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What’s working?...  How about therapeutic clowning!!
David Langdon BA Hon. , Clown/Child Life Specialist

One child life specialist; two therapeutic clowns!
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In 1986, Canadian therapeutic clowning began at Children’s 
Hospital, HSC Winnipeg and coincidentally in New York City with The 
Clown Care Unit.  Since then, therapeutic clowning has become an 
integral part of health care teams throughout much of the developed 
world.  This emergence of the therapeutic clown in 
health care settings is a natural fit with the altruistic 
and therapeutic nature of clowning.

Therapeutic Value of Clowning:

Throughout history, clowns and “clown play” have helped communities achieve balance 
and wholeness.  Both reflect the nature of the environment in which they serve.  In the 
circus, “clown play” helps release tension between the high risk acts.  In medieval courts, 
clowns and jesters were able to circumvent behavioral norms through play in order 
to speak “inconvenient truth”.  Clowns have even playfully complemented shaman or 
medicine men in many aboriginal cultures.

Whether a clown is juggling, playing music, eliciting laughter or sadly enduring the 
trials of life; PLAY is essential to the activity of the clown.  Since play is primary to the 
clown, spontaneity, improvisation, creativity and hope are basic clowning elements.  
This playfulness allows serious areas of the human condition to be addressed with a 
lightness, an honesty, and a tenderness.

Therapeutic Clowns:

Therapeutic clowns are experienced clowns who have also been specifically trained to work 
in health care settings. As professional employees, they work with the health care team to 
meet the needs of the patients and families.

There are many variations of the therapeutic clown, such as being non-speaking or verbal, 
working solo or in duos, traditional clown or “clown doctor”, or working with children or 
adults. The therapeutic clown reflects the needs and aesthetic of their community. 

Through communication with staff and access to patient charts, the therapeutic clown 
practitioner is aware of their patient’s medical condition and any possible  limitations in their play. 
As well, other team members rely upon the clown to jointly meet patient goals (i.e. encourage a 
patient to get out of bed). The clown addresses, affirms and celebrates the “whole” patient.

Canadian Association of Therapeutic Clowns/ 
L’Association Canadienne des Clowns Thérapeutiques

CATC/ACCT is a professional association of Canadian therapeutic clowns, founded in 2005.  The 
association is committed to high standards of practice and professional growth, promotes the profession 
of clown in general and the profession of therapeutic clowning in particular.  The organization has a code 
of ethics, a statement of principles and is currently working on standards of best practice and training.

CATC/ACCT holds an annual symposium in conjunction with its Annual General Meeting hosted by 
an established therapeutic clown program.  In 2010 the association’s membership stretches from 
coast to coast with over 45 therapeutic clown practitioners.

A Therapeutic Clown Program:
                     Child Life/Clown Program: Children’s Hospital, HSC, Winnipeg 

The Therapeutic Clown Program began in Winnipeg in May of 1986, and is the longest running therapeutic clowning program in Canada 
and perhaps the world.  It was initiated by Karen Ridd (Robo).  As the Child Life department had already adopted a mascot puppet for their 
pediatric closed-circuit TV, they were very receptive to her innovative idea of clowning in hospital.  After an initial pilot project was launched, 
therapeutic clowning quickly became a staple at the Children’s Hospital in Winnipeg.

As part of the child life department, the clown program shares the mandate to strive to reduce the stress and anxiety of hospitalization on 
children and their families.  Through the medium of clown, child-directed play and clown activities such as physical comedy, music, mime, 
magic, juggling, bubble blowing, and face painting, the clown offers patients experiences that are spontaneous, creative, humorous, and 
supportive.  The clown also interacts with patients’ families and members of the healthcare staff.

In a setting without much opportunity for control over their illness or treatment, patients are empowered by the choices and play offered 
by the therapeutic clowns and are given an opportunity to step outside of the medical experience and focus on normal emotions.  For 
patients, the program:  reduces stress and anxiety, empowers the patient and family, provides timely distraction, provides consistency for 
returning patients, encourages creativity, reinforces medical interventions, provides normalizing play opportunities, provides emotional 
support, and humanizes the health care environment.

The Therapeutic Clown is a child life specialist who is responsible for the development and implementation of the clown program.  He 
meets with child life staff and other health care professionals to discuss and develop patient care plans.  He develops therapeutic 
relationships with long-term, chronic and high priority patients where appropriate. He has two clown personas in the hospital, Hubert and 
Onri.

Hubert is a non-speaking clown who is very child like.  He is playful, vulnerable, and in need of direction and much help. On the other 
hand, Onri is a speaking clown who represents the adult world in the hospital.  He wears a lab coat and presents himself as a researcher 
and inventor with Banana Nirvana Research and Development. Onri needs lots of help too… but being an adult, he just doesn’t know it.

Resources:

Articles:
The Life Threatened Child and the Life Enhancing Clown: Towards a Model of Therapeutic Clowning, 

Donna Koller ^ Camilla Gryski (2007)  http://ecam.oxfordjournals.org/cgi/content/short/5/1/17
There Ought To Be Clowns:  Child Life Therapy Through the Medium of a Clown, 

Karen Ridd (1987) Published in 2009 by CATC/ACCT and available on CATC/ACCT website (see below)
Understanding Therapeutic Clown, Jamie Burnett & Helen Donnelly (CATC/ACCT website)

Books:
The Clown Doctor Chronicles, Caroline Simonds & Bernie Warren (2004)
The Hospital Clown: A Closer Look, Patty Wooten & Shobhana Schwebke (2000)
Serious Play:  Modern Clown Performance, Louise Peacock (2009)

Film:
“I Clown For Youhoo!  Je clowne pour toa!”, Red Letter Films (2005)

Websites:
Canadian Association of Therapeutic Clowns:  http://www.therapeuticclowns.ca/
The majority of Canadian therapeutic clowning programs can be found here:   

http://www.therapeuticclowns.ca/programs.html
Francine Cote – Clown and Comedy School  http://www.formationclown.com/

Onri bends the rules but
the kids still win the race!

Child’s art of Hubert

“Thank you.  Since our 
son has been in PICU we 
hadn’t seen him smile let 
alone laugh until today.  

We didn’t know if we would 
ever see him play again” 

- mother of  patient after a clown visit

“Hubert is a five year old boy who lives at home with his mother.  He goes to the hospital and when 
he puts his make-up and costume on he grows tall.  Then he visits the children in the hospital and makes 
them happy.  When he takes his makeup and costume off he is a little boy again…

…and then he goes home to his mother.”
- a five year old bone marrow transplant patient on an isolation ward, explaining his understanding of the clown Hubert.
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