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Infection control: 
First and Always  

This “red flag” issue is of paramount 
importance, both for the safety of every 
person you clown with and for your own 
health and well-being.  
 

Hospital clowns need to adhere  
diligently to the same Infection Control 
Policies and Procedures as their medical 

team colleagues in specialized environments.   
 

Best practice hospital clowning  
must reflect 

 best practice infection control measures.  
 

 One example is the adjustment being made in those 
hospitals dealing with Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome 
(SARS).  
 

 “We are formally outlining where we can adjust our 
practice of therapeutic clowning to comply with the infection 
control guidelines for SARS,” notes Joan “Bunky” Barrington, 
Coordinator of the Therapeutic Clown Program at The  
Hospital for Sick Children, Toronto. “We adhere to infection 
control policies as responsible professionals 
working with chronic care children.” 
 
 

 The practice of therapeutic clowning is 
continuing to evolve. “We are a small world now,” notes Joan 
“and we have to accept what goes with that and adjust. If it’s 
not SARS it may be West Nile Virus or some other illness.”   

Red 

Illness in a small world 
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 Infection control “at a whole new level” 

 "Infection control has always been important, but it is 
practiced at a whole new level now,” says Korey Thompson, 
Artistic Director of Clowns for Children’s Hospital of Wisconsin 
at Milwaukee. 
 
 “All indications are that protocols will become more 
rather than less rigorous for some time to come," Korey says, 
adding: 
 

 "With the number of bad bugs that are resistant to the  
antibiotics currently available, the need to observe more  
comprehensive measures is necessary to protect patients, 
families, staff, AND the clowns. This is not the time or place 
for casual practice, however well-meaning."   

Where to begin 
 

 Meet with the person in your hospital who oversees 
infection control issues. We recommend you: 
 

 Review all of your props, costuming and practices  
 with the hospital staff to be sure you are  
 in compliance with every infection control procedure.   
 

 You may be surprised at what you learn about the 
spread and control of germs and illness—airborne and by 
touch—and how you may need to adapt your clowning and 
prop use accordingly. 
 

 For instance, our local hospital prefers we not blow 
bubbles by mouth when we are close to patients — so we use 
manual squeeze devices for bubbles instead.  
  

  Ask your hospital about latex issues, feather dusters, 
clown wigs and how to best transport your props. 

“Learn to love with your eyes and your voice and do n’t spread 
disease with your touch.” — Janet “Jelly Bean” Tuck er 
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Basic Infection Control for Hospital Clowns 

 Your own hospital is your authority. These are some  
basic rules at many hospitals: 
 
· Wash hands upon entering and leaving the hospital. 
· Don’t wear gloves. 
· Wash hands after each direct contact with a patient or a  
      patient’s belongings. (Some hospitals may prohibit any  
      physical contact for hygiene reasons.) 
· Don’t re-use anything that falls on the floor. 
· Don’t put your props on a patient’s bed or bed table. 
· Give any clown props touched by a patient to that patient to 

keep or don’t use them again until they are disinfected.  
· Clean your props and costume after each visit. 

 
Curt and Diana Patty of the St. Louis 
Clown Docs (left) note that hospital 
clown props should be made of latex 
free materials that are easy to 
cleanse. 
  
“Animal balloons should normally not 
be taken into the hospital due to the 
latex allergies of many patients,” adds 
Curt.  

Also for your own safety 

Keep educated on issues 

 An excellent and extensive discussion of hospital  
infection control and hygiene issues is included in The Hospital 
Clown: A Closer Look.  Current issues also are regularly reported 
in the Hospital Clown Newsletter. (See page 75.) 

 If your hospital doesn’t already require it, be sure to get 
a TB test, a regular flu shot and any other recommended 
preventative inoculations. 
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Patient Privacy 
 and Confidentiality 

 Hospital clowns worldwide have always emphasized 
respecting a patient’s privacy and confidentiality. 
 
 Now within the United States, guarding private health 
information isn't just an ethical concern; it is a legal one. 
 

HIPAA Patient Privacy Rules 
 

 The medical privacy rule of the Health Insurance 
Portability and Accountability Act (HIPAA) took effect in April,  
2003 in the United States. The act mandates a host of  
regulations protecting patient privacy. 
 
 Learn from your hospital staff all the ways that this 
act impacts on how you relate to patients in your hospital.  
 
 The law gives added import to treating as confidential 
all information which you (or others) may hear directly or 
indirectly concerning a patient.   
 

   Keep it confidential 
 It means you should never seek 
information in regard to a patient and 
never talk about a patient while you are 
in elevators, hallways or any place for 
that matter. It means you never reveal  
a patient’s identity. 
 
 One clown in a small town 
hospital often encounters patients she 
knows but while in clown she never  
acknowledges who she is “as a 
person” or that she recognizes them. 
She keeps her knowledge to herself. 

“What you see  
or hear, 

 leave it here” 
 

Betty  “Dr. I See You” 
Hodgson (above)  
State College, PA  

     Patient Privacy and Confidentiality 



 
 

 
 
 

On the Nose:  
Sensitive Issues 

 

"The key to Caring Clowning is sensitivity. " 
--Carole "Pookie" Johnson 

Hospital clowning requires special sensitivity. In fact,   
sensitivity is at the center of the clown’s efforts, much 
as a clown nose is at the center of a clown’s face. 

 

          To be sensitive means . . . 
To be sensitive, says Webster, is to be highly  

responsive; changing easily or quickly, or delicately aware of 
the attitudes and feelings of others.      
 

 Clowns in hospitals must be sensitive to: 
 

· Health and hygiene concerns 
· Hospital rules and constraints 
· The needs of patients, family, visitors and staff 
· Yourself and what you are comfortable with  

Setting guidelines  
 We invite you to use this chapter as one resource in 
writing your own hospital clown program guidelines.  

 

Mary "SnickerDoodle" O'Brien, (left) Coordinator of 
the Fun E Bone Repair Unit in Idaho, advises those 
wanting to start clowning to "find out how other  
programs are running, nail down the generally 
accepted standards of practice for hospital clowning, 
and create a policy and procedure document that 
describes what you will and will not do at the hospital. 
 

 "Make an appointment with the Director of Volunteers (or  
appropriate person) and let them add their own requirements to it at 
the very beginning, with the understanding that the document is 
fluid and will undergo changes as needed. As you establish trust 
with them, they will be watching your clowning skills, yes; but more 
so they will be watching to see if you really are concerned about the 
welfare of their consumers."  
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Be sensitive to patient privacy 

 In addition to the patient privacy rules on page 35, 
be sensitive to the personal feelings of patients.  
 One thing that people surrender during hospitalization 
is their privacy. Complete strangers have access to their  
bodies, and private space and modesty is at a premium. 
 Please respect closed curtains. Treat every hospital 
room as an individual’s home. 10  
 
 
 
 

Remember they are “the star” 
 

As we discussed in Chapter 3, please 
remember that the person you are 
 visiting is the “star” of the interaction.  
 
Thus every room you enter is a  
“star’s” room. 



 
 
 

 
  
 

 
 
 
 

 In addition to the infection control and hygiene issues 
surrounding hand holding and hugs, be insightful about the 
appropriateness of physical touch.   

 

Be sensitive to physical touch 

   "Since September 11, there is a deeper awareness of 
the need to be sensitive to other cultures and to embrace a  
multinational understanding," says Korey Thompson,  
Artistic Director of Clowns for Children's Hospital of Wisconsin 
in Milwaukee.  
 
 "For clowns working in a hospital setting, this means  
honoring the fact that our experience is only one way of being 
in the world,” says Korey.  
 
 “For instance, something we interpret as innocuous 
such as the hand signal for "A-OK" might have a different 
meaning in another tradition.  
 
 “If there seems to be an unexpected or more-than-
average response to a gesture, be alert to the fact that you 
may be communicating something you don't necessarily  
intend and tread lightly." 

 

Be sensitive to cultural diversity 

 

Help the patient understand your role 

 Many patients may only have seen clowns in the  
circus or performing. They may not know what to expect of 
you and may wonder if you will be loud or intrusive. You need 
to be sensitive to their concerns and explain who you are and 
why you are visiting them. 
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Be sensitive in how you approach people 

 “I think it is very important for new hospital clowns to 
learn to have their ‘antennae’ up at all times,” notes Desi 
“Dizzy” Payne who clowns at the Ottumwa (IA) Regional   
Medical Center.  
 
 “That means to be sensitive to the needs of everyone 
they come into contact with, whether that is a patient, family 
member, visitor, or staff member.“ 

Questions You Can Ask Yourself 

 For example, Desi says, before you approach patients, 
ask yourself: 

· Do they seem afraid of clowns?  

· Are they sick to their stomach or in pain and would not like 
a visit at this time?  

· Are they inviting you in by their facial expressions?  

· Is there happiness or grief in the room?   

· Did they just receive bad news? 

Ways to announce your arrival  
 

One way is to play soft music.  
Betty “Dr. I See You” Hodgson 
plays a “magic strings violin”  
outside the room and at the 
door to announce her 
presence before patients 
see her. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

More correct ways to announce your arrival 
 
· Play visual hide and seek or peek a boo 
· Quietly knock on doors, walls or windows 
· Use words 
· Approach slowly, make eye contact! 
· Invite interactions but don’t intrude 
· Bridge the distance between you and another  
      with mime, a wave, bubbles, puppets, quiet music 
· Wait for an invitation or permission to enter 

Do not startle or surprise! 

Be sensitive to the adjustment time  
needed by others 

 
 Give folks a chance to size you up. 
 
 Look around their room or comment on something in 
their room as a springboard for conversation. In doing so, you 
give the patient time to evaluate you. 
 
 Remember, they weren’t expecting you and may be 
quite taken aback. 
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Be sensitive to social distance space  

 Once you have been invited into a room, allow the  
patients their “space.” (They can’t back up or move very far!) 
Do your clowning from a respectful distance.  
 
       “It’s essential for clowns visiting a hospital to learn to feel 
when they are or are not invading another’s space,” says 
Janet “Jelly Bean” Tucker who has written: 
 

When a child panics . . . 
  “The child who laughs at the clown at 8 feet away but 
screams and panics when the clown approaches 3 feet is  
reacting to space invasion.  
 

. . .retreat to a safe distance 
 “The message for the clown in this case is retreat, 
usually as rapidly as possible, then from a “safe” distance do 
a trick and wait for acceptance by the child and an invitation 
to come closer.   
 

. . .and wait for a new invitation 
 “When you feel another person draw back or turn 
away, stop and retreat back one step. In a few moments you 
may feel invited to step closer but always wait for the  
invitation.” 11 
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Be sensitive to the patient’s energy levels  
and non-verbal cues 

 

 The least energy required of the patient may be 
to have the patient listen to you with their eyes closed or  
simply to watch you. 
 
 Don't assume, if you're being ignored, that they want 
to ignore you.  They may not have the strength to visit with 
you at the time.  Allow them to make the choice. 
  
 People in pain or discomfort, tired or extremely weak, 
may not desire long conversation. The best visits reflect  
sensitivity to a patient’s state of mind, to drooping eyes or 
restlessness.  Arranging to return at another time is one  
solution. Sleeping patients should always be allowed to rest.12 

Social distance increases 
 

 You should have developed sensitivity about social 
distance BEFORE beginning hospital clowning. Unlike  
children playing outdoors, hospitalized patients cannot get 
away from you if you invade their space.  
 

 Social distance space increases more in a hospital 
because of the physical and emotional needs of the patients. 

Don’t crowd people in a room for more reasons than 
one!   Also be aware of the placement of medical machines. 

Be sensitive to crowding in a room 

 

  Be sensitive to  medical procedures 
  

Ask permission if a medical person enters - they may 
want you to leave while they are adjusting machines 

etc.  If a patient is in need of assistance, notify the nurse’s 
station (do not aid them yourself). 
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 Some clown faces were meant for long distance 
stage work, not close up visits. Some hospital clowns wear 
partial makeup without wigs. Your makeup and costume 
should not be scary.  
 
 Remember that some adults are traumatized for life 
because they were scared by clowns as a child!  For more 
on clown makeup in hospitals, see Chapter 5. 

 

Be sensitive to each room’s situation  
and the needs of each person 

 “Read” the room. Every room may require a different 
approach. Assess each situation and its possibilities. 
 
 As a hospital clown, you can “play” off the environ-
ment.  Many clowns learn storytelling and improvisation.  
Others share a laugh, a little magic, a joke or a smile. 
 
 Don’t overlook just talking.  Learn to just listen if that is 
what is needed. Try and leave a memory (photo, sticker,  
coloring page, a prescription for hugs).   Expect the  
unexpected. 
 
 “In a caring clown situation, you have an audience of 
from one to four persons,” says Richard “Snowflake”  
Snowberg. “You attempt to meet their needs with an escape 
from boredom or pain, compassion, a listening ear or  
whatever is needed by this one person.  These are strategies 
which you’d never consider when doing a company picnic.” 

 

Be sensitive to the impact of your makeup  

Be sensitive to noise levels  
The hospital clown is quieter.  Loud or startling noises 

are inappropriate.  
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· Don’t overstay or drain their energy. 
· Be aware of time. (Up to 10 minutes per patient) 
· Know when the show “shouldn’t go on.”  

 One family may be in joy; another family in grief.  Also 
pay attention to family, friends and healthcare providers. They 
need you too! 

 

Be sensitive to the length of your visit  

 

Be sensitive to the emotional climate  
in hallways, elevators and waiting rooms  

 

Be sensitive to the needs of staff  

 “Originally hospitals brought us in to entertain the  
patients,” notes Joe “Doc Geezer” Barney, “but I find we tend 
to have as much impact on the staff as the patients.”  
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Avoid “foot in mouth” disease 
(what not to say) 

Be sensitive to all  hospital rules  

�� Do not ask how patients are unless you are well  
 prepared for the answer.  
�� Do not sit or lean on their bed, and do not touch any 

equipment. 
�� Avoid shallow talk.  ("I know just how you feel")  
�� Avoid insincere promises.  ("You'll be better by 
      tomorrow")  

 Reach your hospital contact person and make  
arrangements to meet with them and their infection control 
specialist. 
 Research how you can become part of their 
healing wellness team. 

Ways to grow in sensitivity 
 

· Clown with a partner (4 eyes in a room are better than 2). 
· Take “listening” training through hospice or pastoral care. 
· Take improvisational training to be more aware of your 
    surroundings and environment. 
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