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participate in studiies to assess the value of the*Clown Care Unit. She
credits the studies with enhancing and improving clown rounds.

By Michael Hyde

Clown Care Unit that clowns don't belong in ICUs. The
clown’ response: Neither do children.

Since 1986, the Clown Care Unit has been administering
clown rounds at the bedsides of young patients at Babies &
Children’s Hospital and other facilities in New York City and
nationally with the belief that laughter can be used to alleviate
the anxiety and ease the pain of pediatric patients. The specially
trained circus entertainers customize their clowning to fit audi-
ences at pediatric facilities. Red nose transplants, kitty cat scans,
and chocolate milk transfusions are just what the self-pro-
claimed “doctors of delight” ordered to soothe the usual distress
and discomfort that often accompanies extended hospital stays.

Not many doctors remain opposed to the clowns. More than
a decade of pranks and pratfalls seems to have overpowered the
sentiment expressed by even the most conservative of the
clowns’ detractors. Even though the medical community seems
to have embraced this alternative practice, the general consensus
is that the clowns provide nothing more than a very nice dis-
traction while traditional practices of medicine are the only
proven methods of pain management.

In 1995, researchers from the Department of Pediatrics set

f doctor once told a member of the Big Apple Circus

out to use scientific methods to gauge the value of the clowns
by conducting three studies co-sponsored by an anonymous
grant and the Richard and Hinda Rosenthal Center for Comple-
mentary and Alternative Medicine. To what extent these clowns
aid in pain management is still debatable, but the researchers’
findings seem to have solidified an increased sense of belonging
for the clown unit.

“The studies produced one clear finding that I have no reser-
vation about stating,” says Dr. Kenneth Gorfinkle, assistant clini-
cal professor of psychiatry. “The studies proved that it is not
only feasible to have the clowns present during some invasive
procedures, but in most cases it is desirable. The clowns used to
only visit patients’ bedsides before or after surgery. Now we
know they can succeed at a greater level of involvement.”

“These were pilot studies,” says Dr. Jonathan Slater, associate
clinical professor of psychiatry. “From a scientific point of view,
what you want to see resolved is the feasibility of the study
itself. We showed that it is clearly feasible to conduct further
studies on a larger scale.”

The three studies recruited pediatric patients in Babies &
Children’s Hospital. Two sections were conducted primarily by
Drs. Gorfinkle and Slater, and the third by Dr. Arthur Smerling,
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