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Life can seem like a terribly serious — even grim 
— business at the moment. Between climate 
change, the faltering economy and the crumbling 

of the traditional political order (note that I’m trying to 
avoid using the B-word), there seems to be a sense of 
impending doom hanging over the world. I find that 
in this context I am increasingly turning for my leisure 
to things that make me laugh rather than my usual 
entertainment diet of programmes concerned with the 
zombie apocalypse.

So why does laughter make me feel better? To put 
it another way, what are the psychological benefits 
of laughter? You might like to begin with a YouTube 
search for ‘funny moments’ and enjoy a blend of 
comedy, public figures’ major faux pas, and animals 
doing amusing things. This reveals a lot about what 
makes us laugh.

Laughter is social
What is perhaps most important about the YouTube 
exercise though is not so much the content of the 
video clips but how natural it felt to look to social 
media to find what makes us laugh. This is because 
laughter is a social experience, illustrated by the 
statistic that we are up to 30 times more likely to laugh 
in the presence of others than when we are alone 
(Scott 2019). If you aren’t convinced by that, have a 
think about tickling — you cannot tickle yourself and 
make yourself laugh. Tickling, in spite of its intensely 
individual experience, is thus a social phenomenon 
(Wilkins and Eisenbraun 2009).

So, are there concrete social benefits of laughter? 
Because human laughter resembles the sounds 
used by rats and apes, for example, to signal non-
aggression in play fighting, it makes sense to adopt an 
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Activities
1 This is an opportunity to practise your skills of 

secondary research. Carry out a review of the 
health benefits of laughter. Decide for yourself 
which age group(s) and condition(s) you would 
like to know about, then work out your key 
words and try searching using Google Scholar.

2 You might also like to practise experimental 
design. How would you go about carrying 
out an experiment to test whether there is a 
difference in the effects of spontaneous and 
forced laughter?

Weblinks

Sophie Scott’s BBC News article on the benefits 
of laughter can be found here:  
www.tinyurl.com/y6nwvpln

Read about the use of clowns in hospitals as  
part of sick children’s therapy here:  
www.tinyurl.com/y66zj2mo
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evolutionary psychology perspective to answer this 
question. Dezecache and Dunbar (2012) suggest that 
as human social groups are much larger than those of 
other mammals, we need additional mechanisms like 
laughter to help forge social bonds. This would explain 
the ubiquity of laughter in social activities as diverse as 
team sports and rock concerts.

Laughter therapy
Laughter can also have a range of health benefits for 
the individual. Laughter releases endorphins, our 
endogenous opiates. This has benefits from relaxation 
and a subjective sense of wellbeing (i.e. feeling ‘high’) 
to pain relief (Dunbar et al, 2011). Mora-Ripoli (2011) 

has reviewed the medical benefits and concluded that 
laughter is associated with better patient outcomes in a 
range of medical fields from oncology to rheumatology, 
with very few side-effects or contra-indications.

The health benefits of laughter have been formalised 
as ‘laughter therapy’ (Kataria 2011). Kataria has 
incorporated fake laughter into yoga with the rationale 
that this often becomes real laughter in the face of 
the body’s inability to distinguish between the two. 
Laughter therapy has been shown to have therapeutic 
benefits, for example in older people in residential care 
(Kuru and Kublay 2017), for cancer patients (Kim et al 
2009), and for children in hospital.
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