SYSTEMATIC REVIEW

Effects of reiki in clinical practice: a systematic review

of randomised clinical trials

M. S. Lee, M. H. Pittler, E. Ernst

SUMMARY

Introduction: The aim of this systematic review is to summarise and critically
evaluate the evidence for the effectiveness of reiki. Methods: We searched the lit-
erature using 23 databases from their respective inceptions through to November
2007 (search again 23 January 2008) without language restrictions. Methodologi-
cal quality was assessed using the Jadad score. Results: The searches identified
205 potentially relevant studies. Nine randomised clinical trials (RCTs) met our
inclusion criteria. Two RCTs suggested beneficial effects of reiki compared with
sham control on depression, while one RCT did not report intergroup differences.
For pain and anxiety, one RCT showed intergroup differences compared with sham
control. For stress and hopelessness a further RCT reported effects of reiki and dis-
tant reiki compared with distant sham control. For functional recovery after ischae-
mic stroke there were no intergroup differences compared with sham. There was
also no difference for anxiety between groups of pregnant women undergoing
amniocentesis. For diabetic neuropathy there were no effects of reiki on pain. A
further RCT failed to show the effects of reiki for anxiety and depression in women
undergoing breast biopsy compared with conventional care. Discussion: In total,
the trial data for any one condition are scarce and independent replications are
not available for each condition. Most trials suffered from methodological flaws
such as small sample size, inadequate study design and poor reporting. Conclu-
sion: In conclusion, the evidence is insufficient to suggest that reiki is an effective

treatment for any condition. Therefore the value of reiki remains unproven.

introduction

Reiki is a therapeutic modality developed in Japan
in the mid-19th century (1) and is also now used in
western countries. The word reiki is made up of
two Japanese words: Rei, or universal spirit (some-
times thought of as a supreme being) and ki (mean-
ing universal life energy) (1). The National Center
for Complementary and Alternative Medicine classi-
fied reiki as energy medicine and specifically a bio-
field therapy (1). Reiki practitioners believe that the
therapeutic effects of this technique are obtained
from a ‘universal life energy’ that provides strength,
harmony, and balance to the body and mind (1).
Life energy is thought to be transferred to patients
when practitioners place their hands on or directly
above treatment areas. It is believed that the chan-
nelling of healing ‘energy’ from an assumed source
through the hands of the healer to the patient facili-
tates the therapeutic effect (2). The central claim of
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healers is that reiki promotes or facilitates self-heal-
ing in the patient.

Reiki is used for a number of conditions including
the relief of stress and tension (1,3). It is officially rec-
ommended by some National Health Service Trusts
(4,5) and The Prince of Wales’s Foundation for Inte-
grated Health (3} for the management of chronic dis-
eases. However, it has not been evaluated using a
systematic, evidence-based approach. Existing reviews
(2,6-8) were non-systematic and therefore open to
bias. Thus, this systematic review is aimed at summa-
rising and critically evaluating the data from rando-
mised clinical trials (RCTs) of the clinical effectiveness
of reiki in the treatment of any medical condition.

Materials and methods

Data sources
Electronic databases were searched from their respec-
tive inception through to November 2007 (searched
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again 23 January 2008) using the following databases:
MEDLINE, AMED, British Nursing Index, CINAHL,
EMBASE, Psyclnfo, ClinicalTrials.gov of the US
National Institute of Health, the UK National
Research Register, The Cochrane Library 2007,
Issue 4, ProQuest Dissertations and Theses, Korean
Databases (Korean Studies Information, DBPIA,
six Korea Institute of Science and Technology
Information, Research Information Center for
Health Database, KoreanMed and Korea National
Assembly Library), four Chinese Medical Databases
(China Academic Journal, Century Journal Project,
China Doctor/Master Dissertation Full text DB,
China Proceedings Conference Full text DB). Japan
Science and Technology Information Aggregator
Electronic, Journal@rchive, Science Link Japan and
the Qigong and Energy Database (Qigong Institute,
Melon Park, version 7.4). The search terms used
were reiki or Korean language terms for reiki. In
addition, our own files and relevant journals (Focus
on Alternative and Complementary Therapies and
Subtle Energies and Energy Medicine Journal from
their respective inception to December 2007) were
manually searched. In addition, the references of
all located articles were hand-searched for further
relevant articles.

Study selections

RCTs were included if they assessed human subjects
who received reiki alone or adjunctive to conven-
tional treatment. Trials comparing reiki with any
type of control group were included. Any trials with
reiki as part of a complex intervention were
excluded. Trials, which aimed to develop the meth-
odology of reiki procedures without clinical out-
comes were also excluded. Studies in which no data
or no statistical comparisons were reported were
excluded. Trials assessing healthy subjects were also
excluded. No language restrictions were imposed.
Dissertations and abstracts were included. Hard cop-
ies of all articles were obtained and read in full.

Data extraction and quality assessment

All articles were read by two independent reviewers
(MSL, MHP) and data were validated and extracted
according to predefined criteria. Allocation conceal-
ment was assessed using the Cochrane classification
(9). The methodological quality of all studies was
independently assessed by the two reviewers using
the Jadad score (10). Taking into account that reiki
practitioners are virtually impossible to be blinded to
the treatment, we used a modification of this scale
(11). Points were awarded for a maximum of five as
follows: one point if the study was described as
randomised; one point for appropriate method; one

point deducted if the randomisation method was
inappropriate; one point if subjects were blinded to
intervention; one point if the evaluator was blinded
to the intervention and one point for description of
withdrawals and dropouts. Subject blinding was
assumed where the control intervention was indistin-
guishable, even if the word ‘blinding’ did not occur
in the report. Discrepancies were resolved by discus-
sion between two reviewers.

Results

Study description

The searches identified 205 potentially relevant stud-
ies; 196 studies were excluded, nine RCTs of which
were included (Figure 1). Key data are summarised
in Table 1 (12-20). Two RCTs (21,22) were excluded
because it was not possible to extract data for reiki
alone from a complex intervention. One RCT, which
aimed to develop a placebo procedure for reiki stud-
ies, was also excluded (15). Another trial was
excluded because healthy subjects were assessed (23).
A further six RCTs, identified on ClincalTrials.gov,
could not be included because they are ongoing or
have not published results yet. Five trials (12—
14,19,20) conducted in the USA, three trials
(15,17,18) conducted in Canada and one trial con-
ducted in the UK (16) met our inclusion criteria and
were reviewed. Eight of the included trials adopted a
parallel group design (12~17,19) and one adopted a
cross-over design (18).

Study quality

The methodological quality of the included RCTs
ranged between two and five of possible five. Of the
nine included RCTs, four described the methods of
randomisation (15,17,19,20), one for assessor blind
(20) and one for patient blinding (16). Three RCTs
reported assessor and subject blinding (13,15) or
subject and practitioner blinding (14). Sufficient
details of drop-outs and withdrawals were described
in seven trials (12,14-18,20). Two RCTs reported
details on allocation concealment (15,20).

Included studies

Dressen and Singg (12) evaluated the effect of reiki
on pain and psychological symptoms in 120 chroni-
cally ill patients. Participants were allocated ran-
domly into one of four parallel groups: reiki
(n = 30), progressive muscle relaxation (n = 30),
sham reiki (n = 30) and no treatment (n = 30). At
the end of the treatment period, there was a signifi-
cant reduction of present pain (McGill Question-
naire, p < 0.01), depression [Beck Depression
Inventory (BDI), p < 0.01] and anxiety (State Trait

©® 2008 The Authors

Journal compilation © 2008 Blackwell Publishing Ltd /nt J Clin Pract, lune 2008, 62, 6, 947-954




Effects of reiki in clinical practice

Potentially relevant articles identified
(n=205)

Identified as RCT (n = 19)

v

RCTs included (n = 9)

Figure 1 Flowchart of trial selection process

Anxiety Inventory, p < 0.01) in the reiki group com-
pared with all other groups.

Shore (13) evaluated the effectiveness of reiki for
depression and stress. Forty-five patients (self-defined
and documented by questionnaire) were randomly
divided into one of three groups receiving hands-on
reiki (n = 13), distant reiki (n = 16) or sham distant
reiki (n = 16). After 6 weeks, there were significant
reductions in depression (BDI, p < 0.05 for hands-
on reiki and p = 0.004 for distant reiki compared
with sham reiki) and stress (Perceived Stress Scale,
p = 0.004 for hands-on reiki and p = 0.005 for dis-
tant reiki compared with sham reiki) in treatment
groups compared with sham reiki group and these
differences continued to be present 1 year later.

Shiflett et al. (14) assessed the effects of reiki as an
adjunctive treatment in subacute stroke patients. Par-
ticipants were randomised into three parallel groups:
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Trials excluded (n = 186):
+ Not relevant to reiki (1 = 46)
» Animal experiment(n = 2 )
« Non-randomized clinical trial (n = 3)
+ Uncontrolled trial (n = 6)
* Case report (n = 3)
* Not clinical trial (n = 126)

RCTs excluded (7 = 10):

» Not possible to extract data for reiki
alone from complex intervention
(n=2)

+ Aimed to develop a placebo
procedure for reiki studies (z = 1)

* Randomized but assessed healthy
subjects (n=1)

* No results published or ongoing
study (n = 6)

intervention by a reiki master (n = 10), reiki by a
practitioner (n = 10) and sham reiki (n = 10). At the
end of the treatment period, there were no differ-
ences on depression (Center for Epidemiologic Stad-
ies Depression Scale) and functional recovery
(Functional independence measure) between the
three groups.

Mauro (15) tested the effectiveness of reiki on
anxiety in pregnant women who were undergoing
amniocentesis. Participants were randomised into
three parallel groups: reiki (m# = 10), sham reiki
(n = 10) and no treatment (n = 10). After 2 weeks,
there was no significant difference in anxiety (Shee-
han Patient-Rated Anxiety Scale, and Subjective Unit
of Disturbance Scale) between the three groups.

Gillespie et al. (16) assessed the effects of reiki in
patients with type 2 diabetes mellitus and painful
diabetic neuropathy. Participants were randomised
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into reiki (n = 93), sham reiki (# = 88) and usual
care (n = 26). At the end of the treatment period,
there were no differences on pain (McGill Pain
Questionnaire), 6 min walk test and quality of life
(Epidemiology of Diabetes Intervention and Compli-
cations quality of life, Well-being Questionnaire, and
Diabetes Treatment Satisfaction Questionnaire)
between the three groups.

Olson et al. (17) investigated the effects of reiki as
an adjunct to standard opioid medication for pain
management in advanced cancer patients. Twenty-
four patients were randomly allocated to the reiki
plus opioid group (7 = 11) or to the rest plus opioid
group (n = 13). After two treatment sessions, there
was improved pain control (visual analogue scale;
p < 0.05 at both days 1 and 2) and quality of life
(linear analogue scale; p = 0.002) but no overall
reduction in opioid use in the treatment group com-
pared with the control group.

Tsang et al. (18) investigated the therapeutic
effects of reiki on fatigue and quality of life in cancer
patients in a cross-over trial. Sixteen patients were
randomised to each order of intervention, reiki then
rest or rest then reiki. Fatigue decreased within the
reiki session over the course of all seven treatments
[Punctional Assessment of Cancer Therapy (FACT),
p = 0.05] compared with the rest session, while there
was no intergroup difference compared with the con-
trol group. The quality of life was significantly
improved with the reiki sessions compared with rest
(FACT, p < 0.01).

Vitale and O’Connor (19) tested the effectiveness
of reiki for anxiety and pain in 22 women undergo-
ing abdominal hysterectomy. Patients were rando-
mised to either reiki plus traditional nursing care
{n = 10) or traditional nursing care only (n = 12).
The experimental group reported less pain (numeric
pain rating scale; p = 0.04 at 24 h) after operation
and requested fewer analgesics (p = 0.004 at dis-
charge) compared with the control group.

Potter (20) investigated the therapeutic effects of
reiki on anxiety and depression in women undergo-
ing breast biopsy. Thirty-five patients were randomly
allocated to the reiki plus conventional care (n = 18)
or to the conventional care alone group (n = 17).
Anxiety decreased in both groups over time, while
there was no intergroup difference. After two ses-
sions, there was no significant difference in depres-
sion between the two groups.

Discussion

This systematic review identified few RCTs of reiki.
Collectively these trials do not refute the notion
that reiki has some potential as an adjuvant ther-

apy. The evidence is, however, by no means com-
pelling.

Three trials were both subject and assessor blinded
(13,15) or practitioner blinded (14), whereas two tri-
als were subject blinded only (16) or assessor blinded
(20). Four studies did not make any attempt at
either subject or assessor blinding (12,17-19). Trials
with inadequate levels of blinding are likely to show
exaggerated treatment effects (24). Only two trials
calculated sample size and took adequate allocation
concealment procedures (15,20). All of the other tri-
als suffered from a lack of adequate allocation con-
cealment and sufficient sample size. The RCTs
included in this review fail to fully control for pla-
cebo effects. It is therefore impossible to tell to what
extent the therapeutic response (if any) is due to spe-
cific or non-specific effects.

Even the trials scoring high on the Jadad scale
were not devoid of flaws (14,15). The trial by Shiflett
et al. (14) had a small sample size and included non-
randomised historical controls in their statistical
analysis. One trial was an unpublished thesis, which
had not gone through formal peer review (15).

Different tools were used in the RCTs to deter-
mine outcomes such as depression, pain and anxiety.
The differences in results might come from the suit-
ability of the measurement tool applied. In particular
different measurement tools for depression seem to
yield different results. Unless the outcome measures
used have established reliability and validity, data
derived from them are subject to bias.

One could argue that currently there are not
enough RCTs to do a conclusive systematic review.
However, it is not only a matter of the number of
RCTs but also one of methodological rigour includ-
ing features such as appropriate sample size, subject
or practitioner, or assessor blinding, and adequate
allocation concealment. Currently there are several
ongoing RCTs, which test the effectiveness of reiki
funded by the US National Center for Complemen-
tary and Alternative Medicine. Perhaps these RCTs
will clarify the issue.

One could also question whether future research
in reiki should adhere to scientific rigour. However,
we feel that, to establish a cause-effect relationship
between the intervention and the clinical outcome,
any intervention has to be tested in a way that
demonstrably excludes the most obvious forms of
bias.

Another concern is repeatability of trials. A clinical
study is only truly useful if the trial can be repli-
cated: therefore the expertise of the reiki healer being
employed is important. There are numerous levels of
reiki with significant differences between them, so a
clear description of the reiki technique should be
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provided together with a description of the level of
expertise of the reiki healer. However, the reality is,
even the same healer may produce different out-
comes in different studies (25,26). Crucially all
aspects of the trial methodology must be reported so
that others can replicate the study. Moreover, none
of the included trials mentioned the rationale for the
treatment duration. The optimal dosage of reiki
treatment requires further study.

The question arises as to the safety of reiki. None
of the reviewed studies reported any adverse events.
Reiki appears to be generally safe, and serious
adverse effects have not been reported (1,27). Some
practitioners advise caution about using reiki in peo-
ple with psychiatric illnesses because of a risk of
bringing out underlying psychopathology, although
this risk has not been formally reported in the pub-
lished literature {1,27). Adverse effects were not the
focus of this review but the safety of reiki needs fur-
ther research.

The mechanisms that may be involved in reiki are
hypothetical. The existence of Ki (or Qi, life energy)
has not been proven scientifically. Thus, the investi-
gation of the theory, that humans can interact on an
energetic level to heal each other in some way, would
constitute an area for future study (28).

Limitations of our systematic review and indeed
systernatic reviews in general, pertain to the potential
incompleteness of the evidence reviewed. We aimed
to identify all RCTs on the topic. The distorting
effects on systematic reviews and meta-analyses aris-
ing from publication bias and location bias are well
documented (29-32). We know that negative studies
tend to remain unpublished. Thus, publication bias
could have produced an overall result that is more
positive than the totality of all RCTs ever conducted
would suggest. In this review, there were no restric-
tions in terms of publication language and a large
number of different databases were searched. We are
therefore confident that our search strategy has
located all relevant data. However, a degree of uncer-
tainty remains. A further weakness of systematic
reviews pertains to the quality of the primary studies.
Even though quality of the reviewed studies is mod-
erate, methodological shortcomings such as small
sample size and inadequate level of blinding render
our review at best inconclusive.

Our decision to exclude non-randomisation might
also be criticised. However, we strongly feel that
non-randomisation introduces selection bias which,
in turn, would render any results uninterpretable.
The exclusion of RCTs on healthy subjects or with-
out clinical outcomes or qualitative studies might be
criticised. We feel that such trials would not give
objective clinical information of value. Moreover,
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these studies cannot provide reliable data on the
effectiveness of reiki. Therefore we believe that the
exclusion of such studies was the correct decision.

Future trials testing the effectiveness of reiki
should adhere to rigorous trial designs which are
adequately suited to the research question that is
being asked. Such trials should preferably be rando-
mised, control for placebo effects, assessor blinded,
adequately allocation concealed, have optimal treat-
ment time and sample sizes based on proper sample
size calculations, use validated outcome measures
and include a full description of the actual interven-
tions that are being tested (33,34).

In conclusion, the evidence is insufficient to sug-
gest that reiki is an effective treatment for any condi-
tion. Therefore the value of reiki remains unproven.
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