendency to use 

humor as a coping strategy experienced fewer symptoms of burnout (Tümkaya, 2007). 

The use of humor as a coping strategy may also reduce the effects of stereotype 

threat. Ford et al. (2004) designed a study with two conditions that either would activate 

(i.e., the stereotype-threat condition) or not activate (i.e., no-stereotype-threat 

condition) the societal prejudice that women are poor in mathematics. Female college 

students answered twenty mathematical problems. In the absence of a stereotype threat, 

coping with a sense of humor did not have an effect on test performance as all 

participants reported mild degrees of test anxiety. However, under the stereotype-threat 

condition, those with a stronger tendency for coping with humor reported less anxiety 

and consequently performed better, compared to those with a lower tendency for coping 

with humor who felt more anxiety.  

In another study, the relationship between cognitive appraisals of university 

students about the first midterm exam in their Introduction to Psychology class and the 
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sense of humor in coping was examined. The evaluation of the exam turned out more 

positive among the students who had more sense of humor, as they considered it as a 

challenge rather than a stressor (Kuiper et al., 1993). Thus, individuals with a stronger 

predisposition to utilize humor when coping with difficulties seem to perceive 

potentially stressful events in a more positive light and find them to be less threatening. 

Furthermore, empirical evidence on the relationship between the use of humor 

as a coping strategy and psychological well-being varies with the type of humor. Humor 

is a complex process and it is what humor is used and how it is used that will determine 

its impact on individual mental health. Therefore, it is crucial to understand the types of 

humor when conducting a study that will examine humor as a coping strategy. 

 

2.3.4 Humor Styles 

 

Martin et al. (2003) proposed four major humor styles, which are aggressive, 

self-defeating, affiliative, and self-enhancing, based on who benefits from the humor 

and if it is derogatory or not. While self-defeating and aggressive humor styles are 

considered negative and maladaptive, self-enhancing humor, and affiliative humor 

styles are considered positive and adaptive.  

Aggressive humor has derogatory features such as ridicule, humiliation, and 

satire of others. Individuals with this humor style do not care about how their humor 

will affect others and can often hurt people. Therefore, this humor style is considered 

maladaptive. In this humor style, even sexist and racist jokes can be seen. These 

individuals may also use their offensive humor as a threat to manipulate others (Martin 

et al., 2003). According to empirical evidence, a positive correlation exists between the 

use of aggressive humor and burnout (Avtgis & Taber, 2006; Tümkaya, 2007). 

Self-defeating humor is such a humor style that a person with this humor style 

often uses humor in the way of mocking themselves. While doing this, the main purpose 

is to make others laugh because they believe that if they can achieve this, they will be 

socially accepted. In self-defeating humor, the individual prefers to deny certain things. 

In other words, they use this style of humor to mask their negative feelings and 

problems. Despite their reputation for being witty and funny, it might be stated that 

these people have poor self-esteem (Martin et al., 2003). Research shows that the use 
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of self-defeating humor was positively correlated with perceived stress (Richard & 

Kruger, 2017) and also with burnout (Avtgis & Taber, 2006; Tümkaya, 2007).  

Affiliative humor is a type of humor that is used by those who want to make 

others laugh by telling jokes and other amusing stories. In doing so, they aim to improve 

their relationships in positive ways and to reduce tension. They may also amuse the 

group by making fun of themselves, but while doing this they continue to accept 

themselves and do not take their own jokes seriously (Martin et al., 2003). There is 

research evidence for affiliative humor leading to reduced stress and increased 

satisfaction with coworkers (Romero & Arendt, 2011). Moreover, affiliative humor and 

burnout were found to be negatively correlated (Tümkaya, 2007). 

Self-enhancing humor represents a humorous outlook on life. Maintaining a 

humorous point of view even in negative and stressful situations is the main feature of 

this humor style (Martin et al., 1993). Unlike affiliative humor, the goal is to lift the 

mood of the self as opposed to making the group laugh (Martin et al., 2003). Ford et 

al.’s (2017) research found that participants who used self-enhancing humor had less 

anxiety overall than those in the self-defeating humor condition and those in the no-

humor condition as a control. What makes this research different from others is that 

different styles of humor were experimentally induced rather than measured as a 

personality variable using self-report instruments. This research indicates that a humor 

style such as self-enhancing humor can act as an adaptive strategy that people can 

consciously choose to regulate their psychological state in a difficult-to-control 

situation such as the workplace. According to the research that has been reviewed thus 

far, humor may function as a moderator of the relationship between stress and burnout. 

Previous studies found that self-enhancing humor was negatively correlated with 

perceived stress (Richard & Kruger, 2017) and also with burnout (Tümkaya, 2007).  

 

2.4 The Potential Role of Humor as a Moderator of Stress and Burnout 

 

Cognitive appraisal, as discussed in Section 2.1.3, plays a significant role in the 

stress response by influencing how individuals perceive and evaluate a given situation. 

By shaping our interpretation of events, cognitive appraisal may act as a stress 

moderator variable, either amplifying or mitigating the stress we experience. Certain 
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personality traits, such as having a sense of humor, can contribute to a more positive 

cognitive appraisal, thereby assisting individuals in effectively managing stress and 

promoting overall well-being. 

Martin and Ford’s (2018) definition of a sense of humor suggests that it is not a 

singular trait but a collection of various traits and abilities related to different aspects of 

humor. It encompasses the ability to comprehend jokes, express humor, create 

humorous content, appreciate different forms of humor, actively seek sources of 

laughter, remember jokes or funny events, and choose humor as a coping strategy. 

Additionally, a sense of humor includes the capacity not to take oneself too seriously 

and to find amusement in one’s own imperfections and weaknesses. Rather than being 

a single characteristic, a sense of humor encompasses a range of traits and skills 

associated with different forms and functions of humor. This comprehensive 

understanding of the sense of humor becomes especially relevant when considering the 

growing body of evidence demonstrating its stress-reducing effects. 

Martin and Lefcourt (1983) were the ones who intensively investigated the 

stress-moderating effect of a sense of humor. Individuals can use humor to distance 

themselves from the problem. Humor has the potential to alter one’s cognitive 

viewpoint. In other words, it can enable the person to reevaluate a stressful situation 

from a less threatening perspective. Moreover, laughter improves both physical and 

psychological well-being. As a result, by serving as a buffer, humor can minimize 

burnout. In their study, Martin and Lefcourt (1983) tested this stress-buffering 

hypothesis by measuring the number of stressful life events the participants reported to 

have experienced and their mood. They discovered that participants with higher coping 

humor scores showed fewer mood disturbances despite the increasing number of 

stressful life events. Martin and Lefcourt (1983) concluded their study by stating that 

additional research is needed to explore which stressors humor is most efficient and 

which are less suitable. They also recommended conducting additional studies on the 

moderating effect of different styles of humor.  

Several subsequent studies have supported the stress-buffering hypothesis. 

Humor’s moderating effects on the paths between various measures of stress and 

various psychological/physiological outcome variables have been demonstrated. A 

study by Abel (1998) showed humor as a moderator variable on the path between 
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perceived stress and stress-related physical symptoms, in that a positive relationship 

was found between perceived stress and physiological symptoms only when the level 

of humor was lower, but not when humor was high. They also demonstrated how humor 

played the role of a moderator in the relationship between perceived stress and anxiety, 

but only for male subjects. Moreover, Wallace et al. (2010) conducted a study with 232 

counselors specialized in abuse cases.  The study indicated coping with humor as a 

moderator for the association between role ambiguity and burnout. In Sliter et al.’s study 

(2014), coping with humor moderated the relationship between the number of traumatic 

incidents experienced and the posttraumatic stress disorder, burnout, and absenteeism of 

firefighters.  

On the other hand, some studies did not support the stress-buffering hypothesis 

regarding humor and found no evidence for the moderation effect of humor. For 

example, Safranek and Schill (1982) conducted a study with 161 undergraduate students 

and found significant correlations between the scores of the Life Experiences Survey, 

the Beck Depression Inventory, and the State-Trait Anxiety Inventory. However, humor 

did not moderate the relationship among these variables. Porterfield (1987) examined 

the role of humor in the association between negative events in life, depressiveness, and 

physical symptomatology of undergraduate students. Contrary to their hypotheses, 

humor did not reduce the detrimental impacts of stressful life events on physical or 

mental illness.  

Moreover, Anderson and Arnoult (1989) performed a set of regression analyses 

to investigate whether perceived control, humor coping, irrational beliefs, and positive 

stress moderated the relationship between negative stress and health consequences. 

Various statistical criteria were used in the study to determine if there are significant 

relationships between negative stress and moderators. When a lower threshold for 

declaring a relationship as significant was applied, four interactions between negative 

stress and moderators came close to being considered significant. However, three of 

these interactions exhibited effects in the opposite direction than expected, suggesting 

that they were likely Type I errors. The interaction between negative stress and coping 

humor for wellness (one of the health measures) was in the wrong direction, as 

individuals with higher coping humor reported lower levels of wellness under high 

stress compared to low stress. The authors acknowledge that there is a bias in 

psychology research towards reporting positive results and against reporting null 
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results, and emphasize the importance of fair testing and willingness to accept and 

report null results for theory development.  

Healy and McKay (2000) investigated the association between nurses’ job-

related stress, coping strategies, job satisfaction, and mood disturbances. The 

researchers also explored whether using humor as a coping strategy could act as a 

protective factor from stress. The findings did not provide any evidence suggesting 

humor as a moderator for the association between stress and mood. Svebak et al. (2004) 

hypothesized that a high sense of humor, combined with a broader perspective on life’s 

meaning and the attribution of importance to daily activities, can help high-school 

students cope with stressors and reduce potential health risks. The study found 

associations between sex, stress, having a meaningful perspective on life, and bodily 

complaints. However, a sense of humor did not account for a significant portion of the 

variance in bodily complaints or provide a buffering effect against stress on health.  

Note that some of these studies measured stressors (e.g., stressful or traumatic 

life events) and their outcomes while other studies measured perceived stress levels and 

their outcomes. The mixed result regarding the stress-moderating effect of humor may 

come from this inconsistency in measurement. Furthermore, as Ho (2017) points out, 

the majority of research did not clearly distinguish adaptive humor styles from 

maladaptive ones, which may have weakened humor’s moderating effect and led to 

conflicting findings. Ho’s (2017) study thus specifically tested the role of positive 

humor on stress and burnout using the Humor Style Questionnaire Chinese version. Ho 

measured teacher’s perceived level of stress at work on a 5-point scale from “not 

stressful at all” to “extremely stressful” and their level of burnout on the Maslach 

Burnout Inventory Chinese version. As a result, he found moderating effects of positive 

humor as well as gender on the association between teachers’ perceived stress and 

burnout.  

 The exploration of humor styles and their influence on various aspects of well-

being has attracted significant attention in recent research. Self-defeating humor was 

found to moderate relationships between different variables, such as social anxiety and 

depression (Tucker et al., 2013), job stress and emotional exhaustion (Oktug, 2017), as 

well as perceived stress and physical symptoms (Richards & Kruger, 2017). 

Additionally, positive humor styles have also been identified as moderator variables in 
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several studies. For example, the affiliative humor style has been found to moderate the 

association between social anxiety and depressive symptoms (Tucker et al., 2013), 

while the self-enhancing humor style has been found to moderate the relationship 

between job stress and emotional exhaustion (Oktug, 2017). Furthermore, in addition 

to moderation results, Dyck and Holtzman (2013) conducted a mediating analysis, 

revealing that the positive correlation between affiliative and self-enhancing humor 

styles and well-being was mediated by higher levels of perceived social support. In 

contrast, the negative association between self-defeating humor and well-being was 

found to be mediated by lower levels of perceived social support. This result suggests 

that the relationship between humor styles and their psychological consequences may 

not be direct. The relationship may be mediated by cognitive appraisal and the resulting 

perception of the situation.  

 

2.5 The Purpose of the Study 

 

The purpose of this thesis was to clarify the relationship between research 

assistants’ tendency to use a sense of humor and their humor styles, their perceived 

stress, and their experience of burnout. The study predicted that those who have a 

propensity to use humor as a coping strategy have an advantage over those who do not 

in the management of stress and eventual burnout. There is no known research that 

investigated the relationship between these variables at the same time. Based on the 

literature review, four hypotheses were formulated for the purposes of the study: 

 

H1: There will be a positive association between research assistants’ perceived stress 

and their burnout, namely if they perceive a higher level of stress, they are more likely 

to experience burnout. 

 

H2: There will be a negative association between research assistants’ sense of humor 

and their burnout, namely, if they have a higher tendency to use their sense of humor as 

a coping strategy, then they are less likely to experience burnout. 
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H3: Sense of humor will play the role of moderator and weaken the association between 

perceived stress and burnout (See Figure 1).  

 

Figure 1  

Hypothetical Model between the Sense of Humor, Perceived Stress, and Burnout 

 

 

H4: The impact of research assistants’ sense of humor on their burnout changes 

depending on the style of humor they use. If research assistants have more adaptive 

humor styles (i.e., affiliative humor and self-enhancing humor), then they will 

experience less burnout. Maladaptive humor (i.e., aggressive and self-defeating humor) 

does not have the same effect.  

 

Based on the results of hypothesis testing analyses, an overall model of the relationship 

between these variables was to be formulated.  
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3. METHOD 

 

3.1 Participants 

 

For the present study, the sample of research assistants in Turkey was selected 

via a convenience sampling method. Some participants were recruited by sending an 

online invitation containing the link to the research questionnaire to their e-mail 

addresses. Others were referred to research by participants who received an invitation. 

As a result of recruitment, 406 research assistants from 51 different universities 

participated in the study. The participants were composed of 260 females (64.0%) and 

144 males (35.5%), with two participants (0.5%) who did not wish to specify gender. 

The age of participants ranged between 23 and 42 (M = 29.52, SD = 3.48). The work 

experience of participants ranged between 1 month to 18 years (M = 4.09, SD = 2.93). 

The participants were composed of 93 master’s students (22.9%) and 295 PhD students 

(72.7%). Based on the information they provided, the remaining 18 participants (4.4%) 

were master’s graduates, PhD graduates, or integrated PhD students. The distribution 

of participants by universities and faculties is shown in Appendix A. 

 

3.2 Instruments 

 

For the present study, an online questionnaire was created using Qualtrics. 

Before starting the questionnaire, the participants were first presented with an informed 

consent form (See Appendix B). In this form, the participants were informed of the 

general purpose of the study. Furthermore, they were also informed that their 

participation in this research is completely voluntary and that no personally identifiable 

information will be gathered during the course of the research. The participants were 

additionally informed that the questionnaire did not contain questions that would cause 

personal discomfort in general, but they had the right to withdraw if they felt 

uncomfortable with the questions or for any other reason during participation. 

After the participants gave consent, the questionnaire began with the 

Sociodemographic Form (See Appendix C). In this form, participants were asked about 

their age, gender, how long they have been working as a research assistant, the name of 
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the university they are currently working at, which faculty they are working in, what 

type of program they are studying, and the name of the program they are currently 

studying. The second part consisted of four scales, namely, the Perceived Stress Scale 

(See Appendix D), the Maslach Burnout Inventory (See Appendix E), the Coping 

Humor Scale (See Appendix F), and the Humor Styles Questionnaire (See Appendix 

G), in this order. Detailed information about these scales will be presented in the 

following sections.  

Finally, the questionnaire ends with a debriefing form (See Appendix H). In this 

form, participants were thanked for their participation, and the e-mail address of the 

researcher was shared in case they wanted to get more information about the research 

or to be referred for psychological support. The purpose of the research was discussed 

in greater detail in this section than in the informed consent form. For the sake of the 

study’s nonbiased progress, participants were asked not to share detailed information 

about the research with other people they knew would participate in the study. 

 

3.2.1 Perceived Stress Scale (PSS) 

 

The Perceived Stress Scale (PSS) was devised by Cohen et al. (1983). It was 

designed to measure how stressful the person perceives a given situation in their life. 

The PSS consists of 14 items. Each item is evaluated with a 5-point rating scale in the 

range between 0 (never) and 4 (very often). Items numbered 4, 5, 6, 7, 9, 10, and 13 are 

scored in reverse because they contain positive statements. The scores that can be 

obtained from the PSS are in the range between 0 and 56. The higher scores indicate 

that the person perceives a higher level of stress. The Cronbach’s  coefficient of 

internal consistency was found to be .84, .85, and .86 in three different groups Cohen et 

al. (1983) used. Their test-retest reliability over a two-day interval was found to be .85. 

The Turkish version of PSS (PSS-TR) was first developed by Eskin et al. (2013). 

In his adaptation study, Cronbach’s  coefficient and test-retest reliability were .84 and 

.87, respectively. The study revealed that PSS scores are significantly and positively 

correlated with both depression and negative life events. Additionally, perceived social 

support, self-esteem, and life satisfaction were all significantly and negatively 

correlated with PSS scores. Two factors were identified in the exploratory factor 
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analysis and these factors were named “perceived insufficient self-efficacy” and 

“perceived stress/distress.” The Cronbach’s  coefficients of these factors were found 

to be .81 and .76, respectively. 

 

3.2.2 Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI) 

 

Maslach and Jackson (1981) developed the Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI) 

to examine various aspects of burnout in individuals who are employed in jobs that 

demand interaction with others. The scale consists of 22 items and optional 3 items. 

Each item in the scale is scored based on its intensity and frequency. The 7-point 

frequency scores were labeled from “0 - Never” to “6 - Every day”, while the 7-point 

intensity scores were labeled from “1 - Very mild, barely noticeable” to “7 - Major, very 

strong”. 

The MBI comprises three subscales, each of which represents a distinct 

dimension of burnout. The “emotional exhaustion” subscale has 9 items (numbers 1, 2, 

3, 6, 8, 13, 14, 16, & 20) that describe taking responsibility beyond what is emotionally 

secure and feelings of being exhausted emotionally by their job. The “personal 

accomplishment” subscale has 8 items (Item numbers 4, 7, 9, 12, 17, 18, 19, & 21) that 

depict feelings of having the ability to do something successfully or efficiently while 

working with people. The “depersonalization” subscale has 5 items (Item numbers 5, 

10, 11, 15, & 22) that describe emotionless, humiliating, and indifferent behavior 

towards those one cares for and serve, regardless of the fact that they, too, are human 

beings. The higher emotional exhaustion and depersonalization subscale scores indicate 

the higher perceived burnout. On the other hand, the lower personal accomplishment 

subscale scores indicate higher perceived burnout as these items in the personal 

accomplishment subscale were positively worded. Therefore, in order to obtain a 

unidirectional total burnout score, the items in the personal accomplishment subscale 

are scored in reverse and added to the other subscale scores  

Maslach and Jackson’s (1981) original paper reported that the Cronbach’s  

coefficient of .83 (frequency) and .84 (intensity) for the entire 25-item (22 items plus 

optional 3) scale, .86 (frequency) and .89 (intensity) for the emotional exhaustion 

subscale, .74 (frequency) and .74 (intensity) for the personal accomplishment subscale, 
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and .72 (frequency) and .77 (intensity) for the depersonalization subscale. The test-

retest reliability coefficients over a 2-4 weeks interval were .82 (frequency) and .53 

(intensity) for the emotional exhaustion subscale, .68 (intensity) and .80 (frequency) for 

personal accomplishment, and .60 (frequency) and .69 (intensity) for the 

depersonalization subscale. 

The 22-item MBI was adapted to Turkish by Ergin (1992). In the adaptation 

study, some changes were made in the inventory as a result of the analysis of the data 

obtained from a group of 235 people. In the Turkish version of MBI (MBI-TR), the 

original 7-point rating scale for frequency (0-6) and the other 7-point rating scale for 

intensity (1-7) were changed and integrated into a 5-point rating scale and labeled as 

follows: 1 (Never [Hiçbir zaman]), 2 (Very rarely [Çok nadir]), 3 (Sometimes [Bazen]), 

4 (Often [Çoğu zaman]), and 5 (Always [Her zaman]). The Cronbach’s  coefficients 

of the subscales of MBI-TR were found to be .83 for emotional exhaustion, .72 for 

personal accomplishment, and .65 for depersonalization in Ergin’s (1992) study. In the 

present research, the total score of three subscales (the total MBI) was used for the 

analyses. 

 

3.2.3 Coping Humor Scale (CHS) 

 

The Coping Humor Scale (CHS) was developed by Martin and Lefcourt (1983) 

and it was designed to determine the individual’s tendency to use a sense of humor to 

cope with stressful situations. The scale consists of 7 items. Each item is evaluated with 

a 4-point Likert scale from “1 - strongly disagree” to “4 - strongly agree”. Items 1 and 

4 are scored in reverse. The higher scores obtained from the scale indicate the greater 

degree of the use of humor as a coping strategy. The Cronbach’s  coefficients ranged 

from .60 to .70. The test-retest reliability over a 12-week interval was found to be .80. 

CHS was adapted to Turkish by Yerlikaya (2009). The Cronbach’s  coefficient 

of the Turkish version of CHS (CHS-TR) was reported as .67. The adaptation study 

revealed that CHS scores were significantly and negatively correlated with perceived 

stress, anxiety, and depression. 
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3.2.4 Humor Styles Questionnaire (HSQ) 

 

Martin et al. (2003) developed the Humor Styles Questionnaire (HSQ) to 

examine individual differences in the style of humor people use. The scale consists of 

32 items. Each item is evaluated with a 7-point Likert scale ranging from “1 - Totally 

disagree” to “7 - Totally agree.” There are four subscales in the HSQ, which are “Self-

Enhancing Humor,” “Affiliative Humor,” “Aggressive Humor,” and “Self-Defeating 

Humor.” Each of the subscales consists of 8 items, so the scores that can be obtained 

from each subscale of the HSQ are in the range of 7-56. The higher the score, the more 

frequently the person uses a particular humor style. Items 1, 7, 9, 15, 16, 17, 22, 23, 25, 

29, and 31 are scored in reverse. 

Two of the four subscales in the HSQ are considered adaptive humor styles as 

they contribute to psychological well-being. The remaining two are considered 

maladaptive as they may be less beneficial or even harmful to psychological well-being. 

In the self-enhancing humor subscale (Item numbers 2, 6, 10, 14, 18, 22, 26, & 30), 

which is adaptive, there are statements about the individual’s use of humor for one’s 

own benefit and in a way that does not harm anyone. The other adaptive humor style is 

defined as affiliative humor (Item numbers 1, 5, 9, 13, 17, 21, 25, & 29), and it refers 

to using humor in a way that does not harm anyone to improve relationships with others. 

In the aggressive humor subscale (Item numbers 3, 7, 11, 15, 19, 23, 27, & 31), which 

is maladaptive, there are statements about the use of humor for one’s own benefit but 

against others. The other maladaptive humor style is defined as self-defeating humor 

(Item numbers 4, 8, 12, 16, 20, 24, 28, & 32), and it refers to using humor against oneself 

to improve relationships with others. 

Cronbach’s  coefficients turned out to be .81 for self-enhancing humor, .80 for 

affiliative humor, .77 for aggressive humor, and .80 for self-defeating humor. The test-

retest reliability coefficients over an interval of one week were.81, .85, .80, and .82, 

respectively. 

The Turkish version of the HSQ was developed by Yerlikaya (2003). The 

Cronbach’s  coefficients of the HSQ subscales were found to be .78 for self-enhancing 

humor, .74 for affiliative humor, .69 for aggressive humor, and .67 for self-defeating 
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humor. The reliability coefficients of the subscales against time were found to be .82, 

.88, .85, and .85, respectively. 

 

3.2.5 Reliability Analysis of the Scales Used in the Study 

 

The internal consistency of the four scales used in the present study was 

analyzed. Table 1 shows Cronbach’s  coefficients for each scale. 

 

Table 1  

Reliability Statistics 

Measures n of items Cronbach’s  

Perceived Stress Scale 14 .89 

Maslach Burnout Inventory 22 .90 

Coping Humor Scale 7 .78 

Humor Styles Questionnaire   

Self-Enhancing Humor Subscale 8 .88 

Affiliative Humor Subscale 8 .87 

Aggressive Humor Subscale 8 .75 

Self-Defeating Humor Subscale 8 .80 

 

The Cronbach’s  reliability of the Perceived Stress Scale, the Maslach Burnout 

Inventory, the Coping Humor Scale, the Affiliative Humor Subscale, and the Self-

Enhancing Humor Subscale turned out to be higher than both development and 

adaptation studies’ results. The reliability coefficients of the Aggressive Humor 

Subscale and the Self-Defeating Humor Subscale study were also high enough. 

 

3.3 Procedure 

 

 Ethical approval was received from Yeditepe University Human and Social 

Research Ethics Committee (Decision Date: 10.02.2023 Decision Number: 36/2023 
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Letter of Notification No. E.50532705-302.14.01-1496). A copy of the research ethics 

committee’s decision document can be found in Appendix I. The study employed an 

online data collection method using Qualtrics, a widely used survey platform. 

Participants were asked to read the informed consent form and give an approval by 

ticking the designated box. This signified their voluntary agreement to take part in the 

research. Following this step, participants proceeded to answer the main part of the 

questionnaire, which consisted of several components. The questionnaire included a 

sociodemographic form to gather information about participants’ backgrounds and 

demographics. Additionally, it encompassed several standardized scales, namely PSS, 

MBI, CHS, and HSQ. The process of completing the questionnaire typically took 

around 15-20 minutes. Upon finishing the questionnaire, the participants were given a 

debriefing form. Lastly, the message thanking the participants for their participation was 

shown to them together with an e-mail address to contact in case they wanted to obtain 

further information or desired to be referred for psychological support. The specific 

questionnaires used in the study can be found in Appendices B to H. The data collection 

took place in April 2023. 
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4. RESULTS 

 

4.1 Descriptive Statistics of the Dataset 

  

The distribution of the data was checked prior to conducting hypothesis-testing 

analyses. Table 2 presents skewness and kurtosis together with other descriptive 

statistics of the data.  The values of skewness and kurtosis ranged from -0.97 to 1.02, 

which were well within the generally acceptable range between -2 and +2 proposed by 

George & Mallery (2010) and the criteria specified by Kim for the large data (N > 300). 

Examination of histograms and QQ plots also indicated normality. Normal distributions 

of the data were assumed accordingly. 

 

 

Table 2  

Summary Statistics Table for Scores on Perceived Stress Scale, Maslach Burnout 

Inventory, Coping Humor Scale, and Humor Styles Questionnaire 

Measure M SD Mdn. Min. Max. Skewnessa Kurtosisb 

Perceived Stress Scale (PSS) 30.4 7.87 31 5 49 −0.30 −0.03 

Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI) 55.8 12.85 55 28 100 0.20 −0.27 

Coping Humor Scale (CHS) 18.7 18.7 19 8 28 −0.15 −0.18 

Humor Styles Questionnaire (HSQ)        

 Self-Enhancing Humor (SEH) 35.3 9.43 36 12 56 −0.09 −0.52 

 Affiliative Humor (AFH) 42.8 8.46 44 12 56 −0.97 1.02 

 Aggressive Humor (AGH) 21.3 7.53 20 8 49 0.68 0.26 

 Self-Defeating Humor (SDH) 28.7 9.04 29 8 55 0.16 −0.40 

N=406   a SE=.121   b SE=.242 
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Assumptions of linear regression were checked, and there was no violation 

found. Analysis of standard residuals was performed to see whether they were normally 

distributed, and the data did not contain outliers (Std. Residual Min = −3.23, Std. 

Residual Max = 6.12). Analysis of collinearity statistics showed that there was no 

multicollinearity in the data (Burnout, Tolerance = .90, VIF = 1.12; Coping Humor, 

Tolerance = .90, VIF = 1.12). The data met the assumption of independent errors 

(Durbin-Watson value = 2.19). The histogram of standardized residuals showed that 

data was normally distributed (M = -3.76E-16, SD = 0.99) as demonstrated by the P-P 

plot of standardized residuals. Finally, the scatterplot of standardized predicted values 

illustrated that the data met the assumption of linearity.  

 

4.2 Correlational Analyses 

 

To get the overall picture of the relationship between the measured variables, 

Pearson’s product-moment correlation coefficients were computed between the PSS, 

the MBI, the CHS, and the four humor styles of the HSQ measured variables. Table 3 

shows the resulting intercorrelations.  

 

Table 3 

Intercorrelations (Pearson’s r) for Scores on Perceived Stress Scale, Maslach Burnout 

Inventory, Coping Humor Scale, and Humor Styles Questionnaire 

 PSS MBI CHS SEH AFH AGH SDH 

Perceived Stress Scale (PSS) -       

Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI) .58** -      

Coping Humor Scale (CHS) −.23** −.32** -     

Self-Enhancing Humor (SEH) -.26** -.34**. 79** -    

Affiliative Humor (AFH) -.15** -.34** 60** .56** -   

Aggressive Humor (AGH) .02 .08 .18** .11* .14** -  

Self-Defeating Humor (SDH) .11* -.04 .30** .29** .33** .40** - 

  Note. N=406 * p < .05 (2 tailed), ** p < .01 (2 tailed) 
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 The first hypothesis of the present study was that there would be a positive 

association between research assistants’ perceived stress and their burnout. As shown in 

Table 3, the results of the Pearson correlation analysis supported the hypothesis as there 

was a statistically significant positive correlation between PSS and MBI (r = .58, p < 

.001).  

 The second hypothesis of the present study was that there would be a negative 

association between research assistants’ use of humor and their burnout. As shown in 

Table 3, the results of the correlation analyses supported the hypothesis as there was a 

statistically significant negative correlation between CHS and MBI (r = −.32, p < .001).  

The fourth hypothesis of the present study was that the impact of research 

assistants’ sense of humor on their burnout would change depending on the style of 

humor they use. It was hypothesized that the more positive humor they used, the less 

burnout they would experience. As shown in Table 3, positive humor styles (Self-

enhancing and Affiliative) were found to have statistically significant associations with 

burnout. There were negative correlations of MBI with self-enhancing (r = −.34, p < 

.001) and also with affiliative humor (r = −.34, p < .001). This means a higher tendency 

to use positive humor styles was associated with a lower level of burnout. No negative 

humor styles, neither aggressive nor self-defeating humor styles, were found to be 

associated with burnout. This result aligns with Hypothesis 4. 

 

4.3 Testing the Moderating Role of Humor 

 

In order to test the third hypothesis that the use of humor moderates the 

relationship between perceived stress and burnout, 2 x 2 factorial ANOVA for burnout 

was conducted by dividing participants into high humor group (n = 222, CHS range 19-

28) and low humor group (n = 184, CHS range 8-18), and high perceived stress group 

(n = 206, PSS range 31-49) and low perceived stress group (n = 200, PSS range 5-30) 

using mean scores of all participants (CHS M = 18.7; PSS M = 30.4) as cutoff points. 

Table 4 presents the summary of the ANOVA results.  
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Table 4 

Summary Table for Two-Way Analyses of Variance of the Effects of Perceived Stress 

and Humor on Burnout 

Variable df SS MS F p ŋ²p 

Perceived Stress (High/Low) 1 13236.95 13237.95 111.40 <.001 .217 

Humor (High/Low) 1 2336.03 2336.03 19.66 <.001 .047 

Perceived Stress x Humor 1 17.17 17.17 0.14 .704 .000 

Within Cells (Error) 402 47768.69 118.83    

Total 406 1328700,00     

 

 

As understood from the P values and the partial ETA square values in Table 3, perceived 

stress has a significant, large main effect on burnout. Regardless of perceived stress, the 

main effect of humor on burnout was also statistically significant. However, there was 

no significant interaction between perceived stress and coping humor. The non-

significant interaction suggests that the relationship between perceived stress and 

burnout was not moderated by the levels of humor.  

Table 5 presents descriptive statistics for the factorial analysis and Figure 2 is 

the graphic representation of group differences. Participants in the high perceived stress 

groups, regardless of their levels of humor, had higher burnout scores than participants 

in the low perceived stress group. On the other hand, participants in the high-humor 

groups, regardless of their perceived stress levels, had lower burnout scores. It is clear 

from two parallel lines in Figure 2 that the relationship between perceived stress and 

burnout, which is represented by the upward slope of burnout scores from the low to 

the high perceived stress, is unaffected by the level of humor.  
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Table 5  

Means and Standard Deviations for Burnout (MBI) Scores for Perceived Stress x 

Humor Effects 

  Humor (CHS)  

  Low  High  Total 

  M SD  M SD  M SD 

Perceived Stress  

(PSS) 

Low 52.74 11.88  47.37 10.28  49.23 11.12 

High 64.08 10.90  59.56 11.01  62.08 11.15 

Total 59.83 12.52  52.37 12.15  55.75 12.85 

 

 

Figure 2 

Estimated Marginal Means for Burnout Scores as a Function of Perceived Stress and 

Humor  

 

 

 

In order to confirm the non-significance of the moderation effect of humor 

(CHS) on the relationship between perceived stress (PSS) and burnout (MBI), the 

moderation analysis was conducted using the Process Macro add-on of the SPSS 
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multiple regression analysis. Although the overall model accounted for a significant 

proportion of variance in MBI (R² = .38, p < .001), the interaction between perceived 

stress and humor did not reach statistical significance (F (1, 402) = 0.61, p = .44), 

indicating that the relationship between perceived stress and burnout was not 

significantly moderated by humor. These results confirmed the non-significant finding 

of the ANOVA, thus rejecting Hypothesis 3. In addition, a series of moderation analyses 

were performed for the four humor styles in the place of coping humor. None of them 

turned out significant, indicating that the relationship between perceived stress and 

burnout was not moderated by any of the humor styles. 

 

4.4 Testing the Mediating Role of Perceived Stress 

 

While the third hypothesis about the moderation effect of humor did not yield 

significant results, an alternative model emerged through a subsequent exploration 

using mediation analyses. Previous analyses found that humor was negatively 

correlated with both perceived stress and burnout. Therefore, it was hypothesized that 

humor directly impacts the experience of burnout but, at the same time, it impacts 

burnout via lowering perceived stress level. In this way, perceived stress could be seen 

as a mediator between humor and burnout.  This new pathway sheds light on a potential 

mechanism underlying the relationship between the variables of interest. Consequently, 

the focus of the analysis shifted towards the mediation analysis, which offered a more 

robust explanation of the observed associations and uncovered novel perspectives for 

understanding the phenomenon under investigation. 

 To test the mediating role of perceived stress between humor and burnout, a 

series of mediation analyses were performed using the Model 4 procedure of 

PROCESS. In these regression analyses, the bootstrapping method, where 10,000 

resamples were used to identify the full indirect effect, along with a 95% confidence 

interval. As a safeguard against bias in standard error estimations in the analyses, the 

heteroscedasticity-consistent approach to estimating standard errors (HC3) was selected 

in the model-testing procedure. 

 Firstly, the indirect effect of coping humor on burnout through perceived stress 

was examined. The mediation model (Figure 3) accounted for significant unique 
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variance in research assistants’ burnout, R2 = .37, F (2, 403) = 102.75, p < .001. The 

hypothesis that the direct effect (c’) of coping humor accounts for the significant amount 

of unique variance in burnout, holding the levels of perceived stress consistent across 

research assistants, was also supported by the model, b = −0.70, P < 001. The hypothesis 

for the indirect effect (a*b) of coping humor via perceived stress to account for the 

significant amount of unique variance in burnout was also supported. Based on these 

results, it appears that using coping humor is associated with lower levels of burnout. 

This relationship is partially explained by the fact that individuals who use coping 

humor also tend to perceive less stress. Additionally, the lower the perceived stress 

levels, the lower the levels of burnout experienced by research assistants. Overall, these 

results suggest that coping humor may serve as a protective factor against burnout by 

reducing perceived stress levels. 

 

Figure 3 

Mediating Role of Perceived Stress on the Relationship between Coping Humor and 

Burnout  

 

   

The mediation analysis further explored the effects of different humor styles on 

burnout using perceived stress as a mediator. The results showed that adaptive humor 

styles significantly impacted burnout directly, as well as indirectly through perceived 

stress. The mediation model for the effect of self-enhancing humor on burnout through 

perceived stress (Figure 4) accounted for significant unique variance in the research 
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assistants’ burnouts, R2 = .37, F (2,403) = 113.65, P <.001. The mediation model for the 

effect of affiliative humor on burnout through perceived stress (Figure 5) also accounted 

for significant unique variance in the research assistants’ burnouts, R2 = .40, F (2,403) 

= 98.19, P <.001. The direct effects of these two adaptive humor styles on burnout were 

also significant as indicated in Figures 4 and 5.  

The mediation model for the effect of one of the maladaptive humor styles, 

aggressive humor, on burnout through perceived stress (Figure 6) accounted for 

significant unique variance in the research assistants’ burnouts, R2 = .34, F (2,403) = 

65.14, P <.001. However, aggressive humor did not have a significant direct nor indirect 

effect on burnout, although perceived stress significantly impacted burnout. The 

mediation model for the other maladaptive humor style, self-defeating humor, on 

burnout through perceived stress accounted for significant unique variance in the 

research assistants’ burnouts, R2 = .35, F (2,403) = 72.46, P <.001. Although the effect 

of aggressive humor on predicted perceived stress was statistically significant (p < .05), 

the effect was in a positive direction rather than negative (Figure 7). Overall, the total 

effects of both aggressive humor and self-defeating humor on burnout were non-

significant.  

 

Figure 4 

Mediating Role of Perceived Stress on the Relationship between Self-Enhancing Humor 

and Burnout 
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Figure 5 

Mediating Role of Perceived Stress on the Relationship between Affiliative Humor and 

Burnout 

 

 

 

Figure 6 

Mediating Role of Perceived Stress on the Relationship between Aggressive Humor and 

Burnout 
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Figure 7 

Mediating Role of Perceived Stress on the Relationship between Self-Defeating Humor 

and Burnout 

 

 

 

4.5 Constructing an Overall Model  

 

Given the results of mediation analyses, an alternative overall model that 

combines five variables (i.e., coping humor, self-enhancing humor style, affiliative 

humor style, perceived stress, and burnout) was explored, instead of the initial 3-

variable mediation models. Two maladaptive humor styles were not included in the 

analysis because they were not contributors to reducing perceived stress and burnout. 

The Path Analysis part of Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) is one way to establish 

the causal chain between the variables. Two versions of the 5-variable model (See 

Figure 8) were tested using this analysis. Model 1 hypothesizes a sense of humor as a 

mediator, while Model 2 considers self-enhancing humor and affiliative humor as 

mediators. As a result, Model 2 (See Figure 9) turned out to be a better model with good 

fit measures (i.e., the non-significant Chi-square test and better comparative fit index 

and standardized root-mean-square residual values). The model indicates that the 

relationship between coping with humor and burnout was not direct. Adaptive humor 

styles play an important mediator role between coping with humor and burnout. This 

result was in line with the hypothesis about humor styles (Hypothesis 4).   
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Figure 8 

Alternative 5-variable Models Tested  

 

 

 

 

 

Model 1 Model 2 

 

 

 

Table 6  

Fit Statistics for Alternative Models 

Model df χ2 (N = 406) CFI SRMSR 

1 4 29.081* .97 .049 

2 2 0.865 1.00 .008 

Note. CFI = comparative fit index; SRMSR = Standardized Root-Mean-Square Residual (SRMSR).   

*p < .001 
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Figure 9 

Standardized Coefficients for Model 2 

 

 

 

According to Model 2, those with higher sense of humor tend to use adaptive 

humor styles more. Among these two positive humor styles, those who use self-

enhancing humor more are more likely to perceive less stress, while those with 

affiliative humor style tend to experience less burnout. While self-enhancing humor 

significantly reduces perceived stress, but not burnout, affiliative humor more directly 

reduces burnout, not perceived stress.   
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5. DISCUSSION 

 

5.1 Implications of the Findings 

 

The present study aimed to investigate the relationship between perceived stress, 

burnout, coping humor, and humor styles among research assistants. The findings 

provide valuable insights into the potential mechanisms and processes underlying these 

associations.  

Initial correlational analyses showed that perceived stress was found to be 

positively associated with burnout among research assistants, confirming previous 

research in the field (e.g., Hendrix et al., 2000; Teles et al., 2020). This suggests that 

high levels of stress contribute to increased burnout in this occupational group. 

Moreover, coping with humor was negatively correlated with perceived stress as well 

as burnout among research assistants. Both self-enhancing and affiliative humor styles 

were negatively correlated with perceived stress as well as burnout. Thus, the more use 

of humor in coping and specifically the use of positive humor styles were associated 

with lower levels of perceived stress and burnout. These findings align with Tümkaya’s 

(2007) research with Turkish academics that demonstrated the negative correlations 

between burnout (MBI subscores) and coping humor (CHS), and also the negative 

correlations between burnout (MBI subscores) and adaptive humor styles (affiliative 

and self-enhancing humor of HSQ). On the other hand, the present study found that 

maladaptive humor was not associated with lower perceived stress or burnout. 

Aggressive humor had no correlation with perceived stress or burnout. Self-defeating 

humor also had no correlation with burnout, while it was positively correlated with 

perceived stress, as in Richard and Kruger’s (2017) finding. 

However, the moderation analysis showed that coping humor did not moderate 

the relationship between perceived stress and burnout. While this result was consistent 

with no-moderation findings in the literature (Anderson & Arnoult, 1989; Healy & 

McKay, 2000; Porterfield, 1987; Safranek & Schill, 1982; Svebak et al., 2004), it was 

inconsistent with other findings that did demonstrate moderation (e.g., Abel, 1998; 

Martin & Lefcourt, 1983; Sliter et al., 2014; Wallace et al., 2010). Beginning with 

Martin and Lefcourt’s (1983) classic research, with some exceptions (e.g., Abel, 1998), 

the majority of studies that demonstrated the moderator role of humor looked at the 
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relationship between stressors (i.e., stress-causing events) and psychological/physical 

outcomes. Furthermore, some studies that failed to find the moderation effect of humor 

assessed stress with a self-report scale, in other words, they measured a kind of 

“perceived” stress (e.g., Healy & McKay, 2000), not actual stress symptoms. For 

example, Sliter et al. (2014) found the moderating effect of humor on the relationship 

between the number of traumatic events and burnout. The reason why the present study 

did not find the moderation effect of humor may be that it looked at the relationship 

between perceived stress and burnout, not the relationship between the stressor and 

burnout. By facilitating a positive outlook on the interpretation of stress-causing 

events/situations (cognitive appraisal), humor can moderate the relationship between a 

stressor and perceived stress. Thus, it can be hypothesized that moderation is most likely 

to occur before the perceived stress, somewhere between a stressful event (stressor) and 

the perception of stress. Another important point is that CHS does not measure one’s 

actual use of humor when coping with stressors, but only measures the propensity to 

use a sense of humor in stress. So, in order to study the moderating role of humor in a 

stress-causing event, researchers need to design an experiment where actual coping with 

stressors with humor can be observed and humor-related positive cognitive appraisal 

can be assessed.   

The additional series of mediation analyses found that perceived stress mediated 

the relationship between humor (coping humor, self-enhancing humor, and affiliative 

humor respectively) and burnout, in the same way as Dyck and Holtzman’s (2013) 

finding that perceived interpersonal support mediated the relationship between positive 

humor styles and wellbeing. Thus, it is possible to conclude that cognitive appraisal of 

the situation and the resulting perception played a significant role.  

 

5.2 The Proposed Model 

 

Although the initial correlational analysis showed that both self-enhancing 

humor and affiliative humor were negatively correlated with perceived stress and 

burnout, the results of a path analysis revealed a model where coping with humor 

influenced perceived stress via self-enhancing humor while burnout levels via affiliative 

humor styles. Thus, the self-enhancing and affiliative humor styles were also identified 
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as mediators of the model, which were initiated by the sense of humor. However, self-

enhancing humor better predicts perceived stress, while affiliative humor better predicts 

burnout. The present findings are consistent with prior research showing that perceived 

stress was negatively correlated with self-enhancing humor style, but not affiliative 

humor (Richards & Kruger, 2017). Self-enhancing humor may be more effective in 

predicting perceived stress due to its function of positive cognitive appraisal of the self 

and the situation. This humor style involves the ability to reframe stressful situations in 

a more optimistic manner, which might aid individuals in perceiving challenges as more 

manageable and less daunting. Consequently, individuals who utilize self-enhancing 

humor may encounter reduced levels of perceived stress, as they are inclined to interpret 

stressors as less harmful and more within their control. On the other hand, affiliative 

humor predominantly revolves around fostering social bonds and connecting with 

others through humor. Consequently, its direct impact on individual stress perception 

might be less noticeable compared to the role of self-enhancing humor. It is plausible 

that affiliative humor contributes to stress reduction indirectly by enhancing social 

support networks. Why affiliative humor is more effective in predicting burnout may be 

because of its ability to foster a sense of camaraderie and emotional support among 

individuals. Burnout occurs in an interpersonal work environment. When affiliative 

humor is embraced within the work environment, it might create a positive atmosphere 

where employees feel connected and understood. As individuals engage in lighthearted 

interactions and shared laughter, they might experience emotional replenishment and a 

renewed sense of vitality. This, in turn, may help individuals navigate the challenges of 

their roles without experiencing emotional exhaustion which is a key facet of burnout. 

These nuanced findings underscore the multifaceted nature of humor and its varying 

effects on psychological well-being.  

The results of the path analysis can be interpreted in line with the cognitive 

appraisal theory of stress, which posits that individuals’ appraisal of stressors influences 

their emotional and behavioral responses. In this study, coping humor and adaptive 

humor styles were found to influence both perceived stress and burnout levels. This 

supports the notion that individuals’ use of humor as a coping mechanism can shape 

their appraisal of stress and ultimately impact their experience of burnout. According to 

this interpretation, a final model was proposed and presented in Figure 10. This model 

assumes that research assistants’ work conditions act as stressors, involving potentially 
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stress-inducing events. The model proposes that individuals who have a propensity to 

cope with humor can be predicted to use adaptive humor styles, of which self-enhancing 

humor leads to the lowering of perceived stress, while affiliative humor leads to reduced 

burnout. The intensity of the stress perceived by them changes relative to the meaning 

they ascribe to events through cognitive appraisal. Although the present study did not 

involve the observation of actual stressors and coping strategies exhibited by the 

research assistants, it was hypothesized that positive cognitive appraisal done with 

humor moderates the relationship between the stressor and the perceived stress. This 

hypothetical path (dotted lines) is to be tested with experimental research. 

 

Figure 10 

The Relationship between Adaptive Humor Styles, Coping Humor, Perceived Stress, and 

Burnout  

 

 

 

 

5.3 Significance of the Study and Suggestions for Future Research 

 

Overall, the study contributes to our theoretical understanding of stress, burnout, 

and the role of humor. Theoretically, this study aligns with Lazarus and Folkman’s 

(1984) cognitive appraisal theory by highlighting the importance of individuals’ 

perception and interpretation of stressors. It suggests how a well-developed sense of 
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humor can influence the cognitive appraisal process in a more positive way, leading to 

lower perceived stress and reduced burnout among research assistants. The focus on 

humor as a coping mechanism for research assistants is unique and adds to the existing 

literature on stress management and well-being. 

The research highlighted the importance of adaptive humor styles and coping 

humor as protective factors against burnout. Research assistants with a tendency to use 

a sense of humor are capable of finding amusement even in challenging circumstances 

and maintaining a positive perspective and are thus inclined to experience less burnout. 

By examining the relationship between coping humor, adaptive humor styles, perceived 

stress, and burnout, the overall model helps to understand the underlying processes and 

mechanisms by which humor may impact stress perception and burnout experience.  

These findings provide valuable insights for developing interventions and 

strategies to promote well-being and prevent burnout in clinical psychology. For 

example, providing a humor-tolerant, positive social environment in academia is one 

thing. Raising awareness about the impact of stress and burnout on research assistants 

and the potential benefits of humor and coping strategies is also crucial. Interventions 

aimed at fostering adaptive humor styles, such as self-enhancing humor and affiliative 

humor, could be implemented to promote well-being among research assistants. Humor 

training programs that emphasize positive reframing, social support, and laughter 

exercises may enhance individuals’ ability to utilize humor as a coping mechanism. 

Clinical practitioners could incorporate coping humor interventions, such as humor-

based stress management programs or psychoeducation sessions, to help individuals 

develop adaptive humor styles and enhance their coping mechanisms. These clinical 

implications should be context-specific and tailored to meet the unique needs of 

research assistants, with collaboration between clinicians, human resources 

professionals, and organizational stakeholders to integrate them effectively.  

As for the provision of a humor-tolerant environment, one thing that should be 

considered is the management’s approach. In cases where the management falls short 

of embracing humor in the workplace adequately, there could be significant 

consequences for employees who rely on positive humor styles to maintain a positive 

outlook and emotional well-being when dealing with stress in the workplace. They 

could find their strategies hindered in an environment where humor is not embraced or 
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even prohibited by the management. A lack of recognition and encouragement from 

management might undermine their ability to maintain a positive outlook, resulting in 

increased stress and potentially magnified burnout levels. Furthermore, as humor is 

essentially social in nature (Martin & Ford, 2018), the absence of a warm interpersonal 

relationship and social support from the management can result in coping with humor 

becoming a less effective strategy. Those who tend to use humor as a means of 

managing work-related stressors become deprived of means to navigate challenging 

situations, potentially intensifying their sense of isolation and overall experience of 

burnout. In essence, when management fails to integrate humor effectively in the 

workplace, those employees cannot utilize their resources to alleviate stress and 

burnout. This would make the work environment even more challenging for employees 

already grappling with stress and burnout. 

While this study provides valuable insights, it is important to consider its 

limitations and potential sources of error. Methodologically, the study did not measure 

potential “stressors” specific to research assistant roles. The reason for this was the lack 

of a valid and reliable scale measuring stressors for university staff in the literature. 

Considering a set of stressors specific to research assistants’ work environment could 

provide a more comprehensive understanding of their stress and burnout. Moreover, in 

the analysis of the interplay between multiple variables, which were measured by the 

PSS, the CHS, the MBI, and the HSQ, the research was confronted with the challenge 

of managing a substantial number of scales and their subscales and the pragmatic need 

to strike a balance between comprehensive investigation and the difficulties posed by 

the complexity of the inter-variable analyses. Although the potential insights that could 

be gained from separately examining all subscales had been acknowledged, the scope 

of the present study required the researcher to prioritize a more streamlined assessment 

approach. In order to simplify the analyses and focus on the interrelationship between 

coping humor, humor styles, perceived stress, and burnout within the scope of the 

research, a decision was made to use a total score of MBI as a single measure of burnout 

instead of looking into three dimensions (subscales) of MBI (i.e., emotional exhaustion, 

depersonalization, and personal accomplishment) separately.  As the purpose of this 

research was to investigate the impact of coping humor and humor styles on perceived 

stress and burnout, this decision was satisfactory. However, given the multifaceted 

phenomenon of burnout, it would be of great interest for future research to investigate 
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the complicated interplay and differences between the three dimensions of burnout in 

association with the other variables under examination. Examining the subscales of 

MBI separately can potentially reveal patterns and associations that may not be apparent 

when considering the total score, revealing the unique dynamics among coping humor 

and humor styles and different aspects of burnout.  

Nevertheless, this study has its own strengths and contributions. Adopting a total 

score approach to the measurement of burnout provides a holistic view of burnout by 

considering it as an overarching construct rather than breaking it down into separate 

components. The total score approach can be beneficial for a general assessment of the 

overall level of burnout among the participants. In addition to this, calculating and 

interpreting a single total score for burnout can simplify the analysis process and also 

allow easier communication of findings. Moreover, the total score approach alleviates 

concerns related to overfitting. Overfitting can occur when a model becomes too 

tailored to the noise and random fluctuations in the available data, capturing irrelevant 

details that do not generalize well to new data. Analyzing each subscale individually 

introduces an excessive number of variables into models, thus increasing the risk of 

overfitting and poor generalization. In the present research, the use of a total MBI score 

actually yielded a less complex, more meaningful model while reducing the likelihood 

of overfitting. 

One of the important contributions of this research is that it documented the 

degrees of stress and burnout experienced by research assistants at universities in 

Turkey. While previous research has explored stress and burnout in various professions, 

this study specifically focused on research assistants, a group that has received limited 

attention in the literature. The study emphasizes the importance of assessing stress and 

burnout levels among research assistants to identify those at risk and facilitate early 

intervention strategies. After sharing this questionnaire with research assistants, many 

of them expressed how much this research meant to them, and the research made them 

feel “seen and recognized.” A considerable number of research assistants requested 

referrals for psychological support. The average PSS scores in the literature were 

checked to see whether the level of stress among the research assistants in the present 

study was high or not. Cohen et al.’s (1983) original scale-development study of the 14-

item PSS reported mean scores of 23.18 for the complete sample, 23.67 in the student 

sample, and 25.0 in the smoking-cessation sample. Eskin et al.’s (2013) PSS adaptation 
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study in Turkey, which was conducted with a student group, revealed an average score 

of 28.1. In comparison, the mean PSS score of research assistants in the present study 

was 30.4. This indicates that the research assistants who participated in the present study 

perceived a higher level of stress than average. As for the MBI score, Tümkaya’s (2007) 

study in Turkish universities involved subsamples of 51 professors, 15 associate 

professors, 66 assistant professors, 53 lecturers, and 98 research assistants. For all three 

dimensions of burnout, the research assistants’ scores were the highest compared to the 

other groups’ scores. Tümkaya reported the research assistants’ mean scores as being 

19.34 for emotional exhaustion, 5.39 for depersonalization, and 15.73 for personal 

accomplishment, which makes a total mean MBI score of 40.46. In comparison, the 

research assistant sample in the present study exhibited a much higher total MBI score 

of 55.8. In conclusion, the research assistant sample of the present study was highly 

stressed and burned out. Another strength of the research is the relatively large sample 

(N = 406) representing research assistants from 50 different universities. This diverse 

sample increased generalizability and enhanced the external validity of the research 

findings.  

Further research could adopt a cross-sectional design, including diverse 

occupational groups and work settings, to compare and validate the findings. 

Conducting cross-sectional research would provide a better understanding of the 

relationships between perceived stress, coping humor, and humor styles. Another 

methodological suggestion is the use of creative experimental designs that allow causal 

inferences between experimentally-induced stressors, the actual use of humor, 

perceived stress, and burnout. While this study relied on self-report measures, future 

research could incorporate objective measures of stress, such as physiological indicators 

(e.g., cortisol levels) or behavioral markers (e.g., performance measures). Objective 

measures would provide a more comprehensive and multi-dimensional assessment of 

stress and its impact on burnout.  

Finally, future research can also focus on developing a specific intervention 

program targeted for research assistants and studying its effectiveness. The program 

could promote coping humor, adaptive humor styles, and stress management skills 

among research assistants. Randomized controlled trials or quasi-experimental designs 

could assess the effectiveness of these interventions in reducing burnout, improving 

well-being, and enhancing job satisfaction. By addressing these suggestions in future 
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studies, researchers can advance the knowledge in the field of stress, burnout, coping 

humor, and humor styles and extend the findings to inform evidence-based 

interventions and practices aimed at promoting well-being in the workplace. 
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Appendix A: The Distribution of Participants by Universities and Faculties 

 

Variables  n % 

 

Workplace – University  

  

 Altınbaş University 8 2.0 

Anadolu University 23 5.7 

Ankara University 18 4.4 

Atatürk University 15 3.7 

Aydın Adnan Menderes University 1 0.2 

Bahçeşehir University 10 2.5 

Bartın University 1 0.2 

Boğaziçi University 23 5.7 

Bursa Teknik University 1 0.2 

Bursa Uludağ University 13 3.2 

Bülent Ecevit University 1 0.2 

Çukurova University 2 0.5 

Ege University 15 3.7 

Gazi University 10 2.5 

Gebze Teknik University 33 8.1 

Hacettepe University 1 0.2 

Işık University 4 1.0 

İstanbul Arel University 8 2.0 

İstanbul Galata University 1 0.2 

İstanbul Gelişim University 8 2.0 

İstanbul Kent University 2 0.5 

İstanbul Medipol University 14 3.4 

İstanbul Okan University 1 0.2 

İstanbul Rumeli University 3 0.7 

İstanbul Teknik University 28 6.9 

İstanbul Ticaret University 10 2.5 

İstanbul University 3 0.7 

İzmir Bakırçay University 1 0.2 

İzmir Ekonomi University 1 0.2 

Kadir Has University 5 1.2 

Kapadokya University 1 0.2 

Kocaeli University 1 0.2 

Maltepe University 9 2.2 

Marmara University 10 2.5 

Mersin University 1 0.2 

Necmettin Erbakan University 1 0.2 

Ondokuz Mayıs University 3 0.7 

Orta Doğu Teknik University 7 1.7 

Osmaniye Korkut Ata University 1 0.2 

Özyeğin University 13 3.2 

Sakarya Uygulamalı Bilimler University 1 0.2 

Sakarya University 3 0.7 
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Selçuk University 2 0.5 

Sinop University 1 0.2 

Süleyman Demirel University 1 0.2 

TED University  5 1.2 

Uludağ University 1 0.2 

Yeditepe University 32 7.9 

Yıldız Teknik University 39 9.6 

Zonguldak Bülent Ecevit University 

Did not want to share 

1 

9 

0.2 

2.2  

 

Workplace – Faculty    

 Faculty of Computer and Information Sciences 6 1.5 

Faculty of Pharmacy 6 1.5 

Faculty of Education 34 8.4 

Faculty of Arts and Sciences 44 10.8 

Faculty of Fine Arts 6 1.5 

Faculty of Law 19 4.7 

Faculty of Economy and Administrative Sciences 32 7.9 

Faculty of Communication 17 4.2 

Faculty of Architecture 35 8.6 

Faculty of Engineering 75 18.5 

Faculty of Health Sciences 42 10.3 

Faculty of Medicine 7 1.7 

Other  

 

83 

 

20.4 
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Appendix B: Informed Consent Form 
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Appendix C: Sociodemographic Form 
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Appendix D: Perceived Stress Scale  
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Appendix E: Maslach Burnout Inventory  
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Appendix F: Coping Humor Scale 
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Appendix G: Humor Styles Questionnaire 
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Appendix H: Debriefing Form 
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Appendix I: Research Ethics Committee Approval 
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