
Fight Flight Freeze Laugh:
Using Humor to Combat

Vicarious Trauma
(and also Handle Stress…

And Have Fun!)
NCH Pediatric grand rounds 

 
KELLI DUNHAM, RN, BSN

PSMYLAW



*PSMYLAW
Person Supposed 

To Make You Laugh At
Work

(courtesy Wes Garis, 
aka my nephew)



 

HOUSEKEEPING...
 



you’re the expert
on your own

practice



i like to be told...

-your story

-what humor is not

-my story



-benefits of humor
-humor with patients
-intentionally adding

humor 

-backstage humor
(positive vs negative) 



any time you see red

it’s your turn
(participation

optional)



WELL.WELL.      

THAT COULDTHAT COULD  

I MEAN. WHAT’SI MEAN. WHAT’S

THE WORST THINGTHE WORST THING

HAPPEN?HAPPEN?  



WELL.WELL.      

THAT COULDTHAT COULD  

I MEAN. WHAT’SI MEAN. WHAT’S

THE WORST THINGTHE WORST THING

HAPPEN?HAPPEN?  

WHY DID YOU SAY THAT??!!!
!!

WHY DID YOU SAY THAT??!!!
!!

THE WORST IS REALLY

THE WORST IS REALLY

TERRIBLE!!!

TERRIBLE!!!

IT’S REALLY BAD!!

IT’S REALLY BAD!!



asking healthcare providersasking healthcare providers

did you KNOWdid you KNOW

Is like asking fishIs like asking fish  
HEY, HAVE YOU HEARD OF THIS THING CALLED WATER?HEY, HAVE YOU HEARD OF THIS THING CALLED WATER?  

frequently usedfrequently used    
humor is ahumor is a

coping mechanismcoping mechanism



You're already using humor to
deal with work trauma.

Wouldn’t it be nice to
give yourself
permission? 

 



UNFORTUNATELY

we didn’t learn 

Syllabus

Lesson 1: What

is a joke

Lesson 2:

Intro to knock

knock jokes

about USING humor
in school



objective #2

Differentiate between constructive and
destructive uses of humor in healthcare

settings, recognizing appropriate contexts
and potential risks associated with using

humor in patient care and team interactions.

in other words... 
learn about the

tool 



objective #1 
Apply evidence-based humor-based
resilience-building exercises and

techniques to decrease stress, enhance
coping strategies, and promote a

smoother transition between work and
home environments for improved

overall well-being.
 how can i use this tool

 better and more
intentionally?



MY STORY WITH 
THIS TOOL 















We can survive anything.
BUT IS THERE LIFE 

BEYOND SURVIVAL?



Yes, and humor 
can be part 

of the equation!



EARLY RN experience

BABY SCALES
AND BACKPACKS

DON’T ALWAYS MIX



EARLY RN experience



EARLY RN experience



THE STUDENTS AT
YOUR SCHOOL MUST

THINK YOU'RE
HILARIOUS!









...OKAY THAT’S EVERYTHING
YOU NEED TO KNOW ABOUT

BEING A MANDATED
REPORTER...AND NOW KELLI

DUNHAM... 



NOW IT’S YOUR TURN

why are you interested
in this tool? 



what THIS TOOL IS
NOT...



FORCED CHEERFULNESS/
TOXIC POSITIVITY



FORCED CHEERFULNESS/
TOXIC POSITIVITY



NO ONE will make
you wear a clown
nose. I promise. 
As long as I'm here at

least. 

IT’S TRICKIER WITH VIRTUAL 
PRESENTATIONS 
TO PREVENT THIS 



what this is not

An off off broadway MUSICAL 
ABOUT THE STAGES OF SKIN BREAKDOWN

ONE...erythema 
with 
no 

open 
wound



Laughter
 is 

not
 the 
best

 medicine. 



NOW IT’S YOUR TURN

WHAT WORRIES, FEARS DO YOU HAVE
 ABOUT USING HUMOR AT WORK/ 

IN YOUR PRACTICE



yes. but is this TOOL
dangerous?  



UM SO WE USE
SOME PRETTY
DARK HUMOR

AROUND HERE. -
INSERT 

EXAMPLE- IS 
THAT...UM OKAY? 



THEY KNOW I’M NOT THETHEY KNOW I’M NOT THE
DIRECTOR OF THE HUMOR ETHICSDIRECTOR OF THE HUMOR ETHICS
AND EFFICACY COMMITTEEAND EFFICACY COMMITTEE    FORFOR

THEIR PROFESSION.THEIR PROFESSION.  

::  

BUT NO ONE ELSEBUT NO ONE ELSE  
HAS THAT TITLE EITHER.HAS THAT TITLE EITHER.

SO IT MAKES SENSESO IT MAKES SENSE  
I’M THE ONE THEY ASK.I’M THE ONE THEY ASK.    



::  

THERE IS NO SIMPLE ANSWER.THERE IS NO SIMPLE ANSWER.

  BACKSTAGE HUMOR (AKA GALLOWSBACKSTAGE HUMOR (AKA GALLOWS
HUMOR AKA DARK HUMOR) IS HUMORHUMOR AKA DARK HUMOR) IS HUMOR

THAT ARISES IN SITUATIONS ANDTHAT ARISES IN SITUATIONS AND
ABOUT SUBJECT MATTER THAT ISABOUT SUBJECT MATTER THAT IS
NORMALLY CONSIDERED QUITENORMALLY CONSIDERED QUITE

SERIOUSSERIOUS  
(DEATH, DISASTER, TRAGEDY, OR(DEATH, DISASTER, TRAGEDY, OR

JUST A TUESDAY PERHAPS FOR YOU).JUST A TUESDAY PERHAPS FOR YOU).



::  

WE’RE CALLING IT BACKSTAGE HUMORWE’RE CALLING IT BACKSTAGE HUMOR
BECAUSE IT’S NOT MEANT TO BEBECAUSE IT’S NOT MEANT TO BE

SHARED WITH THE OUTSIDE WORLD- NOTSHARED WITH THE OUTSIDE WORLD- NOT
WITH OUR FAMILIES, OUR FRIENDS,WITH OUR FAMILIES, OUR FRIENDS,

PATIENTS, CLIENTS, AND NOT ON SOCIALPATIENTS, CLIENTS, AND NOT ON SOCIAL
MEDIA.MEDIA.  

DEFINITELY DEFINITELY, DEFINITELYDEFINITELY DEFINITELY, DEFINITELY
NOT ON SOCIAL MEDIANOT ON SOCIAL MEDIA  



::  

THE RESEARCH THAT HAS BEEN DONE SO FAR INDICATES THAT BACKSTAGETHE RESEARCH THAT HAS BEEN DONE SO FAR INDICATES THAT BACKSTAGE
HUMOR CAN BE QUITE USEFUL FOR US AS HELPING PROFESSIONALS.HUMOR CAN BE QUITE USEFUL FOR US AS HELPING PROFESSIONALS.

UNDER THE RIGHT CONDITIONS, IT CAN HELPUNDER THE RIGHT CONDITIONS, IT CAN HELP
DECREASE:DECREASE:  

PHYSICALPHYSICAL
  MANIFESTATIONSMANIFESTATIONS  

OF INCREASEDOF INCREASED
  CORTISOLCORTISOL

ISOLATIONISOLATION

EXISTENTIAL CRISISESEXISTENTIAL CRISISES

SYMPTOMS OF VICARIOUS/SYMPTOMS OF VICARIOUS/
SECONDHAND TRUAMASECONDHAND TRUAMA  

BUT WHAT ARE THE RIGHT CONDITIONS?BUT WHAT ARE THE RIGHT CONDITIONS?  

(BARBER 2015, BECK 97, BERK 2015, Bjarnadottir 2011, Hayley 2023)(BARBER 2015, BECK 97, BERK 2015, Bjarnadottir 2011, Hayley 2023)



NOT HERE







POSITIVE VS NEGATIVE
HUMOR

SUBJECT MATTER IS LESS
IMPORTANT THAN TARGET









sometimes we feel powerless. feeling powerless
 isn’t always the best measure of powerlessness 





POSITIVE VS NEGATIVE
HUMOR

CONNECTIVE vs
alienating

(Oczkowski, 2019)



ASK...
"Does this joke make
people feel closer?"

(Kuiper et al., 2019)



what if I make a
mistake with this

tool?



Yes, we do have to be more
careful of our use of humor
than we did, say 20 years
ago.



Yes, we do have to be more
careful of our use of humor
than we did, say 20 years
ago.

WHY IS THAT A BAD THING?





NOW IT’S YOUR TURN



so, why else would
i use this tool?



UILD
trust 
relationships

community

(taney, 2018)



xpress
UNCERTAINTY
CONCERNS

(Buiting 2020, BEACH 2015, WILLIAMS 2009)



omfort

soothe others

relieve tension

eg patient to family, patient to nurse, nurse to patient

(Buiting, 2020) 
(CHAPPLE, 2004) 

(BEACH, 2015) 

(claxton, 2016)



now  

you knew this one was coming, right?

(WILLIAMS, 2009) 
(Astedt-Kurk, 2001)

our  
limits



KNOWING OUR LIMITS
IS OUR ONLY LIFEBOAT.

Okay, maybe that and time off.



 
It's more fun to be a good…

rn/md/rd/pt than an
than an inadequate superhero. 









Laughter can
help us be

truly present. 
(Canestrari C, 2021)



Perhaps by giving us a little of
a break from the moment.

The more the moment hurts, the
more important the break is. 



Not everything is an emergency! 
Humor helps us prioritize.

(Savitsky, 2021),



Humor helps put things back into
perspective and is one of the most

powerful weapons against cognitive
distortions.



humor can be used as a tool to...

keep out

hide embarassment

avoid  or postpone a conversation 

avoid a topic 

decrease vulnerability

(WILLIAMS, 2009) 
(Astedt-Kurk, 2001)

create distance from age or
illness related losses



rient
to another perspective:

focus on positive aspects of
situation to improve mood

(WILLIAMS, 2009) 
(beach 2015)



Humor helps us come up with
win/win solutions instead of

win/lose solutions



Humor helps us say “I was wrong and
you were right.”



so,HOW CAN I BE MORE
SKILLFUL WITH THIS tool?



in a 2016 study of Advanced cancer patients’ priorities
regarding 

wishes at the end of life
45 percent of all 

patients rated 
“keeping my sense of humor”

as one of their 
top ten priorities for end of life.

(how did they even think to ask that!)

patients need 
us to see their humor. 

(Hayden, 2014)



the earliest research we have
about this subject 

dated from when dinosaurs
roamed the earth

 in one study, 
humor was observed

 in 85 % of all 
provider-patient interactions

70 % was initiated by patients

(eg Adamle, December, 2005)

revealed that humor in healthcare,
especially in grave/ serious situations

is no joke



patients and families who have
their offers of humor ignored,

not noticed, or rejected.

are less adherent
 to treatment 

and
demonstrate less 

trust in their providers
(delgado, 2016)



“I’M JUST NOT A person
 who can saw”

SAID NO ONE EVER 

HUMOR SKILLS CAN BE TAUGHT!
(McGhee, 2016)



have to memorize jokes: 
“so a kid with cf and a kid with cancer 

walked into a bar…”
that would be absurd. and terrible

fortunately, in order to meet the humor
needs of patients we don’t

KNOCK KNOCK 
WHO’S THERE?

UH... 



also, it would make us 
unpopular at parties...

so unpopular



you don’t have to consider
yourself a “funny person” to use

humor with patients. 
it’s about recognizing and

responding. 

think of it as a game of baseball.
the patient throws out some

humor and we catch it...



once you have caught 
the humor ball

(you frickin’ hero, you!)

you have a choice.
do you want to

throw
it back?

(dean, 2005)



the algorithm for this choice is
 more art than science, 

but we do know in the case of humor 
about very serious subjects,  

it works best if...

-you have a trusting
 relationship with the patient

-they are not dealing with severe pain, 
anxiety or a new diagnosis. 

-you throw it more softly than they did

(dean, 2005)



when my partner (who had ovarian cancer) decided to
stop chemo and transition her care to comfort only, we
scheduled an intake with home hospice. the nurse drove

up  while my partner and i  were outside. 



IS THIS...
ARE YOU ALL...

ARE YOU HAVING
A SNOWBALL FIGHT?!?

WHAT’S
IT 

GONNA 
DO?

KILL ME?



IS THIS...
ARE YOU ALL...

ARE YOU HAVING
A SNOWBALL FIGHT?!?

WHAT’S
IT 

GONNA 
DO?

KILL ME?

THE PITCH



THAT 
IS A VERY GOOD

POINT!
WHAT’S

IT 
GONNA 

DO?
KILL ME?

THE PITCH

THE CATCH



WE LOVED THAT NURSE FROM THAT MOMENT ON



WE TRUSTED THAT NURSE FROM THAT MOMENT ON



HERE’S MY PITCH
my boss 

(bless her heart)

BUT MORE GENTLY

THAN I THREW IT

 (ACCIDENTAL. BUT STILL)

march 2020

AND importantly

also acknowledged

THROWS IT BACK

the emotional truth of

my humorous comment



PITCH
CATCH



PITCH CATCH

throwback



NOW IT’S YOUR TURN



SOMETIMES PATIENTS USE HUMOR TO
COMMUNICATE SOMETHING THAT THEY

DON’T FEEL COMFORTABLE TALKING ABOUT
IN A MORE SERIOUS WAY.

SOMETIMES HUMOR IS USED TO 
START A CONVERSATION but

SOMETIMES HUMOR IS USED TO 
PREVENT A CONVERSATION



there is nothing inherently 
DESTRUCTIVE

 about using humor to
deflect/stop a
conversation.

 either as provider
or patient

(Sousa, 2020)



oh you don’t use humor to
deflect?

hmmm. what did you say
last time a patient 

asked a question you felt
was too personal to

answer? 
see? Nothing inherently

wrong. 



but if at all
possible,  

laugh at the
joke first. 



Managing
"hecklers"

BONUS tip: 



Don't tell me
you don't have

hecklers at
your job. 



What does
this heckler

need? 

tip #1 



CALL THE MOMENT
Sometimes the funniest thing to do is
just to call the moment.
“Well, this is certainly awkward” 

Even if you never do anything else
funny in your life, people will love
you for that.

tip #2 



CALL THE MOMENT
Sometimes the funniest thing to do is just to
call the moment.
“Well, this is certainly awkward” 
Even if you never do anything else funny in
your life, people will love you for that.

tip #2 

children love to call
the moment. 



Make it so you don’t have to respond in the
moment…think of the comeback beforehand!

Anticipate hard spots and look for the setup.
If all else fails, just repeat the statement back

verrrryyy slowly. 

THAT'S WHAT I SHOULD HAVE SAID/DONE GAME, THE MORE
YOU REHEARSE THE CLOSER IT WILL BECOME TO REAL TIME.

CREATE BETTER NUERAL PATHWAYS FOR HUMOR

tip #3 



how do i find ways to
use this tool more?





intentionintention



ELEBRATE





CELEBRATECELEBRATE
EVERYEVERY
HOLIDAYHOLIDAY



NOW IT’S YOUR TURN



OWER
AUGHTER 

 
THRESHOLD



LAUGH 
LOUDER
LONGER

MORE HEARTILY
WITH MORE OF YOUR 

ABDOMEN 
(OR ANY OTHER BODY AREAS 

YOU'RE OKAY WITH BEING INVOLVED)



NOW IT’S YOUR TURN



NSERT



INTENTIONALLY INSERT HUMOR 
INTO YOUR DAILY ROUTINE

pediatric emergency 

11 AM:

2 PM WATCH FUNNY YOUTUBEVIDEOS

1 PM: MEDIATE EMOTIONALLY WRENCHING
CONVERSATION

Noon

9 AM:

child protective services hearing
FATALITY meetiNG

3 PM: SOMETHING EVEN MORE TERRIBLE
THAT KELLI CAN’T THINK UP BECAUSE

SHE DOESN’T DO THIS JOB

10 AM: ETHICS meeting



HUMOR

INSERT 

PHYSICAL
 & 

VIRTUAL

SPACES

INTO YOUR



IX
YOUR ENVIRONMENT



THIS JUST IN: 
EVERYTHING

 IS
 TERRIBLE



 ISN’T DOOMSCROLLING 
ESSENTIALLY 

CYBERBULLYING 
YOURSELF?



IND
FOUND
HUMOR



. 



JUDY CARTER'S FIND THE FUNNY
FORMULA
I’m [INSERT DEFECT] Woohoo!” Hey there
are advantages to being [INSERT
DEFECT] [INSERT ADVANTAGE] [INSERT
ADVANTAGE] [INSERT ADVANTAGE]
 



OYS













FFICIAL



YOU KNOW YOU’RE A
(WRITE NAME 

OF YOUR JOB TITLE) 

IF YOU.....





HAVE A “MERRY MEETING” POLICY.
BUT DON’T CALL IT THAT.

 PLEASE DON’T CALL IT THAT.  

ASK YOUR TEAM/COWORKERS TO TELL
 A FUNNY STORY TO BEGIN THE MEETING. 

IF NO ONE HAS A FUNNY STORY,
TELL A KNOCK KNOCK JOKE

PEOPLE WILL START LOOKING FOR
FUNNY STORIES IN ORDER TO AVOID

HEARING KNOCK KNOCK JOKES. 



LAYFUL
(joke is on you)





if they’re laughing at you, 
and you start laughing

they’re laughing with you 





in summary
humor helps...

if the aim is connection
 the target is appropriate

YOU GIVE YOURSELF PERMISSION
for humor across CATEGORIES,

 remember the pitch and catch rule
you don’t have to be a 

naturally funny person to reap the benefits of humor. 
INSTEAD FOCUS ON MAKING intentional efforts 

to recognize AND NURTURE HUMOR 



Who is going to be your 
let's-find-the-humor-together accountability

partner?  (consent is key) 

How can I support you?
Text 215.964.1963

kellidunham@gmail.com
@kellidunham all the socials 

https://bit.ly/nchfllaughs
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