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Benefits of Medical Clowning: A Summary of the Research

By Amy J. Stephson'

I. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The power of medical clowns to help bring healing and well-being to a wide variety of patients is
supported by considerable anecdotal evidence — from the patients themselves, their families, and the
medical providers who work with them. Room Circus Medical Clowning has years of such evidence.
Importantly, this healing power is also supported by a host of medical studies conducted over the last
decade by researchers in both the U.S. and abroad.

The research discussed in this paper shows the positive impact of medical clowns in a range of pediatric
settings and situations:

They reduce children’s pre-operative anxiety and their experience of pain during invasive
procedures such as venous blood draws, urologic surgery, and allergy skin prick tests.

They aid in healing children’s respiratory infections.

They improve the mood and well-being of severely disabled children.

They reduce sexually abused children’s resistance to anal-genital examination.

They help improve autistic children’s ability to communicate and form personal connections.
They help reduce the stress experienced by parents and the nursing staff working with
hospitalized children.

Research also shows that medical clowns have a significant positive impact on adults in a range of
settings and situations:

They improve the well-being and behaviors of adults with dementia and Alzheimer’s disease,
increasing their responsiveness and happiness and decreasing their agitation and other negative
behaviors.

They improve the quality of life of patients in outpatient oncology and dialysis wards, also
relieving the burdens of family members and assisting medical staff.

They help adults in psychiatric wards, increasing positive attitudes and reducing disruptive
behaviors.

For women undergoing in vitro fertilization and embryo transfer treatment, interactions with
medical clowns significantly improved pregnancy rates.

In short, research shows that medical clowns are not just entertainers or a nice “extra.” Rather, they are
highly trained professionals who play a vital role in the treatment of children and adults in hospitals and
other healthcare facilities, helping the patients, their families, and the medical staff.



Il. DISCUSSION

A. Definition of “Medical Clowns”

Medical clowns — also called “therapeutic clowns” or “clown doctors” — are trained professional
performers who use improvisation, physical comedy, magic, puppetry, and music to bring laughter,
physical and mental well-being, and hope to patients. Their work also has significant positive effects on
the patients’ families and the medical staff who work with them.

In addition to the usual tools of the trade, medical clowns use specialized props, adapting common
medical devices to comic purpose, e.g., honking blood pressure cuffs, slide whistle syringes, and
stethoscope telephones. As appropriate, they may do comic medical procedures, e.g., red nose
transplants. They are schooled in infection control, hygiene, confidentiality, and medical facility
protocols. Typically, each clown has a doctor persona and name (“Dr. Hamsterfuzz” “Dr. Balloon
Cheeks”).

Underlying the work of medical clowns are empathy, sensitivity, and an ability to adapt their skills to the
physical and emotional state of each individual patient — or even an entire room. They engage by
following the patient’s lead, evoking humor through authentic connection and trust.? They also use the
traditional role of the clown — powerless, confused, naive and prone to mistakes yet persistent and
hopeful — to empower patients in a setting that for them is often scary and out of control.

B. Physiological and Psychological Benefits from Laughter

Laughter has well-known positive physiological effects. A basic part of our biology, laughter has been
shown to activate the older subcortical areas of the brain and to elicit connectedness and joy.? Laughter
decreases the stress hormones cortisol and epinephrine® and increases the release of positive
neuropeptides and beta-endorphins.® It also increases oxygen intake, stimulates the heart, lungs and
muscles, and can reduce tension, anxiety and anger. ® Laughter has also been shown to improve immune
function.’

One of the key effects of laughter in the medical setting is that it decreases the perception of pain and
increases pain thresholds. A series of six British experimental studies, for example, showed that as a
result of the release of endorphins, pain thresholds were significantly higher after laughter than in the
control situation. It further found that this effect was due to laughter itself, not simply

a positive experience, and that comedy in a group setting was more effective than simply watching a
comic video.® Similarly, a study at UCLA showed that children showed significantly greater pain
tolerance while watching funny videos.’

It is significant that laughter is social and can be “contagious.” One researcher, for example, found that
laughter is 30 times more likely to occur in a social context as when a person is alone.® Humorous
videos, while potentially helpful, do not replace medical clowning — a highly social activity.



C. Benefits of Medical Clowns: Children
1. Invasive medical procedures

Many of the studies done to date have involved children. These studies have shown that a range of
therapeutic benefits occur when clowns are included on the medical team:

e Preoperative anxiety is very common among children and can result in negative consequences
that may last for months afterward. Several randomized studies by different researchers
showed that the presence of clowns in pre-operative settings reduces this anxiety.!! A meta-
analysis of the studies on this issue concluded that the pre-operative presence of clowns had a
great effect on reducing the children’s anxiety.?

e A 2015 study was conducted in Israel of children ages 2 to 16 undergoing outpatient urologic
(penile) surgery. For one group, the surgical team in the operating room included a medical
clown; in the other no clown was present. The study showed that the clown's participation was
tied to less anxiety for the children before and after surgery, less time in the operating room,
lower levels of pain, and shorter time to discharge from the hospital. Cost savings also resulted
from the reduced time in the operating room and post-operative unit.3

e Inarecent randomized, controlled and blinded study, 91 children with a mean age of 8.2 years
were given allergy skin prick tests, a source of anxiety and pain. Half of the children were
accompanied by medical clowns. The study found that the medical clowns significantly
decreased the pain perceived by the young children as well as the anxiety perceived by both the
children and their parents.'*

e Another recent randomized controlled study involving 100 children ages 2-10 years old
undergoing a venous blood draw showed that the presence of medical clowns reduced both the
child’s anxiety and the duration of his or her crying.*> An earlier controlled study of the effect of
a medical clown in the emergency room during intravenous cannulation or taking of blood
samples also showed that the clown’s presence led to reduced pain scores in younger children
and improved success in IV placement (100% success rate with clowns vs 90% without).®

2. Other pediatric situations

Respiratory infections. A randomized, controlled trial in Colorado showed that the symptoms of
illness in children hospitalized for respiratory infections disappeared earlier in the group that interacted
with medical clowns than in the group that did not. The study also showed that the clown interaction led
to significantly lower diastolic blood pressure and respiratory frequency.’

Disabled children. Researchers compared the effect of therapeutic clowns vs. humorous
television shows on 10 severely disabled children in an in-patient long-term rehabilitation setting. The
study showed that the clowns had an overall positive effect on mood and well-being, even on
profoundly disabled children.®

Sexually abused children. Quasi-experimental studies show that the presence of medical clowns
can reduce the intense fear experienced by many sexually abused children facing an anal-genital
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examination. According to the researchers, the presence of a clown enables the child to distinguish
between the assault and the examination, thus lowering their resistance to the procedure.®

Pediatric mental health. A research paper noted that observing how pediatric psychiatry
patients interact with medical clowns gives physicians vital information about their young patients.?°

Autism. New research conducted in Israel involved five autistic children who attended 12 weekly
meetings at which the child would first meet with a medical clown after which the two would be joined
by a normally developing child of the same age. The study found that these interactions improved the
autistic children’s ability to communicate and form personal connections, both within and after the
study.?

Effect on staff and parents. A pilot study in Michigan sought to determine the effects of
therapeutic clowns on nurses working with hospitalized children. It showed that the clowns reduced the
nurses’ negative mood states and improved communication, role negotiation, and the meaning of the
unit as a social and physical space.?? Other research has also shown the positive effect of medical
clowns on hospital staff and the ease with which they can do their jobs.?® This includes the clowns’
ability to help resistant patients be more amenable to treatment.

D. Benefits of Medical Clowns: Adults

While most of the research has been done in pediatric settings, another area with promising research
involves therapy clowns (sometimes called “elder clowns”) interacting with individuals with dementia or
Alzheimer’s.

e Astudy in Ontario, Canada, examined the impact of clown visits on long-term residents with
moderate to severe dementia over a three-month period. It showed that even individuals with
severe dementia both responded to and initiated playful and imaginative interactions with the
clowns.?

Two other studies showed that after nursing home residents with Alzheimer’s or dementia interacted
with therapy clowns, they exhibited significantly lower levels of aggression, both verbal and physical.

e In arecent Canadian study, a pair of elder clowns visited nursing home residents twice a week
for 12 weeks, interacting for about 10 minutes each visit. The study found that the clown visits
reduced moderate to severe behavioral and psychological symptoms of Alzheimer’s patients
and reduced outbursts.”

e Ina 2011 Australian study, the residents participated in weekly two-hour clowning sessions for
three months, following which there was a 20% overall reduction in agitation among the
patients that lasted for months after the sessions. The effect on agitation was on par with that
brought about by psychotropic drugs. The boost in happiness and positive behaviors seen during
the program, however, faded after the program ended, showing the benefits of ongoing clown
programming.?®

Research involving clowns and other adult populations has also shown promise. Adult chronically ill or
psychiatric patients, for example, have been shown to benefit significantly from interacting with medical
clowns:



e Ina 2004 Israeli study, clowns visited the oncology, hemato-oncology, and dialysis wards 12
hours per week. Records showed that the clown interactions improved the patients’ quality of
life, relieved the burdens experienced by family members and visitors, and assisted the medical
staff in doing their jobs. %’

e A 2007 German pilot project indicated that a clown visiting a psychiatric ward for acutely ill
geriatric patients for six weeks led to more positive attitudes among the patients.?

e A 2004 study in Spain showed that disruptive behaviors among patients hospitalized in a
psychiatric ward were significantly reduced when hospital clowns visited twice a week during an
83-day-long study period as compared to an 83-day baseline period without the clowns.?

Most interesting, perhaps, was a study that examined whether interaction with medical clowns would
improve the pregnancy rates of women undergoing in vitro fertilization and embryo transfer treatment.
The theory was that stress reduction might improve fertility. The sample included 219 patients: 110 who
interacted with medical clowns and 109 who did not. The pregnancy rate in the clown group was 36.4%
compared with 20.2% in the control group. Using a multivariable analysis, the clown group had a 2.67
higher odds of pregnancy.*®

l1l. CONCLUSION

Research shows that medical clowns are not just a nice “extra.” Rather, they are highly trained
professionals who play a vital role in the treatment of children and adults who are hospitalized or in
other healthcare facilities — helping the patients, their families, and the medical staff working with them.
Employed properly, medical clowns can serve as important members of medical teams in a wide variety
of health care settings.
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