What I Learned About Social Work From Observing Stand-Up Comedians

by Mitch Lesperance, a ‘stand-up’ therapist

There's much for the social work profession to learn from the masters in the art of stand-up comedy. In April 2004, Comedy Central hosted a show called the 100 Greatest Stand-ups Of All Time. This brought back great memories. Social Workers can learn a great deal from the we of humour, which is the theme of this article. Here’s my reasoning…

Bringing Your ‘A’ Game

The greats of comedy throughout the years brought their materials to radio and television in the form of jokes, body language, scripts, and improvisation. They had the knowledge of what they brought to their profession as well as the ability to think on their feet, to improvise, to adjust quickly to the changes and subtleties of their clients (their audience). Who didn’t love the unknown responses of a Jack Beny as he interacted with his guest stars, or the perfect timing of the jokes of Henry Youngman? 

Delivery

Comedians implement precision techniques when bringing their profession to their audience. The use of voice, body language, pauses, facial gestures all embellished the humourous messages, anecdotal experiences, and monologue with their audience. Each standup has his/her own persona1ity style to which the audience either favourably reacts or rejects. A Joan Rivers would not adopt the cigar sophistication of a George Burns. The Jewish humour of Milton Berle, Alan King, and Carl Reiner would not be heard or used in the same way by a Sam Kinison or Redd Foxx. The direct in-your-face routine of Don Rickles or the witty truisms of George Carlin wouldn’t be the same as vented through a Bob Hope or a Flip Wilson. 

Social Workers need to not only know their material (theories and therapeutic interventions) but must possess the art and science of suggesting these with majestic timing, enthusiasm, and cunningness in order to create the changes of affect and thinking in our audience. Also, Social Workers indeed have different styles, some operating on a linear sequential step-by-step approach with clients while other Social Workers are more asynchronous in their repertoire with clients and think out of the box.

Adapt To Societal Values

Social Workers are found in every milieu of society and therefore represent incredible diversity in thinking, 

planning, and helping various client groups. Comics have an abundance of observational from which to draw. Social Workers can learn well from these observations. It is a gift to be able to find a laughing moment in one’s working day, to utilize aspects of humour to de-escalate our own stress levels or just give an ironic smile when a client issue hits all too close to home. 

Use Of Body

If you think of the number of hours we get paid for ‘sitting down’ down on the job, we better know how to use our bodies to enhance any communication with our clients. Stand-ups tend to pace, wave their arms, and use voice intonation to get a point across. Red Skeleton risked looking silly by impersonating Klem Kadittlehhopper. Also, there never could be a TV host who wasn’t somewhat nervous as to what Robin Williams might become as he sat in the guest chair. Or think of Bill Cosby’s clever prescriptions for life to his TV family and his perfect enunciation in those words. Therapists as well, can utilize drama, exaggeration dialect, facial grimaces, intonation etc. in finding ways to weave a narrative with our audience. Whether it is the solemn, well-timed baritone voice in a grief session, or the excitement of a family’s conquest in snatching ‘sneaky mad’ from their seven year old son, the therapist’s use of self can be consciously unpredictable or momentarily improvised.

Improvisation

To this day, some almost 30 years into this business, I still wonder why I have schedule. Though all my annual appointment books are neatly arranged at home, there are very few days where Life did not intrude into that stoic structured page. When one thinks of Victor Borge, Robin Williams, or Steve Martin, you can’t help but think that they worked from some sort of template, but also went beyond parameters because the audience helped take them there. Watching Bob Newhart as the Driving Instructor, or Jim Cary in Liar Liar, there is generous license in the direction of the show to allow these artists and entertainers to be who they are. Supervisors and managers could well take a lesson from such rich history, as theory in Social Work is moving in the direction of “co-creating” stories, of “witnessing” the profound courage of our clients, of placing before the altar of humility our cloak of ‘The Expert’.

What will our ending to our routine be like? Can we model the “I'm OK, You’re OK of Transactional Analysis, or Red Skelton’s “God Bless”? Or can we join with Bob Hope in singing “Thanks for the memories…”? In any event… , blah, blah, blah “That’s all Folks.”

