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Using comedy to tackle health inequalities

Is there an audience for health comedy?

‘ ‘Humour is by far the most significant activity of the human brain.’

This quote is attributed to Edward de Bono. Henteriested in how to get people to think
outside of their normal ways of doing things — esfaealth educators.

Comedy is not specifically mentioned in the Mosasearch used in this paper.
However, using Sunderland as an example agairert@nand films’ are popular with all
the groups highlighted. They are most popular withng families with limited incomes,
living in cheap terraced housing. Indeed, 44% wf ¢ioup list cinema and film as an
interest. Most other groups have figures of aro8@ith, though this drops to 27% with
older people.

The UK Film Council figures for 2005 ranked comexythe most popular genre of
movies in Britain and Irelandindeed even in the category that came third, atioma
the top film was a comedy, nameWallace & Gromit: The Curse of the Were-Rabbhit.’

Although public health workers cannot produce tbheimn feature films, they may be able
to make more use of humour to promote health. @tisgd be verbal, e.g. the use of
stand-up comics, or in a written form

What is comedy?

Laughter is not the same as humour and humourt iexaetly the same as comedy.
Laughter can be caused by anxiety, joy or tickasgvell as something being funny.
Humour can occur spontaneously in every day lifleene as comedy is always planned.
People’s motives for being humorous were descrilyednn Snowden in thelealth
Education Journa$ She said they were about

e Power

e Coping and defence mechanisms

e The expression of positive or negative feelings

Much comedy involves incongruity — the unexpected.
There are many different kinds of humour e.g. slakspuns, sexual jokes, nonsense or
surreal humour etc. Good social market practicelavtherefore need to find out what

kind the target group might respond to.

Many of the issues raised about how to use musicteslth tool also apply to comedy.
For example, where the target group is in ternth@tycle of change. However, there

are differences. Unlike music, comedy cannot berdoaded or bought at a record store.

Health workers will probably need to get someonertite as well as deliver the act. This
means less certainty in terms of quality and cdaniEmere is therefore more need to
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ensure the material does not cause any bad PRiby bffensive to anyone who might
see it. (Who will see it may also be wider tharovighit aimed at.)

How to use comedy to tackle health inequalities

As in the music chapter | have listed a numberisdrdte ways comedy can be used. In
practice of course these ways may all be combimedane act (Music could also be part
of this act too as discussed earlier.)

Would Hollywood have been spared the horrors gistiak in the early part

of the Twentieth Century if California had hadadld prevention

co-ordinator? The most famous comic of the periad wf course, Charlie
Chaplin. He went on to use comedy to explore dggatiing and unhealthy
lives of industrial workers and the poor in hiasdic ‘Modern TimesgTwo
other greats of the periotlaurel and Hardy, are still sometimes used during
accident prevent campaigns()

How to use comedy to change people’s image of an or  ganisation

In everyday life evidence suggests that humouftenaised as a way of building better
relationships. Experiments have shown that whersdéinee speech is done with or
without humour, that the speaker is liked more wiieme is humour. Similarly research
shows that teachers are more liked if they use lmmmbhe research further goes on to
show that it is best to use a variety of kindsahedy. The comedy has to appropriate
for the audience of course.

In the 1980s the Labour Party followed in the feegis of Marx. Grouch Marx. They
used comedians as part of the Red Wedge campargath young people.Amnesty
International are also known for their comedy shol¥se ‘Secret Policeman’s Ball’
being the best know examplePerhaps organisations, such as public health teeats,
would appear more approachable and relevant tol@é&dpey engaged them with
humour. They could commission stand-up comedy aftlinéghemes in places where
specific target groups go.

Comedy can also be used in a written form if tleeaech is clear about what the target
group read and find funny. (It's actually easiemtdte humour for a specific audience
than a general one. With a general audience a pegEentage of readers may not get the
joke at all.)



How to use comedy to give out health information

'Humour is extremely helpful in learning... because when you are
happy, your brain produces chemicals called endorph ins which
help you relax and are likely to enhance motivation

Bill Lucas, Training Journal June 20052

‘There are various ways to give up smoking — nicoti ne patches,

nicotine gum. My Auntie used to pour a gallon of pe  trol over
herself every morning.’

This Paul Merton gag could be developed into a elaait around jokes and information
about giving up smoking. It might help smokersiseathat they would not be ticked off
by stern NHS matrons if they approach quit servioeselp.13

Information alone does not change people’s behavithe three legged stool model
suggests that skills and attitudes/feelings a@iaiportant. However, comedy may make
people more likely to listen to health informatidmterms of the AIDA model it may
attract theirattention and keep theimterest. After that it would be the job of health
workers to make sure this is turned intdesir e for change andction.

The Centre for Life in Newcastle is a good exangdlerganisation that routinely uses
humour. They use comedy as part of their programwinseience education. (Much of
their approach with children focuses on human Hadgtions. Kids love this. It seems to
keep their attention as information is given tonth&n the downside, does it reinforce
negative attitudes of shame about the human body? )

It is easy to see how the Centre’s approach caalladapted for education around the
more scientific aspects of health issues. (Keepealcon www.life.org.ukto see what
they are planning next.)

In the written form of comedy, thelorrible History’ books by Terry Deary have proved
commercially very successful. These are humoroddauk at the gory, trivial facts of
history. They have been so popular with childreat they have spawned similar series
on Horrible Sciencee.qg.

o Deadly Diseases

e Blood, Bones and Body Bits
As well as PSHE type topics e.g.

« Coping With Parents

« Coping With Love

« Coping With Girls/Boyss

To find out more go to http://en.wikipedia.org/wiorrible_Scienceind
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Coping_With
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mggest fear for many youngsters when they go into \

hospital is not understanding the situation. The ClI own Doctors,
can help to explain medical procedures and jargont 0 minimise
the distress and confusion of the children. We can also help
them come to terms with their situation through hum our and

Lead Clown Doctor, John Quinn
Clown Doctors use song, dance, circus skills andystlling to help hospitalised
children come to terms with their situation, andlf& whole lot bettens

How to use comedy to change people’s attitudes

For the Ancient Greeks, ‘comedy was any drama that
exacted laughter by holding up a mirror to all that was
characteristic of Athenian social and political lif e.' 16

Many centuries later comedians such as Mark Thomnses jokes and comic stunts for the
same purposeaz

The Attitudes and values leg of the stool modellmamaddressed at a logical level that is
still humorous. For example Peter Cave and Nick Bondid a 2005 Radio 4 series on
philosophy calledThis Sentence is Falsas Their brief appeared to be to both educate
and entertain. Some of the comedy is just amusitiggr parts of it illustrate
philosophical paradoxes. Philosophy has a keyinaddehool health education. Young
people need to look at issues of morals and ethimsexample, does it matter that less
well off communities are also less healthy? Sh@e&dple drink and drive simply
because they want to? The Radio 4 series showethtse topics did not need to be
presented dryly. (For more information go to
http://www.humanism.org.uk/uploadedFiles/cms/st@emo_BHA/article_ HPGMembe
rs_files’ATTACHMENTS/This%20Sentence%20Is%20False@2%20Flyer.pd?)

Attitudes and values however are also about fegliS8g a purely logical approach to
them may not always work. Humour may help hereeReh has shown that ‘there is
more attitude change when recipients of a mesdegéhe source and are in a good
mood, as can be produced by humousr.’

In a sense humour marks the boundary of what pespleomfortable with. Comedy
tells people about their own and society’s hangamgkconflicts. These are often round
issues of power and helplessness. This could iecdodial injustice around class, race, or
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gender. Alternatively it may be due to personatuwinstances. Social taboos around the
human conditions are another great source of comedysex, death and mental health.
Comedy may be a way of approaching these issuesvay that is less threatening. It
may point out personal or societal contradictioms$ absurdities. Show that there is a less
threatening way of seeing an issue. If a groupeofte are looking at difficult issues,
humour can help them bond quickeil his may help them share more, although it can
also be used as a defence mechanism to avoid .idsueghter may also have a physical
action on the body that helps people feel gaod.

Perhaps the core skills sections of the Faculty of Public H ealth
Medicine could have competencies around using humou rin

formal presentations and group work.

It has been suggested that psychiatrists be train¢de use of humour and perhaps the
same should go for public health specialists.

Comedy may work best when there is some followmigome ways the comedy, may
both open people up and give them permission katdasomeone about the issue. This
may be a led discussion to pick up on some onrti@ienal issues that are raised. It
might be a chance to talk to a worker face to facsome advice. At the very least,
people need the chance to pick up a leaflet ts@ete follow up information, such as a
phone number.

One example of comedy around healttHigrt Until It Laughs’. Comedian John Ryan
performed this show at the Leicester Comedy Fdslivaas about men and their health
behaviour (www.comedy-festival.co.uk

How to use comedy to give people the skillsto be h  ealthy

‘There’s a hell of a distance between wise-cracking and wit. Wit
has truth in it. Wise-cracking is simply callisthen ics with words.’

Dorothy Parker’s words illustrate the importancehafalth comedy being about
something e.g. demonstrating skills rather than pesng funny for its own sake.

Skills are the final leg of the three-legged stmoldel. Comedy could be used here too.
The Radio 4 comedy programme on philosophy alst déth logic, the skill of

thinking. These are the basis of any rational irlial change model of health education.
They are also essential for any discussion abalthissues in a democracy.

‘Anne Sinners Parties’ improve mental and sexual he  alth

When Aids was at the top of the agenda in the 1,98@se were comedy shows aimed at
students about sexual health. These focused iropdtte practical skill of putting on a
condom. A modern variation on this could be to haoekAnn Summerparties. These
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would be aimed at women who go to them. So asonbitdak copyright perhaps they
could be called Anne Sinners Parties. They cow# kt issues to do with both sex and
relationships. In a sense they would also echatyé&V programmes such dginny and
Susannah Undress Wife Swaps, 25

Relationships are linked directly to NHS targetsdexual health and domestic violence.
However, they also have an impact on other targets. in five UK marriages will end

in divorce, well above the European Union average: Cohabiting relationships are
four times as likely to breakdown even when theeeschildren involvedzs The divorced
are more vulnerable to physical and mental illibas married peopl® Indeed divorce
increases the risk of death in every age groupnvwheomparison is made between
divorced and married adulisCompared to the general population, divorced and
widowed men are nearly twice as likely to congudtit doctors for mental disordess.
Divorced/widowed women are one and a half timel&kaly. 32

Women and children are more at risk of poverty timem after divorce and, on average,
suffer from substantially reduced incomes.

As long ago as 2000, family breakdown was estimtadembst the UK £25 billion per
annum.The direct cost of family breakdown was around Billlon per annumTo put

this in context it is the equivalent of about aeaof what the Government spends on
the NHS or a third of its spending on educatiomvds also suggested that another £10
billion maybe generated in indirect costs. The bgjglirect costs were on social benefits
and welfare (£9,534 million) and health (almos&OD, million).34

There may be no simple answer to the issue ofoakttips breaking up. Reducing
poverty is probably a factor. The last few decddrg also seen a change in people’s
expectations about relationships from defined rofemale dominance to equal
partnerships. However, society has not had a chggic® work thorough what this
means in practice. So a health education apprdathaoks at relationship skills as well
as information and attitudes/feelings may alsodpfhl. However, there is no evidence
to suggests that people will queue up to join ‘Hovsave your failing relationship’
classes. One alternative, for a particular subgrdupe social marketing backed it up,
could be comedy e.g. Anne Sinners Parties.

The parties could initially use trained workerst bould be developed to use peer

educators as well. The party workers could haver@sting items to

e Demonstrate theories about relationships

e Spark discussion

e Teach new skills e.g. communication, assertiveaedsself-esteem

e Take home as reminders of the learning

Depending on the group these could include thevotig

e Empathy PenisAn empathy belly lets a man know what it feeke lto be pregnant.
This penis would help a woman understand whatikésto be male. In reality the
party worker would use it as a prop to spark disicusabout men’s conditioning and
the skills needed to deal with it

e ‘They may look lovely, but they’re damn hard woB&by simulators are often used
in schools to teach adolescents about babies.thHeneomen would invent a
simulator. This would show what it's like to have@artner and the skills needed to
make a relationship work. A party worker would ptag role of the simulator, going
on the information given to her by the women
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ﬂ/e Secrets to a Great Relationship: \

Find a man who cooks and cleans and has a job

Find a man who makes you laugh

Find a man who is dependable, respectful and nev  er lies
Find a man who you love to have sex with

. Make sure that these four men never meet 35

N
Laughter is the shortest distance between two lpeapcording to comic Victor

Borgess Comedy may be a way of opening up taboo subfctidcussion and forging a
bond between people

P wbd PR

ol

Perhaps the Anne Sinners Parties could also inctudsc e.qg.
Is That What You Really Wan({Zbby Roderick)

Show Some Emotidqdoan Armatrading)

Honesty(Billy Joel)

It Wasn’t Me Who Hurt Yo(Heather Bishop)

Love Me For What | AriThe Carpenters)

Be Kind To My MistakeKate Bush)

Making sure that comedy leads to health improvement

‘If comedy is an escape from anything, itisan esc  ape from
illusions. The comic... reminds us of True Reality, a nd in that

moment of recognition, we laugh... Good comedy helps people
know they’re not alone.’

US comic Bill Hick puts forwards his view on hownealy should be used. More often
however it is merely a safety valve. It allows dedp harmlessly let off steam or take
their minds off the reality of the world. Therensthing wrong with that. However, unless
it is well thought out, comedy for health purposesld easily fail to give people new
perspectives or skillsz

Comedy might be a powerful health tool if it is @dnat the right target in the right way.
However, much humour does not deal with insightvaith stereotypes. It is unlikely to
affect a change in health behaviour. For this nreade use of humour in health is a team
effort. Health workers need to work with researsheomics and the target audience. The
process is described in more detail below.

Talk with the target audience to be clear what thei  r beliefs around different

health issues are and what health response is neede d

e The response could focus on information, valueskdls. (Alternatively it might not
be a health education problem and issues likepgmansr staff attitudes may need to
be tackled.)
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Clarify what kind of humour is in broad terms likel y to lead to the
response wanted

e Assuming humour is an appropriate campaign appraicat sort of humour from
what kind of person would the target group resporid

e Where will they see or hear it? What do they realisten to, if anything? Where do
they go?

e All of this will vary not just with social classegder and race but also age. Children
find different things funny depending on what stafieevelopment they have
reached

Work with professional comedians and/or writers to come up with the

humour

e A good place to start to find out about comedy as@al tool is
http://thecomedyschool.coniThe Comedy School can offer institutions botlffsta
training and tailored comedy performances. Altewady contact a local comedy club
or council arts team. The Arts Council might alsodble to help. To find the local
regional office go to www.artscouncil.org.uk/regsdindex.php

e Often the comic’s approach will be to do with ovatisig or understating real life to
show paradoxes etc. Health workers need to wotk e comedian to pick up on
these absurdities. This is so they can preparé tghidines to use with people after
the show. If the health workers are not very goioithia, consider employing other
people to do this. Local people, such as healthers, might be good in this role

Check that the comedy is focused on challenging beh aviour and not

reinforcing stereotypes

e Unless of course this is useful. The Cycle of Gjeamodel emphasises that
individuals and groups may need to be encourageubiotain healthy behaviour at
times

Talk to the target group again to pre-test the come  dy
e If other people other than the target group idyite see it, they also need to be
tested, so any negative reaction can be planned for

“Let me show you how much ash a 20-a-day smoker ma  kes.

Of course, they're not all cremated - some are buried".

Match the humour as precisely as possible to thgetagroup. This John Cleese TV
campaign was based on social market researeh. )

Fascinating AIDA 39
The AIDA model from advertising is a good one fdreslth comedy team to think
through
e Attention should initially be grabbed by the comedy, as both fun and different
e Interest is maintained by the humour and being able toedtathe routine’s content
e Thedesireto change could be brought about by

o confronting people with their own behaviour

o creating a fun atmosphere where they feel safe etithr people

o getting them to laugh and release the physicaldans their bodies

o giving them new information on health behaviour
e Action should be encouraged by follow up workers and amithaterials

92



Just kidding — comedy and health for children 40

From 18 months to 3 years children begin to enjoy s  lapstick

They find fallibility reassuring. Parents can starbuild honest and trusting relationships
if they allow their children to laugh at them inggbhumour.

“...children can only really understand jokes from th e age of eight
onwards; which is when they can see other points of view and the
effect jokes will provoke. Understanding jokes is a bout

considering how other people feel”.

Cliff Arnall, psychologist quoting Piaget.

Between 4 and 7, children find toilet humour funny and may push taboos

on issues adults find difficult

Perhaps how parents, schools and society in gers@bnd to this has a big effect on
health. For example, if people have hang-ups abaody functions this may make sexual
health education more difficult. If certain thinge taboo it may also affect mental
health. Especially if it means that there is no aiy@ung person in future can now trust
to talk to. Comedy could be used to explore thests ®f issues with both children and
adults.

Research also suggests that a sense of humouypastant to building resilience in a
child. Steven and Sybil Wolin carried out reseanfongst adults who had extremely
deprived childhoods. The ones who did best wersethreho had a healthy emotional
resilience. Humour was vital to this. Mental hea#mpaigns can perhaps help develop
this skill.

Bottom up comedy

Comedy is not just a top-down public health tobtan also be used within target groups
to get them to look at issues and develop newssiiltd confidence. An example of this is
the work of Rudi Lickwood. He is an award winningnaic and taught comedy in Brixton
Jail. His project there was made into a BBC 3 paogne'Banged Up Stand Upi2

Another community based approach is laughter ybgaghter has health benefits in its
own rights. For example, laughing is good for blpoedssure, as well as the
cardiovascular, respiratory and immune systenadsdt just makes people feel well. An
Indian physician Dr Madan Kataria started off, wisatow an international laughter
network, in 199%3 There are now more than 1,800 free laughter groupxlia and
throughout the world. People learn how to laughuouitt the need of comedy. However
they still get the physical benefits of a good p&lugh. For more information go to
http://www.laughteryoga.org/

Ricky Gervais: ‘Humour comes from a good or bad pla  ce.’ 4
Care needs to be taken with humour:

e Relationships where husbands use humour to aveiddhcerns of their partners are
more likely to break ups
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e Within schools and other organisations laughterlige issue. Bullying is often
synonymous with ‘laughing at’ and teasing

e There is also the issue of racist and similar jokes

e What one group finds funny, another may find disigigs If a humorous health
campaign is seen by the ‘wrong’ people there mag P& backlash

e How acceptable is it from one background to useembnas a health education tool
with people of a different background. Could itd®en as condescending?

When and where can | start?

Comedy can be performed at the same kind of eVisted in the music chapter.
However as comics need less equipment than manigiams they may be able to
perform in more places.

Red Nose Day may be a good time to get media atterifry www.rednoseday.com

Alternatively there is April Fools Day and any Ibcamedy festival weeks. Comedy on
particular topics could tie in with the various liealays or weeks.

Laughter tracks. Comedy, unlike music, may lose its power if régbavith the same
audience. However, not all comedy relies on suepriink of all the people who quote
whole sketches from Monty Python ad nauseam. lithexgfore be worth recording a
health comic’s routine on to CD to give out afterevent or at a later datey
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How much will it cost?

misers take note — a study carried out by Uni versi®

Kent and Liverpool revealed that laughter makes us more likely to
give generosity to strangers. Participants in the s tudy were more
likely to part with their money after being shown f unny video clips
than those who were shown more serious films.’ 46

S~ M/

Though the NHS does not generally fund raise,itiai@mation maybe useful for health
charities planning events or campaigns.

It might be possible to reduce some of the costshaying routines on the same
hypothetical wiki site as mentioned in the musiapter. This might cut down on the
need to write a script. Somebody would just be eddd perform it. If any staff have a
talent for stand up, they could brush up theirlskt ‘It's A Funny Business’. Go to
http://www.itsafunnybusiness.com/standup.lfirhey have special rates for corporate
clients. They also claim stand up skills are gomddarning how to hold an audience’s
attention and team work.) Alternatively try the Gaay Trust who specialise in working

with health services. Their website is
http://www.liverpoolcomedyfestival.co.uk/comedvitiisinnyBusiness/Standupcourses.htm

Read jokes in work time

To find out more about comedy try

e The Naked Jape: Uncovering the Hidden World of dbkelimmy Carr and Lucy
Greeves (It has an excellent introduction to tle®tl behind comedy, though it may
offend some peopley

e Step by Step to stand-up come@yeg Deans

e Zen and the art of stand-up comedgy Sankeys

e Humor: International Journal of Humor Researeh
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Leicester Comedy Festival as a case study

“Their brilliant programme, of comedy with a social conscience, makes me
intensely proud of being a Leicester MP. The work they do, delivering
comedy based work with a very serious purpose, has now become a
mainstream part of public health in Leicester”.

Patricia Hewitt, MP

Leicester Comedy Festival started in1994. It has always had a community
education programme. These are attended by thousands of people.

Hurt Until It Laughs was the original health and comedy stand-up show
that came from the Festival. This is still being performed by John Ryan
across the UK. It goes to working men clubs, workplaces, conferences,
festivals and comedy clubs. Later projects included the Laughing Fit
project and tour funded by Arts & Business, The Odds film and on the on-
going Ditch the Chips project which now extends to Northamptonshire.

In 2007 the community programme was rebranded as Make Me Happy. A
range of agencies are involved in this, including North West Leicester
Mental Health Action Group and Braunstone Community Association. This
latter group received £48,500 from Arts Council England for school and
community projects.

Bring Me Sunshine is a project within Make Me Happy that uses comedy
to look at personal, social and health education issues in schools and
colleges. It has covered topics such as healthy eating, exercise, drinking,
smoking and racism.

For further information go to www.makemehappy-online.co.uk or
www.comedy-festival.co.uk/community/index.php?nav_id=8&level=1 The
Liverpool Comedy Trust are also doing a lot of work around comedy and
have an annual conference. For details go to
www.liverpoolcomedyfestival.co.uk/comedytrust/AboutUs.htm
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