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This insert is for use with Question 1. 
 
 
The three texts that follow are: 
 
Text 1: The Laugh Out Loud Joke Book 
Text 2: The Science of Laughter 
Text 3: Warming Up 
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to see all three texts 
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Text 2 

 

The Science of Laughter 
March 21, 2023 

 

 

By Jonathan McIntosh  

It’s long been said that laughter is the best medicine.  And whether it’s the effects of a sharp 
one-liner, a knockout knock-knock joke, or the latest viral video dominating social media, a 
hearty dose of humour is good for the health.  

But what exactly happens to our minds and bodies when we’re tittering, giggling, or at the 
mercy of a full-blown belly laugh?   

Here, we examine the science of laughter to better understand what’s going on when our 
funny bones are suitably tickled.  

Laughter as survival instinct   

Laughter evolved as a form of social bonding and a way for animals to express playful 
behaviour.  For example, mammals including rats, dolphins and apes laugh when they’re 
tickled or when playing.  Humans, however, don’t need physical triggers to spark        
laughter – although tickling is likely to almost always leave the recipient tickled pink.   

According to Janet Gibson, a professor of cognitive psychology at Iowa’s Grinnell College, 
laughter developed in humans as a survival tool.   

https://mensa.org.uk/2023/03/21/
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She argues that laughter has kept social groups together throughout the ages because it 
tells others that there’s no need to be worried or anxious about what’s going on around them. 
The human brain has maintained these connections over the centuries, which is why we 
associate laughter with feelings of amusement, safety, connection, and relaxation.  

In fact, there’s a whole host of activity happening in our brains when we find ourselves 
hapless to the har-de-hars.   

Laughter makes us feel good   

Much like the saying, laughter is indeed a strong medicine.  When we’re busy guffawing with 
glee, laughter swaps the stress-inducing cortisol in our bloodstream for a cocktail of          
feel-good neurotransmitters: dopamine, oxytocin and endorphins.   

Dopamine helps improve learning, motivation, and attention span, while oxytocin – dubbed 
the “bonding” chemical – can foster feelings of connection when it flows into the 
bloodstream.    

Endorphins also trigger feelings of pleasure and help lower adrenaline levels.  Peculiarly 
enough, a 2011 study by Dunbar et al. found that people can withstand 15% more pain 
purely by laughing for a few minutes beforehand.   

Laughing each day can help keep the doctor at bay  

A natural mood booster, laughter increases oxygen intake, stimulates our lungs, muscles, 
and heart, and raises endorphin levels released in the brain.  It also improves circulation and 
facilitates muscle relaxation – helping to lessen the impact of the physical symptoms of 
stress associated with the fight-or-flight response.   

Negative thoughts can catalyse the release of neurotransmitters and hormones like cortisol, 
which can wreak havoc on the cardiovascular, metabolic, and immune systems over time. 
The positive thoughts connected to laughter catalyse the release of neuropeptides that can 
help battle stress by lowering heart rate and blood pressure.  

A 2020 study by Zander-Schellenberg et al – which saw the psychologists measure the 
frequency and intensity of the laughter and stress of 41 people over a two-week             
period – found that the more participants laughed, the less stress they reported.   

Having plenty of laughter in our lives can also act as a handy reappraisal technique that 
helps ground us in the moment.  Laughter can also leave us feeling more content with our 
lives too.   

Lurie and Monahan found in their 2014 study that the emotions produced by laughter – such 
as amusement, happiness, and joy – increased wellbeing and life satisfaction.  Because of 
this, they argued laughter can make it easier to cope with difficult situations while facilitating 
a deeper appreciation of the meaning of life.  
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*ad-libbing: to perform without preparing the words in advance 
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