HEALTH BENEFITS OF LAUGHTER

Laughter is a great medicine. Like intense exercise, laughter increases brain levels of serotonin and endorphins that can calm and relax the mind. Every year there is more evidence that your thoughts, moods, emotions and belief systems have a fundamental impact on the body’s basic health and healing mechanisms. Candice Pert in her book, The Molecules of Emotions, found that emotions are registered and stored in the body in the form of chemical messages. Better understanding the interaction between emotions and these chemical messages are the key to maintaining a strong health connection between the body and the mind.  It is through the emotions you experience in connection with your thoughts and daily attitudes, through the neurochemical changes that accompany these emotions, that your mind acquires the power to influence whether you get sick or remain well. 

The key, according to Pert, is found in complex molecules called neuropeptides. Peptides are found throughout the body, including the brain and immune system. These neuropeptides are the means by which all cells in the body communicate with each other. This includes brain to brain messages, brain to body messages , body to body messages and body to brain messages. 

Individual cells, including brain cells, immune cells, and other body cells have receptor sites that receive neuropeptides. The kinds of neuropeptides available to cells are constantly changing, reflecting variation in your emotions throughout the day. The exact combinations of neuropeptides released during different emotional states have not yet been determined. The kind and number of emotion linked neuropeptides available at receptor sites of cells influence your probability of stating well or getting sick. Building more humour and laughter in your life helps assure that these chemical messages are working for you, not against you.

“ The chemicals that are running our body and our brain are the same chemicals that are involved in emotion. And that says to me that .. we’d better pay more attention to emotions with respect to our health. “ Candice Pert- Molecules of Emotion

A growing number of physicians are acknowledging that a shift in attitude is the most significant factor in the healing process. The Medical Illness Counselling Centre in Maryland in the States, reported that laughter and positive mental imagery, when used by cancer patients, caused lymphocytes to multiply and fight tumours more effectively. 
 In a study that looked at the effect of humour on the secretion of Secretory immunoglobulin A (sIgA), an index of mucosal immunity, it was found that there was a positive increase in the secretion of sIgA when the respondent was in a positive mood. 
 It has also been found that a strengthened immune system is sustained for 30 minutes for IgA, IgG, a number of B cells, activation and number of T cells, activation and number of natural killer cells and gamma-interferon. The immuno-enhancement effect was still present 12 hours later for IgA, IgG, and a number of B cells. 

Norman Cousins drew the attention of the medical community to the pain reducing power of humour in his book, Anatomy of an Illness. Norman had a spinal disease that left him in constant pain. But he quickly discovered while watching comedy films that belly laughter eased his pain. In his last book, Head First, The Biology of Hope, he noted that 10 minutes of belly laughter would give him two hours of pain free sleep. Over a dozen studies have now confirmed that humour does have the power to reduce pain in many patients. 

Many patients discover this in their own experience. Rheumatoid arthritis patients who report more chronic pain, also say they look for humour more often in everyday life. Consistent with this idea, one study showed that when elderly residents of a long-term care facility watched funny movies, the level of pain they experienced was reduced. In a study of 35 patients in a rehabilitation hospital, 74% agreed with the statement, “Sometimes laughing works as well as a pain pill”. The patients had such conditions as traumatic brain injury, spinal cord injury, arthritis, limb amputations and a range of other neurological or musculoskeletal disorders. 

In a study that looked at the benefits of distraction and laugher as possible mechanisms of dealing with pain and discomfort, the research team found that both humour and relaxation videos raised the respondents discomfort thresholds. With the introduction of an expectation that these videos would assist in managing the pain, additional increases in pain thresholds occurred, further supporting the belief that the mind-body connection is very important in the overall management of pain and discomfort. 

In Tasmania, the Tasmanian Arthritis Foundation, under the direction of Heather Donaldson, has incorporated weekly laughter activities into their support groups. Noted benefits have been a reduction in pain, improvement in overall general mood and a reduction in the use of painkillers and anti-depressant medication. For more information on the work of the Tasmania Arthritis Foundation, please contact Heather on 

03 63931286. 

SOME OF THE OTHER HEALTH BENEFITS OF LAUGHTER THERAPY ARE:

Muscle Relaxation

Research has shown that muscle relaxation results from a good belly laugh. One study even showed that people using a biofeedback apparatus where able to relax muscles more quickly after watching funny cartoons than after looking at beautiful scenery. When you have a good belly laugh, it also gives the heart a great cardiac workout. Some people have referred to this as “internal jogging” and you can give your heart a great workout every day by just laughing. 

Laughter also triggers a peculiar respiratory effect, which offers health benefits for certain individuals. In normal relaxed breathing, there is a balance between the amount of air you take in and breathe out. The problem is that when you are not breathing deeply, a considerable amount of residual air remains in the lungs. When you’re under stress, breathing becomes even shallower and more rapid, reducing the amount of oxygen taken in and producing a still greater amount of residual air. This breathing also occurs more from the chest instead of the diaphragm. As this residual air stays in the lungs for longer periods of time, its’ oxygen content drops and the level of water vapour and carbon dioxide increases. The health risk here arises for individuals prone to respiratory difficulties, since the increased water vapour creates a more favourable environment for bacterial growth and pulmonary infection.

Frequent belly laughing reduces this risk by emptying your lungs of more of the air that’s taken in. When you laugh, you push air out of your lungs until you can’t push out any more. Then you take a deep breath and start the same process all over again. Each time you laugh, you get rid of the excess carbon dioxide and water vapour that’s building up and replacing it with oxygen rich air.  Emphysema and respiratory patients often have a build up of phlegm or mucous in their respiratory tracts. When they laugh, they inevitably start coughing which helps loosen the phlegm and expel it from the lungs, and the patients have great time at the same time!

Reduction of stress hormones

When you’re under stress, your body undergoes a series of hormonal and other body changes which make up the “fight or flight” response. Even though there’s no physical threat to your life, your body reacts as if there were. If you’re under stress day after day, this preparation for a vigorous physical response (which never happens) begins to pose a threat to your health. Anything, which can reduce the level of stress hormones in the blood on a regular basis, helps reduce this threat. The limited research on stress related hormones and humour has shown that laughter reduces at least four neuroendocrine hormones associated with the stress response including adrenalin, cortisol, dopac and growth hormone. 

LAUGHTER CLUBS AUSTRALASIA

[image: image1.jpg]


[image: image2.jpg]


In support of laughter’s most positive effects on our health and well being, Laughter Clubs Australasia was established to provide a free service to members of the community who wanted to do something positive for their health. Based in Adelaide, there are now laughter clubs in nearly every capital city of Australia. The Laughter Club format is run along the same lines as the Indian Laughter Clubs, as established by Dr Madan Kataria in the mid 1990’s. The one major benefit everyone gets from attending a laughter club session is a sense of well-being. After only 15 minutes of laughter in the morning, most people will feel fresher throughout the day. 

Format of Laughter Club Session.

Most clubs start in the morning, normally using an outdoor venue to gain the full benefit of the fresh air and open spaces. The sessions are normally 20 to 30 minutes, starting and finishing promptly. All the members stand in a circle or semi circle, with distance between members no great than 2-3 feet, to ensure maximum eye contact which helps stimulate laughter. Members normally move around throughout the session, using sustained eye contact. 
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A 20 minute session is normally a perfect blend of stimulated laughter, deep breathing and stretching exercises. One bout of laughter lasts for 30-45 seconds. After each bout of laughter, deep breaths are taken in order to give all members a resting break. Sometimes various neck, shoulder and arm stretching exercises are also used. During a session participants will be involved in a number of different types of laughs – the hearty laugh, the lion laugh, the greeting laugh, the swoosh laugh and many more. 

In between each laugh members will use the Ho-Ho-Ha-Ha-Ha exercise in unison with rhythmic clapping. The sound comes from the naval so as to feel the abdominal movement of abdominal muscles, while keeping the mouth open. 
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The format of laughter sessions is very adaptable so that if participants have any mobility problems, the format and movements can be changed very easily. The only consistent factor in all sessions is hearty, belly laughing which always manifests with every group. The laughter is never forced, but should be more an openness to feeling and enjoying the process. Sometimes people may experience a mildly heavy head after a laughter session, especially in the beginning. This is quite normal and normally if participants don’t overexert and laugh forcefully these problems disappear immediately. 

TYPES OF LAUGHTER:

1. GREETING LAUGHTER Under the command of the anchor person, the members come a little closer to each other and greet each other with a particular gesture, while laughing in a medium tone and maintaining eye contact. One can join both the hands (Namaste laughter) or one can bend at the hips and laugh by looking in the eyes of the neighbour (Japanese way) or there could many other ways of greeting according to the region, state or country. This is followed by Ho-Ho Ha-Ha chanting and clapping 5-6 times and deep breathing twice. 

2. SILENT LAUGHTER WITH MOUTH WIDE OPEN In this type of laughter, the mouth is opened as wide as possible and participants laugh looking at each others' faces and making different gestures showing their palms to each other, shaking their heads and sometimes their hands. Silent Laughter should be done with quick movements of the abdominal muscle as we do during spontaneous laughter. It should not be like a prolonged hissing sound, which looks more artificial. Important: One should not apply excess force or over exert while laughing without sound. It can be harmful if intra-abdominal pressure is raised unnecessarily. One should try to impart more feeling rather than applying too much force. 

3. HUMMING LAUGHTER WITH LIPS CLOSED In this type of laughter the lips are closed and a person tries to laugh while making a humming sound which resonates throughout the skull. People can keep on looking at each other making some gestures to stimulate each other. Some people also call it pigeon laughter . Caution: One should not try to laugh without sound while keeping the mouth closed with force. This raises undue pressure in the abdominal cavity that may be harmful. 

4. MEDIUM LAUGHTER In this type of laughter, one laughs gently in a medium tone while going up to another person, or strikes palms with each other, either above the head or below the chest or both. There is lot of movement in the group as one should try to laugh and meet 4-5 different people. This is very enjoyable as it is gentle and can be prolonged a bit, plus there is interaction between various members. 

5. SWINGING LAUGHTER This is an interesting kind of laughter as it has a lot of playfulness. All the members move outwards by two meters to widen the circle. On instruction from the anchor person people move forward by making a prolonged sound of Ae Ae- Aeeeee , simultaneously raising the hands and they all burst into laughter while meeting in the centre and waving their hands. After the bout of laughter, they move back to their original position. The second time they move forward by saying Oh- 0000000 and burst into laughter. Similarly, the third and fourth times they make the sounds of Eh- Eh... E and Oh- oh... 0 Many people are seen behaving like children and enjoying the fun.

6.  ONE-METER LAUGHTER This is the invention of a Laughter Club member dealing in cloth merchandise. It duplicates how we measure an imaginary one-meter by moving one hand over the stretched arm of the other side and extending the shoulder. The hand is moved in three jerks by chanting Ae , Ae , Aeee and then participants burst into laughter by stretching both the arms. First the imaginary measurement is done on the left side and then on the right. This cycle is repeated twice. Again, this laughter has a playful quality. People enjoy the chanting of Ae,Ae, ….in a staccato manner. 

Sometimes people with certain physical conditions need to be careful when participating in laughter sessions, and normally they should talk about this to the leader before commencing. Sometimes medical approval may be necessary before participating in laughter sessions. People who should check with their doctors first are:

· Anyone with uncontrolled high blood pressure

· Anyone with a hernia should receive medical approval first before participating in laughter sessions. As laughter increases intra-abdominal pressure, laughter may aggravate this condition and it should be checked out first. 

· Advanced haemorrhoids

· Heart disease with chest pain. Laughter therapy should be avoided for three months after a heart attack and for at least two months after any form of abdominal surgery. Check with your doctor first

· Pregnancy – in the late stages of pregnancy an increase in intra-abdominal pressure may cause discomfort and pain.  So check with your doctor first

· Severe cold or flu – Those suffering from a viral cold or running nose along with fever and chest infection should stay away from laughter club for 2-3 days or until the infection and fever settle down.

If you’re not sure, talk to the Laughter Leader first and they will provide you with advice as to whether a laughter club session is suitable or not. 

Laughter is free and available to everyone as part of an ongoing health strategy. Laughter also strengthens bonds of friendship. Remember that it takes 72 facial muscles to frown but only 14 to smile. So give your face a rest and laugh every day. It can’t hurt.

For more information on Laughter Clubs in NSW please contact Shirley Hicks on 

(02) 9879-4865 or e-mail on greatvibes@amaze.com.au. For information on other clubs outside of NSW please contact Peter Salerno on (08) 83365417 or e-mail on psalerno@ozemail.com.au.
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Slip some humor-packed pastimes into your weekend. It just might help you and your loved one live longer. 


Research has credited laughter with not only the power to reduce stress levels, but also the ability to relieve pain, improve immunity, and reduce blood pressure. So whether you watch a funny movie, attend a comedy show, or just share good times with someone you love this weekend, be sure to set aside some time for age-reducing belly laughs. ��RealAge Benefit: Laughing often can make your RealAge up to 8 years younger. 
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