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T
he emerging field of alternative medicine has made

g re at strides over the past decade. New develop-

ments include cre ation of Al t e r n a t i ve Thera p i e s a n d

other professional journals, establishment of the

Office of Alternative Medicine at the NIH, re i m-

bursement of selected alternative treatments by some insurance

providers, and a proliferation of books and conferences concern-

ing re s e a rch and clinical practice. These advances suggest that

we are moving tow a rd a thoughtful and pro g ressive era in this

field. Further success will depend, to a large degree, on the devel-

opment of unifying concepts for systematically mapping the

integration of body, mind, and spirit in the healing process. One

such unifying concept for the study of alternative therapies may

be “intentionality.”

Intentionality re p resents one of the key issues within the

a rea of consciousness studies. Broadly defined, intentionality

involves the projection of awareness, with purpose and efficacy,

toward some object or outcome. Philosophically, it is conscious-

ness about something or some content of consciousness such as

belief, volition, expectation, attention, action, and even the

unconscious. The issue of intentionality re p resents both chal-

lenges and opportunities for deepening our understanding of

health and healing. Indeed, it draws our focus to some of the

most interesting and perplexing questions about the connec-

tions among mind, body, and spirit—leading us to explore the

influence of consciousness both directly and indirectly on indi-

vidual and collective well-being.

Key areas for re s e a rch in the field of alternative medicine

include ways in which our intentions interact with our own bod-

ies, such as in self-healing; ways in which our intentions influ-

ence others through direct or indirect communication, such as in

placebo and “noxebo” effects; and—more challenging to our cur-

rent scientific fra m ew o rk — w ays in which our intentions might

influence others through nonlocal means, for example as report-

ed in claims of distant healing. In the hope of stimulating new

re s e a rch, I will highlight some selected aspects of these thre e

dimensions of intentionality.

INTENTIONALITY AND SELF-HEALING

How do people’s intentions interact with their body’s natur-

al capacity to heal itself? What role do unconscious pro c e s s e s

play in our physical well-being? What lessons can be drawn from

the experiences of “nature’s successes”—people who have faced

the challenges of serious illness and recovered against all odds?

To address these questions, we are led to identify ways in which

psychological, social, and spiritual factors can be treated as inde-

pendent variables in studies of mind-body healing.

Pioneering research in fields such as psychoneuroimmunol-

o g y, biofeedback, and psyc h o e n docrinology have offered some

i m p o rtant leads in our efforts to understand the inner mecha-

nisms of healing, although more programmatic research is need-

ed. Equally promising, though less explored, is the area of

remissions research (note 1). Here we find many well document-

ed cases of people who have survived medical death sentences.

Despite the importance of these cases, how e v e r, little is know n

about them or the possible ways in which self-healing may be

i n volved. Many re s e a rch opportunities exist in the study of

remissions, including information on states of consciousness,

attitudes of people toward their disease, and their conscious and

unconscious motivations.

The methodological issues in the study of intentionality and

s e l f -healing are serious and complex. For example, how can a
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subjective experience that is intimate and personal be under-

stood and communicated in experimental (objective) language

while still honoring the deeply individual nat u re of the experi-

ence? What are appropriate ways to evaluate outcomes in labo-

rat o ry and clinical studies? How do alternative tre at m e n t

modalities interact with intentionality to promote wellness? The

potential payoff from answers to these challenging questions

could be vast indeed.

INTENTIONS TOWARD OTHERS:

BELIEFS AND EXPECTATIONS

How does intentionality that is communicated thro u g h

interactions between people—particularly between patients and

healers—influence our minds and bodies? How do social re l a-

tions and belief systems influence healing? The clinically benefi-

cial effects of placebos, for example, offer important clues to the

healing process. Their presence has been a factor throughout the

history of healing; virtually every interaction between healthcare

providers and their clients has at least some component of sug-

gestion built in. Whether we know it or not, some part of us is

listening in a different mode and interpreting the language and

gesture, the signals and signs that form the therapeutic commu-

n i c ation between healer and patient. How do these interpre t a-

tions shape our conscious and unconscious beliefs? What can

intentionality reveal about the relational aspects of healing?

The influence of a healer’s intentions (including expecta-

tions) on the physical state of the patient puzzles or disturbs

some medical professionals, and is a troubling artifact for some

researchers. But it can also be viewed as an untapped resource in

healing (note 2). Although the typical view of placebos is that

they should be controlled or eliminated, they may in fact turn

out to be pow e rful agents in linking intention, belief, expecta-

tion, and bodily responses. The challenge of delineating all sig-

nificant variables is considerable and may be one reason that so

little has been done to integrate placebos into clinical pra c t i c e .

M o re re s e a rch could be done to analyze nonspecific factors

including rapport, anticipation, and hope, in a way that begins

to clarify their roles in healing. At the same time, we must devel-

op reliable holistic methods and approaches that allow us to

understand the healing re l ationship in other than re d u c t i o n i s t

terms.

INTENTIONALITY AND DISTANT HEALING

What are the processes by which distant healers heal? Is it

possible that consciousness can be nonlocal (not constrained by

distance in space) and nontemporal (not constrained by passage

of time) at the macroscopic level and not merely at the quantum

mechanical level? These questions have profound implicat i o n s

for the philosophy of science, theology, cosmology, ecology—

and especially the healing arts. The idea of distant yet dire c t
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intentionality in all its forms—meditation, prayer, ritual—has a

venerable histor y. Like any phenomenon, nonlocal intentionali-

ty is a valid area of scientific inquiry, giving rise to experimental

l i t e rat u re that is promising, though little recognized, and filled

with methodological challenges.

Results already in hand suggest that the study of distant

intentionality is both timely and central to an understanding of

consciousness in healing.1-3 It is a phenomenon that shares feat u re s

common to other facets of intentionality, including the role of

belief, both in terms of the individual healer and patient, the

effects of ritual and shared meaning, and the importance of

unconscious processes. In short, it is a rich and complex field of

i n q u i ry, with elements intimately linked to a web of re l ated topics.

CONCLUSION

Recognition of the range of possible re s e a rch issues stem-

ming from possible influences of intentionality on living systems

(including alternative treatment modalities, states of conscious-

ness, belief systems, and expectations) may lead to a less bound-

ed and more interactive definition of healing and human

potential. Underlying the questions about intentionality in heal-

ing is a quest for a model of reality (a worldview or para d i g m )

t h at acknowledges both the contributions of objective science

and the richness of experiences, characteristics, and capacities

not easily captured by science in its present form.

Creating a coherent research program linking intentionality

and healing holds the potential for the emergence of a synergis-

tic re l ationship between different re s e a rch disciplines that is

more than any one discipline could hope to produce in isolation,

either quantitatively or qualitat i v e l y. By exploring re s e a rch 

possibilities on such topics as remission, longevity, placebo, and

distant healing, I expect that our field will have practical sig-

nificance as well as scientific rigor. This is the challenge that

awaits our focused attention.

No t e s
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2. This applied view of the placebo was the starting point for a methodology meet-

ing on placebo and nonspecific effects that was convened by the Office of Alternat i v e

Medicine at the National Institutes of Health in Bethesda, Md in June 19 9 5.

Re f e re n c e s
1 . Benor D. Healing Researc h. Vol 1. Oxford s h i re, England: Helix Editions; 19 9 3.

2 . B raud W, Schlitz M. Consciousness interactions with remote biological systems:

anomalous intentionality effects. Subtle Energies. 19 91 ; 2 ( 1 ) : 1-4 6.

3. Dossey L. Healing Wo rds: The Power of Prayer and the Practice of Medicine. New Yo rk ,

N Y: HarperCollins; 19 9 3.


