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Humor Helps the Medicine Go Down
Humor doesn’t just help the medicine go down; it can often 

be the medicine! Have you ever found yourself in a really sad 
situation yet you are laughing so hard you are almost crying? 
And maybe you thought to yourself, “Why am I laughing when 
my world seems to be falling down around my ears?” Well, 
you were actually giving yourself a dose of a much needed 
“medicine.” 

The cliché “Laughter is the best medicine” is indeed 
supported by research as a health benefit. Humor has the 
ability to decrease stress, improve health, lessen pain, improve 
communication and overall create more effective home and 
work environments. Humor can be a powerful tool in your 
arsenal of coping strategies. It has numerous health benefits and 
it’s free. It is readily available to anyone, at anytime and anywhere 
to enrich the quality of living and you get immediate results. 

Families strive for normalcy during traumatic events 
including natural disasters like hurricanes Katrina and Rita, 
manmade trauma like the events of Sept. 11, and technological 
crises like the Louisiana coastal oil spill. Humor can be very 
helpful in stress management.  Take for example the comments 
from “Mark” (not his real name) after Hurricane Katrina had 
blown his house apart. He chuckled wryly as he talked to 
researchers outside his temporary quarters, a tiny Federal 
Emergency Management Agency trailer, “My wife had been 
nagging me to replace the cabinets in the kitchen. I guess she’ll 
get her wish now!” Mark’s use of sarcasm aimed at himself was 
helpful to him in turning a bad situation into a “silver lining.”

The words “Let’s roll,” had become a simple catchphrase in 
our society used for something as simple and perhaps comical as 
“I’m ready to go shopping.” After Todd Beamer, a passenger on 
the hijacked United Airlines Flight 93, used that phrase during 
9/11 as he gave the signal to others on board to attack the 
hijackers, that phrase has become a signal of patriotic pride and 
self-sacrifice. It helped many Americans move emotionally from 
hopelessness to hopefulness. 

Humor has been credited with survival during extreme 
duress.  Viktor Frankl, an Austrian neurologist, psychiatrist 
and Holocaust survivor, attributes his continued existence to 
agreeing to a mutual promise between himself and that of a 
fellow inmate of a Nazi concentration camp to tell each other 
an amusing story every other day.  The challenge served to 
occupy their minds on something other than the devastating 
times they were experiencing.

Managing in Tough Times

Some tips when using humor 
as a coping strategy:

Let it happen. It’s difficult to •	
contrive humor.
Avoid ridiculing another person as a •	
means to make a joke.
Use caution in employing humor •	
with an individual who appears 
emotionally fragile. It could backfire.
If you’re a relief worker, allow the •	
person experiencing the crisis to be 
the one to initiate the humor.
It’s OK to laugh at yourself.•	

Avoid sarcasm unless it is aimed at •	
yourself.
Focus on situations rather •	
than focusing on people and 
characteristics they cannot control.
Read comic strips.•	

During TV time, watch a comedy •	
instead of the news.
Try to turn each negative thought •	
into something positive.
Allow yourself to laugh; don’t feel •	
guilty about laughing about a bad 
situation. 
Give yourself a dose of humor •	
about once every hour, if possible.
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