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1. Introduction

In recent years, youth workers across Europe have increasingly encountered young people
facing complex emotional, social, and mental health challenges. From the lingering effects
of the COVID-19 pandemic to rising social inequality and cultural polarisation, today's youth
often find themselves navigating a world of uncertainty. Youth workers in formal education,
non-formal learning environments, or community-based services play a crucial role in
helping young people build resilience, confidence, and meaningful connections.

Amid this backdrop, the Comic Relief project (funded under Erasmus+ KA220-YOU) explores
an under-recoghnised but powerful tool in the youth worker's toolbox: humour. Often
dismissed as “light” or “informal,” humour is increasingly understood to have deep
pedagogical and psychological value. It can de-escalate tension, foster trust, encourage
creativity, and open space for difficult conversations. Yet, its use in youth work remains
largely intuitive and unstructured. There are few tools, frameworks, or training opportunities
available to support practitioners in using humour effectively and ethically.

To address this gap, the Comic Relief partnership set out to explore the role of humour
through both desk-based research and field-level engagement. While the desk research
focused on mapping practices, tools, and academic literature across five countries (France,
Italy, Ireland and Greece), this report focuses on one essential question:

What do youth workers themselves think about humour, and how are they using it in their
daily practice?

The data presented here draws from a multi-country survey administered in France, Italy,
Ireland, and Greece, targeting youth professionals working in diverse settings. Through their
voices, this report provides a first-hand look at the use of humour in youth engagement — its
potential, its pitfalls, and the pressing need for thoughtful support and training.

This analysis is not intended to be exhaustive or statistically representative. Rather, it is a
qualitative snapshot, designhed to complement existing research with grassroots insights. It
will directly inform the next steps of the Comic Relief project, particularly in shaping the
development of:

e A training programme for youth workers,
e A toolKit of activities and reflections, and
e A framework for ethical and inclusive use of humour in youth work practice.

2. Methodology & Criteria

To complement the desk-based research carried out in each participating country, the Comic
Relief project team developed a structured survey aimed at youth professionals working in
both formal and non-formal education. The goal was to collect first-hand perspectives on

i et @EPARTETEKA PerEsempio ? 1CEL m -



A COMIC
) RELIEF

how humour is being used in day-to-day youth work and to identify the needs, gaps, and
opportunities in current practices.

Survey Design and Distribution

The survey was disseminated between May and July 2025 and collected a total of 41
responses across France, Italy, Ireland, and Greece. Respondents were primarily:

e Youth workers,
e Social educators,
e Practitioners working in NGOs, schools, or community centres.

Participants were invited through project partner organisations and selected networks,
ensuring a diversity of backgrounds and levels of experience.

Criteria Explored

The questionnaire was structured around several key thematic areas, which mirror the
desk-based research focus:

1. Professional Background
o Years of experience in youth work

o Main work setting (formal vs. non-formal education, community contexts)

2. Use of Humour in Practice
o Frequency and confidence in using humour with young people
o Contexts where humour is most used (e.g., workshops, informal exchange)

3. Forms and Tools
o lIcebreakers, theatre, clowning, role-play, memes, stand-up, etc.
o Structured vs. spontaneous use of humour

4. Perceived Benefits

o Emotional impact (stress reduction, group bonding, emotional safety)
Educational value (engagement, resilience, learning outcomes)

5. Challenges and Risks
o Cultural sensitivity
o Risk of reinforcing stereotypes
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o Unclear boundaries between facilitator and participant

6. Training and Capacity-Building
o Whether respondents had received training on humour use
o Level of interest in future learning (workshops, online toolkits)

7. Open Reflections
o Opportunities to describe personal experiences
o Suggestions for future support, concerns, or successful methods

Purpose of the Data

The survey was not intended to be statistically representative, but rather qualitative and
exploratory. The aim was to deepen the understanding of how humour is perceived and
applied by professionals in real settings, and to inform the development of:

e Training modules,
e Facilitation guidelines,
e Ethical frameworks for humour use in youth work.
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3. Country-by-Country Analysis
ITALY
Respondent Profile
e Total respondents: 11
e EXxperience:
o T+ years:6
o 1-3years:3
o 4-6 years:2

e Work setting:
o Formal education (schools/training): 7
o Non-formal education (youth centres, NGOs): 4
Use of Humour
e All respondents said they use humour in their work with youth.
e Most common contexts: icebreakers, informal jokes, and group games.
Forms of Humour Used
e Informal jokes or banter
e Icebreakers /energiser games

e A few mentioned: role-play, improvisation, and humour to lower tension during
discussions.

“Humour helps create a positive climate and supports more open, spontaneous
participation.”

Perceived Benefits

e Enhances emotional safety and comfort

e Reduces anxiety or defensiveness in youth

e Builds trust, especially in formal learning environments

e Supports self-expression and group cohesion
“It opens the door to authentic dialogue—especially when young people are guarded.”
Challenges and Risks

e Risk of reinforcing stereotypes if humour isn't carefully considered

e Differences in humour reception between youth and other adults (e.g., teachers)
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e Boundary management: ensuring humour does not erode the facilitator’s role

“Sometimes humour is used to mask discomfort—recognising that is key.”
Training and Capacity-Building

e None of the Italian respondents reported having received formal training on the use
of humour.

e However, the vast majority expressed interest in learning more, especially through
interactive workshops and practical guides.
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IRELAND:

Respondent Profile

Total respondents: 10

e Experience:

o T+ years:3
o 4-6 years:5
o 1-3years:3
o Lessthantuyear:1

e Work setting:
o Primarily non-formal education (youth centres, NGOSs)
o Several also operate in community and formal education contexts

The majority of Irish respondents work in blended or flexible environments, often combining
facilitation, education, and creative expression.

Use of Humour
e 50% (6) reported using humour regularly
e 50% (6) use it sometimes
e 0 said they never use humour in youth work

“It helps break down barriers and makes people comfortable enough to speak honestly.”
Forms of Humour Used
e Informal jokes or banter was the most frequent format
e Othersinclude:
o Structured workshops
o Icebreakers and creative exercises
o Spontaneous humour during group discussions

Some responses also mention humour being embedded in storytelling, music, or
improvisation-based methods.

Perceived Benefits
e Builds rapport between youth and facilitators
e Encourages engagement and creativity
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e Reduces tension in emotionally sensitive conversations
e Supports group bonding and inclusive dynamics
“Young people are much more open when humour is used well.”
Challenges and Risks
e Blurred boundaries: too much humour may reduce perceived professionalism
e Cultural differences: humour isn't always received the same way
e Masking emotional issues: humour may deflect from real distress
e One respondent highlighted the risk of setting the wrong tone early in a group
“Easier for boundaries to be crossed when structure is too loose.”
Training and Capacity-Building
e None of the respondents had received formal training on humour use.
e Most are open to further training, especially through:
o Workshops
o Online resources
o Guides tailored to emotional and cultural sensitivity
A few said they would participate if it felt relevant and directly applicable to their context.

GREECE:
Respondent Profile
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e Total respondents: 10

e EXxperience:
o T+ years: 5 (100%)

e Work setting:
o 2 in non-formal education (e.g. youth NGOs, training projects)
o 1in formal education
o 1in community-based care
o 1in medical settings (e.g. psychosocial or therapeutic support)

Greek respondents brought deep experience and came from a diverse mix of youth support
sectors, including education, care work, and mental health.

Use of Humour
e 4respondents use humour regularly
e 1respondent uses it sometimes
e O selected "never"

“Humour helps break the ice and allows young people to express themselves more freely
and genuinely.”

Forms of Humour Used
e Most common:
o Meet-and-greet games / activation activities
o Informal jokes or banter
o Improvisation / theatre

e Less common but noted:
o Role-play
o Spontaneous, in-the-moment humour

Some also cited humour’s role in therapeutic relationships, especially with refugee or
trauma-affected youth.

Perceived Benefits
e Reduces stress and anxiety, especially in difficult environments
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e Strengthens relationships, particularly with marginalised youth
e Encourages creative expression and spontaneity
e Creates safe group spaces for vulnerable participants

“Humour facilitates creativity and emotional release. When it's human and joyful, it
heals.”

Challenges and Risks

e Cultural sensitivity is a key issue: humour doesn't translate equally across
backgrounds

e Exclusionary or inappropriate humour can arise unintentionally
e Risk of miscommunication, especially when humour masks deeper emotional states
e Needs clear ethical boundaries, particularly in trauma-informed work

“We need to be careful what kind of humour we're using, especially when working with
vulnerable groups.”

Training and Capacity-Building

e None of the respondents reported having received structured training on humour
use.

e All expressed strong interest in learning more, with a preference for:
o Online toolkits
o Workshops with case-based examples
o Peer-to-peer reflection and exchange

Some expressed the need for “ethical humour” frameworks and support in recognising
hidden emotional sighals behind humour use.

FRANCE:
Respondent Profile
e Total respondents: 11
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e EXxperience:

o T+years:4

o 4-6years:3

o 1-3years:3

o Lessthan1tyear:1

e Work setting:

o Non-formal education (youth centres, associations, NGOs): 10
o Formal education: 1

o Community-based work: 1
(Some selected multiple settings)

Use of Humour
e G respondents use humour regularly
e 5respondents use it sometimes
e 0 said they never use humour

“Humour helps create a relaxed environment and makes it easier to tackle sensitive topics

with young people.”
Forms of Humour Used
e Ice-breakers /energisers: 9
e Informal humour / casual exchanges: 6
e Online content (memes, videos): 2
e Narrative/comic strips: 1
e Improvisation / theatre: 0
e Guided workshops: O

This shows a strong preference for spontaneous or interaction-based humour over
structured theatre or performative methods.

Perceived Benefits
e Builds a trusting, emotionally safe environment
e Allows difficult or taboo topics to be addressed more lightly
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e Encourages participation and inclusion
e Supports stress reduction and positive emotional connection

“Humour helps youth see me not as a formal authority figure, but someone they can trust
and open up to.”

Respondents also emphasized humour’s role in:
e Building cohesion in groups
e EXxpressing vulnerability safely
e Creating joyful learning moments
Challenges and Risks

e Risk of reinforcing stereotypes, especially peer-led humour about race, ethnicity, or
gsender

e Professional boundaries may blur if humour is overused or misread
e Cultural differences in humour reception within diverse youth groups
e Risk of humour being used to mask emotional discomfort or pain

“Some young people joke to avoid deeper issues. If we miss that, we miss what they really
need.”

Training and Capacity-Building
e O respondents had received formal training on using humour in youth work.
e Many rely on personal experience or “trial and error” in practice
e High interest in gaining tools and structured learning, especially to:
o Avoid harmful humour
o Learn to recognise when humour is masking distress
o Understand how to adjust humour across cultural or group dynamics

“I've learned by observing others and making mistakes—I would welcome practical training
on this.”

4. Comparative Highlights

While each country brings a distinct cultural, institutional, and pedagogical context to its
youth work landscape, the cross-country comparison reveals powerful commonalities in
how humour is valued, used, and challenged across Europe. This section distills the survey
data collected from youth workers in France, Italy, Ireland, and Greece, offering an
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integrated view of how humour operates as a tool for connection, learning, and emotional
resilience.

By analysing the data comparatively, we aim to:

e |dentify shared patterns in humour use across contexts,
e Surface context-specific nuances in application and perception,
e Map training gaps and needs experienced by youth professionals,

e Provide a foundation for the design of transnational training resources and ethical
frameworks under the Comic Relief project.

Despite differences in educational systems, organisational cultures, and societal norms,
youth workers in all four countries expressed a clear conviction: humour is not only
welcome in youth work — it is often essential. Yet, this enthusiasm is tempered by concern.
Without training or guidance, humour can inadvertently reinforce exclusion, reproduce
stereotypes, or blur professional boundaries.

The analysis that follows brings these insights into focus. It highlights what unites youth
workers across borders, and where tailored responses may be most needed.

1. Use of Humour: A Common Ground
Across all four countries, the use of humour in youth work is widespread and valued:

Country | Regular Occasional Use Never
Use

France 6 5 0

ltaly 1 0 0

Ireland 6 6 0

Greece 4 1 0

Key Takeaways:
e No respondents in any country reported never using humour.
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e [taly had the highest rate of regular use (100%), while Ireland and France showed more
varied frequency.

e Even where humour is not used consistently, it is still present in practice, especially
informally.

2. Training Gaps and High Interest

Across all four countries surveyed — France, Italy, Ireland, and Greece — none of the
respondents reported having received any formal training on the use of humour in youth
work. Despite this shared absence of structured preparation, there was a strong and
consistent interest in acquiring such training. Respondents from France, Italy, and Greece all
expressed high levels of enthusiasm for future learning opportunities, including practical
workshops, ethical guidance, and hands-on toolkKits. In Ireland, while interest was similarly
present, several participants noted they would be particularly drawn to training if it felt
directly applicable and relevant to their daily work. This unanimous recognition of a
training gap highlights a key opportunity for the Comic Relief project to provide
much-needed resources tailored to real-world practice.

3. Forms of Humour Used

Type of Humour Most Popular In Countries Present
Informal jokes / banter Italy, Ireland All
Ice-breakers / energiser France, Greece France, Greece, Italy
games
Improvisation / role-play Greece Greece, Italy (light use)
Storytelling / narrative Italy France, Italy
Online content (memes, France France
videos)

Insights:

e Informal humour is the most universal form.

e Structured humour (e.g., theatre, improvisation) is used more in Greece and Italy.
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e France leans more toward group games and casual humour than performative

formats.

e Ireland prefers relational humour within dialogue-based or musical contexts.

4. Perceived Benefits: Shared Themes

Across all countries, humour is perceived as a powerful enabler of connection, safety, and
expression. Common benefits include:

e Trust-building: Humour breaks down hierarchical barriers

e Engagement: It increases attention, especially in disengaged youth.

e Emotional relief: Humour lowers anxiety and supports regulation.
e Group cohesion: It strengthens peer relationships.

“It builds connection beyond the professional role.” - Ireland
“It opens the door to authentic dialogue.” - Italy
“Humour helps youth feel seen and safe.” - France

“It facilitates joy and self-expression.’ - Greece

5. Risks and Challenges

Risk Type

Commonly Noted In

Blurred boundaries

Ireland, France

Cultural
misunderstandings

France, Greece

Stereotyping /
exclusion

Italy, France

Masking emotional
distress

Italy, Ireland, France

Lack of ethical
frameworks

All countries

Cross-cutting insight: While humour is valued, it can easily cause harm if not used
intentionally and inclusively. Youth workers across the board expressed the need for tools

i.;lilrll:'llrl'l.llﬂlrl.'l "l"ll E T “; h

-
PerE<empio

skl Iy

r Fumpmer Linine



A COMIC
) RELIEF

to “read the room,” set boundaries, and adapt humour for diverse cultural and emotional
needs.

6. Emerging Needs Across All Contexts
e Practical training modules grounded in real-world youth work
e Ethical guidance on appropriate vs. harmful humour
e Tools for recognising when humour is being used to mask deeper distress
e Resources that are culturally adaptable and inclusive
e Frameworks that validate humour as a serious pedagogical and emotional tool

Summary Table (At a Glance)

Category France Italy Ireland Greece

Humour use | High + varied Universal Balanced High

frequency

Main Ice-breakers, Informal, Informal, light | Games,

humour informal storytelling | structure role-play

forms

Training None None None None

received

Wants more | Yes Yes Yes (some Yes

training conditional)

Key benefits | Safety, trust Openness, Rapport, Joy,

regulation participation | expression

Risks Stereotypes, Boundary Tone-setting, | Culture clash,

highlighted | masking issues masking exclusion
distress
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5. Conclusions & Recommendations

The findings of this multi-country survey underscore a shared reality across France, Italy,
Ireland, and Greece: humour is deeply valued in youth work, yet its use remains largely
unstructured, intuitive, and unsupported by formal training. Practitioners across all four
countries recognize humour not simply as entertainment or a soft skill, but as a strategic
tool that enables engagement, emotional regulation, and inclusive learning environments.

Despite differences in context and practice, several key conclusions emerge:

e Universality of humour: Every respondent uses humour in some form, with informal,
relational humour being the most common. Even in more formal or therapeutic
environments, humour is deployed to reduce tension, foster connection, and facilitate
emotional expression.

e Absence of training: Not a single respondent across all four countries had received
formal training on humour use in youth work. Yet, the overwhelming majority
expressed a strong interest in acquiring knowledge and tools to use humour more
effectively and ethically.

e Perceived benefits: Humour is seen as a driver of trust, participation, self-expression,
and group cohesion. It is especially helpful when working with young people who are
guarded, distressed, or disengaged.

e Risks and limitations: Without proper framing, humour can reinforce stereotypes, blur
professional boundaries, or mask underlying emotional needs. Cultural and linguistic
differences further complicate its use, especially in diverse or vulnerable groups.

e Readiness for change: Youth workers are ready for support. They are aware of the
risks, eager to learn, and actively seeking methods to use humour more intentionally
and inclusively.

Recommendations

In light of these conclusions, the Comic Relief project and its partners are well-positioned to
deliver real value to the youth work sector. The following recommendations outline concrete
next steps:

1. Develop Practical, Hands-On Training Modules
Design and deliver interactive workshops and online courses that focus on:
e Ethical use of humour
e Adapting humour for diverse groups
e Recognising emotional signals behind humour
e Balancing humour with professional boundaries
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2. Create a ToolKit of Activities and Resources
Develop a multilingual, practitioner-friendly toolkit with:
e Icebreakers, games, and storytelling prompts
e Reflective questions and ethical checklists
e (Case studies and scenario-based exercises

3. Establish an Ethical Framework
Provide a guiding framework to help practitioners assess:
e When humour is helpful versus harmful
e How humour interacts with power dynamics
e How to handle humour in intercultural or trauma-sensitive settings

4. Promote Peer Exchange and Reflection

Facilitate opportunities for youth workers to learn from one another, through:
e Cross-country peer mentoring
e Communities of practice
e Experience-sharing webinars and facilitated reflection sessions

5. Validate Humour as a Professional Competence

Advocate for humour to be formally recognised as a pedagogical and relational skill in
youth work, through:

e Policy recommendations
e Integration into training curricula

e Alignment with existing frameworks (e.gs. ETS Competence Model)

Final Reflection

What emerges from this research is hot only a map of current practices, but a clear
invitation to act. Humour is not a distraction from serious work, but it is part of how young
people survive, connect, and grow. With the right support, youth workers across Europe can
harness its full potential to build more inclusive, empathetic, and joyful spaces for young
people to thrive.
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