
 



Laughter as Medicine in the Time of COVID-19 
Story by: Jim Deming, M.D.  
Mayo Clinic Health System 

Did you hear about the guy who got fired from his job at the orange juice factory? He just 
couldn’t concentrate! 

So began our daily “Laughter in Medicine” project last March to help our home health, 
hospice and palliative care department through the COVID pandemic, one of the most 
gravely serious crises in history. Despite all the fear, uncertainty, suffering and death, we 
purposely reached for the dusty joke book to stay connected to each other and to stay sane. 

Some of the humor was COVID-related: 

Why did the chicken cross the road? 
Because it wanted to practice social distancing! 

Some were healthcare related: 

Whatever you do, give 100%. Unless you are donating blood. 

Some were obtuse: 

Telling your suitcase there’s not going to be any vacation this year can be tough. 
Emotional baggage is the worst. 

Some were about death: 

Will glass coffins be a success?  
Remains to be seen. 

Some were mathematical: 

There are 10 kinds of people in the world, those who understand the binary number 
system and those who don’t. 

Sometimes members of our department jumped in (Thank you, Kathy!): 

To the person who stole my antidepressant medication, I hope you’re happy now.  

Eventually, Fridays became audience participation day. One of the most popular was “How 
many jokes or puns do we know about nuclear physics?” 

One atom says to another, “I think I lost an electron!” 
The other said, “Are you sure?” 
The first replied, “Yes. I’m positive.” 

A photon checks into a hotel and the bellhop asks, "Would you like help with your 
luggage?" 
The photon replies, "I don't have any. I’m traveling light.” 

Jean added:  

Dad, does the moon provide light and heat to support all life on earth through the 
process of nuclear fusion? 

No, sun.  
 



Hospice may seem like a strange place for humor. However, humor has been correlated 
with increased psychological safety, increased confidence, increased resilience and 
increased creativity. It has also been shown to help make leaders more approachable while 
maintaining their authority. 

I’m looking after my blacksmith’s dog. As soon as I got him home, he made a bolt for 
the door. 

Humor helped our team members go into the homes and hospital rooms of our patients—
some with COVID—and it helped us as we carefully did all we could to avoid bringing it 
home our families. Humor helped us cope with countless online meetings, including the 
technical glitches, bringing a new understanding of “being there for each other.” 

Did you hear about the optician who fell into his lens-grinding machine and made a 
spectacle of himself? 

For me, humor helped me cope with my own anger and disappointment when I received a 
positive COVID test (fortunately, no symptoms), and it helped both my wife and me to live in 
the same house without crossing paths for ten days. Humor has helped us remain in close 
contact with our four children scattered across America, so close and yet so untouchable. 
Humor helped us participate in and cope with a fractious presidential campaign and 
election. I believe that humor will help us cope with a very unpredictable future, which will 
never, ever look that same as it did before the pandemic. 

I started a sailboat factory in my attic. Sails are going through the roof! 

We have found that humor is contagious. In December I started sharing the daily missives 
with other hospice leaders across Mayo Midwest at their request. And in February, we 
started sending them to northwest Wisconsin providers who signed up for them. 

A woman recently got free airline tickets for her five babies under the airline’s free 
quint flier program. 

I believe that humor is some of the mortar that keeps our team together. At least once a 
week, someone replies-to-all with a joke, often better than mine! The format also allows me 
to share a more serious thought once a month to convey my sincere appreciation for 
everyone and share my respect. 

An old man on his deathbed was approached by his children. “Dad,” they said, “we 
were afraid to ask you, but perhaps the time has come. Do you want to be buried or 
cremated?” 

“Oh, I don’t know,” he replied. “Surprise me!” 

Oh, in hospice we get pain and loss. Every day, we deal with unspeakable sadness and 
loss. We don’t minimize it; we acknowledge it and embrace it. We suffer along with others, 
the true meaning of “com-passion.” We pour our hearts into our work, and with proper self-
care, when we pour our hearts out, we actually fill them, sometimes to overflowing. It’s very 
strange. 

One last COVID-related joke: 

My husband put up a big map of the world and gave me a dart to throw, promising 
that we would take a vacation there when the pandemic is over. 

Turns out we’re going to spend two weeks behind the refrigerator. 

 



I recently posed a very serious question to the Mayo Midwest hospice leaders online. One 
physician from Minnesota replied with a bullet list of responses. The last one was “Keep the 
jokes coming.” 

As Anne Lamott said, “Laughter is carbonated holiness.” 
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Keira Ludwigson is a freshman at Menomonie High School.  

The story my artwork was inspired by was "Laughter as Medicine in the Time of COVID" 
made by Jim Deming M.D. I took inspiration from how he used his jokes to keep people 
connected and give hope to those who need it, just like how in the artwork the two birds are 
connected from the red ribbon. It shows that no matter which direction each bird tries flying, 
they will still be together and there to support each other 

 
 

 

View all the pieces in the Healing Reflections online gallery. 
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