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Abstract

During a global pandemic, another pandemic of loneliness impacted undergraduate college
students and influenced the way members of the 18-25-year-old population lived and learned
throughout a time of intentional distancing. Additionally, the insurgence of loneliness impacts
members of the 18-25 age group in startling rates. This qualitative case study explored how
undergraduate women who participate in comedy troupes fostered community while living and
learning during a global pandemic known as COVID-19 between the spring of 2020 and the fall
of 2021. The research added to the body of knowledge on how comedy and levity can enhance
wellness and how humor can be brought into various aspects of life from work to play. This
study explored how undergraduate students living in a time of heightened loneliness infused
humor in their relationships with one another. The study explored the relationship dynamics
built by women-identified comedians and focused on how the participants developed
community by using humor, comedy, and levity as the pillars of their interactions. Lastly, this
study is rooted in better understanding how higher education student affairs practitioners can

better support collegiate comedians invested in their relationships with one another.

Keywords: comedy, collegiate comedy troupes, community, women comedians, humor,

loneliness, COVID-19, student affairs



FOSTERING THE FUNNY: A CASE STUDY OF UNDERGRADUATE WOMEN IN

COLLEGIATE COMEDY TROUPE



CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Many universities have student-led and student focused comedy troupes permitting
students to engage in forms of comedy ranging from improvisational, musical sketch groups, and
stand-up opportunities to share their talents and build their humor muscles. Some of the most
well-known comedians were members of their college comedy troupes (Campus Explorer,
2021). In fact, participating in comedy can help build essential skills like “teamwork, leadership,
public speaking, and creative thinking” (Campus Explorer, 2021, para. 9). Despite there being
work written on humor, comedy, college students and the “poetic nature” of sketch comedy
(Upchurch, 1994), little has been written about undergraduate women and their involvement in
comedy troupes. Even less has been written about women in collegiate comedy troupes, both
historically women-led comedy troupes and co-gendered comedy troupes at institutions of higher
education.

| examined the culture of undergraduate women who participated in historically women’s
and co-gendered comedy troupes engage in their community during one of the loneliest times to
be a college student in modern history, in the midst of a global pandemic and a more silent
pandemic of heightened loneliness. | provided insight into the group dynamics, bonds, and
relationships formed by women-identified students who participated in a comedy troupe during a
global pandemic known as COVID-19.

Additionally, I examined how the comedy troupe participants defined their sense of
community, understanding of leadership, and how they used their comedy skills and humor-

engaging practices to sustain relationships with one another while living and learning in the



midst of COVID-19 and a time of heightened loneliness (Walsh, 2021). There are benefits to
unpacking and hearing from a range of undergraduate students aged 18 to 25 who were active
members of their comedy troupes ranging from improv comedy to sketch comedy. In some of the
study’s featured troupes, the students organized their teams into specializations including writers,
performers, costume designers, and producers. Other troupes were not as team-oriented and
members were responsible for writing, crafting, and performing. University of Pennsylvania’s
Bloomers Comedy troupe featured departments including cast, writing, band, business, tech, and
costumes. The comedy elements of the troupe are performed by the cast; however, the troupe
could not exist with the cast only. Stand-up comedy focuses more on the individual; sketch
comedy and improv comedy involve collaboration and a team. The teamwork in this case
involves the organizational teams that compose the troupe including the troupe’s performers (the
cast), the storytelling and crafting of the sketches (writing), the musical performances (band), the
handling of all administrative duties (business), the operations of technical elements and

production (tech), and the designation of wardrobe (costumes).

Conceptual Framework
Students continue to seek opportunities to combat loneliness and foster a sense of

wellness during a heightened season of loneliness. Laughter’s ability to fulfill a sense of wellness
is a component of holistic well-being that institutions of higher education should consider more
fully. Research from Colin Stewart (2016) revealed that students benefit from participating in
comedy, more specifically, improv as detailed in the dissertation Effects on Improv Comedy on
College Students. Stewart found that “improv comedy helped them create connections and build
bridges to new worlds" (p. 106). Stewart also uncovered how students actively participating in

college improv groups benefited in numerous ways.



Additionally, there is research revealing the benefits of laughter and humor to improve
wellness supporting the concept that laughter is “generally associated with good times, good
performance, improved attitude, and desirable outcomes” (Provine, 2000, p. 209). In the work
published in 2000, Laughter: A Scientific Investigation, Provine (2000) provided a list of 10 tips
to help “people designing programs or environments for increasing laughter” (p. 210). Provine
noted the list was not tested empirically; the tips “focus on general principles, not specific
techniques” (p. 209). Provine’s tips are rooted in exploring people and environments shaped by
people where one suggestion is “the more the merrier” (p. 210). The 10 tips to increase laughter
are:

e Find a friend or personable stranger

e The more the merrier

e Increase interpersonal contact

e Create a casual atmosphere

e Adopt a laugh-ready attitude

e Exploit the contagious laugh effect

e Provide humorous materials

e Remove social inhibitions

e Stage social events

e Tickle

The concepts and suggestions offered by Provine (2000), an expert in laughter, focus on
things groups and people can do to enhance laughter. In the text, Laughter, Provine claimed
“Laughter is the kind of powerful, body wide act that really shakes up our physiology, a fact that

has motivated speculations about its medicinal and exercise benefits since antiquity” (p. 192).



While the study and understanding of laughter and its benefits is not new, there are gaps that
remain in how undergraduate students benefit from intentionally engaging in laughter as a
wellness technique outside of the classroom in co-curricular activities. There are gaps in
understanding how Provine’s tips can be used, especially when faced with challenges of a global
pandemic forcing social distancing, and how the tips can be useful during a pandemic of
increased loneliness (Walsh, 2021).

The gap in the knowledge and understanding is that we know students benefit from
participating in improv groups because they were “able to believe fully in themselves, learn
about who they were by gaining new perspectives, explore other cultures, and find their voice”
(Stewart, 2016, p. 241). However, we do not have more insight into how examining the
relationships of women-identified students who participate in historically women’s collegiate
comedy troupes and co-gendered troupes create a space for women to practice comedy (Berman,
2015). Stewart (2016) claimed college students who participate in improv groups experienced a
thirst for knowledge. Stewart’s (2016) research on improv comedy found that improv teams
“develop students’ ability to generate multiple ideas, solutions, or develop problem-solving
abilities” (p. 40). The research done by Stewart revealed that undergraduate students gain skills
and benefit from the pursuit of comedy. Higher education stakeholders and leaders, in particular
student affairs practitioners are well versed in the benefits of joining student organizations and
have some insight into the benefits of participating in improv due to work from Stewart (2016);
however there is less data to better understand the benefits of being in a comedy-centric
organization as an 18-25-year-old woman living and learning in a global pandemic and a time of
heightened loneliness (Walsh, 2021).

Provine (2000) created tips rooted in enhancing laughter. Grounding the work in



understanding how the 10 tips can work, not work, or be adjusted in a time that requires social
distancing due to the global pandemic served as a form of test to Provine’s tips. Provine’s tips
were not specifically created with women-identified undergraduate college students in mind. The
10 tips Provine (2000) suggested “are informed predictions” and are “good starting point for
people designing programs or environments for increasing laughter” (p. 210). By using Provine’s
10 tips for increasing laughter, this study added to the ever-growing body of literature and
research on how communities can use laughter as the catalyst to enhanced wellness.

During a global pandemic, many of Provine (2000)’s suggestions for increasing laughter
presented a challenge. On the list of 10, tip number two was “The more the merrier” (Provine,
2000, p. 210). Provine (2000) explored the concept that “a large crowd laughs more than a small
one” (p. 210). The eligible participants, members of comedy troupes, complied with regulations
around COVID-19 that made “more the merrier” a risk for public health and safety. According to
the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (n.d.), a large gathering “brings together many
people from multiple households in a private or public space” and are “often planned events with
a large number of guests and invitations™ (para. 2). The next section of this dissertation features
Provine’s suggestions in more detail and centers the study’s troupes in relation to the 10 tips. As
depicted in Table 1, the 10th tip Provine (2000) offered is “tickling.” Due to the problematic and
intimate nature of tickling (Gillespie, 2017; J. Marder, 2020), | did not explore tickling as a valid
method of enhancing laughter.

For the purposes of Table 1, | used Bloomers Comedy troupe, the oldest historically
women’s troupe, to test Provine (2000)’s suggestions. | tested the 10 tips to increase laughter
from Provine with Bloomers Comedy troupe to deepen the understanding of the tips,

acknowledge the practicality of the tips, and to explore how the tips function as a framework for



this study. While other troupes were central to this study, | used Bloomers in the Provine test
because the troupe served as a catalyst to better understand how undergraduate women operate in

comedy.



Table 1

Testing Provine s 10 Tips for Increasing Laughter

Tip

Centering Collegiate Women Student-Comedians

Find a friend or
personable stranger

The more the merrier

Increase interpersonal
contact

Create a casual
atmosphere

Adopt a laugh-ready
attitude

Exploit the contagious
laugh effect

Provide humorous
materials

Remove social
inhibitions

Stage social events
because most folks
enjoy an excuse to
cheer, laugh, and revel

Tickling

Bloomers Comedy troupe is made up of students from the same university who work together to
create original comedy material (Bloomers Comedy, n.d.; Penn Clubs, n.d.)

Bloomers Comedy troupe is made up of 71 members and they specialize in performances across the
campus of UPenn and performing at external venues. The troupe continues to expand with more
UPenn students auditioning and the troupe hosted five sold-out shows in 2018 (Bloomers Comedy,
n.d.; Lissner, 2019; Penn Clubs, n.d.).

Bloomers Comedy troupe typically hosts events on campus including “coffechouses, academic
programs, and special campus events” (Penn Clubs, n.d.). Due to COVID-19, the interpersonal
content with “face-to-face” (Provine, 2000, p. 211) contact was reduced for safety and to minimize
risks of spreading COVID-19 (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, n.d.).

Bloomers Comedy troupe participants are part of the greater community of UPenn artistic groups
(Penn Clubs, n.d.).

Bloomers Comedy troupe incorporated humor into their events and created a festival known as
“LaughtHERfest” -- an annual event “to celebrate any and all underrepresented comedians-- young
and old, professional and amateur -- who have an interest in comedy” (Bloomers Comedy, n.d.). The
festival’s focus is on comedy and includes workshops, activities, and panels culminating in a
performance (Bloomers Comedy, n.d.).

Bloomers Comedy troupe holds auditions (Penn Clubs, n.d.) and the “auditions consist of written and
in-person components tailored to the specific sections for which a person is applying” (DiSanto,
2018, para. 14). The auditions serve as one way to create a group of “laughing people” (Provine,
2000, p. 212).

Bloomers Comedy troupe produces original materials and has done so since their founding in 1978
with the premiere show in 1979 “Fruit of the Bloomers” (DiSanto, 2018; Penn Clubs, n.d.). The
comedy sketches are written and produced by Bloomers Comedy participants, and historically the
troupe has created space for women in comedy. Additionally, the troupe members have created
sketches rooted in “feminist humor” as a “comedy muscle” (DiSanto, 2018, para.10).

Bloomers Comedy troupe is known for pushing boundaries typically held by women in comedy
(DiSanto, 2018). Bloomers troupe members “are constantly pushing against the stereotypes that
hinder women in comedy” (Gross, 2020, para. 1).

Bloomers Comedy troupe is known for their fall and spring show (Bloomers Comedy, n.d.) and their
content is shared via YouTube (Bloomers Comedy, n.d-b.). The social events hosted by Bloomers
Comedy troupe include their shows and the annual “LaughtHERfest” which creates a space to
recognize comedy via workshops, panel events, and a culminating show (Bloomers Comedy, n.d.).

Because tickling “can have harmful side effects” (Provine, 2000); this dissertation did not explore
tickling as a valid or suitable suggestion in relation to the Bloomers Comedy troupe participants.

Note. The 10 tips to enhance laughter were featured in the Provine text, Laughter published in 2000.

This study helped fill a gap in the knowledge around how and why college students laugh and



build comic-centric communities and added to the body of work done by Stewart (2016);
additionally, the study revealed how Provine’s (2000) recommendations for “increasing
laughter” (p. 209) can work in a time of heightened loneliness specifically among undergraduate
women-identified students within the 18-25-year-old age group.

Background

With a rise of loneliness and cultural researchers like Harvard University’s Making
Caring Common’s team examining the increase of loneliness and isolation due to COVID-19
(Sweet, 2021; Walsh, 2021; Weissbourd et al., 2021), it is important to understand that humor
can be a part of self-care including using humor to take care of yourself, practice self-confidence,
and practice problem-solving (Breazeale, 2019). The study expanded the conversation of how
undergraduate women used comedy, comedic talent, and engaged in women-led and co-gendered
troupes as an outlet for creative expression, leadership building, and combating isolation.

GOLD Comedy (n.d.) markets their online platform as one that serves as an “all-inclusive
comedy world centering young women and non-binary folks” (para. 3). According to a popular
culture article posted on GOLD Comedy, three of the top universities for women-led comedy
troupes are: Brown University’s Skorts Sketch Comedy, UPenn’s Bloomers Comedy, and New
York University’s Bechdel Test (C. Smith, 2017). This qualitative case study sought to
understand how undergraduate students who identify as women and participate in active comedy
troupes both historically women’s and co-gendered used comedy, humor, and laughter to explore
their identities and build communities through the joy of humor and comedic arts while living

and learning in the COVID-19 pandemic.



Rationale of Selected Troupes

In order to reach as many students as possible and hear from diverse voices, the study
was open to both historically women'’s and co-gendered troupes at a range of colleges and
universities across the United States. The study was timely due to a rise in research focused on
unpacking humor and comedy in professional spaces as seen in Aaker and Bagdonas’s (2021)
text, and to better understand how undergraduate students who identify as women navigate
humor and relationships as they live and practice comedy in a world that often deems women
less funny than men (Greengross et al., 2020). The work intentionally centered experiences of
women involved in various aspects of comedy ranging from production to costumes to tech to
writing and performing at various institutions of higher education. In examining the culture of
comedy troupes at UPenn, one Bloomers Comedy troupe member noted that women have to do
more to be deemed as funny as men (Gross, 2020). As a premier collegiate comedy troupe with
multiple functioning organizational teams whose work has opened the door for other women-
centric comedy troupes (Park, 2016), studying a historic troupe and troupes that have been
created after enhances the knowledge we have of students ’creativity and their ability to create
community with one another in comedy-centered student organizations. All of the troupes
selected in the study are known for their approach to humor and comedy. Specifically, since
launching in 2005, The Girlie Project at Emerson College is known for their commitment to
“promote female performers, writers, and directors” (EmConnect, n.d., para. 1).

Additionally, as Bloomers Comedy troupe becomes more of a mainstream name in
comedy with famous comedians including Saturday Night Live alumni, Vanessa Bayer (Lissner,
2019), the troupe’s public identity, notoriety, and branding has become increasingly visible in

recent years. The time spent examining the first and oldest historically women’s collegiate
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musical sketch comedy troupe provided insight into relationships and dynamics of a troupe that
has inspired other women-identified undergraduate students to pursue comedy (Park, 2016).
Around UPenn and outside of the campus, Bloomers Comedy is known for their ability to create
spaces for those most traditionally underserved and underrepresented in comedy (Gross, 2020;
Park, 2016). Bloomers Comedy troupe’s work in comedy expands beyond the campus of
University of Pennsylvania; the troupe’s work to expand the voices of college women in comedy
is one reason why LaughtHERFest exists (Yusuf, 2019).

Bloomers Comedy has a storied history dating back to 1978 when “a few women decided
that it was high time to create a vehicle for funny, spirited, talented women at The University of
Pennsylvania" (Friedman, 2010, para. 4); further, they have continued to expand the conversation
of women in comedy (Yusuf, 2019). Bloomers Comedy troupe was created in part to help
answer the call for women at the university to participate in comedy because the door was closed
on them by The Mask and Wig Club founded at UPenn in 1888 (Freidman, 2010). All of the
historically women’s collegiate comedy troupes featured in the study were created in part to
explore their identities as women via comedy and to push back against the narrative and
stereotypes of women being less funny than men (Greengross, 2019). By centering the
experience of a group created to explore women’s place in comedy intentionally named after an
early women’s rights social activist (Friedman, 2010), the troupe lends itself as a student-run
campus organization, comedy troupe, and creative outlet worth exploring, researching, and
worthy of collective insights that can further enhance student affairs, campus activities, and
wellness in higher education.

It is important to better understand the historic troupe at UPenn because it provides

context to why the study sought to hear from undergraduate women in comedy in both women-
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centric and co-gendered troupes. The women-identified comedians from the respective
institutions have all participated in a space that had been previously deemed male-only within
higher education institutions. The common tie among the troupes featured in the study is that
they all have student comedians who identify as women and actively pursue comedy as
undergraduate students.

In summary, it is important to highlight and unpack the relationships formed by
undergraduate student comedians who identify as women who lived and learned during a global
pandemic and a time of heightened loneliness (Walsh, 2021; Weissbourd et al., 2021). In the
initial meeting for Bloomers Comedy troupe, there were fliers around campus that said,
“Women, the time has come for the first all-female musical comedy group in the Ivy League”
and “200 women came to the meeting” (Berman, 2015, p. 82). Bloomers Comedy troupe’s
legacy in the collegiate comedy space is worth noting because of their impact on undergraduate
women-identified students to create a space for women to explore and hone their comedic
talents. In honor of the 40th anniversary of Bloomers Comedy troupe, the former chair said that
“‘women’s voices in comedy are more important now than ever” and this study seeks to further
establish the voices of women identified student comedians who are members of diverse comedy
troupes across the United States (The F-Word Magazine, 2018, para. 4). The study
acknowledged the voice of women who craft, build, and practice comedy many years after

Bloomers was founded in the 1970s.

Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this case study was to explore the community and support system built by
undergraduate women between the ages of 18 to 25 participating in collegiate comedy troupes

that were active during the years of 2020-2022, a time of a global pandemic known as COVID-
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19, and a more silent epidemic of heightened loneliness. The study explored how undergraduate
college women used comedy to build community, express themselves, and gained further insight
into how these students used comedy as an outlet to combat loneliness and isolation during
COVID-19. Additionally, this study contributed to the body of work around the benefits of

studying laughter as a form of wellness within the context of a campus-sponsored activity.

Significance of the Study

The study contributed to the literature on college students and comedy by providing a
multi-site case study of undergraduate women actively participating in collegiate comedy
troupes. In a similar way that Stewart (2016) studied the effects of improv comedy on college
students, the study sought to better understand how students 'well-being is affected by owning
their sense of humor and practicing comedy. The study added to the body of knowledge around
comedy’s effects on well-being and the importance of cultivating a sense of humor amid trauma.
Additionally, this dissertation contributed to the body of knowledge around student development
and how campus activities benefit students 'well-being. With COVID-19 as the backdrop to the
study, this research added to the literature around students living, learning, and finding
community during a heightened time of loneliness and isolation due to the pandemic.
Overview of Methodology

One component of the case study is the boundedness of a case (Savin-Baden & Major,
2013, p. 165). Within every case there exist numerous sites that could be visited (as in the model
science program), events or activities that could be observed, people who could be interviewed,
and documents that could be read” (Merriam, 2009, p. 81). The case was bound by outreach to
undergraduate students (18-25-years-old) who identified as women and who were active in a

collegiate comedy troupe during the time of the outreach that occurred between August 2021 to
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April 2022. The basic design of this study was a qualitative case study that included a series of
data collection methods: individual interviews, focus group interviews, observations, and
document analysis. The qualitative design of the case study approach for this dissertation
involved interviews conducted using Zoom'’s web conference platform. The individual interviews
included open-ended questions with 15 undergraduate students from a range of collegiate
comedy troupes.

| sought to host individual interviews with a member from all of the troupes featured in
the study to help strengthen the validity of the study (Creswell, 2014). The study’s initial
proposal was to hold multiple focus-group interviews; due to constraints of time and participant
willingness, the study only featured one focus-group interview. The focus group interview
protocol aligned with Merriam’s best practices which included asking good questions and
ensuring that there were “different types of questions” to “yield different information” (Merriam,
2009, p. 95). When designing focus group interviews, “there are no hard and fast rules about how
many to include in a group, most writers suggest somewhere between six and ten participants”
(Merriam, 2009, p. 94). Focus group interviews “tend to result in information being generated
more quickly than from individual interviews” (Savin-Baden & Major, p. 389). All troupes that
were contacted for individual interviews were also invited to participate in a focus-group
interview. Throughout the study’s interview phase, 14 of the 15 interviews took place remotely
using the Zoom platform in part due to COVID-19 enforced restrictions and the normalization of
video calls for today’s college students. One individual interview occurred at the National
College Comedy Festival held at Skidmore College that I attended in April 2022.

The study’s design was a qualitative case study as defined by Merriam (2009) with some

methods aligning with the anthropological approach. The disciplinary case study for
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anthropology can “focus on the culture of a given organization or institution” (Savin-Baden &
Major, 2013, p. 156). The anthropological case study provides “a sociocultural analysis and
interpretation of the unit of study” (Savin-Baden & Major, 2013, p. 156). In this case study, the
unit of study was collegiate comedy troupes located within four-year colleges and universities in
the United States that were active between 2020 - 2022. The various data collection methods in
the study focused on the selected troupes’ cultures and “provide an in-depth examination” of the
troupes’ cultures in the context of living and learning during COVID-19. In addition to
individual interviews and a focus group interview, the case study included observation of three
troupes’ rehearsals and writer’s room sessions, observations of pre-recorded materials from the
selected troupes housed on YouTube, and document analysis of social media content from the
selected troupes owned and operated social media accounts including Twitter and Instagram as
data collecting methods (Merriam, 2009). Research questions unlike interview questions are
“broader, identifying areas to ask questions about” (Merriam, 2009, p. 60). The next section of
the dissertation highlights the study’s research questions.
Research Questions
The dissertation uncovered details into the relationships built by students who
participated in comedy troupes, both historically women-centric and co-gendered troupes during
the isolating time of a global pandemic, COVID-19, and a culture of heightened loneliness for
those within the ages of 18-25 (Sweet, 2021; Walsh, 2021). The study was guided by the
following questions:
1. How do women-identified undergraduate students who participate in collegiate
comedy troupes housed in the United States describe their relationship with fellow

troupe members?
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2. How does being a part of a collegiate comedy troupe in the United States help
women-identified undergraduate students build community with one another and
mitigate loneliness permeating the culture during a global pandemic?

Limitations

The study was limited to data collected from individual interviews, a focus group
interview, observations of rehearsals from three troupes observations of previously recorded
comedic performances, and document analysis of posts shared on two social media platforms,
Twitter and Instagram, between March 2020 to August 2021. Due to the qualitative nature of the
case study approach with individual interviews and a focus group interview, the study was
limited in the responses from the students who participated in the individual interviews and the
focus-group interview. The study was limited because the data was collected from the troupe’s
public-facing records including their public-facing social media accounts that ranged in posting
cadence on Twitter and Instagram. These limitations did not allow for a more historic take on the
study’s selected troupes and instead focused on the interactions of the study’s selected troupe
members living and learning in 2020, 2021, and 2022, during various phases of life with
COVID-19.

| sought to hear from undergraduate participants in selected comedy troupes throughout
the United States. All of the troupes had different sized rosters, capacities, and comedic interest
and expertise levels. Another limitation was the willingness of the various troupes ’participants
to be involved in the individual interviews and focus group interviews. Because of limits on
travel and students living and learning in a remote setting due to COVID-19, | used technology
to conduct a majority of the interviews via Zoom. As with qualitative research, the interview

responses came with their own biases including the respondent may answer in a way that seems
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more suitable for a research study than if asked in a more casual setting (Savin-Baden & Major,
2013).

Another limitation to the study was that I sought to understand how students live and
learn during a global pandemic, COVID-19, but the interviews did not occur during the first 15
months of COVID-19 including March 2020 through May 2021. Most interviews took place in
from February—April 2022 after expanding the outreach to include co-gendered comedy troupes.
Delimitations

This study was delimited by the research in several ways, and they were “rational”
choices to narrow the study (Calabrese, 2006). First, the sample included students who identified
as women in various comedy troupes and not all students within comedy. Some historically
women’s comedy troupes have expanded their scope to include a broader range of identities.
Specifically, Bloomers Comedy troupe - a comedy group that originated as a space for
undergraduate college women became open to “all gender identities underrepresented in
comedy” at The University of Pennsylvania (Bloomers Comedy, n.d., para. 1). The study
focused on hearing from students who identified as female and women regardless of gender
assigned at birth or sexual identity (Penn State Student Affairs, n.d.). The target population was
students who identified as female and women regardless of gender assigned at birth or sexual
identity in order to better understand a wide range of various troupes ’experiences. Inclusivity is
a hallmark of Bloomers Comedy troupe (Beesam & Yakoob, 2021) and influenced the design of
the study. As an ethical and inclusive researcher, | intentionally did not want to limit the study to
participants who identify as cis-gender heterosexual women (Penn State Student Affairs, n.d.).
All of the study’s determined troupes are composed of undergraduate college students between

the troupe’s designated limited ages of 18-25. Students in the various troupes during the study’s
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selected season represented members of various classes including the class of 2022, 2023, and

2024. The next section provides a definition of terms used in the study.

Definitions of Terms
There were key terms used throughout the study including case study, co-gendered,
comedy, troupe, and women-identified.
1. Case Study is “an in-depth description and analysis of a bounded system” as defined
by Merriam (2009, p. 40).
2. Co-gendered: This term is used to define a troupe that includes students that identify
as women, men, and non-binary.
3. Comedy: This dissertation implements the definition of comedy as found in the book,
Humor, seriously: Why humor is a secret weapon in business and life by Jennifer
Aaker and Naomi Bagdonas published in 2021. Aaker and Bagdonas (2021) defined
comedy as “the practice of humor as a structured discipline” (p. 37).
4. Troupe: This term is used throughout the study to designate a group or collective of
comedians.
5. Women-identified: This term references anyone who identifies as a woman or female

regardless of the identity assigned at birth.

Organization of the Dissertation

This dissertation is divided into five chapters. Chapter 1 introduced the statement of the
problem, the purpose of the study, the importance of the study, limitations, and delimitations.
Additionally, the conceptual framework of the study was established, and the research questions
were clarified. Chapter 2 contains literature and research related to broad topics including

research on the impact of heightened loneliness and its impact on college students, research on
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comedy’s benefits to mental health and group formation, includes articles and research written
about the troupe that ignited the study, Bloomers Comedy troupe, and examines campus
activities as a catalyst to enhance the undergraduate student experience. The methodology for
this study is included in Chapter 3 along with the research design and qualitative approach
procedures. Results obtained from the individual interviews, focus group interview, observation,
and document analysis are included in Chapter 4. And, the final chapter, Chapter 5 presents the
results of the efforts aimed at better understanding the relationship dynamics and communities

built by women-identified undergraduate students active in collegiate comedy troupes.
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CHAPTER 2

LITERATURE REVIEW

The literature review examines the connection of comedy and comedy troupes as an
effective tool and method for community building, helping with isolation, and an opportunity to
explore the strengths of collegiate comedy troupes and their role within the higher education
universe. This chapter includes the literature connected to the various themes of the research
study. First, the chapter includes review of literature that addressed the landscape of comedy
groups in higher education. Next, the literature review provides an overview of the current state
of loneliness and the effects of loneliness on college students, specifically the 18-25-year-old
population. Next, the literature review highlights content related to research conducted on
laughter and wellness. The section on laughter and wellness grounds the work in the growing
body of research on comedy, humor, and laughter’s impact on wellness. The literature review
includes a section on comedy festivals in the collegiate space and ends with a section on the
importance of campus activities as a part of higher education research.

Examining the Landscape of Comedy in Higher Education

Comedy troupes have a space on college campuses and some of the most recognizable of
college campus comedy troupes are big-name improvisational comedy groups like Harvard
University’s Immediate Gratification Players founded in 1986 who are committed to branding
themselves as a “Harvard staple” (Voss, 2012, para. 7). They even wear “red and yellow ties” as
a nod to the club culture at their home university (Voss, 2012, para. 7). And, while well-known
for comedy, Harvard University is not the only institution with a comedy troupe worth knowing

(Voss, 2012). Voss found that for many students in college improvisational groups, there are
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strong ties, and claimed groups are often composed of people who are best friends that “live
together, travel together, spend several hours a week rehearsing together” and often have ties
with one another that expand to more intimate relationships (Voss, 2012, para. 2).

While all comedy troupes do not have alumni that go on to be on well-known comedy
shows like Saturday Night Live, some alumni from college improv groups go on to establish
local comedy theatres. For example, University of North Carolina's Chapel Hill Players alumni,
Zach Ward “returned from Chicago in 2005 to establish the DSI Comedy Theater” in Carrboro,
North Carolina which hosts the NC Comedy Arts Festival every year (Voss, 2012, para. 14).
Comedy troupes take on different faces across many colleges and university campuses. Maxam
(2019) looked at universities that are ranked as the best universities for aspiring comedians;
Maxam claimed, “no famous comedians rose to stardom without practice” (para.1). College
comedy troupes can be a training ground for students who want to tap into comedy and learn
more about how to form the funny, including the joke formula of “setup + punchline” (Aaker &
Bagdonas, 2021, p. 81). The formulaic structure of “setup + punchline” is described as “the setup
is the observation or truth, and the punchline is what surprises audiences by flipping
expectations” (Aaker & Bagdonas, 2012, p. 81). By practicing and getting spotlight at New York
University, where students hold free monthly shows and get to perform at top “New York
comedy venues like Upright Citizens Brigade,” there is the opportunity to build a foundation and
a community while “building ties to the city’s comedy scene” (Maxam, 2019, para. 4) gaining
more exposure.

In addition to gaining exposure and building a community around comedy when students
practice their craft in metropolitan hubs like New York and Chicago, there is the benefit of peer-

to-peer feedback as noted at Ithaca College’s Comedy Club. At Ithaca College’s Comedy Club, a
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former student noted “IC comedy club is an outlet where students can go to receive some
validation and feedback on their comedy acts” (Ferme, 2018, para. 12). Students gain confidence
from being in comedy clubs (Ferme, 2018) and they also get the opportunity to support one
another’s craft of cultivating and forming the funny. Additionally, there is not one type of
student who benefits from practicing comedy. For example, one student studying Computer
Science at Johns Hopkins University in Baltimore, Maryland thanked, “the club for helping him
develop his own style and learn some secrets of writing good comedy” (Voice of America, 2019,
para.16). Another student quoted in the piece said that comedy allowed him to see the benefits of
going after his imagination (VVoice of America, 2019).

Students do not have to major in Comedy Studies in order to harness and form the funny,
even though “humor can be learned” (Mayo Clinic Staff, 2021, para. 12). Developing a sense of
humor does not have to be a difficult task (Mayo Clinic Staff, 2021); however, “most comedians
spend months or even years writing and rehearsing their bits” (Aaker & Bagdonas, 2021, p. 91).
With the knowledge that comedians spend a quality amount of time on their work, it makes sense
that more researchers are interested in laughter’s benefits. “More psychological experimentation
around laughter or the contexts in which it occurs will likely support the importance of laughing
throughout your day” (Gibson, 2020, para. 20).

Sketch comedy plays a distinctive role on college campuses and has even been used to
explore how students can engage in diversity, equity, and inclusion dialogues (Karson &
Goodwin, 2016). Karson and Goodwin (2016) explored how they could attract students to a
“diversity event by centering it on a comedy performance” (p. 68). Karson and Goodwin (2016)
understood “comedy’s power to include by inducing mutual laughter at the shared, human

condition” (p. 68) in addition to the downside of comedy being hazardous or having the potential
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to “intentionally alienate” (p. 68). For good reason, Karson and Goodwin (2016) were mindful of
the grey areas of comedy because “inappropriate or aggressive humor can weaken relationships
rather than strengthen them” (Aaker & Bagdonas, 2021, p. 196). Sketch comedy for this purpose
allowed the researchers to present on topics often difficult to address. The training presented as a
comedy sketch “increased audience members with about 90 people attending each semiannual
performance” (Karson & Goodwin, 2016, p. 68).

Comedy on college campuses deserves its place in literature and in studies. The history of
sketch comedy is layered with many current comedy greats getting their starts as members of
their college improv groups including John Mulaney and Nick Kroll. Mulaney and Kroll met as
college students and were members of the The Georgetown Players Improv Group (CBS News,
2017). Comedy can be “transformative” because “comedy isn’t made in a vacuum” (O'Neil,
2016, para. 17). While a bachelor’s degree in Comedy Studies and Comedic Arts are not degrees
that all students interested in comedy decide to pursue (O’Neil, 2016), there are elements of
comedy that are enhanced by many collegiate environments. Comedy is “the only art we make
naturally with our friends and loved ones, on a daily basis” (O’Neil, 2016, para. 17).
Additionally, humor is “one of the best outlets for expressing the crisis, itself a result of internal
contradictions and divisions that have become unsustainable in their current state” (M. Marder,
2011).

Comedy: The Science Behind Laughing

The famous poet and cultural icon, Dr. Maya Angelou once said, "Laugh as much as
possible, always laugh. It's the sweetest thing one can do for oneself & one's fellow human
beings” (Markway, 2013). Active Minds is a non-profit organization supporting mental health

awareness for young people with a focus on college students; the entity conducted a survey of
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2,806 college students in April 2020 and found that COVID-19 was affecting college students’
mental health and that 80% of students reported experiencing loneliness and isolation (Active
Minds, 2020 ). Additionally, Hopelab (2020), a social innovation tool dedicated to enhancing the
health and overall wellbeing of young people created an app called “Nod” to help college
students combat loneliness. This sense of loneliness permeated a time where most college
students are stressed as it relates to the impact of a global pandemic on their lives while in
college and after graduation. Active Minds (2020) created an infographic to share the data from
their survey. According to the Active Minds (2020) Survey, 63% of students surveyed found it
“challenging to stay connected with others.” As the Humor That Works expert and modern
thought leader on humor, Andrew Tarvin noted, “people who use humor are more productive,
less stressed, and happier” (Humor That Works, 2019, p. 6) and laughter is a universal form of
communication

Laughter, comedy, and humor belong on college campuses, even during difficult times.
In November 2020, Vassar University’s publication, Miscellany News covered Vassar
University’s comedy troupes Nitrous Oxide and Indecent Exposure and described the troupes as
teams who brought joy to campus during COVID-19 (Sweeney, 2020). College students
benefited from laughing and being a part of a group that students have previously described as
being confidence boosting (Ferme, 2018). Anne Libera, an assistant professor, and director of
comedy studies at Columbia College in Chicago wrote a piece on a theory of created comedy.
Libera (2020) stated the elements of created comedy include: recognition (or truth), pain, and
distance. Libera claimed, “Comedians use these three elements as one could use faders on a
mixing board in a sound studio” (p. 604). Libera’s model of comedy highlighted the “pedagogy

of comedy” (p. 602). The pedagogy of comedy concept has gained more recognition within
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academics and researchers who want to understand how comedy can be leveraged as a form of
therapy and team building.

It is no surprise that laughter is often a community-forming and bonding component of
the human experience. In the piece, "It's funny because we think it's true: laughter is augmented
by implicit preferences,” Lynch (2010) stated, "people tend to like others who laugh and share
their sense of humor” (p. 141). Comedy and laughter are ways to connect socially (Lynch, 2010).
And comedy can be a form of helping with symptoms related to anxiety (Toohill, 2015).
Vanderbilt University created The Improv Social Skills Group where students can have six 90-
minute sessions to help combat anxiety (Toohill, 2015).

There is a Chicago-based group of mental health therapists who were also trained in the
art of improvisation. One of the psychologists in the group called ‘The Therapy Players’, Kristen
Krueger, stated, “improv can make a big contribution to making people feel better about
themselves, live more collaboratively, and improve their mental health” (O’Hara, 2016, para.
13). In addition to comedy’s improvement on mental health, clinical research has proven that
laughter and a strong sense of humor can enhance one’s survival rate by seven years (Nasr,
2013).

Sharing a joke and understanding the idea of what makes something funny impacted
cooperation, coordination, altruism, and friendship (Curry & Dunbar, 2012). As with many other
components of the human experience, humor is not a new phenomenon; "humor is an ancient
and universal feature of human nature"” and the "role of humor in coordinating collaboration is a
common theme in theories of its function™ (Curry & Dunbar, 2012, p. 126). Laughter, humor,
and comedy are all parts of the concept of ‘funny’ and help relieve anxiety (Toohill, 2015), and

laughter helps us break down what we believe to be true (Lynch, 2010). It is no coincidence that
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comedians “often start with the standard “you ever notice that...” and then encourage us to
identify with their observation” (Lynch, 2010, p. 140). A shared sense of humor can help a team
bond and it can lead to “more functional communication and problem-solving behaviors” (Aaker
& Bagdonas, 2021, p. 170).

Although there is more to be explored in the science behind laughter, Lynch (2010) found
that "Our biases and preferences play an important role in our sense of humor" and that the
results of his study support the folk psychology and commonly held belief 'it's funny because it's
true' (p. 141). Even though Lynch's research was rooted in having participants view stand-up
comedy and this study explored content creation and performance, it is important to ground the
work in the science and research done on humor, comedy, and what provokes laughter.
Laughter and Wellness

A key part of this dissertation examined the relationships and bonds formed by women-
identified students comedy troupes and of how laughter strengthens those bonds. Laughter and
smiling have been researched as a social phenomenon (Platow et al., 2005). In their research,
Platow et al. (2005) found that several variables can influence people's sense of humor. In the
same way that humor is often seen as “important in mate choice” (Lynch, 2010), it is important
to consider how humor impacts platonic relationships and group dynamics of college students
especially in times of increased isolation and loneliness. Additionally, the humor hormone
cocktail metaphor claimed that laughter “triggers the release of oxytocin” which is known to be
the “trust hormone” because of the way “it prompts our brain to create emotional bonds™ (Aaker
& Bagdonas, 2021, p. 53).

Laughter, why we laugh, and the types of laughter that exist continue to be researched

across disciplines. In the American Journal of Lifestyle Medicine, Louie, Brooks, and Frates
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(2014) found that there are five separate types of laughter: genuine (spontaneous); self-induced
(stimulated); induced (e.g., via drugs); stimulated; and pathological. Along with humor being
“highly valued and desired” (Shammi & Stuss, 1999, p. 657), humor is also something that can
be “experienced both individually, for example, while recalling a particular event, watching
television, or reading a book, or socially in groups” (Louie et al., 2016, p. 262). Additionally,
humor is described as a form of communication because “in telling a joke, we show that we
appreciate a particular instance of humor and think our listeners will, too” (Hurley et al., 2013, p.
291).

Research continues to be done on the science and benefits of laughter as a form of
therapy (Nasr, 2013). There have been numerous studies to highlight “the value of positive
emotions, such as laughter, in the psychological adjustment of individuals experiencing
adversity” (Crawford & Caltabiano, 2011, p. 238). Similar to adversity, a study revealed that
“the pain threshold is significantly higher after laughter” and that the “pain tolerance is caused
by the laughter itself” (Nasr, 2013, p. 22). Laughter’s health benefits are numerous and support
the theory that laughter should be done often and beyond the ages of childhood (Gerloff, 2011).
Gerloff (2011) noted, “children laugh way more than adults do and that ought to tell us
something” (para. 5). The positive effects of humor have revealed that “daily laughter decreased
the negative emotions associated with daily stressors” (Crawford & Caltabiano, 2011, p. 238).
Examining COVID-19 5 Impact on Loneliness & Isolation

This section of the literature review offered insight into the current state of loneliness and
how the epidemic of loneliness has deepened during the COVID-19 global pandemic
(Weissbourd et al., 2021). In this study, examining loneliness provides more context around the

environment that undergraduate women-identified students are living and learning in during the
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years of 2020 to 2021. The Making Caring Common team’s report suggested that there are many
types of loneliness, and that loneliness comes at a cost (Weissbourd et al., 2021). Harvard’s
Making Caring Common research was especially potent because of the insights and statistics
specific to young people. Researchers found that “61 percent of young people aged 18-25
reported the miserable degrees of loneliness” (Weissbourd et al., 2021). The 18-25-year-old age
group was the target demographic of the participants featured in this study; for example, 37.9%
of students at the University of Pennsylvania fell into the 18-21 age bracket (College Factual,
2021).

COVID-19 and the lasting effects on how people interact affected college students in a
multitude of ways ranging from delayed graduation, withdrawing from classes, and changing
majors (Aucejo et al., 2020). The effects of the coronavirus outbreak revealed symptoms of
anxiety and depression in nearly 63% of young adults aged 18-24 (Hoffman, 2020). Studies
around the increase in anxiety and depression onset by COVID-19 revealed “nearly 11 percent
said they had suicidal thoughts” with the “greatest clusters being among Black and Latino
people, essential workers and unpaid caregivers for adults” (Hoffman, 2020, para. 10). With
research stating that women report mental health symptoms more than men, college is already a
time of high stress (Sreenivasan et al., 2021; Timely MD, 2021) and “combined with an
overreliance on technology and social media” today’s college students are more anxious than
ever before with “COVID isolation” making it worse (Sreenivasan et al., 2021, para. 30). In
February 2021, a piece from Inside Higher Ed revealed more students are seeking counseling
and therapy due to COVID-19. Additionally, students who pointed to COVID-19 as having a
negative mental health impact were “more likely to be experiencing depression, anxiety,

academic stress and eating concerns” (Anderson, 2021, para. 4) among other symptoms. Even
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with more students seeking counseling, the Active Minds (2020) survey found that 55% of
students would not know where to go to seek mental health support.

Prior to COVID-19, college students sought counseling and support for mental health.
Additionally, prior to the pandemic, women reported higher rates of anxiety than undergraduate
men (Timely MD, 2021). However, this dissertation specifically seeks to address how students
who lived and learned during one of the most challenging times in world history coped with the
stressors of life during a pandemic. Sarah K. Lipson, a researcher at Boston University, focused
on the worsened mental health of Americans on a broad level. In an article published in 2021,
McAlpine described Lipson’s work that revealed the worsened mental health of Americans could
be due to multiple factors outside of the pandemic including “the impact of social media and
shifting societal values that are becoming more extrinsically motivated rather than intrinsically
motivated” (McAlpine, 2021, para. 12). Loneliness specifically has become a more nuanced
topic within mental health focused research. Boston University’s Center for Psychiatric
Rehabilitation director of services, Dori Hutchinson said that “loneliness is a huge concern on
campus” (Laskowski, 2020, para. 8). More students who lived and studied amidst COVID-19
were living with mental health conditions like depression and anxiety; students have dealt with
loneliness and isolation in addition to their symptoms (Laskowski, 2020).

At many institutions of higher education with high-achieving students, the stressors of the
pandemic affected the overall wellness of the student population. At Duke University, a survey
revealed that loneliness and social isolation were common among students with just under 10
percent of respondents saying they were lonely “most of the time” or “always in various
environments” (Zebrack, 2021, para. 10). The heightened sense of loneliness on college

campuses during COVID- 19 where students lived with more trauma and traumatic images,
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humor played a role as supported by studies conducted by Stanford Psychophysiology
Laboratory who found that “in face of stressful imagery, comedy is a more effective coping
strategy than solemnity” (McClure, 2011, para. 1).

There is a science to loneliness and early into the pandemic in March 2020, reporters and
researchers covered COVID- 19’s effects on loneliness (Wright, 2020). Loneliness is “a
biological warning signal to seek out other humans” in the same way that hunger and thirst are
rooted in biological human needs (Wright, 2020, para. 6). Levity is needed during this time
because it can “help us maintain resilience during COVID-19” (UC Health, 2020). And, levity is
what humor experts, have defined as a mindset and ““an inherent state of receptiveness to (and
active seeking of) joy” (Aaker & Bagdonas, 2021, p. 37). By actively seeking joy and levity,
there is more of an opportunity to create an environment where laughter is prevalent and ideally
creates atmospheres to address symptoms associated with loneliness (Aaker & Bagdonas, 2021).

There is no doubt that students need support. With reports like Sontag-Padilla’s (2020)
research during the first year of COVID-19, it is clear that “prior to the pandemic, colleges,
particularly community colleges, had insufficient resources to meet students’ mental health
needs” (para. 5). College students need help and support, and the pandemic highlighted systemic
difficulties as institutions were “already struggling to meet the needs of young adults in this
country” (Sontag-Padilla, 2020, para. 9). With the knowledge that today’s college students need
more mental health support (Sontag-Padilla, 2020), it is important that colleges continue to be
aware of how they can enhance wellness and provide the support that students need during this
time of heightened loneliness.

In April of 2021, a year into the global pandemic, M. Ezarik’s (2021) report in Inside

Higher Ed revealed that students are “still reporting COVID-19 mental health challenges,” but
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“they are generally not taking advantage of counseling center services” (header). Even though
students reportedly did not seek counseling services, research conducted in the Student Voice
Survey found that from 2,002 student responses at 116 institutions of higher education, “more
than half of respondents reported worrying ‘constantly” and ‘often’ (Ezarik, 2021, para. 7).
Students are feeling more worried; in fact, the researcher found that “nonbinary and female-
identifying students” are “most likely to feel constant worries” (para. 7). The survey’s findings
revealed that for some students, they may view counseling as only for those in crisis and
question if their problem is big enough to warrant a visit to a counseling center. With students
being on the fence about visiting a counseling center, it is a prime time to uncover whether
humor and practicing comedy in a community focused troupe can be a valid, alternative therapy
for undergraduate students. The next section of the literature review covers the troupe that served
as the initial troupe that sparked an interest in better understanding undergraduate women in
comedy spaces. The study was not limited to University of Pennsylvania’s Bloomers Comedy
troupe; however, the literature review includes a section due to their historic nature as the first
women-centric collegiate comedy troupe. Additionally, Bloomers Comedy troupe sparked my
initial interest to better understand collegiate women in comedy.
University of Pennsylvania's Bloomers Comedy Troupe

The following section of the literature review focuses on literature written about the
University of Pennsylvania’s Bloomers Comedy troupe. The study explored relationships formed
by students in multiple troupes; this section of the literature review highlights the oldest
historically women’s collegiate comedy troupe because of their trailblazing work for
undergraduate women in comedy. Some college students actively involved in comedy troupes

have described comedy as ““a very collaborative craft” (Keisler &Wee, 2020, para. 8). Comedy is
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often sought out because it provides “a creative outlet” and “those who do improv say taking a
break from life's scripts is a useful skill anyone can learn” (Flucht, 2012, para. 21). The
University of Pennsylvania’s Bloomers website “History” section claimed that the comedy group
was founded in 1978 as “the first women’s comedy troupe in the country” (Bloomers Comedy,
n.d.). Additionally, the website stated that the group is “open to all gender identities
underrepresented in comedy” (Bloomers Comedy, n.d.). The vision of Bloomers is to present
comedy as “original and bold” as the journalist for whom the group was named, Amelia Jenks
Bloomer (Bloomers Comedy, n.d.). Joan Harrison, a 1981 graduate of the University of
Pennsylvania named the group Bloomers because “she knew it was funny, feminist, and
metaphorical” (Bloomers Comedy, n.d.).

Bloomers was founded on “feminist principles and has used politics as a basis for its
humor since its inception” (Imburgia, 2017, para. 2). Historically, Bloomers Comedy troupe
members have not shied away from politics in their comedy; the election of Trump reignited
political references in their comedy (Imburgia, 2017). In 2017, Bloomers chair and a UPenn
senior at the time, T. Pare said, “In a lot of ways, everybody — regardless of your political bend
— likes to laugh” (Imburgia, 2017, para. 22). In 2018, there was a special feature written about
the troupe titled, “In Full Bloom” by Caren Lissner. Lissner (2019) celebrated the troupe’s 40-
year anniversary honoring their history and work in women’s comedy. Bloomers Comedy is a
mainstay in the collegiate comedy community and has “served as the launching pad for alumnae
pursuing careers as performers, producers, or in other aspects of the entertainment industry” (p.
34). In addition to serving as a launch pad for careers more evidently tied with comedy in the
entertainment industry, participating in Bloomers also helps women who are in a variety of fields

from “finance to technology, education, law, or medicine—where one needs to be confident,
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sharp, and in command of a boardroom or operating room” (Lissner, 2019, p. 34). Of recent
alumni to make it big in the comedy industry, Bloomers Comedy was the training ground for
Saturday Night Live veteran, Vanessa Bayer and the group’s competitive edge aligns with the
growing visibility of women in comedy (Lissner, 2019). Bayer often referenced her time at
Bloomers while she was a Saturday Night Live cast member (Olagun-Samuel, 2017). The culture
embedded in Bloomers Comedy allows students to thrive and as Bayer noted, “I didn’t know
what it was like to really enjoy and feel like you were excelling at something” until she joined
Bloomers Comedy troupe (Olagun-Samuel, 2017, para. 13).

Bloomers Comedy troupe’s history is rooted in empowering undergraduate women at
The University of Pennsylvania to carve out their own space in the musical sketch comedy
domain. Before Bloomers Comedy originated at the University of Pennsylvania, the collegiate
musical sketch comedy arena was deemed a male-only space (DiSanto, 2018). The founding
members of Bloomers Comedy were refused entry into The Mask and Wig Club (DiSanto,
2018). The Mask and Wig Club identified themselves as “the nation’s oldest all-male collegiate
musical comedy group” (The Mask and Wig Club, n.d.) housed at The University of
Pennsylvania. In 2018, Bloomers Comedy held auditions and that year, “only about a quarter of
those who auditioned for the group were accepted” (Lissner, 2019, p.34). In addition to being a
highly sought-after group to join, Bloomers Comedy troupe hosted sold-out shows and in recent
years have moved to larger venues to meet their audience needs (Lissner, 2019).

The members of the University of Pennsylvania's Bloomers Comedy do not shy away
from topics unique to women, sexuality, and feminism. The former Chair of Bloomers, Sorantino
claimed that the group had “a responsibility to write feminist bits” (DiSanto, 2018, para. 11) and

that the group’s “feminism shines through in interesting ways” (para. 11). Bloomers’
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commitment to being funny and using humor to take on topics ranging from women in politics to
religion has been evident from their first show to present day (Lissner, 2019). The first show
“skewered the usual subjects: Penn life, the Ivies, religion (okay, Judaism), pop culture,
Broadway, and politics” (Lissner, 2019, p. 36). In more recent shows, Bloomers Comedy troupe
skits have “offered social commentary on topics such as catcalling” and other sketches have
made fun of Penn’s The Wharton School (Gross, 2020, para. 12). Bloomers Comedy members
take on topics like critically examining frat-culture at UPenn (Gross, 2020) because they
acknowledge these truths through humor and “truth is the heart of comedy” (Aaker & Bagdonas,
2021, p. 199). The members of the troupe can dive into the truth, pain and distance most likely
because of trust and “laughter begets more trust” (Asher, 2016, para. 3).

In a featured piece on Bloomers Comedy, the Chair during the 2018 season described
members of the troupe as bold, funny, and down to earth (DiSanto, 2018). Comedy may not be
an Olympic sport, but there is no lack of competition among students at the University of
Pennsylvania when it comes to comedy. Bloomers Comedy is one of “four established comedy
groups on campus” Where two are sketch, one is stand-up and one is improv (Greenberg, 2016,
para. 6). Comedy at the University of Pennsylvania lives in a space of “intense competition and
intense intimacy” (Greenberg, 2016, para.6). Bloomers Comedy troupe offers the students an
opportunity to develop a sense of who they are as one member of Bloomers noted, “Being in
Bloomers was so important during my -formative years” (Lissner, 2019, p.37). During the 40-
year anniversary feature on the troupe, one member claimed that being in Bloomers helped her
“understand more about the world and [about] learning with a group of people who are different
from you” (Lissner, 2019, p. 37) Many students are seeking the kind of community that the

Bloomers Comedy troupe is well-known for (Lissner, 2019). In 2016, it was reported that the
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former director, Aleah “held auditions for somewhere from 60 to 70 girls” and that “five new
performers were added” (Greenberg, 2016, para. 16). Many students are eager to be a part of a
community where comedy and laughter are at the core because “laughter changes us” (Gerloff,
2011, para. 7). When we lighten up, “we feel more positive and optimistic, more hopeful and
engaged” (Gerloff, 2011, para. 7). Bloomers Comedy troupe participants recognized that with
Bloomers, not only are comedy skills being built, but they have “an opportunity to learn and
hone valuable skills in communication, leadership and team building” (Leong, 2015, para. 11).

Bloomers Comedy troupe student-comedians have embraced the politics of gender and in
2020, a member of UPenn’s all male comedy troupe, The Mask and Wig Club noted, “In
comedy, the majority of famous comedians are men that get most airtime. They’re really trying
to push back against those boundaries, and | admire that” (Gross, 2020, para. 8). In addition to
pushing back on the boundaries and opening up space for women in comedy, Bloomers Comedy
troupe leveraged their power as up-and-coming women in comedy and launched a women-
centric comedy festival, LaughtHERFest (Thomas, 2015). In 2015, former senior and member of
Bloomers Comedy troupe, Kao said, “We wanted to highlight and celebrate women in comedy
and entertainment” and that the festival provides an opportunity to not talk about women being
funny, but proving it (Thomas, 2015, para. 4).

UPenn’s Bloomers Comedy troupe members have been a driving force in women in
comedy in the collegiate space and their endeavors are often supported financially by their loyal
fans and followers. The LaughtHERFest is an example of a program that started as an idea by a
Bloomer and after a “30-day Kickstarter", the troupe received “more than $9,000 in donations”
(Thomas, 2015, para. 5). In a time where more college groups like Harvard University’s musical

comedy troupe, Hasty Pudding Theatricals have broken from old traditions of being male-only,
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Bloomers Comedy continues to center women as they have since 1981 (Ao, 2018), and most
recently in 2020 expanded to include “gender minorities” (Bloomers Comedy, n.d.). Gender
minority or (GSM) is an inclusive term that includes people who are “gay, queer, bisexual,
intersex, pansexual, asexual, lesbians, transgender/trans, genderqueer, gender non-conforming,
kink, polyamorous, and more” (Penn State Student Affairs, n.d.).

At UPenn, it was noted in 2018, that The Mask and Wig Club would potentially become
open to women. Former executive board member, Sarantino said, “As a member of Bloomers, |
worry that they could poach talent, because they do have more money and power” (Ao, 2018,
para. 8). As an organization almost 100 years older than Bloomers, Sarantino’s nod to the
resources and power that The Mask and Wig Club hold serves as an important insight into the
culture of comedy and gender dynamics. Sarantino’s comment in 2018 matters because it reveals
an aspect of community and belonging that students at institutions like UPenn must deal with
where systems are deeply rooted in money, power, and tradition.

Although comedy is deeper than providing laughter (Bynane, 2008), research has shown
that “laughter reduces levels of stress hormones” and can result in “greater relaxation and
resistance to disease as well as improved mood and positive outlook” (Gerloff, 2011, para. 6).
Throughout COVID-19, stress rates have escalated and when emotions are at all-time highs,
“parts of the brain in charge of executive function tend to not communicate as well with the
emotional parts of the brain” (Messinger, 2020, para. 4). College students are not immune to
levels of stress and potential for burnout escalated throughout COVID-19. Depression, anxiety,
and loneliness are peaking in college students throughout COVID-19 (McAlpine, 2021). With
more students being at risk for depression, anxiety, and loneliness, creating spaces where humor

is palpable, encouraged, and nurtured is important because “humor encourages a kind of mental
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gymnastics that reveals connections, patterns, and interpretations we’d previously missed”
(Aaker & Bagdonas, 2021, p.131). By actively participating in a collegiate comedy troupe
students can fully practice their sense of humor and better understand how humor can build their
resilience and potentially improve their emotional well-being (Crawford & Caltabiano, 2011).
The next section of the literature review provides insight into the National College Comedy
Festival to provide additional context around a key event respected in the collegiate comedy
community.
National College Comedy Festival

In this section of the literature review, | focus on the National College Comedy Festival
or “ComFest”; the festival hosted at Skidmore College originated in 1990 and (Karp, 2017). In
2012, The New York Times covered the festival and noted that this festival was often a turning
point for student comedians (Angelo, 2012). The festival was listed as helping cultivate a “legion
of comedy creators and actors whose names populate the credits of television shows like The
Office and Community (Angelo, 2012, para. 3). The National College Comedy Festival served as
an example of a student-focused event that reveals the more competitive side of collegiate
comedy (Angelo, 2012). The festival was described as “part comedy-nerd symposium, part
comedy gantlet” (Angelo, 2012, para.5). The National College Comedy Fest or ComFest is well
known among the collegiate comedy culture (Angelo, 2012; Skidmore College, 2020). In an
interview with the 2020 producers of National College Comedy Festival, one of the Skidmore
College students said, “The biggest thing to know about ComFest is that it's an instant
community” (Skidmore College, 2020, para. 13). The creator of ComFest has gone on to be a
well-known writer and creator in comedy outside of Saratoga Springs 'Skidmore College

campus. In the 2020 feature on ComFest, one of the student producers highlighted David Milner,
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a class of 1991 alum from Skidmore College who was an executive producer on NBC sitcoms,
“Parks and Recreation” and “30 Rock™ (Skidmore College, 2020, para. 14).

Although competition is a part of the culture at ComFest, the main focus is on the
relationships formed with troupe members who travel near and far. In the Skidmore College
(2020) interview with the student producers, one student said that “comradery” was the best way
to describe the relationships with the troupes (para. 22). The student-leader and ComFest
producer elaborated and said, “It really is about the mutual love for this type of performance
(para. 22). To better understand how undergraduate students perform and create community in
troupes, it is important to investigate the ways that students create spaces to showcase their
talents and build community with one another via a festival. The next section of the literature
review focuses on student-affairs and practitioners within higher education invested in student’s
holistic wellness.

Examining Student Participation in Campus Activities

In this section of the literature review, | grounded the research and work on the
importance of the student community in campus activities research and offered insight into why
campus activities matter in the grand scheme of student wellness (Kilgo et al., 2016). This
dissertation sought to understand how students in selected campus sponsored troupes interacted
with one another and built community. With that in mind, the work could not exist without the
fundamental and foundational work of student affairs. “Student affairs is committed to the ideas
that student learning does not occur exclusively within the classroom and that college affects
students profoundly in many different dimensions” (Long, 2012, p. 7). Today’s undergraduate
students should be encouraged to get involved towards a new era of educationally purposeful

activities (Komives, 2019). Kilgo et al. (2016) revealed there is a need for more research into
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“the positive effect of higher involvement in student organizations” (p.1047). Kilgo et al.’s
(2016) study found that “student involvement has a significant, positive link with end-of-fourth
year psychological well-being that persists even in the presence of controls for pre-college
psychological well-being and a broad array of other potential confounding variables” (p. 1047).

Campus activities have a role to play in higher education because higher education is in a
time of flux and change and “one way that campus activities can lead the modern university is to
leverage the power of student engagement” (Dungy & Peck, 2019, p. 8). Co-curricular activities
deserve their place in higher education research because higher education “will likely have fewer
boundaries” in the future (Dungy & Peck, 2019, p. 10). Campus activities and the studies around
campus activities add to the growing body of holistic higher education research because “campus
activities provide rich experiential opportunities for student learning and development if students
take advantage of them and get involved” (Komives, 2019, p. 20). High impact practices “are
primarily within academic based experiences and hybrid programs, research has found that these
characteristics are present in a number of leadership-based activities and through the engagement
offered through campus activities” (Komives, 2019, p. 20).

College students benefit from campus activities and there is a connection between
involvement in campus experiences and wellness (Kilgo et al., 2016). The scope of campus
activities varies (Komives, 2019) and the institutions of higher education featured in the study
have student affairs divisions with mission statements. Table 2 includes key words featured in
the mission statement of the student life departments of the universities that house women-
focused comedy troupes analyzed in the study. The study was not limited to troupes that were
women-centric and the full list of troupes contacted are listed in the outreach log featured in

Appendix A.
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Table 2

Examining Mission Statements of Student Affairs Divisions

College/ University Office

Mission statement key words

University of
Pennsylvania

New York
University

Vassar College

Emerson College

Pennsylvania State
University

Indiana University

Yale University

Barnard College

Bryn Mawr
College

The Ohio State
University

Tufts University

Office of Student
Affairs

Center for Student
Life

Vassar Student
Association

Student
Engagement &
Leadership

Division of Student
Affairs

Division of Student
Affairs

Student Life

Student Experience
and Engagement

Office of Student
Engagement and
New Student
Programs

Student Activities

Office for Campus
Life

Personal development, advising, growth as leaders, builders of a
strong community (University of Pennsylvania Office of Student
Affairs, n.d.).

Intentional student engagement, empower leadership development,
discover their purpose. (NYU Center for Student Life, n.d.).

Promote the interests of and improve the welfare of students. (Vassar
Student Association, n.d.)

Find resources, commit to personal growth, active part of campus life.
(Emerson College Student Engagement & Leadership, n.d.).

Enhance overall educational experience , responsible members of their
communities (Penn State Altoona, 2022)

Enhance experience that enhances success, lifelong learning, and
personal growth. (Indiana University Bloomington, n.d.-b)

Aspire to be the most student-focused research university, prepare and
assist students to take full advantage (Yale University Office of the
Secretary and Vice President of University Life, n.d.)

Enhance the educational mission, foster identity and leadership
development, value equity-based models, access to experiences and
perspectives to be engaged citizens in a global community. (Barnard
College, n.d.)

Vibrant, purposeful community, advocate for students to develop life
skills. (Bryn Mawr, n.d.).

Facilitates meaningful involvement, community engagement and
leadership development, which enable all students to contribute to a
global society. (The Ohio State University Office of Student Life, n.d -
b.).

Aims to strike a balance between curricular and co-curricular
opportunities for all students. Fosters a community of well-rounded,
independent thinkers who serve as effective leaders and inclusive
individuals in college and beyond. (Tufts University Office for
Campus Life, n.d.).

Students benefit from a strong campus activity experience as “engaged students often

possess a stronger sense of belonging to their campus” (Komives, 2019, p. 16). Campus activities
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educators have a part to play in order to be “scholar practitioners who inform their practice by
related theory, models or practice, and research to best accomplish the learning and
developmental outcomes that are desired by their campus, division of student affairs, and campus
activities office” (Komives, 2019, p.22). The Active Minds survey asked students what the most
important things for school leaders to think about in the short and long term for providing mental
health support during and after the pandemic (Active Minds, 2020). The responses revealed that
students want “more opportunities for social connection” with a note to replace cancelled events
with virtual ones (Active Minds, 2021). Undergraduate college students living and learning in
the middle of a global pandemic and a time of heightened isolation eagerly desired more
connection. Ideally, the time spent better understanding how women-identified students in
collegiate comedy troupes developed community, nourished relationships, and fostered their own
sense of humor and funny provided scholar practitioners with more insight into how to create
opportunities for social connection. In the Making Caring Common report, one of the take-aways
and calls to action to improve wellness and mediate loneliness was directed to colleges and
universities. The report stated:
Colleges can, for instance, create the expectation that faculty and staff will check in with
students regularly, organize a variety of virtual student communities and support students
in creating these communities themselves. In our experience, students can be very
creative in developing these communities with minimal prompting and support.
Committees of students, staff, and faculty can engage in a continuous improvement
process, administering brief student surveys that provide information about what types of
students are lonely or feel alienated and that inform community-building activities.

(Weissbourd et al., 2021, p. 10)
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The report focused on how to mediate loneliness during the heightened season with COVID-19’s
effects permeating the culture; however, the suggestions offered by Weissbourd et al. (2021) are
evergreen.
Conclusion of the Literature Review

Throughout the literature review, the topics of laughter and wellness, comedy in the
context of collegial participation, and the current climate of loneliness were explored. In addition
to these themes, the literature review included a look into the oldest historically women’s
collegiate comedy troupe, Bloomers Comedy troupe, the National College Comedy Festival, and
research on the importance of campus activities in the modern higher education landscape. The
literature review provided information and research that roots the study as one that can help
student affairs practitioners better understand comedy as a form of community building during
and even after a global pandemic when undergraduate students are living and learning in a time
of heightened loneliness. The next chapter explains the methods used in the qualitative case

study.
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CHAPTER 3

METHODS

This chapter describes the research methodology, methods, and materials for the study.
The research for the dissertation was guided by the qualitative case study approach as described
by Merriam (2009). A case study “is an in-depth description and analysis of a bounded system”
(Merriam, 2009, p. 40). L. Smith (1978; as cited in Merriam, 2009) defined the bounded system
of a case study as a “single entity, a unit around which there are boundaries” (Merriam, 2009, p.
40). The phenomenon needs to be “bounded” for it to be considered a case (Merriam, 2009).
Qualitative case studies are particularistic, descriptive, and heuristic allowing researchers to
illuminate a phenomenon (Merriam, 2009). The bounded system or case in this study were
collegiate comedy troupes that identify as historically women’s troupes or co-gendered troupes
located in 4-year colleges or universities within the United States and active from 2020-2022.
The next paragraph unpacks how the study was particularistic, descriptive, and heuristic
(Merriam, 2009).

Particularistic means that the study focuses on “a particular situation, event, program, or
phenomenon” (Merriam, 2009, p. 43). The case study focused on women-identified
undergraduate students between the ages of 18-25 who were participants in a collegiate comedy
troupe either historically women’s or co-gendered; the troupes shared the common thread of
being comedy-focused organizations with students who lived and learned amidst a global
pandemic and a time of heightened loneliness.

To be descriptive, means that the “end product of a case study is a rich, thick description

of the phenomenon under study” (Merriam, 2009, p. 43). The case study provided a rich, thick
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description of the relationships formed by the study’s selected troupe members during the
bounded time of March 2020 to August 2021. The rich and thick descriptions offered
descriptions of the troupe members’ experiences as gathered from the individual interviews and a
focus group interview. Additionally, the rich and thick descriptions occurred in the observations
of the performances and in the data mined from the public facing social media sites of the
selected troupes. For a case to be heuristic, the study has to “illuminate the reader’s
understanding of the phenomenon under study” (Merriam, 2009, p. 44). The study offered a
close-up look at relationships formed by a few of the nation’s collegiate comedy troupes. The
qualitative case study is meant to serve as an “intensive, holistic description and analysis of a
single entity, phenomenon, or social unit” (Merriam, 2009, p. 46). By bounding the case to a
time of living and learning in COVID-19 and a season of heightened loneliness with the target
age group of 18-25 being most at risk (Weissbourd et al., 2021), the study resulted in a “rich and
holistic account” of the phenomenon and provided future researchers and higher education
professionals with more insight into the lived experiences of undergraduate college students
(Merriam, 2009, p. 51).
Research Perspective

| sought to understand how students at selected universities with active comedy troupes
find community. The use of a case study was helpful due to the many advantages including its
flexibility and how it allows for depth of investigation. According to Savin-Baden and Major
(2013), the case study “emphasizes detailed contextual analysis of a limited number of events or
conditions and their relationships” (p. 163). The case study approach is one focused on the
“relationship between people and structures, in which they work, live, and learn” (Savin-Baden

& Major, 2013, p. 168). Merriam (2009) claimed “case study results in a rich and holistic
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account of a phenomenon” (p. 51). The phenomenon this dissertation addressed was the
community built by the students who participated in selected women’s and co-gendered
collegiate comedy troupes during a season of heightened loneliness. Additionally, the study
explored collegiate comedic ventures during a time when researchers are increasingly more
invested in how humor when used intentionally can shift perspectives (Aaker & Bagdonas,
2021).

| pulled from the anthropological study tradition because “anthropologists make
observations and pursue perspectives from diverse angles and in diverse ways” (Agency for
Health Research and Quality, 2013, p.1). Anthropologists often observe and talk with people
“who have varying relationships to the phenomenon under study” (AHRQ, 2013, p.1). | heard
from various comedy troupes’ members who have a relationship with one another and with their
roles as members of the troupe. In some instances, specifically Bloomers Comedy, the troupe
consisted of departments including cast members, writers, business leaders, tech experts,
costume designers, and members of the band. The anthropological inquiry “combines
information about people’s thoughts gathered through interviews with information collected by
observing their behaviors and social interactions” (AHRQ, 2013, p. 1). This study intentionally
uncovered how the selected troupes’ members formed relationships with one another and used
comedy to fuel their interactions.

The approach taken throughout the in-depth individual interviews and focus-group
interviews borrowed from the anthropological inquiry approach (AHRQ, 2013). Anthropological
evaluations often include opportunities to “identify the shared cultural meanings between and
among different groups of stakeholders” (AHRQ, 2013, p. 2). This study intentionally sought to

understand the shared cultural meanings between and among the troupe participants of the
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diverse comedy troupes. Participant observation is typically used in anthropological research and
that is why | observed troupes in their rehearsals in addition to conducting individual interviews,
a focus group interview, and textual analysis (AHRQ, 2013). The study was not exclusive to
women-identified troupes regarding interview outreach; however, I limited the document
analysis to historically women’s collegiate troupes. The next section of the dissertation
highlights more about the study’s selected historically women troupes including: Bechdel Test,
Bloomers Comedy, Circular Reasoning Improv, Control Top Improv, The Girlie Project,
Indecent Exposure, Ladies Night Comedy, Sphincter Comedy, Spoon-Fed Comedy, and TFL
Comedy. The troupes featured in this list were active on Instagram and/or Twitter during the
study’s bounded window.
Bechdel Test

New York University’s comedy troupe, Bechdel Test was founded by a transfer student
in 2013 (Bechdel Test NYU, n.d.-a). In an interview with the founder, Sullivan, said that she
recognized the power of women’s comedy skills and was “well-aware of the challenges that
women face in the industry” (Milavetz, 2015, para. 3). The founder of Bechdel Test was quoted
in the Milavetz (2015) article as saying, “l guess | am tired of female humor to become
mainstream” (para. 6). Giving the spotlight over to women in comedy mattered to the founder of
Bechdel Test and that remains a part of the organization’s mission. Jokes were housed on the

troupe’s social media platforms; for example, the Instagram biography line was “an all femme
identifying comedy group & && so funny you’ll pee yourself (and maybe poop? (9) ¢~
(Bechdel Test NYU, n.d.-b). For the promotion of an event in November 2021, Bechdel Test was

described as “NYU’s only all-femme and non-binary identifying comedy group” that does

improv and sketch (Theater Mania, 2021). In a piece written in 2014 covering Bechdel Test’s
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first show, the writer claimed that Bechdel Test was “authentic and accessible” (Chang, 2014).
Bechdel Test used social media and shared on their public-facing profiles: Instagram, Twitter,
Facebook, and a Weebly website.

NYU’s Bechdel Test gets their name from a test of gender equity in Hollywood.
According to Selvaraj (2020), the Bechdel test “is named after cartoonist Alison Bechdel, who
introduced the idea in a comic strip in the year 1985 (para. 1). The test stated that in order to
pass it, a story needs to have at least two women who talk to each other and who talk to each
other about something other than a man. The test is one of the most well-known metrics “used to
expose gender bias and is the only test we have this kind of data on” (Selvaraj, 2020, para. 1).

According to their profile on NYU Engage — the platform where student organizations
share information at NYU, Bechdel Test promoted themselves in the following way:

Hey Bechdel Pals! Here at Bechdel everyone is invited to the metaphorical sleepover

party, where there will be pillow fights, snacks, and of course, lots of games of MASH.

Join our community for fun community events, chill hangouts, as well as shows

performed by the Bechdel team! (NYU Engage, n.d.)

The troupe’s Weebly website claimed that the troupe often performs at NYU and at various
venues around Manhattan (NYU Engage, n.d.). The next section provides insight into Bloomers
Comedy troupe.

Bloomers Comedy

Bloomers Comedy troupe was founded in 1978 at the University of Pennsylvania as the
first women’s comedy troupe in the country (Bloomers Comedy, n.d.). As of 2021, Bloomers
Comedy troupe is open to all gender identities underrepresented in comedy (Beesam & Yakoob,

2021; Bloomers Comedy, n.d.). Bloomers’ comedy style is self-described as original and bold in
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honor of their namesake, Amelia Jenks Bloomers, a social activist journalist, and early suffragist
(Norwood, 2017). Amelia Jenks Bloomer came up with the idea of billowy pants for women
known as bloomers (Bloomers Comedy, n.d.). Bloomers Comedy troupe’s founding member,
Joan Harrison, a 1981 graduate of the University of Pennsylvania thought that Bloomers was the
perfect name for a women-centric musical sketch comedy troupe (Bloomers Comedy, n.d.).
Harrison created the group to “fill this empty hole for women on campus when it came to
women’s groups” (Berman, 2015, p. 82) and that space led to creation of a comedy troupe where
women could “lampoon the numerous problematic behaviors and attitudes on campus” (Berman,
2015, p. 82). In 2021, Bloomers Comedy troupe was made up of 71 members in six
organizational teams known as Cast (16 members), Writing (9 members), Band (8 members),
Business (16 members), Tech (13 members), and Costumes (9 members) (Bloomers Comedy,
n.d.). The executive board of Bloomers Comedy troupe included the following positions:
chairwoman, cast director, head writer, costume director, tech director, assistant tech director,
band director, and business managers. Bloomers Comedy used a website and actively engaged
on public-facing social media platforms including Instagram, Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube.
In its early years, Bloomers Comedy troupe was known for being a space “for any woman who
wanted to take charge of her own extracurricular life on a campus that was still disappointingly
male-dominated” (Berman, 2015, p. 82).

In the University of Pennsylvania student club organizational directory, the description of
Bloomers is: “Bloomers is Penn’s sketch comedy group for people with gender identities that are
under-represented in comedy. We write and produce sketch comedy both on stage and in the
digital format” (Penn Clubs, n.d.). The Penn Club website stated that Bloomers “shows are

composed of completely new material, written by each year’s group of Bloomers, and often have
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an overarching theme” (para. 2). Bloomers Comedy troupe performed throughout the year, with
shows typically held in October and March (Penn Clubs, n.d.). The troupe typically performed
on-campus for special events and at “benefits for organizations and non-profit groups in New
York, Miami, and all over Philadelphia and has been invited to National Comedy Festivals”
(Bloomers Facebook, n.d., para.4). Bloomers Comedy troupe continued to perform in the midst
of COVID-19 and at the beginning of the Fall 2020 semester, sketches were translated to a
digital format and then the troupe switched to “producing new content about current events, like
the coronavirus and life on Zoom” (Shepard, 2020, para. 29). The troupe continued to exist in a
digital landscape where they capitalized on technology and tried out “new approaches" (Shepard,
2020, para. 29). Bloomers Comedy are members of the University of Pennsylvania’s Student
Activities Council (Berman, 2015). Bloomers Comedy troupe’s humor is often defined as “edgy”
(Berman, 2015) and the troupe shared a healthy competition or “friendly rivalry” with the
University of Pennsylvania’s Mask and Wig Club (Berman, 2015, p. 83).

In addition to the shows that Bloomers typically conducted in October and March,
Bloomers Comedy troupe created a festival called “LaughtHERfest” (Bloomers Comedy, n.d.).
Bloomers Comedy’s festival, LaughtHERfest was created to celebrate funny women (Yusuf,
2019). The festivals included panels, workshops, activities, and a culminating evening
performance (Bloomers Comedy, n.d.; Yusuf, 2019). The LaughtHERfest has featured up and
coming Comedy Central artists like Mary Beth Barone and Saturday Night Live cast members,
Melissa Villasefior, and Vanessa Bayer. LaughtHERfest’s attendees and keynotes highlighted on
the LaughtHERfest webpage range from writers to improv and stand-up comedy experts, and
include Bloomers alumna, Julie Krant, Brooke Wurst, and founding member, Linda Falcao

(Bloomers Comedy, n.d.; Yusuf, 2019). LaughtHERFest performances were not observed in the
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study; however, the festival serves as a staple event founded and presented by the Bloomers
Comedy troupe where the focus is on laughter, comedy, and bringing people together.
Additionally, LaughtHERFest provided an outlet to learn more about the landscape of collegiate
women in comedy. The festival has provided a collegiate environment where students from
various universities join in and during the second annual event in 2016, student groups from
“Dartmouth, Columbia, Swarthmore, Harvard, Penn State, and Brown” (Park, 2016, para. 3)
attended. Former Bloomers Comedy troupe head writer, Basha, a member of the class of 2018
noted the most exciting part of the festival was bringing women in comedy together from “so
many different ages, experience levels, and backgrounds” (Park, 2016, para. 3).

Although I sought to hear from the women-identified participants in Bloomers Comedy
troupe, it is important to note that in 2020, Bloomers Comedy troupe made a shift to become
more gender inclusive (Bloomers Comedy, n.d.). In an op-ed written by the troupe’s inclusion
chairs, the co-chairs claimed to be taking steps to “move away from female-centric language”
and “our all-female past” in order to make the group “more inclusive and welcoming for gender
non-confirming and transgender communities who shouldn’t be barred from sketch comedy
groups at Penn because they don’t fit into the stereotypical cis-male or -female boxes” (Beesam
& Yakoob, 2021, para. 3). This call to be more inclusive aligns with Bloomers Comedy troupe’s
history as an organization created to make room for women who could not participate in
UPenn’s all male musical sketch comedy troupe, The Mask and Wig Club (Lissner, 2019). There
was a sense of pride that comes with being a member of Bloomers Comedy troupe. In fact, the
finale of all Bloomers shows ended with the chant:

We wear our Bloomers proudly,

Our wit’s our claim to fame
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So come on Pennsylvania,

And cheer the Bloomers name. (Friedman, 2010, para. 19)

The next section explores the study’s additional troupes in more detail. As the troupes
featured in the study ranged in size, scope, and have been active for fewer years than Bloomers
Comedy troupe, | discovered that there is less public information and fewer articles written about
various troupes. The next troupe highlighted in the study is the historically women-centric
troupe, Circular Reasoning Improv.

Circular Reasoning Improv

The Ohio State University’s women-centric comedy troupe, Circular Reasoning Improv’s
purpose statement was:

Our purpose is to empower those of marginalized gender identities at Ohio State

University and in the greater Columbus area through comedy and service while fostering

a supportive and creative environment for members to grow as comedians and

community organizers. (The Ohio State University, n.d.-a, para. 8)

Circular Reasoning engaged on social media platforms including Instagram, Twitter, and
Facebook. In addition to their presence on social media, Circular Reasoning Improv shared a
public-facing organization constitution where the comedy troupe’s purpose/mission lives along
with other policies including their non-discrimination clause. In a piece covering the troupe in
2019 featured in The Ohio State University newspaper, The Lantern, the troupe was described as
being a “student improv group for marginalized communities” (I. Gray, 2019, p. 4).

Circular Reasoning Improv formed in 2019 as one that focused on service, philanthropy,
and performing improv (l. Gray, 2019). One of the troupe’s founders said that performing is a

way of resisting (I. Gray, 2019). Circular Reasoning Improv hosted a comedy show in the fall of

51



2019 where the proceeds went to Planned Parenthood (Klein, 2019). During that time, the
president of Circular Reasoning said that humor “can act as a way to break down stereotypes
concerning sexual health and reproductive health” (Klein, 2019, para. 8). The next section
provides an overview of Control Top Improv housed at Barnard College.
Control Top Improv

Control Top Improv is a performing arts club housed at Barnard College; a women’s
institution located in New York City. Control Top Improv is well known among Barnard College
and in an article highlighting Barnard College’s student performance scene, Control Top Improv
was described as a group that first year students flock to audition for as members “sometimes
become campus celebrities” (Juhasz, 2017, para. 11). Control Top Improv’s guiding principle is a
“dedication to shamelessness” as mentioned in their mission statement (Juhasz, 2017, para. 11).
Control Top Improv’s Instagram profile biography line stated, “From Barnard and Columbia, it’s
Control Top: the Pussycat Dolls of improv groups” (Control Top Improv, n.d.). The troupe has a
public facing Instagram account and Facebook account along with YouTube where content is
shared. The founder of Control Top Improv, Charlie Dinkin graduated from Barnard in 2012 and
has thrived within the arts scene upon graduating (Davies, 2016). Before founding Control Top,
Dinkin was a member of the troupe, Chowdah, becoming the “president and head writer, then
founded a Barnard-only improv troupe called Control Top! her junior year while pursuing a
degree in anthropology” (Davies, 2016, para. 2). Control Top Improv’s founders’ roots are in a
co-gendered troupe highlighting the importance of understanding undergraduate women'’s
experiences in both women-centric and co-gendered comedy troupes. The next section provides
background information on Derby Comedy, a historically women’s comedy troupe at

Pennsylvania State University.
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Derby Comedy
Penn State’s troupe Derby Comedy celebrated being 3 years old in the spring of 2021.
The troupe’s Twitter biography stated: “We are a women's comedy troupe at Penn State
University. We perform stand-up, sketch, improvised & musical comedy and more!” (DERBY,
n.d.) Derby Comedy Troupe has a website housed on Penn State with links to their social media
accounts including Instagram, Twitter, and YouTube. The troupe’s about us section on their
webpage stated:
Derby was formed in March 2018 by Kellie Hahn, Julie Larsen, and Karina Ciocca, three
students at Penn State University. Our mission is to create a collaborative, creative space
for women to write and perform any styles of comedy. Our members have had
performances at PSU SOMA Arts Crawl, Full Ammo Improv Festival RAWR V11, and
various other shows around campus. We perform improv, sketch, stand-up, music, and
other indescribable forms of hilarious comedy. We are also very nice and would love to
meet you. Hey, speaking of that, you should check out our contact page! Bye! (Derby: A
Women’s Comedy Troupe, n.d.)
Derby Comedy troupe’ creative and collaboration-focused mission is one that aligns with many
of the 11 women-centric troupes that served as the pool of troupes to examine documents from
closely. Derby Comedy troupe is active on social media and the troupe posted on their public-
facing Instagram, Twitter, Facebook, and YouTube account with videos of their content.
In an article covering the comedy scene at Pennsylvania State University, Newkumet
(2018) wrote, “Comedy can also ensure inclusivity. Derby offers an outlet for Penn State
students wishing to hone their comedic chops in an all-female environment.” Derby Comedy is

not the only comedy troupe active at Pennsylvania State University; the troupe is a part of a
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welcoming collegiate environment and one where there is a “supportive attitude at shows”
(Newkumet, 2018, para. 17). In an article highlighting a September 2020 show featuring Derby
Comedy troupe, journalist, Al-Ahmad (2020) covered the range of topics in the show; the jokes
ranged from nursery rhymes to quarantine hairstyles. The article featured a quote from a Penn
State student about laughing being the best form of medicine (Al-Ahmad, 2020). Derby Comedy
historically has sought to be uplifting and to never put members of marginalized communities
down in the name of comedy (Chu, 2017). The next section provides background information on
The Girlie Project housed at Emerson College.

The Girlie Project

Emerson College located in Boston, Massachusetts is a college known for its
“exceptional program in comedic arts” (Princeton Review, n.d., para. 1). Emerson College’s
comedy troupe, The Girlie Project became a recognized student organization in 2005
(EmConnect, n.d.). The description of The Girlie Project on Emerson College’s EmConnect site
was, “The Girlie Project is a sketch comedy troupe that promotes female performers, writers, and
directors in the world of comedy. Membership is open to people of all gender identities and
majors!” (EmConnect, n.d., para. 1).

The Girlie Project has a public-facing social media presence including accounts on
Instagram, Twitter, Facebook, and YouTube (EmConnect, n.d.). Aligned with their identity as
comedians and experts in being funny, the bio housed on YouTube alluded to the troupe not
taking themselves too seriously and attempting to stay as “funny as possible” (The Girlie Project
YouTube, n.d.-a). The Girlie Project’s constitution is housed on the EmConnect website and is
available for download. The Girlie Project’s constitution featured the troupe’s mission statement

which is “The Girlie Project is Emerson writing and performative troupe that promotes the
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advancement of women in the field of comedy. The Girlie Project is open to all undergraduate
students of all majors” (LaVergne, 2011, p. 2). In addition to the mission statement, the
constitution included the troupe’s statement of purpose, a review of membership requirements,
and the duties of officers. The purpose statement of The Girlie Project was included in the
troupe’s constitution:

The purpose of this group is to promote female performers, writers, and directors in the

world of comedy. However, The Girlie Project is open to all students of all majors who

are interested in putting together a comedy show and showcasing to the Emerson
community some of the funniest female voices on campus. The Girlie Project offers
opportunities for performers, writers, and directors to showcase their comedic talents.

The members are to create monologues, sketches, films, dancers, and more in a non-

competitive environment, which not only seeks to create a hilarious show each semester,

but a sense of confidence and self-assurance in the male-dominated field of comedy.

(LaVergne, 2011, p. 2)

The Girlie Project’s constitution claimed the troupe’s commitment to advancing,
advocating for, and lifting up the voices of women in comedy with a focus on the voices of
Emerson College women-identified students. The Girlie Project’s constitution called for the
troupe to have the following officers: President, Vice President, Secretary, Treasurer, and an
Advisor (LaVergne, 2011). Their governing document included the electing procedure. In
addition to the formal duties and tasks assigned to the executive board, responsibilities were
assigned to the general members. According to The Girlie Project’s constitution, the duties of all
members include:

e All members must create and/or perform comedic material.
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e All members must be willing to make complete and total fools out of themselves.

e All members will be predominately responsible for providing their own costume

pieces for the show.

e The troupe will always incorporate monologues, videos, movement, song, dance, and

sketches among other interesting new forums to present comedy. (LaVergne, 2011)

The Girlie Project at Emerson College exemplified a collegiate comedy troupe committed
to creating a familial environment with non-intimidating auditions (Mixon, 2013). In the Mixon
(2013) piece published in The Berkeley Beacon, one first-year member of The Girlie Project
noted that joining the troupe allowed her to find her niche on campus. In the 2016 edition of the
Emerson College yearbook, Emersonian, The Girlie Project’s biography section referred to the
troupe as distinctive because of their “dedication to featuring female writers, performers, and
comedians” (Emerson College, p. 78). The Girlie Project’s reputation on campus is one that
comes with a commitment to advocating for women-identified comedians and the weight that
comes with that.

In addition to performing at Emerson College, the Girlie Project performed in festivals
including the 2019 Bloomers Comedy troupe hosted festival, LaughtHERfest (Yusuf, 2019)
National College Comedy Festival or “ComFest” Weekend hosted by Skidmore College (Dana,
2019). In 2019, the 30th rendition of ComFest Weekend brought together students from 14
collegiate troupes and included performances by professional comedians (Dana, 2019). Emerson
College’s The Girlie Project and Vassar College’s Indecent Exposure were spotlighted as
participants in ComFest 2019 (Dana, 2019). Undergraduate student-comedians were “eager to do
a few more shows without worrying what agent is watching and hungry for a taste of pre-

graduation encouragement” (Angelo, 2012, para.17).
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Emerson College described their respect for comedy and the institution’s “rich history
steeped in comedy and entertainment” (Emerson College Center for Comedic Arts, n.d.).
Emerson College’s comedy troupe roster has included: Chocolate Cake City, Derbyn, Emerson
Comedy Workshop (the oldest troupe at Emerson founded in 1976), Flawed, Hyena Comedy,
Inside Joke, Jimmy’s Traveling All Stars, Police Geese, Stroopwafel, SWOMO, The Big Ugly
Show, The Girlie Project, and This is Pathetic. All of the troupes and performers approach
comedy in different ways. For example, the troupe, “This is Pathetic” is Emerson College’s
“only all- long-form improvisational comedy troupe” (Emerson College Center for Comedic
Arts, n.d., para. 21). Emerson College was the first school in the United States to offer a
specialized Bachelor of Fine Arts degree in Comedic Arts with the and the inaugural class
arrived in the fall of 2016. Along with a slew of alumni like Jay Leno who have held prominent
careers in comedy, Emerson College’s Center for Comedic Arts hosts a workshop known as
Emerson College’s ComEx! - A comedy extravaganza. Improv, stand-up, sketch comedy, and an
award competition are tenets of Emerson College’s ComEx event. ComEx! also involved
student-led production and management (Emerson College Center for Comedic Arts, 2021).

The Girlie Project is not the only troupe at Emerson College whose focus is on women in
comedy. The comedy troupe, Flawed was created in 2020 as a “new comedy troupe for women
and nonbinary people of color” (Currell, 2020, para. 2). Flawed was created as a division of
“Flawless Brown” - “a space for students who don’t often see themselves represented in the
world of comedy” (Currell, 2020, para. 2). As this study included the work from The Girlie
Project throughout the 2020-2021 season, it is worth noting that women of color at Emerson
College have carved out a space within the vast field of comedic arts at the institution. The next

section provides details into VVassar College’s troupe, Indecent Exposure.
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Indecent Exposure

Vassar College’s troupe Indecent Exposure is known as Vassar College’s only “all
women and genderqueer comedy group” (Vassar College, 2019). The versatile troupe produced
both sketch shows and stand-up comedic content (Westerman, 2016). Troupe members “write
and revise sketches, then select them a week before they are staged” (Westerman, 2016, para. 8).
For the standup sketches, “each member develops her own routine and after sharing sets the
order is then decided upon” (Westerman, 2016, para. 8). Indecent Exposure has a presence on
social media including their public-facing Instagram, Facebook, and YouTube accounts.

In the Google Slides presentation titled, “VVassar College Comedy Info Extravaganza,”
there are various troupes highlighted including The Limit, Indecent Exposure, Comedy
Normative, Big Kidz and HEL Sketch Comedy. The slide for Indecent Exposure in the “Vassar
College Comedy Info Extravaganza” deck stated that the troupe is the “only affinity space for
college comedy on Vassar’s campus and that the troupe is made of up of “marginalized genders,
included women, non-binary folks, and trans men” (Vassar College Comedy Info Extravaganza,
n.d.) In a 2020 write-up in Vassar’s college newspaper, The Miscellany News, the author
described Indecent Exposure’s commitment to help the campus community laugh throughout
COVID-19. In the Miscellany News 2020 feature, Indecent Exposure is described as “Vassar’s
all women & genderqueer comedy group” (Sweeney, 2020, para. 3). Indecent Exposure troupe
met twice a week throughout the Fall 2020 semester with one being on Zoom and one meeting
being in-person (Sweeney, 2020). One Indecent Exposure troupe member said that having one in
person meeting was a way to have a “real sense of community” (Sweeney, 2020, para. 4).
Indecent Exposure’s meetings typically started with a quick check-in before diving into “creating

characters, show, or bits” (Sweeney, 2020, para. 4). Indecent Exposure comedy troupe’s
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opportunity to create content and check in with one another strengthened their relationships and
positively impacted the greater VVassar College community (Sweeney, 2020).

During the Fall 2020 semester at VVassar College, Indecent Exposure created a series of
stand-up videos on Instagram TV, and that format and style of creating became their “new
normal” (Sweeney, 2020, para. 4). Instead of producing a live show, Indecent Exposure became
more “tech savvy” and created new forms of content for a more internet-friendly audience
(Sweeney, 2020, para. 4). The work of Indecent Exposure became more exposed, and one troupe
member said that the stakes were higher when creating work for the internet (Sweeney, 2020).
Instead of pausing on content creation, the troupe capitalized on technology and remained
creative in their endeavors (Sweeney, 2020). The members of Indecent Exposure produced a
radio show and in lieu of their annual live event called, “The Buddies Show”, the student-
comedians released sketch videos (Sweeney, 2020).

Vassar College’s women and gender minority focused comedy troupe crafted their own
space within the Vassar College community. In 2004, Vassar College alum, Heather Trobe
created Indecent Exposure as a way to spotlight women in comedy at the institution (Westerman,
2016). Trobe stated that a motivation to create Indecent Exposure was women “were often
relegated to wives, mothers, or sex workers” in sketch comedy (Westerman, 2016, para. 2).
Trobe noted that Indecent Exposure was created because most comedic roles for women “lacked
nuance” (Westerman, 2016, para. 2). By exploring the work of Indecent Exposure’s comedy
throughout COVID-19, it expanded the conversation on the work that started at VVassar in 2004
by Trobe and others invested in women’s work in comedy and humor.

Indecent Exposure’s popularity among the Vassar College audience remains strong and

one troupe member said that there was a turning point during the 2015 Valentine’s Day show
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when “they had to turn people away” (Westerman, 2016, para. 5) due to the venue’s capacity.
Indecent Exposure comedy troupe members are on record uplifting one another and supporting
one another (Wang, 2015). In a 2015 feature in The Miscellany News, reporter, Y. Wang wrote
about Indecent Exposure’s reaction to the myth “women are not funny” (para.l). Indecent
Exposure’s members disputed the myth and called attention to their ability to practice their craft
as student comedians. The next troupe highlighted is Indiana University’s Ladies Night Comedy.
Ladies Night Comedy

Indiana University’s troupe, Ladies Night has been described by a member as being the
“only group at [Indiana University] that focuses on stand-up comedy and offers a space
specifically for women and underrepresented voices” (Ovelton, 2021, para. 2). Indiana
University’s Ladies Night Comedy is active on social media and has an Instagram account and
Twitter account. In an article about the student-comedians known as Ladies Night, one member
stated that she felt “more assured” by being in Ladies Night and that she thought the troupe was
“more nurturing” (Ovelton, 2021, para. 5). In the featured piece, one of the members said, I
think it’s easier for me to be more confident with my ideas and my jokes in that space” (Ovelton,
2021, para. 6). Ladies Night comedy biography on Twitter stated, ““a network of Indiana
University feminists who write and perform stand-up and sketch comedy” (Ladies Night
Comedy 1U, n.d.) The troupe’s Instagram biography claimed: “a space for underrepresented
voices in comedy at Indiana University” (Ladies' Night Comedy, n.d.). The women-centric
comedy troupe at Indiana University published their constitution on the Indiana University
Division of Student Affairs Institutional Memory database. The troupe’s constitution’s preamble
stated: “Ladies' Night Comedy is a forum of comediennes with the intention of advancing

women in comedy and organizing evenings to showcase group and individual talent in
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collaboration with other existing comedy groups” (Indiana University Bloomington, n.d.-a, p. 1).
As depicted in the troupe’s constitution, Ladies Night members are committed to advancing
women in comedy. One way the student-comediennes showcased their talents included
performing at Indiana University sponsored comedy shows (Smalstig, 2019). The next section of
the study provides background information on Sphincter Comedy troupe housed at Yale
University.
Sphincter Comedy

Yale University’s Sphincter Comedy troupe described themselves on Instagram as being
Yale’s “only oldest Zagat-rated sketch comedy group//comedy for non-cis men pls join us”
(Sphincter Troupe, n.d.). When asked about the culture of comedy at Yale University, one
member stated, “For a long time, it was a boy’s club” (Badwan, 2019, para. 18). The member
featured in the Badwan (2019) piece stated that in recent years more women and people of color
joined comedy troupes. Sphincter Comedy used social media including Instagram, Twitter, and
Facebook. In an article covering the comedy scene at Yale University, one writer described
Sphincter Comedy as being a part of a campus where there was a lot of funny people with an
abundance of troupes, but not much room for solo comedians (Yale Daily News, 2003). The next
section of the study offers background information on Spoon-Fed Sketch Comedy, a comedy
troupe based at the “distinguished women’s college,” Bryn Mawr (n.d., para. 1).

Spoon-Fed Sketch Comedy

Bryn Mawr College’s Spoon-Fed Comedy troupe’s Instagram biography stated, “Spoon-
Fed is a sketch comedy troupe at Bryn Mawr College. We write, act in, direct, and produce
shows on campus during the academic year!” (Spoon-Fed Sketch Comedy, n.d.). Outside of the

content shared via Spoon-Fed Comedy’s social media, there is not an abundance of information
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written about the troupe. Bryn Mawr College’s Spoon-Fed Comedy has a public facing account
on Instagram and Facebook. The next section of the study will highlight Tufts University Funny
Ladies comedy troupe.
Tuft Funny Ladies

Tufts University Funny Ladies (TFL) Comedy members described the troupe as Tuft
University’s “only group dedicated to amplifying the voices of gender minorities in comedy”
(TFL Comedy, n.d., para. 1). In addition to their presence on social media, TFL has a public-
facing organization constitution where the comedy troupe’s purpose and mission lives along with
other policies including their non-discrimination clause. In a March 2022 write up featured in
Tuft’s student magazine, Tufts Observer, the reporter wrote, “It’s not SNL. No cisgender white
men here” (C. Davis, 2022, para.1). Additionally, C. Davis (2022) wrote, “TFL comedy operates
as the only comedy club on campus exclusive for women, nonbinary students, and trans men,
opening doors and Zoom rooms for these students in the cis-male dominated world of comedy”
(para.1). TFL has become known for their honesty in their comedy (C. Davis, 2022). Unlike
many of their peer women-centric collegiate comedy troupes, TFL does not host auditions (TFL
Comedy, n.d.; C. Davis, 2022). According to C. Davis (2022), being a non-audition group allows
TFL to attract students who do not have prior experience in comedy or acting.

TFL is active on social media and has a public facing Instagram, Twitter, and Facebook
account. Additionally, the troupe has a blog housed on WordPress. The bio stated:

TFL began as a space for women* in comedy because #boyssmell. As

#womenwhoalsosmell, we launched our group with the intention of fostering and

promoting the best comedy (shoutout to sketch writers and actors, standup comedians,
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satirical writers, cartoonists, vid kids, and people who are just naturally hilarious you

talented goons) amongst underrepresented demographics. (TFL Comedy, n.d.)

Tufts University’s women-centric comedy troupe launched in 2016 and according to an
article in The Tufts Daily, the troupe was founded to be informal and became a “space both
online and at a couple get-togethers, where women felt they could share their experiences in
comedy” (Downs, 2016, para. 4). Similar to other campuses represented in the study, Tufts
University has a vibrant comedy culture. According to Gillespie (2017), there is a special culture
at Tufts for members of “The Zamboni, Major: Undecided, the Stand-up Comedy Collective,
TFL Comedy, HYPE! Mimez and The Institute Sketch Comedy” (para. 4). There is a palpable
camaraderie among the troupes at TFL with groups representative of diverse interests and
populations including a group specializing in miming known as HYPE! Mimez (Gillespie, 2017).

The next section provides additional information on the participants of the study.

Participants

African American, European American, Latina, and Asian American undergraduate
women-identified students between the ages of 18-25 were asked to volunteer in this study only
if they had participated in the study’s selected troupes between the years of 2020 to 2022. |
aimed to recruit students of all backgrounds and was inclusive of students of all races, religions,
creeds, and ethnic backgrounds who were members of the study’s selected troupes. Additionally,
| aimed to hear from every woman-identifying member of the comedy troupes within the ages of
18-25 without considering academic criteria such as major, minor, or grade point average. The
18-25 demographic was a target age group for this study because it aligned with the group most
vulnerable to loneliness according to the Making Caring Common team’s research (Weissbourd

et al., 2021). To enhance the study, I aimed to hear from undergraduate students living and
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learning throughout COVID-19 and that is why participants must have been active in their
respective troupe during either, all, or some of 2020, 2021, and/or 2022. | sought to hear from
women-identified students to root the study in women’s experiences and push back on the
“prevalent stereotype” that men are funnier than women (Greengross, 2019, para. 1). The
participants intentionally had to identify as members of a student organization where the primary
objective was comedy and identify as an 18-25-year-old woman. To understand how the troupes
functioned in a more holistic way, the participant criteria were kept relatively open. When asked
to describe Bloomers in 2010, a troupe member said:

We're blond, black, Jewish, Christian, Hispanic, Asian, tall, short, lesbian, and straight.

Some of us are from big cities, some grew up in small farm towns. We wear sorority

letters and tattoos. But we're bonded by a genuine love of comedy. (Friedman, 2010,

para. 7)
Similar to Bloomers Comedy, the other troupes included in the study had rosters with comedians
from a range of backgrounds and identities. Knowing that the study’s selected troupes consisted
of diverse undergraduate women-identified students strengthened the decision to keep the
participant criteria more open. The next section offers more insight into the individual interview
participants.
Individual Interview Participants

The following data were pulled from the data collected in the Qualtrics pre-individual
interview form. From the 15 individual interviews conducted with undergraduate college
students who identified as women and participated in collegiate comedy troupes, | interviewed
students who were the following ages: 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, and 23 years old. The table featured

below includes the demographics of the study’s participants including the responses to the
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survey questions regarding race and gender. The numbers next to the responses identify the
number of participants who noted their age and who self-identified their race and or ethnicity and

their gender. The table below features the demographics of the individual interview participants.

Table 3

Demographics of Individual Interview Participants

Participant Ages Participant Self- Participant Self-
Identified Race Identified Gender

18 years old (1) White (10) Female or female (12)

19 years old (3) White/Latina (1) Woman (1)

20 years old (4) Black (1) Cisgender female (1)

21 years old (4) Latin X (1) Trans-fem (1)

22 years old (2) Asian-American (1)

23 years old (1) Korean and Irish (1)

The individual interview participants were all undergraduate students at public or private four-
year colleges or universities located within the United States. The fifteen individuals interviewed
in the study were from various backgrounds and having the text box to self-identified allowed
students to use their preferred language. The next section offers insight into the focus group
participants.

Focus Group Interview Participants
The students who participated in the study’s focus group interview also completed the
individual-interview Qualtrics form. The focus group participants for the study both identified as

White and Female. They noted their ages as 21 and 22 years old, and both were members of one
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collegiate comedy co-gendered improv troupe. The next section provides an overview of the

coding methods used to analyze the data.

Data Handling: A Brief Overview of Coding

The following section provides a brief overview of the data handling that occurred in the
analysis. The specific approaches and coding methods used in each data collection approach are
discussed in more detail throughout Chapter 3. The data were coded using the open coding
method of making notations next to data that “strike me as potentially relevant” for answering
the research questions (Merriam, 2009, p. 178) and | looked for relationships in the data using
the approaches of: Values Coding, Dramaturgical Coding, and Emotion Coding (Saldafia, 2016).
A key part of coding is grouping like data together. In more detail, coding is “When researchers
engage in an examination of their data, they generally begin to notice things that stand out in the
data set, such as behaviors, events, activities, strategies, states of mind, meanings, patterns,
relationships, interactions or consequences” (Savin-Baden & Major, 2013, p. 421).

On a more fundamental level, Creswell (2014) provided researchers with key steps to
include while conducting data analysis and coding. According to Creswell (2014), coding “is the
process of organizing the data by bracketing chunks (or text or image segments) and writing a
word representing a category in the margins” (p. 198). Creswell explained that he thinks of codes
as falling into three categories. The categories were “codes on topics that readers would expect to
find, based on the past literature and common sense”; codes that “are surprising and that were
not anticipated at the beginning of the study”; and codes that “are unusual” (p. 199). An issue
that often comes up with coding is whether or not the codes should be developed “only on the
basis of the emerging information collected from participants,” or if the researcher shou