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Learning Objectives
• Define humor and explain the physiology of humor
• Review types of humor
• Discuss situations in which humor is appropriate and
inappropriate
• Explain the role of humor in improving wellness and
resilience in healthcare and workplace settings.

Against the assault of laughter, nothing can stand.1
- Mark Twain
Laughter is the most inexpensive and most effective
wonder drug. Laughter is a universal medicine.2
- Bertrand Russell

I hope my surgeon is a Republican.3
- Ronald Reagan
1. Nagler et al. 2020
2. Penson et al. 2005
3. Liechty. 1986.

Definitions of Humor
• Something that is, or is designed to be, comical or
amusing1
• The study of humor is gelotology (Greek: gelos, or
laughter)
• The study of humor is limited by different forms of
humor, as well as individuals’ education status,
gender, sex, nationality, trauma/life experiences, and
religion
Penson et al. 2005

Definitions of Humor
• Humor is a “personality-based cognitive emotional style of
processing situations, characterized by the ability to find
positive aspects even in negative situations, and the
ability to communicate this point of view to others and to
cheer them up.”
• Humor reduces the risk of burnout. It can be taught.
Humor can be trained.

Wild 2017

Humor is actually rather difficult to
define and understand
• Humorous communication increases feelings of happiness
and laughter in those responding to it
• Humor is present in any social situation
• The nature of what is perceived as amusing varies widely
among individuals, societies, and cultures
• Humor and laughter are not synonymous. While laughter
is almost always positive, humor itself can provoke mixed
emotional responses.
Penson et al. 2005

Queen of the selfie

8 Comic Styles
in 2 styles (light and dark)

• Lighter styles
• 1. Fun – spreads good mood and good comradeship
(Falstaff)
• 2. Benevolent – arouses sympathy and an understanding
for the incongruities of life, the imperfections of the
world, the shortcomings of fellow humans (Jane
Austen)
• 3. Nonsense – exposes the ridiculous and playing with
unresolved incongruities (Alice in Wonderland)
• 4. Wit – humorous remarks with “a surprising punch line
that uses unusual word combinations created on the
spot (Oscar Wilde)
Proyer et al 2020
Ruch et al 2018

8 Comic Styles
in 2 styles (light and dark)
• Darker styles
• 5. Irony – create a mutual sense of superiority towards
others by saying the opposite of what is meant (Guy de
Maupassant)
• 6. Satire – humor that improves the world and corrects
wrongdoing through ridicule (Nikolai Gogol or Jonathan
Swift)
• 7. Sarcasm – using humor to hurt others
• 8. Cynicism – “devaluing commonly recognized values”
through negative comments or mockery (Archie
Bunker)
Proyer et al 2020
Ruch et al 2018

Light versus dark styles of humor
• Fun or good-hearted humor is contagious and has a
positive impact on other people’s moods
• Benevolent humor can facilitate social interactions and
build social bonds
• Irony and satire help healthcare workers cope with
stressors and facilitate interactions with patients
• Sarcasm and cynicism are very difficult to use in
healthcare settings, BUT they can help patients cope with
adversity
Proyer et al 2020
Ruch et al 2018

Laughter
• Each person’s laugh is unique and is an expression of
happiness involving (1) typical facial movements and (2)
contractions of the respiratory muscles.1
• Laughter is the opposite of crying, and there is a
neuroanatomical circuitry for the production of laughter.1
• Six neurological diseases with inappropriate laughter: multiple
sclerosis, amyotrophic lateral sclerosis, Alzheimer’s disease,
pseudobulbar palsy, Wilson’s disease, and kuru.2
1. Penson et al. 2005
2. Liechty 1987

The Anatomy of Laughter
• Anterior cingulated gyrus (under frontal cortical control):
provides emotional consciousness to an individual’s
experiences
• Caudal hypothalamus: center of coordination for emotional
changes, including laughter
• Temporal lobe-amygdala structures: (1) provide emotional
coloring to perceptions and (2) aid in humor comprehension
• Ventral pontomedullary center for laughter: coordinates facial
expression, expirations, and emotional vocalization
Penson et al. 2005

Two Pathways for Laughter
• Involuntary pathway: emotionally driven” system involving
the amygdala, thalamus, hypothalamus, subthalamus, and
the dorsal brain stem
• Voluntary Pathway: originates in the premotor opercular
areas and leads through the motor cortex and pyramidal
tract to the ventral brain stem
• Both pathways and the laughter response are coordinated
by a center in the dorsal upper pons
Penson et al. 2005

I thought we were going to laugh
tonight?!?!

What are the Benefits of Humor
• Moderates the impact of stress life events on depression
and anxiety
• Increases salivary immunoglobulin and improves the
immune system
• Promotes a positive affect
• Lowers the blood pressure
• Decreases need for pain medications by decreasing pain
• Decreases stress hormones
Penson et al 2005
Sigman 2021

The Mayo Clinic
and Harvard

The Mayo Clinic

Sociologists (not socialists) on Humor
• Darwin – laughter has a social role and particular vocal
expressions linked to internal emotional states may
function to influence others
• Freud – humor is one of the strongest defense
mechanisms and allows an individual to face problems
and avoid negative emotions
• Humor allows for distancing oneself from a situation, framing
problems with perspective, and proactively managing distress
Penson et al. 2005

Research on Undergraduate Students
• Bachorowski and Owren studied 120 undergraduate students
• In a variety of social pairings when watching humorous movie scenes,
students varied the number and kinds of laughter they participated based
on the sex of the social partner and whether the partner was a stranger or
a friend
• Laughter is a tool of social influence
• We use laughter to capitalize on listener sensitivities and to facilitate
group bonding
• Laughter helps us form alliances
Penson et al. 2005

Philosophers on Humor
• “To become conscious of what is horrifying and to laugh
at it is to become master of that which is horrifying…The
comic alone is capable of giving us strength to bear the
tragedy of existence.”
• Eugene Ionesco

Proyer et al 2020

Philosophers on Humor
• Plato: learning and emotion are linked1
• Soren Kierkegaard: humor is central to the understanding
of moral psychology2
• Friedrich Nietzsche: created Zarathustra “the laughing
prophet” to enthusiastically affirm life in the face of
suffering, ambiguity, and death2
• Learn to laugh at yourselves
1. Taylor 2020
2. Proyer et al 2020

Philosophers on Humor
• Immanuel Kant: laughter is “an affection arising from the
sudden transformation of a strained expectation into nothing:
• Freud, Mindness, and Niebuhr – “liberation” or “freedom”
theory – laughter response is a release from constraints and
fears, from the many pressures (including death itself) that
face us
• George Burns on his 90th birthday party: “I’ve lived an exciting
life, and I expect the second half to be just as exciting.”
Liechty 1987

Smiling and Laughter

After a meeting with
administrators

Smiling and Laughter
• A smile is used communicate a “positive disposition”
• Smiles can show sympathy, social affinity, reassurance, or
greeting
• Laughter emerges from a relaxed, open-mouthed display
• Human beings can fake a smile
• It is much harder to fake laughter – it is a more honest
signal of interest in joining or working or being with other
people
Penson et al. 2005

Laughter and Evolution (please don’t
shoot me Idaho folk)
• Laughter is an evolutionary device that can calm
aggression, speed information transfer, and preserve
social unity
• Laughter helps us form a common bond
• A study of 1200 incidences of naturally-occurring laughter
in ordinary situations found that laughter
Penson et al. 2005

Stress, Humor and Coping
• Stress: a situation where the relationship between a person
and their environment is perceived as a threat or a challenge
• A new diagnosis of systemic sclerosis
• A cancer diagnosis
• So many things in medicine!
Primary appraisal: patients consider the impact of a stressor on their
personal well-beings
Secondary appraisal: patients examine the resources available for
coping
Humor is a potent defense mechanism in stressful situations
Penson et al. 2005

A Stressful Diagnosis

“The Humor-Sadness Connection”
• Sadness – and even tragedy – might underlie true humor
• Lord Byron: “If I laugh at any mortal thing, ‘tis that I may
not weep”
• Abraham Lincoln: “I laugh because I must not weep, that
is all, that is all.”
• Mark Twain: “Everything human is pathetic. The secret
source of humor is not joy but sorrow.”
• Herman Melville: “I know not what is coming, but I go to it
laughing.”
Liechty 1987

The Ultimate Philosopher on Humor
• Betty White: “It’s your outlook on life that counts. If you
take yourself lightly and don’t take yourself too seriously,
pretty soon you can find the humor in our everyday lives.
And sometimes it can be a lifesaver.”

Three Non-humorous…unfunny…antifunny... Situations
• 1. When patients are seriously threatening not to cooperate
with staff
• 2. When patients are extremely upset
• 3. When staff are interacting with the relatives of or visitors to
dying patients
• Further research is necessary to explore family perspectives
on humor, the effect of national and ethnic affiliations, and
the influences of the overall environment upon humor itself
Penson et al. 2005
Joshua et al. 2005

Positive Aspects of
Humor in Healthcare
• Humor helps us build deeper, more trusting relationships
with patients
• There are psychological, communication, and social
benefits to humor
• Humor can act as a leveling agent to reduce tension
• Oncology research shows there are two forms of humor
used: (1) spontaneous repartee and (2) prepared or
rehearsed humor
Penson et al. 2005

Mature Defense Mechanisms
• These help a person to adjust to an anxiety-provoking stressor in
an adaptive and productive manner
•
•
•
•
•
•

Humor
Altruism
Anticipation
Asceticism
Sublimation
Suppression

• Humor lets patients psychologically distance themselves from their
own illnesses or deaths
Joshua et al. 2005

Do we see humor like our patients do?

Granek-Catarivas et al.
2004

Do we see humor like our patients
do?
250 patients in 15 centers in Israel
Physicians had no idea that goal of study was to study humor
Patients filled out extremely long questionnaires
Physicians reported using humor in 95 of 250 encounters
(38%) and patients reported 60% of encounters used humor
• Authors conclusion: patients were more sensitive to humor
due to high stress levels during medical encounters
• Of note: patients noted a lot of non-verbal humor
•
•
•
•

Granek-Catarivas et al.
2004

When not to use humor
• An overuse of humor by either the patient or doctor might
be a mechanism to avoid sensitive issues
• Do not use humor at the first clinic visit
• Trust is needed before making a joke and trust takes time and
experience

• Do not use humor if there is not a therapeutic alliance
between yourself and your patient
• Patients might feel that jokes are being made at their expense
• They might fear humiliation and stigma
Penson et al. 2005

How to use humor with patients
• Introduce humor slowly
• If a patient initiates the use of humor, it might be an
invitation to help reduce stress or tension
• Invite patients to tell a joke themselves, or to give the
punchline to a joke

Penson et al. 2005

Therapeutic Clowning
• Clowning is a multi-modal intervention that has been shown to
benefit patients, their parents, and healthcare workers
• Clowns help children adept to their hospital surroundings
• They can help distract from or demystify painful or frightening
situations or procedures
• Hospital or clinic settings can also consider use of a “humor
cart”
Finlay et al 2013

Humor between healthcare workers:
Gallows Humor
• Humor helps healthcare workers protect themselves from the
harsh realities they face every day at work. It allows us to
normalize the abnormal.
• Gallows humor – a form of humor that allows doctors to
express a wide range of emotions such as grief, anxiety, guilt,
disappointment, anger, and grief, in ways that they find
acceptable
• Gallows humor is a coping mechanism for doctors in difficult
situations, where negative feelings can be transformed into
positive acceptance within the group and for themselves

Penson et al. 2005

Games of Chance
Transplant surgeons might play “games of chance” during
operations, wagering about outcomes of risky behaviors.1
Common joke among oncologists: “You know what they
say about those stem cells, here today, gone to-marrow.”2
It is deemed acceptable by group norms and might be a
method of socialization to affirm common values, teach,
learn, and provide support.1
1. Penson et al. 2005
2. Joshua et al. 2005

Humor by Patients
• “Applied” humor by patients:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Challenges assumptions others hold about the disease
Helps manage feelings
Helps hide embarrassment
Reduces tension
Allows for a sense of solidates from others
Encourages others to examine themselves

One study of 14 terminally-ill cancer patients showed humor (1)
established rapport, (2) promoted relaxation, (3) provided the
distance to examine alternatives, and (4) evoked feelings of joy,
lightheartedness, happiness, and hope
Penson et al. 2005
Joshua et al 2005

Humor by Patients
• Other studies of terminally-ill patients suggest that the vast
majority of patients find that humor helps them cope with
situations they would find overwhelming and that it fosters
hope
• Humor has a strong role on spirituality
• The occasional use of humor has been found to be one of the
ten highest rated “hope-giving” behaviors demonstrated by
oncologists in a study on 126 patients with metastatic cancer
Joshua et al 2005

Are “Other Doctors are Stupid”
Jokes Appropriate?

Common inappropriate joke in the OR: the drape that separates an
anesthesiologist from members of the surgical team is a “bloodbrain barrier” – this is disparagement humor
Nagler et al 2020

The answer is nope
• Ridicule is a kind of disparagement that leverages primal negative
emotions and reinforces harmful stereotypes
• Humor driven by the desire to ridicule is weaponized humor that has
been designed to demote the target to a humiliated sense of “otherness”
• Such jokes reinforce harmful stereotypes, can influence training, and can
hurt relationships
• Humor in healthcare should help caregivers deal with stress, foster
collegiality, and improve morale
• Remember that “humor” and “humiliation have the same etymological
root.
Nagler et al 2020

Tips on Telling Jokes
• 1. Tell a long joke or a story
• Patients appreciate the 4-5 minutes you take to tell a long joke.
The appointment doesn’t seem rushed. There is something else
to think about besides a scary MRI or CT or abnormal labs
• Stories provide a safe space to think about potentially
challenging scenarios

Penson et al. 2005
Taylor 2020

Tips on Telling Jokes
• 2. Joke about yourself
• Doing so allows you to relax and invites the patient to
relax
• The patient knows you are comfortable with yourself and
humble
• You can have a conversation with someone on your level

Tips on Telling Jokes
• 3. Share something about
your family

• Pro tip - Make sure your
family never finds out!

Tips on Telling Jokes
• 4. Practice your jokes
• You spent a bazillion hours learning anatomy and
physiology. You can take a few minutes to practice your
jokes.

Tips on Telling Jokes
• 5. Be authentic
• Authenticity is critical to build and nurture relationships
• People can tell the difference between canned laughter
and genuine laughter
• Laughing together with your patients is a sign of a shared
mindset and values

Tips on Telling Jokes
• 6. Identify gelatophobes
• Gelatophobes are individuals with a heightened fear of
being laughed at.
• They are not flexible or mostly inflexible.
• They are scared of being talked down to and need
reassurance that you are on their side.
Proyer et al 2020
Sigman 2021

Tips on Telling Jokes
• 7. If there is a reasonable risk of offending or upsetting a
patient, the risk is too high1
• In these cases, use an “all-business” attitude1
• Do not use humor to demean or belittle others2
• Example: slave master joke by visiting physician
• Avoid making jokes about “overmedicalization” and “iatrogenic
illness”3
1. Sigman 2021
2. Taylor 2020
3. Moynihan 2012

Challenges to Humor in Medicine
• In the virtual era, it is very difficult for students to have inperson experiences with clinicians telling jokes. Students
might not understand the value of jokes in healthcare.
• One reproductive medicine specialist noted that students
commented on virtual lectures against any form of joke being
told in his clinic because it might make someone
“uncomfortable.”
• Time! – key is practice
Sigman 2021

Teaching with
Graphic Pathologies
• Graphic pathologies – illness narratives in
graphic form that have emerged to fill a niche
for patients and doctors
• These provide insights to doctors about
patients’ personal experiences with illness
• They can be helpful for patients to learn more
about their illnesses and find communities of
similarly-affected patients

Green at al 2010

Green at al 2010

Thank You!
• “Laughter may not always add years to your life, but it will life
to your years
- unknown

• “The other reactions – anger, depression, suppression, denial
– took a little piece of me with them. Each made me feel just a
little less human. Laughter made me much more open to
ideas, more inviting to others, and even a little stronger
inside. It proved to me that, even as my body was devastated
and my spirit challenged, I was still a vital human being.”
- Scott Burton
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