
Words About Wellness

Humor, Healing, and Health

It is well known that our moods, thoughts and feelings 

profoundly impact our physiology, immunology, and overall 

health.  Humor and laughter are core cognitive and 

emotional processes that are vital to our well-being.

Humor can be defined as “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.” (Wild, 2017)  People who 

approach life with humor tend to be more realistic, flexible 

and less fearful.

Humor and laughter have been found to positively influence 

healing processes. Studies have found that humor-

associated mirthful laughter can reduce cortisol and 

catecholamines, enhance immune response and increase the 

production of endorphins. Laughter has been found to 

facilitate healthy function of blood vessels and reduce 

unhealthy inflammation. Humor has been found to have a 

significant positive impact on mental health, cognitive 

function, and coping. Research has shown that humor can 

quickly reduce stress and alleviate anxiety.  A study of older 

people found that humor improved short-term memory and 

enhanced learning ability. 

In the health care setting, inclusive and kind-hearted 

humor among patients, providers, and staff can facilitate 

communication and make the experience more enjoyable 

and less stressful. Studies have shown that an atmosphere 

in which cheerfulness and humor is encouraged can reduce 

the risk of burnout in staff. It is important that humor be 

sensitive to cultural norms and be inclusive; one of the most 

healthful and adaptive forms of humor involves 

spontaneous conversational humor, which people generate 

in everyday life interactions. Such warmth and shared humor 

create a gentle, enjoyable, and healthful environment at 

work and in life. 
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