HEALTHY NURSE

Reiki: Hand in hand with nursing
Caring for your patients and yourself
By Cynthia Walters, DNP, RN, AHN-BC; Heather Konstanzer, BSN, RN, HIHC-CSp; and Julia Rodriguez, BSN, RN

REIKI (pronounced “ray-key” and defined as “spiritual
energy” or “life-force energy”) is a complementary therapy (often partnered with other healing practices, such
as massage, meditation, and yoga) that can include the
soothing comfort of human touch—an important aspect
of nursing. You can experience the benefits of Reiki as
a recipient, suggest it to patients, or receive training
to become a practitioner to promote patients’ physical,
psychological, and spiritual healing.
Reiki is grounded in the transmission of energy though
a practitioner’s hands. It’s based on five principles or
universal truths: “Just for today: I release angry thoughts
and feelings, I release thoughts of worry, I’m grateful
for my many blessings, I practice expanding my consciousness, I’m gentle with all beings including myself.”

Reiki as energy medicine
Understanding how Reiki works begins by acknowledging that the human body is composed of energy.
Remember Einstein’s equation (E = mc2)—all mass (or
matter), including the human body, is equal to energy.
Energies within the body make continual adjustments
to maintain homeostasis.
Just as Western-trained healthcare professionals un42
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derstand that the physical body contains blood vessels,
lymph vessels, and organs, Reiki practitioners recognize
the body’s pathways, meridians, and chakras. Energy
medicine is based on the premise that disease is an imbalance occurring in the energy pathways. When a
pathway is chronically out of balance, or when several
systems aren’t in harmony, illness or disease may occur. Meridians serve as the body’s energy highway and
chakras as its energy centers. Each chakra corresponds to a particular group of organs and the physical, emotional, and spiritual aspects associated with
them. For example, if the heart chakra is out of balance, the patient’s heart rate may be rapid, he or she
may express feelings of sadness or loneliness and may
feel less able to give or receive compassion or love to
or from others. The calming effects of
Reiki may assist in decreasing the heart
rate, and the patient may experience
calmness and be more open to love and
compassion.
Reiki works by restoring the body to
homeostasis. While the patient is fully
clothed, the practitioner places his or her
hands on or near the patient’s body in a
series of positions around the neck, abdomen, and feet (other positions can be
used depending on patient needs). Energy then flows from the practitioner’s
hands into the patient. Hand positions
vary, depending on the area being treated. For example, when providing Reiki
to the eyes, the practitioner’s hands are
together with thumbs touching, while
the palms hover over the top of the forehead. If the practitioner is providing Reiki to the abdominal area, the fingers of
one hand are placed at the base of the other hand with
either hand on top.
Reiki can help people manage illness and disease, reduce anxiety, relieve stress, and improve sleep. It goes
hand-in-hand with nursing because it’s easy to learn, can
be performed without touching patients who aren’t comfortable with physical contact, and can be readily implemented during regular patient care. (See Energy therapies.)
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Energy therapies

Reiki training

In addition to Reiki, nurses can use these three other energy therapies as complementary patient treatment or as
part of their own self-care.

Before performing Reiki on patients, you must receive
training from an established Reiki Master. Training usually
is separated into three levels (degrees) and students must
practice from several months to a year or more before advancing to the next level.

Healing touch (or therapeutic touch) is a technique developed by a nurse to open the recipient’s energy blocks.
It’s similar to Reiki, but no waiting period is needed between training levels. (See Reiki training.) Also, this is a
hands-on technique; Reiki is most often performed without touching.
Emotional freedom technique is a meridian-based energy healing in which a person is taught to tap on body
meridians to help clear energy blocks and restore the body
to homeostasis.
Qigong (sometimes referred to as "moving meditation")
incorporates meditation, breathing awareness, and body
movements to enhance energy flow in the body. For example, opening and closing posture helps balance energy
pathways. To start, the hands are opened to shoulder
width. The person then breathes out, pushing the hands
towards each other as close as possible without touching,
while gently bending the knees. He or she continues opening and closing the hands several times, and completes
the exercise by stretching the hands forward, and then returning to the starting position and straightening the
knees. Throughout, the person imagines a gentle magnetic
force between the palms. He or she pulls against this resistance when breathing in and pushes against it when
breathing out. The mouth is gently closed, and the tongue
lightly touches the upper palate.

Reiki in hospitals
Reiki can benefit hospital patients of all ages. It can
be used to promote relaxation during childbirth, decrease pain perception in patients with sprains and
fractures, stimulate wound healing, alleviate anxiety
during the dying process, and assist with emotional
burnout, shock, loss, and grief. It can benefit patients
of all ages.
In outpatient settings, a session can last from 30
minutes to hours. In the hospital, however, shorter
sessions (lying down or sitting) are offered to avoid interfering with other scheduled medical care. What a
person feels during a session varies. Some describe
extreme warmth or coldness, while others see colors,
hear music, or feel buzzing sensations. Some recipients
cry, while others may laugh. Many patients fall asleep
or enter a relaxed dreamlike state.
Reiki doesn’t cure disease, so carefully explain this
to patients when you offer this as a treatment option.
Emphasize that it’s a tool that can be used to assist
with medical treatment and shouldn’t be substituted
for a provider’s prescribed care plan. Reassure patients that Reiki hasn’t been shown to have any negative side effects.
If you’re interested in providing Reiki to patients,
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First-degree: Students gain the ability to perform Reiki
on themselves and family members. They learn self-Reiki
hand positions as well as hand positions to treat others.
Second-degree: Students learn the ethics of Reiki and
how to design a Reiki session. They also learn about and
receive “Reiki symbols” (attunements), which allow them
to connect more deeply to universal energy and draw
on the symbols’ qualities.
Third-degree: Students become Reiki Masters and learn
about additional symbols to further elevate their energy
level and help them to provide more powerful treatments. Reiki Master–level students also can opt to attain
Reiki Master Teacher designation. They learn how to impart Reiki wisdom onto others and how to conduct attunement ceremonies.

Attunement
Before imparting an attunement, a Reiki Master performs a
Reiju (ray-joo) ceremony to open and expand the student’s
main energy channels, allowing universal energy to flow
more freely and deeply throughout the body. During attunement, the student receives symbols that raise his or
her vibrational awareness and energy level. Once attuned,
students will always have this higher vibrational frequency,
even if they never practice Reiki.

you’ll need to receive training from knowledgeable
Reiki Masters. (See Reiki training.) And if your organization doesn’t already have a Reiki program, you’ll
need to get approval from leadership. Reiki in hospitals is becoming mainstream, but every organization
has its own framework. For example, some hospitals
employ full-time nurses to work in the spirituality department and provide Reiki, along with other complementary and alternative therapies. Other hospitals
train interested nurses and grant them a set number
of hours per month to step away from their regularly
assigned jobs to provide Reiki to patients.

Reiki and nurse self-care
Nurses in U.S. hospitals report that their work is mentally and physically exhausting and that they suffer
from burnout. Many nurses worry that their fatigue will
affect patient care and consider resigning.
Once you are trained in Reiki, you can perform selfReiki (conducting a series of hand placements on yourself) as a way to aid relaxation and improve resilience.
Incorporating self-Reiki and adhering to the Reiki principles may help alleviate the stress, anxiety, sleeplessness, and pain related to the physical demands of patient care. (See Reiki and self-care.)
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Reiki and self-care
Nurses can apply the five Reiki principles to promote self-care.

Reiki principle

How to implement the principle

Just for today, I release angry thoughts
and feelings.

•
•
•
•
•

Just for today, I release thoughts of worry.

•
•
•
•
•

Just for today, I’m grateful for my many
blessings.

Just for today, I practice expanding my
consciousness.

Just for today, I’m gentle with all beings
including myself.

Recognize anger and take a time out.
Pause and take a deep breath.
Decide what the anger means (for example, insecurity, fear, resentment).
Take any action that may be helpful (for example, if you’re always angry with a
specific person, try spending less time with him or her).
Meditate to get to the root of the anger, which may be a sign that you have an
imbalance or conflict.
Live in the present.
Release worrisome thoughts by sharing your feelings with a trusted friend,
family member, or colleague.
Take any action that may be helpful (for example, if you’re worried about your
health, begin by making one change to improve it).
Pray or meditate.
Let go of the worry by writing it on a piece of paper and then burn the paper
to release the worry.

•
•
•
•
•

Keep a gratefulness journal and add to it every day.
Spend time in nature.
Tell someone how much you appreciate him or her.
Smile often.
Develop strong and meaningful friendships.

•
•
•

Think before you speak.
Simplify your statements so that others clearly understand your message.
Consider both sides of an issue to demonstrate objectivity.

•
•
•
•
•

Accept all aspects of yourself.
Be loving and kind to all living things.
Respect yourself.
Get plenty of rest.
Choose healthy foods.

Attention and devotion
Reiki practice with patients can be a useful complement to Western medicine. With careful attention and
devotion to each of the Reiki principles, you can provide adjunctive patient care and improve your own
well-being.
Cynthia Walters is an assistant clinical professor at Duquesne University in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. Heather Konstanzer is an RN at Mission Hospital in Asheville,
North Carolina. Julia Rodriguez is an RN at West Penn Hospital in Pittsburgh,
Pennsylvania.
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For more information
To learn more about Reiki and how you can incorporate it
into your nursing practice, visit these websites:

•
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International Association of Reiki Professionals®:
iarp.org
The Center for Reiki Research:
centerforreikiresearch.org
The International Center for Reiki Training:
reiki.org
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