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Fig. 1. Old-style Japanese kanji for Reiki. (Courtesy of Supriya Nair Mumbai, Maharashtra 
India.) 

Reiki has also been described as "a Japanese technique for stress reduction and 
relaxation that also promotes healing,"6 "a precise method for connecting universal
energy with the body's innate powers of healing, •>7 and "love from the universe, shared 
through the hands. "8

At present, the National Center for Complementary and Integrative Health (NCCIH) 
defines Reiki as "a complementary health approach in which practitioners place their 
hands lightly on or just above a person, with the goal of directing energy to help facil
itate the person's own healing response. It's based on an Eastern belief in an energy 
that supports the body's innate or natural healing abilities."9

Reiki has also been defined as a touch therapy, similar to Therapeutic Touch and 
Healing Touch, as well as a biofield therapy.4•10-12 

The term biofield therapies was coined during the US National Institutes of Health 
(NIH) Conference in 199213 to describe noninvasive therapies during which a practi
tioner works with the subtle vibrational field that surrounds and permeates a person's 
physical body to stimulate a healing response.1 1 ·13 

The biofield model is based on the principle that all living things are animated with a 
vital life force that creates a field of energy (biofield) around them. This field is invis
ible 14 but can be felt and manipulated by a trained practitioner.10 (see the video: Bio
field Science and Healing15 at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vK3YcCn3qSo). 

Although almost all of these aspects of the biofield apply to Reiki, what makes Reiki 
different from other biofield therapies is that the Reiki practitioner simply allows Reiki 
to flow through their hands to the recipient; there is no manipulation or exchange of 
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energy. The flow of Reiki assists in the restoration of balance on the physical, mental, 
and emotional levels, so that the recipient's natural ability to heal can be supported 
and enhanced.6

·
7

·
11 

Most people who offer Reiki quickly begin to recognize that, as the Reiki flows 
through them, they are connecting with their own loving, compassionate nature and 
then sharing that with the person receiving Reiki. It is likely that this connection in 
the practitioner encourages a positive effect on the recipient's experience with Reiki. 
Studies conducted by the HeartMath Institute on energy exchange between people 
found that, when humans experience positive emotions such as compassion, grati
tude, and caring, the resulting response can be seen in the production of smooth, or
dered, and coherent patterns in the heart's rhythmic activity.16 Researchers also found 
that the electromagnetic field produced by the heart transmits energy and information 
between people, and the electrocardiogram signal (measured by the peak of the R 
wave) from one person's heart could synchronize and be detected in the other per
son's brain (registered by their electroencephalogram) during physical contact.1 6 

The researchers were also able to measure the exchange with the subjects placed 
up to 1.5 m (5 feet) apart.16 The synchronization referenced in this study could explain 
what seems to happen during the flow of Reiki. Thus, when Reiki fills a person's bio
energetic field, it is easy to see how it can then spread to others as well as the person's 
environment (video: Scientific Foundation of the HeartMath System17 https://www. 
youtube.com/watch?v=1 rstfC0X2ac). 

How Does Reiki Work? 

Although the mechanism of action for Reiki is currently unknown, Reiki seems to influ
ence the body's autonomic nervous system to move from sympathetic to parasympa
thetic mode.1s-2o Reiki encourages the relaxation response, and the recipient's natural
ability to heal is supported and enhanced.7 The recipient begins to release tension 
both physically and mentally. The impact of stress is lessened. 

Florence Nightingale, founder of the modern nursing tradition, thought that nature 
alone cures and described the nurse's role as placing patients in the best condition for 
nature to act on them.21 The human body has all the resources and infinitely adaptable
systems of checks and balances to self-regulate, repair, regenerate, and thrive. Begin
ning with the relaxation response, Reiki gently supports the body, mind, and spirit to con
nect to these natural inner resources in order to heal and return to a state of balance.7 

Healing Versus Curing 

The practice of Reiki places emphasis on healing and not on curing. Western medicine 
has traditionally focused on disease and the efforts to cure, repair, or modify the 
course of the disease.22 In contrast, Reiki focuses on healing, which implies a resto
ration of balance on all levels of being: body, mind, and spirit. Unlike many Western 
medical practices, the practice of Reiki is not specific to any disease or illness. Reiki 
supports the potential for healing by focusing on the individual's innate capacity for 
renewal and growth on every level of being7 (see video: What is healing?23 at 
https://youtu.be/Kk7kzUt3-Lc). 

USES OF REIKI 

The list of uses for the healing potential of Reiki is extensive, as shown in Box 1.

Reiki is available and accessible to practitioners wherever they go. Because of its 
simplicity and ease of use, Reiki can be given to oneself or others at home, at work, 
on a plane, in a car, at school, or just about anywhere. When a friend or loved one 
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An attunement may sometimes be referred to as initiation: a conscious inner awak

ening process into a different level of awareness or being.5 Human beings are all born

with a natural ability to heal and bring healing energy to others. The attunement reawa

kens and reminds the person of this natural ability and alignment with source energy. 

Once attuned to Reiki, the connection is immediate and lasts a lifetime. 

Each degree or level of Reiki includes an attunement. The style and number of at

tunements per level may vary between lineages/schools. 

The Reiki Principles (Also Known as the Reiki Ideals, Reiki Precepts, or Gokai) 

Reiki began as a spiritual practice and the Reiki Principles are its heart. Usui designed 

these principles as guidelines for psychological well-being; he thought that if you 

healed the mind you healed the body. Usui sensei (teacher) described the principles 

as "the secret art of inviting happiness ... the miraculous cure for all diseases."6

The Reiki Principles were originally spoken in Japanese and repeated 3 times 

because they are considered a kotodama, where the power and spirit of the word 

come alive when spoken out loud.1

The statue that is seen in the video Reiki Principles spoken in Japanese45 (https:// 

www.youtube.com/watch?v=TlwTyubfXRY) is of Kannan, also known as Kwan Yin, 

who represents the qualities of mercy and compassion (Box 5). 

Box 5 

The Reiki Principles 

Just for today 

Do not anger 

Do not worry 

Be grateful 

Do your work 

Be kind to others 

Kyo dake wa 

lkaruna 

Shin pai suna 

Kan sha shite 

Gyo o hageme 

Hito ni shinsetsu ni 

Many Reiki practitioners recite them in Japanese every day to honor the original 

roots of Reiki. 

Just for today 

The Principles ask that one be mindful and fully present in the moment. When they stay 

in the moment, they keep their energy and spirit with them instead of sending them out 

into the future with worries or concerns, or to the past with resentment, blame, or guilt. 

When focused on the present, one is more aware of the blessings in the present. 

Do not anger 

Anger keeps one stuck in the past and the past cannot be changed. Attachment to 

how one thinks people should act and how their lives should be causes pain and 

suffering. Surrender to what is, trust that everything is exactly as it is supposed to 

be, and that people and experiences are in one's life to help them grow. 

Do not worry 

Worry keeps one focused on the future and drains their energy. Let go of worry about 

what cannot be controlled; attend to what can be. Most things people worry about 

never happen. 
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Be grateful 

Embracing the "attitude of gratitude" expands and enhances all aspects of life. Being 
aware of the constant ebb and flow of life and how things can change in a moment 
reminds people to stay present and savor every moment. Being thankful for people 
and experiences reminds us how rich our lives really are. 

Do your work 

Usui Sensei asks one to do what they are meant to do and do it with their whole hearts. 
People need to live authentically and be true to themselves. Living the compassionate 
life means that people should live with integrity and follow their beliefs. When people 
work on themselves, they help heal the world. 

Be kind to others 

Being kind to others is the golden rule. It is having compassion for all beings, including 
oneself. It is walking the path of loving kindness, knowing that people are all con
nected and what affects one affects us all. 

The Reiki Symbols 

Reiki symbols are an integral part of Reiki practice. Traditionally they have been kept 
secret and only revealed to students who have reached Second Degree (Level II) and 
received the corresponding attunement. Part of the secrecy was to respect the tradi
tion and to ensure that students were given all the information and instruction before 
they began to use them. Nowadays, they are easily found on the Internet. 

The Reiki symbols are derived from ancient Sanskrit and Japanese Kanji. They have 
a form and a mantra (word or phrase) that need to be drawn and/or verbalized to be 
activated. Usui designed them as tools used as supplements during a Reiki treat
ment.42 There are 3 symbols in traditional Usui Reiki: one to work with the physical 
body, one to work with mental-emotional issues, and one for distant healing. Others 
have been added over the years as different Reiki systems and styles have been 
developed. In-depth instructions for how to draw the symbols and what they are 
used for are given to students in class. 

Treatment 

Treatment is the foundation of the hands-on practice of Reiki (discussed earlier). Reiki 
treatment, whether for self or others, touches the physical body and energetically 
touches the spirit, the mind, and emotions; all levels of a person's being. That is 
why just a few moments of Reiki can have such a profound effect. Once attuned, peo
ple can begin to practice Reiki immediately. Placement of the hands begins Reiki. 
Removal of the hands stops the flow. It is that simple.5 No intention is needed. The
focus of Reiki is healing for the person's highest good. 

As a practitioners give Reiki, it also flows through them and they receive its benefits 
as well.7

Treating oneself is an integral part of the Reiki practice that replenishes the spirit, 
builds inner resilience, and enhances personal coping skills. A self-care practice 
can easily be woven into daily life with 5 or 10 minutes throughout the day, in the morn
ing on awakening, or at bedtime (see the video: Self-Reiki: Why you Need this in your 
Life and how to Do it Effectively46 at https://youtu.be/niSoR5jFrXg). 

Personal Development 

Reiki is an invitation for people to open their hearts and live more consciously, bringing 
more awareness to their everyday lives. People may come to Reiki to learn a relaxation 
technique to manage stress, but, as they continue to practice, they may begin to move 
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