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Laughter 
is the best 
medicine

Dr Joseph Agius
Creativity and humour are being used by Dr Joseph Agius 
to help people who stutter. His techniques have helped 
hundreds in Malta. They are now being used all over Europe, 
which is no laughing matter. Words by The Editor
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Stuttering affects around 70 mil-
lion people worldwide. This 
amounts to one percent of the 
world’s population. In Malta, 
this means that over 4,000 peo-

ple stutter. I am one of them, so I was really 
looking forward to meeting the speech lan-
guage pathologist Dr Joseph Agius. 

Dr Agius didn’t start off treating his cli-
ents using humour. “My first client was 
an 8 year old child who stutters. After two 
months, he became very fluent under a fluen-
cy shaping programme. It’s a behaviour pro-
gramme, like when you use slow speech to 
stutter less [ED: a technique I use] or when 
you use some modifiers to relax your vocal 
cords — prolonging speech. So he became 
fluent, discharge, success. Ten years later, I 
met his mother again […] he’s very depressed, 
he doesn’t want to go to a psychiatrist, he 
wants to come to you. I thought this must 
be a relapse. When I met him, he was still 
fluent, but he kept saying that he stutters, he 
stutters. […] It took me ages to understand. 
His mind was still viewing himself as a child. 
That perception remains. Then I realised that 
we can’t just work on fluency, but also the at-
titude.” This led Dr Agius to laughter.

Changing Perceptions

In 2007, the ‘Think Smart, Feel Smart’ strat-
egy showed his vision to incorporate creativ-
ity and humour to change attitudes. The ten 
session programme focuses on developing 
thinking skills to help people (usually school 
age children) with stuttering. The main idea 
is that by changing thoughts, a person’s feel-
ings can be changed. For stuttering this is 
perfect, since although stress or anxiety do 
not cause stuttering, stressful situations can 
make it much worse. 

Dr Agius illustrated the power of chang-
ing attitudes with a story about a stuttering 
nurse*. 

A girl phones me crying and crying, I had 
to do something. I asked her if stuttering 
had helped her in some way. And she told 
me: ‘as if it never helped… well, maybe, I’m 
a good listener, I’m very sensitive.’ Like this, 
I showed her how it was a gift. ‘You know 
its true, without stuttering I don’t think I 
would’ve become a nurse’.

The nurse now is a regular public speak-
er. But to develop public speaking skills, the 
strategy also incorporates Dr Agius’s earlier 
methods of fluency shaping and basic com-
munication skills. For example, every eight 
minutes the presenter should show a clip, 
crack a joke, and so on since that’s the limit 
of our attention span. A major difference is 
that the programme makes it fun. Humour 
helps people enjoy it providing the motiva-
tion they need to stand and speak on the 
pulpit. And that’s exactly what Fr Ivan Sci-
cluna (another client of Dr Agius) had to 
do in front of 150 other religious figures at 
a mass in Rome.

‘I cannot go up on the pulpit and give a 
sermon.’ I asked him if he ever talked about 
it to his parents. ‘No, no how could I tell my 
parents, that’s unheard of ’. Friends? ‘No, no.’ 
Then I managed to convince him that » 

“By changing 
thoughts, a person’s 
feelings can be 
changed”

THINK SMART,  
FEEL SMART

INTO THE  
‘REAL’ WORLD

CHALLENGE THE 
DRAGONS

COOL SPEECH

ATTITUDES   PERCEPTION   HUMOUR

HOME    SCHOOL   COMMUNITY

DESENSITISATION EXERCISES,
TREAT FEAR DIRECTLY

FLUENCY TECHNIQUES, 
PUBLIC SPEAKING SKILLS

Parents

prepare & motivate

school-age child  
who stutters

The Smart  
Intervention  
Strategy (SIS)
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he can be a very good public speaker even 
though he stutters. I managed to do that 
by training him in public speaking. While 
studying in Rome, he sent me an SMS: ‘You 
were right Joe, I have just addressed 150 Ca-
puchin brothers, yes I stuttered but it went 
excellent.’ He then told me that he wants to 
do a thesis on spirituality and stammering 
and was wondering if I knew other priests 
who stutter. This person who never wanted 
to talk about stuttering wrote one of the nic-
est theses that I have seen called God’s Power 
made Perfect in Weakness: Towards a spiritu-
ality for stuttering priests.

Harry Potter also features in his ap-
proach. In the third Harry Potter movie, 
Professor Lupin (a good werewolf ) teaches 
the children to cast the Riddikulus charm 
against Boggarts. The creature terrorises its 
victims by taking the shape of their most 
feared nightmare. The spell changes the fear 
into something ridiculous. For example, the 
wizardly school children turned their most 
feared teacher into a cross dresser. “In psy-
chological terms this is desensitisation, us-
ing humour as a desensitisation technique. 
You are having fun and enjoying the sessions 
and perceiving that it [stuttering] is not a 
problem. I do not use the word problem, I 
do not see it [stuttering] as a problem […] 
but a condition”, said Dr Agius.

The programme was developed into the 
Smart Intervention Strategy, targeted at 
school children who stutter. By document-
ing the strategy and comparing it with a 
control group that received a different pro-
gramme, he showed that “there is a signif-
icant positive change in attitude towards 
communication and themselves” — it 
helped people cope with stuttering. The 
research formed part of his doctorate and 
the strategy is now being used all around 
Europe. 

Causes of stuttering:  
the evidence

In the movie The King’s Speech, King George 
VI is seen spitting out pebbles after being 
treated for stuttering. The King obviously 
wasn’t helped, but he had it easy. Others 
before him had their tongues cut, reduced 
in size, chopped off, golden forks placed to 
support the tongue, and even more bizarre 
treatments. Today the real cause of stutter-
ing is still unknown, however several clues 
are appearing from genetic and brain stud-
ies.

Dr Dennis Drayna and his team identi-
fied three mutations in Pakistani and North 
American families. The three genes which 
malfunctioned in stutterers are related to 

the cellular lysosomal pathway, which sends 
proteins to the cell’s garbage dump. It’s a bit 
unclear how this is related to stuttering.

Another study by Professor Shelly Jo 
Kraft, Wayne State University gave more 
promising clues. A genome-wide association 
study linked stuttering to 10 genes in the 
development and function of neurons, plus 
behaviour.

The above nods towards stuttering run-
ning in families. “60% of my clients have a 
family member who stutters” mentioned Dr 
Agius. People can be predisposed to stutter-
ing, in my case (the author): I had my mom. 
She grew out of it, I needed speech therapy 
and a lot of willpower. If your child is devel-
oping a stutter it’s much easier to take them 
to a therapist at an early age, with much 
higher chances of success to learn coping 
skills.

The genetic study also hinted towards the 
brain, rather than the tongue, being respon-
sible for stuttering. The idea is supported by 
brain imaging studies on adults. Dr Agius 
referred to recent studies showing the over 
activation of the right side of the brain rath-
er than the left. Auditory processing is the 
most activated brain area. To find out if 
the hyperactivity causes stuttering—or the 
other way around — scans need to be per-
formed in children. Unfortunately, scanning 

“Today the 
real cause of 
stuttering is 
still unknown, 
however several 
clues are 
appearing from 
genetic and brain 
studies.”
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Famous people who stutter

King George VI
Highly popular 
King of Great 
Britain during 
World War II, 
immortalized in 
the movie The 
King’s Speech.

nicole kidman 
Award-winning 
actress known 
for: The Hours, 
Batman Forever, 
and Moulin 
Rouge!.

Bruce willis 
Action movie 
actor who rose 
to fame with the 
Die Hard series, 
followed by Pulp 
Fiction, Arma-
geddon, and The 
Sixth Sense.

Samuel l. 
Jackson 
Activist and 
actor known 
for Goodfellas, 
Jurassic Park and 
Pulp Fiction.

isaac newton 
One of the great-
est scientists 
who ever lived 
famed for his 
work on light, 
gravitation, and 
the three laws of 
motion.

children is unethical since it requires utter 
stillness and long exposures that can be dan-
gerous. On the plus side, recent technolog-
ical advancements might make the studies 
possible and really find out what causes stut-
tering. What is clear is that the ancients had 
it all wrong and stuttering is hereditary and 
mostly based in the brain.

Science behind humour

Research into the benefits of humour start-
ed in the 1980s. The magazine editor Nor-
man Cousins had very severe and painful 
arthritis. After discharging himself from 
hospital, he started watching candid cam-
era and comic movies at home. He noticed 
that 10 minutes of laughter reduced his 
pain by two hours. The observation mo-
tivated him to write the book Anatomy of 
an Illness. It wasn’t research, but inspired 

artists and scientists alike, which led to nu-
merous studies. 

Dr Rod Martin reviewed all of the liter-
ature investigating the beneficial health ef-
fects of humour. Immunity, blood pressure, 
diabetes, and more have been studied, but 
pain tolerance shows the greatest consisten-
cy. The idea is that having a laugh will make 
you feel better and reduce chronic pain. The 
other conditions, while exciting, haven’t 
borne consistent fruit and await fur-
ther research.

Humour’s role in relation-
ships is another hot topic. 
According to Dr Agi-
us the trend tends to 
be that “a girl wants 
someone who makes 
her laugh, a guy wants 
someone who laughs 
at his jokes.” He contin-

ued by explaining that this holds true in the 
beginning of the relationship, later on when 
the relationship gets serious “a girl doesn’t 
want someone whom she is telling something 
serious and he changes it into humour. Girls 
can’t stand this. In a well established relation-
ship a sense of humour can detract.” » 

LOL
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The dark side of humour is also under 
study. Gelatophobia, or the fear of being 
laughed at, is a big research area. Dr Agi-
us collaborated with researchers from the 
University of Zurich who wanted to know 
how many people suffer from the condition. 
Malta topped the charts with 33.7% of peo-
ple compared to Switzerland’s 5%. Dr Agius 
explained, “being a small island everyone 
knows everyone, also because we were a col-
ony we have a bit of an inferiority complex. 
They all contribute to make us rather ob-
sessed and suspicious about what others are 
thinking.” Malta’s results were comparable 
to Fiji, another island. 

The studies indicate that if you’re in a 
group and hear someone laugh, 

around one third 
of Maltese would 

think: yes they must be laughing at me, and 
not in a good way. “This is our Maltese char-
acter,” said Dr Agius.

Together with an international team, he is 
now studying how gelatophobia affects stut-
terers. In general, people who stutter tend to 
find laughter malicious, they don’t like being 
teased. In non-stutterers it sometimes helps 
relationships. The extent of the phobia gets 
even worse. In non-social laughter, when 
stutterers even hear any laughter it causes 
discomfort. Even reading a comic describing 
laughter can annoy stutterers. “People who 
stutter tend to view laughter as evil and as-
sociated with bad emotions”. This could be 
related to bullying, but that question awaits 
other studies.

Perhaps predictably, Dr Agius is constant-
ly telling stories and cracking jokes — rather 

good ones. His approach is a breath of fresh 
air compared to the formality of most ther-
apies. And, while stuttering might not be 
considered life threatening, it has unfortu-
nately long been linked in popular culture 
to being a bit stupid, shy, or someone easily 
pushed around. History has proven other-
wise with Marilyn Monroe, Winston Chur-
chill, and others (see textbox) being famous, 
ultra successful people who used to stutter. 
Yet, stutterers do need therapy, a shameless 
fact. I’ll leave the final words to Dr Agius 
“during The King’s Speech, they contacted a 
consultant speech pathologist. The director 
asked: what is the breakthrough in the film? 
When they started working, they realised it 
was not in some particular therapy, but in the 
therapeutic alliance between the therapist 
and patient. So the breakthrough is when 
the speech pathologist is asked to sit with the 
king’s family. […] Looking back on my cli-
ents, I can remember hundreds. If you asked 
me what is success in stuttering, I would tell 
you: it’s when I have the client and he creates 
this bond with me, of respect, trust, and is 
capable of talking to me freely.” •

Part 2 of the article will talk about the work 
of Dr Helen Grech who developed an assess-
ment tool to detect speech and language prob-
lems in Maltese children. Read all about it in 
the next issue of  THINK. 
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FURTHER READING

Did you know?*
• Over 4,000 Maltese and 70 million people worldwide 

stutter.

• Stuttering affects four times as many men as women.
• Approximately 5% of children pass through a stutter-

ing period that lasts around six months. Three-quar-
ters will recover by late childhood, leaving about 1% 
with a long-term condition.

• Studies show that there is no difference in intelligence 
between people who stutter and those who don’t.

• People who stutter are self-conscious about their stut-
tering and often let the disability determine the voca-
tion they choose. There are no instant miracle cures 
for stuttering.

* taken from The Stuttering Foundation website (see Further Reading)

http://www.stutteringhelp.org
http://www.ecsf.eu/

