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HOSPICE AIDE EDUCATION SERIES                                Module 32:  Humor in Hospice   

 

Overview & Objectives 

There is no room for humor in a serious place like hospice, right?  Wrong.  Humor used appropriately 

benefits patients, families, healthcare, and hospice workers.  This module is a lighthearted and 

informative look at humor in hospice which includes the physiological, mental health, social, and 

workplace benefits.  It reviews humor with patients and families, inappropriate humor, and developing a 

sense of humor.  If morale is low and hospice aides are stressed out, this is the module for you.  The 

learning objectives for this module include: 

 Discuss humor in healthcare 

 Describe the physiological benefits of humor 

 Review humor in mental health, social networks, and the workplace 

 Highlight the benefits of humor with patients and families 

 Discuss inappropriate humor 

 Develop a plan for incorporating humor 

Contents 

 Learning Module 

 Group Exercise:  Laughter Exercises (Seriously!) 

 Test Questions  

 Instructor Answer Key 

 Attendance Sheet 

 Evaluation Form 

 Certificate of Attendance 

 

Module Instructions: 

 

Each module should take approximately one hour. Successful completion requires hospice aides to study 

the self-study section, complete the test, and fill out the evaluation form.  Discussion topics, case 

studies, group exercises, and module extras are used to supplement learning.  A passing grade of 70% is 

required on the test.  The completed sign-in sheet, test, evaluation form, and certificate of attendance 

should be kept on file for auditing and compliance purposes.  A copy of the completed certificate of 

attendance should be given to the aide for their own records.  

 

Copies are permitted within the physical location of each organization purchasing modules 
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Module 32:  Humor in Hospice

Introduction 

You would be hard-pressed to find free therapy 

in the healthcare today, but there is one kind 

healthcare workers use all the time:  Humor.  

Where would we be without it?  How would we 

cope?  How does humor fit into an environment 

of sickness, disease, and death?  Does it have a 

place in hospice?   

When people think of hospice they think sad, 

depressing, and even morbid.  But those are not 

the same people who work in hospice.  If you 

walk into any hospice organization chances are 

you will hear laughter coming from the offices 

and cubicles.  Not all the time, but with enough 

frequency to know it is not the gloomy place 

some people think it is.   

Unless your hospice has a policy against it, 

laughter may actually be heightened in hospice.  

Why?  It is the natural antidote to stress, 

sadness, and grief surrounding terminal illness 

and death.  Hospice and healthcare workers 

may actually have a well-developed sense of 

humor.  From hospices to funeral homes to 

cemeteries, where there is death and dying, 

there is humor. 

        

 

 

Patients and families often tell us that if they 

could not laugh they would cry.  When 

emotions are raw and heavy, laughter may be 

the only thing that provides relief.  Humor, used 

appropriately, has become a mainstream tool 

for helping to improve a patients’ mood and 

quality of life.  Some healthcare settings such as 

hospitals have humor programs, humor carts, 

and humor resource centers (not to be 

confused with human resources).  In this 

module, the therapeutic use of humor is 

examined and how it applies to hospice. 

Benefits of Humor 

The research on the benefits of humor is 

overwhelmingly positive.  Studies in medicine, 

nursing, and mental health categorically agree 

that laughter is good for you – unless, of course, 

it is used in poor taste (discussed in a later 

section).  Here are some of the physiological 

benefits of laughter and humor: 

 Relieves tension, relaxes entire body 

 Reduces stress hormones 

 Boosts the immune system, fights 

infections 

 Releases endorphins (“feed good 

chemicals”) that decrease pain 

 Improves blood vessel flow to prevent 

heart disease 

 Exercises the lungs  

 Decreases blood pressure 

 Strengthens memory/alertness 

                                

“He Loved Bacon 

 Oh, and his wife and kids too.” 
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Mental Health Benefits:  Humor helps promote 

a positive attitude and optimistic outlook in 

difficult situations, disappointments, and loss.  

It increases hope and courage.  It also helps to 

see situations in a less threatening way and 

reduces feelings of being overwhelmed. 

 Adds joy to life 

 Eases fear, anxiety 

 Lifts mild depression 

 Improves mood 

 Increases gratitude 

 Increases resilience 

 Increases energy 

 Helps with focus, attention 

 Promotes a sense of well-being 

                           

Social Benefits:  Humor and laughter 

strengthen our relationships by triggering 

positive feelings and fostering emotional 

connections.  When we laugh with others, 

bonds are formed which is a strong buffer 

against stress, disagreements, and conflict.  It 

keeps relationships fresh and fun.  It can heal 

resentments and hurts, and unite people during 

difficult times.  It can improve the quality of 

love relationships too. 

 Strengthens relationships 

 Attracts others to us 

 Helps diffuse conflict 

 Promotes group bonding 

 Helps to be more spontaneous 

 Engages people more 

 Helps let go of defensiveness, 

judgments, criticism, anger 

Workplace Benefits:  It is probably safe to say 

that it is easier to use humor with co-workers 

than with bosses, although some bosses have 

an excellent sense of humor, right?  Working 

environments without laughter tend to bring 

the general mood of the employees down.  One 

way or another, humor finds its way into the 

workplace for the following reasons: 

 Helps people enjoy working together, 

promotes teamwork 

 Humor is a stress buster 

 It is more humanizing 

 It puts others at ease 

 It lends itself to creativity 

 Helps build trust 

 Boosts morale 

 Makes people more approachable 

 Increases productivity; reduces sick 

days 

 Boosts morale (worth mentioning 

twice) 

            

Patients and Families:   When people are 

seriously ill it often dominates relationships 

with them.  In hospice we know a person is 

more than their disease.  Humor with patients 

and families should not be the main focus of 

interactions with them, but it should be 

considered a natural part of caring for them 

when it is appropriate.  Patients and families 

who already value humor in their lives will be 

more likely to appreciate it.  When humor is 
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combined with compassion and sensitivity it 

can:  

 Provide relief from stress, sadness, 

tension, and grief 

 Help patients feel more cared for  

 Relieve embarrassing situations 

 Build relationships, trust, bonding 

 Make process of death more bearable 

 Help cope with failing body functions 

and treatments 

 Help keep things in perspective 

 Help talk about dying and death 

 Encourage funny stories and happy 

memories 

 Help families remember happier 

moments after patient is deceased 

 Encourage friends and families to 

celebrate the patient’s life  

         

 

 

Inappropriate Humor 

Humor used the wrong way is not funny.  It can 

be hurtful and unhealthy in the following ways: 

 To make fun of someone or laughing 

at someone else’s expense (when 

something tasteless has been said 

about another person) 

 To avoid serious or important 

conversations 

 To lighten situations that should be 

serious (bad timing) 

 To cause pain, fear, or discomfort 

 When it is meant to be funny but it is 

not 

 When the patient or family is not 

amused 

 If it involves mean pranks or sarcasm 

 Jokes about death that fall flat (“When 

Joe arrived at the pearly gates….” can 

backfire in some cases in hospice) 

 Gallows or dark humor 

The term “gallows humor” is a morbid type of 

humor that is used in the face of tragedy or 

death.  It is based on the theory that joking 

relieves anxiety and converts unpleasant 

feelings into pleasant ones.  It is often used in 

medical settings.  It is the type of humor used 

with co-workers, but is not shared with 

patients, families, or the public (i.e. hospice – 

we put the “fun” back in “funeral”).  This type of 

humor should be avoided with patients or 

families because it can be interpreted as cruel 

or uncaring even though it is a form of coping 

for healthcare workers.  Although laughter is 

universal, certain types of humor are not. 

Characteristics of Humor 

Unfortunately, it is not easy to pinpoint the 

right kind of humor or when it should be used in 

hospice.  Humor in one situation can fall flat in 

another situation.  When someone tells a joke 

not everyone gets it.  By its very nature, the way 

humor is received is unpredictable.  

                

Sometimes the best medicine isn’t 

medicine at all 
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Humor is not a science because when it is 

analyzed it ceases to be funny.  It is more of an 

art form and the components that make it 

funny are elusive.  Similar to any kind of art 

(music, paintings, etc.) you never know what 

people are going to like.  Nevertheless, in this 

general analysis the following elements are a 

framework for the things that make us laugh:  

 It is expected 

 It is not expected 

 It is familiar 

 It is not familiar 

It is expected:  Anticipating and predicting 

something will happen, and when it actually 

does it is funny (i.e. You know the water 

fountain sprays in all directions, but the person 

getting ready to use it does not).  

It is not expected:  The element of surprise; 

someone says or does something you are not 

expecting and it makes you laugh (i.e. the 

punchline of a joke, imitating the boss). 

It is familiar:  We know something is funny and 

it’s funny to watch (i.e. a young child tasting a 

lemon wedge, dressing the dog up in doggie 

clothes). 

It is not familiar:  Something funny happens 

that is completely out of our range of 

experience (i.e. when pigs fly).   

       

      

Developing a Sense of Humor 

Let’s face it:  There are people with little or no 

sense of humor.  Everything is serious.  Humor 

is silly and a waste of time (even though we 

know, and the research shows, just the 

opposite).  They are called a killjoy, Debbie 

Downer, stick-in-the-mud, wet blanket, party 

pooper (someone stop me).  They neither laugh 

at humor nor deliver humor.  They are 

humorless. (By the way, if you are not a 

particularly funny person, but laugh at humor 

you DO have a sense of humor). 

                            

Developing a sense of humor can be learned so 

here are some tips for tickling the funny bone, 

lightening up, and improving mood: 

 Spend time with funny people 

 Share a joke or funny story 

 Watch funny movies, TV shows, 

videos 

 Practice smiling (it tricks your brain 

into thinking something is pleasant) 

 Make time for fun activities 

 Laugh at yourself (self-deprecating) 

 Be overly dramatic; exaggerate 

 Think of something that made you 

laugh 

 Join a laughter club or laughter yoga 

class 

 Take pictures of people in two’s:  

one serious, one silly 

 Photo bomb 

 When you hear laughter, move 

toward it 
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 Take laughter breaks 

 Keep funny things around you 

(pictures, toys, screensavers, etc.) 

 Use a laughter CD as background 

noise for a party 

Summary 

The sound of genuine laughter is magnetic and 

contagious.  We are drawn to it because it feels 

good and the health benefits of are well-

established.  It reduces stress hormones, 

releases endorphins, decreases pain, boosts the 

immune system, improves blood flow, lowers 

blood pressure, and strengthens memory and 

alertness.  There are so many benefits of humor 

that it is a specialty called humor therapy when 

used to improve health and well-being.   

Humor can immediately turn a negative 

situation around and help us cope with the 

stresses of life, work, and even dying.  There is 

absolutely a place for humor in hospice, but it 

must include compassion and sensitivity. 

                     

While it is not necessary to hire a clown to 

cheer patients and families up, it is beneficial 

for them to tell funny stories and share 

humorous memories.  Laughing is a release that 

lifts moods, helps people cope, improves 

relationships, and enhances well-being.  A clear 

understanding of appropriate humor is 

necessary or it can be perceived as tasteless, 

hurtful, or uncaring.   

Hospice and healthcare workers use humor to 

cope with stress and emotionally taxing work, 

even if it is “gallows humor.”  In the workplace 

humor builds teamwork, increases work 

performance and job satisfaction, improves 

creativity, and boosts morale.   

Some hospitals have humor programs, carts, 

and other resources for relief from physical and 

emotional difficulties.  When it comes to the 

health benefits of humor, laughter is good 

medicine and medicine is good laughter.  

Exercising the funny bone is a positive way of 

taking care of ourselves and our patients.  And 

with that, we bid you good . . .  
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Group Exercise:  Laughter Exercises (Seriously) 

The following exercises should be done in groups.  It may feel awkward at first (unless you have been to 

a laughter conference where laughter exercises are used), but you will quickly see that it does lighten 

the mood and increase positivity.  All exercises are based on the research that laughter is contagious, 

like yawning (mirror neurons are triggered when we hear others laugh).  Have participants rate their 

mood on a 1-10 scale when they come in, and rate it again at the end of the session. 

  

Cell Phone Laughter Hold an imaginary cell phone to your ear and laugh into the phone.  Move 
around, keep eye contact with as many people as you can, and use your free 
hand to silently let other people know you are not available to talk. 
 

  

Progressive Laughter 
(gradient style) 

Start with a giggle, progress to mild laughter, then to loud and hearty laughter. 
 

  

Spell Your Name Have everyone in the group stand up and spell their name with their hips. 
 

  

Crying Laughter Fake sad crying as you lean forward and laugh as you come back up. 
 

  

Find Your Laughter 
Center 

Probe your head with one finger as if looking for your laughter center.  Imagine 
that each spot you push on triggers a different laughter sound.  Stay in seats or 
walk around and compare findings with other participants. 
 

  

Laughter Cream Rub your hands together rapidly for a few seconds until you start feeling some 
heat.  You are preparing some powerful and healing laughter cream.  When 
ready, apply over your arms, neck, and face and laugh as you do. 
 

  

Silent Laughter 
(gradient style) 

Laugh silently (mouth open or closed).  Start slow, then build up to hearty silent 
laughter. 
 

  

Greeting Laughter Greet everybody the way you normally greet (i.e. shake hands) and replace 
words with laughter. 
 

  

Lion Laughter Open your mouth wide, stick your tongue out fully, use your hands like lion 
paws, and roar laughing like a lion. 
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TEST QUESTIONS                                                             Module 32:  Humor in Hospice 

NAME__________________________________   DATE____________   TEAM_____________ 

1.  Morbid humor used by medical personnel that is used in the face of tragedy or death is 

called_________________.  

 

2. The benefits of humor in the workplace include all of the following except: 

a. Team building   c.  Increases stress hormones 

b. Increases creativity  d. Boosts morale 

 

3. The physiological benefits of laughter include all of the following except: 

a. Has no effect on memory c.  Boosts immune system, fights infections 

b. Exercises the lungs  d. Decreases pain  

 

4. Humor with patients and families should be combined with compassion and sensitivity. 

a. True 

b. False 

 

5.  Most types of humor work in all situations. 

a. True 

b. False 

  

6. Which of the following is not a benefit of humor with patients and families?  

a. Helps people cope  c.  Provides relief from stress and grief 

b. Improves bonding  d.  Makes patients feel less cared for 

 

7. The four characteristics of humor are expected, not expected, familiar, and _________________. 

 

8. All of the following are examples of inappropriate humor except: 

a. Using humor to make fun of other people    

b. Using humor to avoid serious conversations 

c. Telling funny stories    

d. When patients or families are not amused 

e.    All of the above  

 

9.  Some hospitals use humor carts to improve the patients’ mood and quality of life.  

a. True 

b. False 

 

10.  Examples of ways to develop a sense of humor include all of the following except: 

a. Join a laughter club or laughter yoga class 

b. Watch funny movies, TV shows, or videos 

c. Avoid people who laugh at work 

d. Laugh at yourself (self-deprecating) 

e. Keep funny things around you 
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Instructor Key – Test Answers                                     Module 32:  Humor in Hospice  

 

1.  Gallows humor (or dark humor) 

 

2.  C  

 

3. A – Regular laughter improves memory. 

 

4. A – True. 

 

5. B - False.   Hospice aides and all healthcare workers should be careful about using humor in 

situations where it is not appropriate; humor in hospice should be combined with compassion 

and sensitivity to the patient’s feelings; it is impossible to predict whether people will think 

something is funny or not.  

 

6. D – Gentle and fun humor helps patients feel more cared for.   

 

7. Not familiar. 

 

8.  C – Telling funny stories or sharing funny memories is appropriate humor in hospice. 

 

9. A – True 

 

10. C – Laughter is beneficial at work as long as it is appropriate for the group or setting. 

 

Group Exercise:   Laughter Exercises 

Studies have shown that “mirror neurons” in the brain are activated by witnessing certain 

emotions in others such as laughing, crying, or yawning.  It is believed that these neurons are 

also activated when watching others perform tasks, which leads to learning how to do a task.  

The laughter exercises might seem awkward at first because the group is probably not used to 

doing them.  Some participants like to engage more than others however, the benefits are 

immediate for those who join in.  Even one enthusiastic participant can make the other 

members of the group laugh.  If some of the participants roll their eyes, you have still planted 

the seeds that increase optimism and positivity in the workplace!       
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ATTENDANCE SHEET                                                    MODULE 32:  Humor in Hospice 

DATE:           LOCATION: 

PRINTED NAME SIGNATURE 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

INSTRUCTOR:  ____________________________________________   DATE_______________________ 



Hospice Aide Hub  11 

 

Module 32:  Humor in Hospice                                    ©2014 Hospice Aide Hub    www.hospiceaidehub.com 
 

HOSPICE AIDE EDUCATION SERIES 

EVALUATION FORM 

Module 32:  Humor in Hospice 

  
Instructor: 

Date: 
                   Strongly                                        Strongly 

                    Agree        Agree         Neutral      Disagree     Disagree 

CONTENT:        

1. Module was relevant to hospice aide practice  ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ 

2. Information was current and up-to-date   ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ 

3. Information was well-organized    ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ 

4. Information was easy to understand   ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ 

5. Time spent to complete module was appropriate ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝  

 

INSTRUCTOR: 

1. Gave clear instructions to complete module  ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ 

2. Used teaching methods appropriate for hospice aides ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ 

3. Was knowledgeable of the subject matter  ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ 

4. Was engaged in the participants learning  ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝  

5. Related content to practical situations in hospice ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ 

 

OUTCOMES: 

 

1.  Did you gain new knowledge or skills related to this module? 

 

2.  How will you apply what you learned in this module to your work? 

 

COMMENTS: 

 

1.  What did you like best about the module/presentation? 

 

2.  What changes would you make in the module/presentation? 

 

3.  What other hospice aide topics are you interested in? 

 

 

 
 

THANK YOU FOR COMPLETING THIS EVALUATION.  YOUR FEEDBACK IS HIGHLY VALUED! 
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HOSPICE AIDE HUB 

CERTIFICATE OF ATTENDANCE 

MODULE 32: 

Humor in Hospice 

 
1.0 hour in-service 

                               is hereby granted to 

 

_____________________________________________ 

                                   NAME 

 

 

         ____________________________ 

                                   DATE 

 

                _____________________________________ 

                        Educator/Instructor 

 

       Approved by Advisory Committee 

                                                     Tracking #1432 
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