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Session Objectives

• Define gallows humor

• Examine what is ethically 
appropriate and inappropriate use 
of humor in health care

• Reflect on ethical ambivalence 
and the relationship with humor in 
medicine

Overview

• Defining gallows humor

• The Case of Dr. Tiffany Ingham

• The Case of the Gunshot Victim

• Gallows Humor and Ethical 
Ambivalence
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Defining Gallows Humor

• “Gallows humor is humor that 
treats serious, frightening, or 
painful subject matter in a light 
or satirical way.”

» Watson, K. Gallows Humor in Medicine. The 
Hastings Center Report. 2011; 41(5): 37-45

The Case of Dr. Tiffany Ingham

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nzAiFIzHB6I

Discussion

– What are your initial thoughts about this 
case?

– Is this an appropriate or inappropriate use of 
humor in medicine?

– What would you do if you were the medical 
student in the room?

– Have you experienced or witnessed 
unprofessional behavior toward patients or 
yourselves?

– What are your options to address situations of 
witnessed or experienced unprofessional 
behavior?
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The Case of the Gunshot Victim
“It was 3:00 am and three tired emergency 
room residents were wondering why the pizza 
they'd ordered hadn't come yet. A nurse 
interrupted their pizza complaints with a shout: 
"GSW Trauma One—no pulse, no blood 
pressure.“ The residents rushed to meet the 
gurney and immediately recognized the 
unconscious shooting victim: he was the 
teenage delivery boy from their favorite all-night 
restaurant, and he'd been mugged bringing 
their dinner. 

The Case of the Gunshot Victim

That made them work even harder. A 
surgeon cracked the kid's rib cage and 
exposed his heart, but the bullet had torn it 
open and they couldn't even stabilize him for 
the OR. After forty minutes of resuscitation 
they called it: time of death, 4:00 a.m. The 
young doctors shuffled into the temporarily 
empty waiting area. 

The Case of the Gunshot Victim
They sat in silence. Then David said what all 
three were thinking. “What happened to our 
pizza?” Joe found their pizza box where the 
delivery boy dropped it before he ran from his 
attackers. It was face up, a few steps away 
from the ER's sliding doors. Joe set it on the 
table. They stared at it. Then one of the 
residents made a joke. “How much you think 
we ought to tip him?” The residents laughed. 
Then they ate the pizza.”

• Watson, K. Gallows Humor in Medicine. The Hastings 
Center Report. 2011; 41(5): 37‐45
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Discussion

–What are your initial thoughts 
about this case?

–Is this an appropriate or 
inappropriate use of humor in 
medicine?

–How does it compare to the case 
of Dr. Ingham?

–What would you do if you were the 
medical student in the room?


