
 

 

MIND BODY MEDICINE AND CANCER 
 

What is Mind Body Medicine?  How does it apply to cancer?  Is there any real science behind it? 

More importantly, how does it apply to YOU, to those you love and care about?  How can you, 

or someone you love, use the principles and practices of Mind Body Medicine (MBM) to live 

better and live happier with less depression, less anxiety and less stress? 

These are the sorts of questions those who work in this area of medicine run into every day—and 

these are the sorts of questions we hope to answer for you in this eBook. 

 

First, some definitions: 

WHAT IS MIND BODY MEDICINE? 

In the US, the National Center for Complementary and Alternative Medicine (NCCAM), a part 

of the National Institute of Health (NIH) has defined Mind Body Medicine as a number of 

different techniques designed to enhance the mind’s ability to affect symptoms. Some of the 

techniques in MBM include support groups, cognitive-behavioral therapy, meditation, prayer, 

positive visualization, movement re-education, creative therapies, aromatherapy, yoga and 

others. MBM is a holistic and humanistic approach, centering on the patient and the patient’s 

feelings, emotions, needs and comfort. 

Mind Body Medicine is defined by Swinburne University, in Australia, as focusing‖ particular 

therapeutic attention upon the role of the mind-body relationship in illness and health. The 
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essential therapeutic aim is to promote bodily health and healing via the modality of mind - and 

through the mind-body relationship.‖
i
 

The Australasian Integrative Medicine Association defines Mind Body Medicine (Interventions) 

as including ―patient support groups, meditation, prayer, spiritual healing, and therapies that use 

creative outlets such as art, music, or dance.―
ii
 

In Mind Body Medicine, practitioners and patients believe in the ability of the mind to overcome 

or improve physical, mental and emotional limitations. The patient takes a central role in Mind 

Body Medicine—ultimately, the patient is in charge of their physical, mental and emotional self 

and can work to improve their outlook or choose not to.  This does NOT imply that if a cancer 

patient has, for example, a new metastatic tumor, that they have somehow ―failed‖.  The success 

of MBM lies in less quantifiable measurements.  If a cancer patient feels less depression, less 

anxiety, is able to enjoy their lives, is able to laugh and visit with friends and family—the 

treatment is considered successful because the mental and emotional difficulties HAVE been 

overcome! 
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IS THERE ANY SCIENTIFIC EVIDENCE FOR MIND BODY MEDICINE? 

 

The short answer to this question is yes—there is increasing scientific support for the effects of 

the mind on improving the physical, mental and spiritual well-being and health of individuals 

who practice certain techniques. The opposite is also true—there is much evidence suggesting 

that stress and ―negative‖ attitudes can actually put someone at greater risk for cancer and other 

chronic diseases.  

A BRIEF HISTORY OF MBM 

In 1975, Ader
iii

 coined the term ―psychoneuroimmunology‖, or PNI to describe a newly 

discovered communication system between the brain, the mind and the immune system. When it 

was first described, many in the mainstream medical community found it difficult to accept. To 

many outside the mainstream medical community, it seemed pretty obvious—doctors and 

patients alike knew quite well that when someone was depressed or grieving over the loss of a 

loved one, they tended to get sick more often and took longer to recover. When someone was 

under a lot of stress at home or at work, they were at greater risk for heart disease.  In the world 

of science, however, it is important to understand that these ideas needed proof.  The concept of 

PNI finally gave scientists a theory to test.  

Soon, studies on PNI began to be seen in the scientific journals around the world. These 

studies were able to definitely prove that, for example, if you are dealing with a spouse how has 

Alzheimer’s Disease, any injuries you suffered took longer to heal.
iv

  If there was conflict in your 

marriage or your relationship, your immune system was suppressed
v
.  If you were a medical 

student taking exams, your immune system was also suppressed.
vi

 People in grief and under 

various other forms of stress were also found to have decreased immunity and increased stress 

https://www.pnirs.org/index.cfm
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hormones such as cortisol.
vii

 Cancer patients who did not have a community or group to support 

them were shown to have decreased Natural Killer (NK) cell immunity.
viii

 

Other researchers showed significant reduction in pain in over 4000 arthritis patients who 

were involved in mind-body support groups.
ix

  Patients who had had a heart attack and went to 

facilitated mind-body groups had over 50% less of a chance of a second heart attack than those 

who didn’t attend a mind-body group.
x
   

When mind body approaches are examined over the last 25 years, an even clearer picture 

emerges. A number of studies have shown major benefits, particularly for cancer patients.  Some 

of the benefits studied included a longer life, a better quality of life and a better and happier 

outlook on life.
xi, xii, xiii, xiv 

The ―placebo‖ effect has provided another line of evidence for the positive effects of MBM.  

The placebo effect can be defined as a beneficial effect in a patient after an ―inert‖ treatment.  

The placebo effect is thought to come from the patient's expectations concerning the treatment—

and not the treatment itself.  It has always been considered to be almost a nuisance, not really 

―real‖ –or an effect that ―got in the way‖ of interpreting the data.  Well, it turns out that not only 

is it ―real‖ but it can be localized to a real part of the brain and controlled by normal receptors in 

the brain—the same types of receptors that respond to, for example, pain medications.
xv

 In all 

those studies over the years where the placebo effect was used to explain improvements in 

outcome after a specific therapy, some portion of the patients improved because they believed 

they could improve.  This is not just some ―fluffernutter‖, hand-waving pie-in-the-sky thinking—

this is a real effect and happens repeatedly in every clinical trial of a particular drug or 

therapeutic approach—there is always some proportion of individuals who improve just because 
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they believed they could.  The body has an incredible potential for self-repair and the mind is a 

powerful tool in that repair process. 

In a recent review of the literature, it was acknowledged that the mind—and the state of the 

mind – is critically important to how the body responds, how it heals and how the body is able to 

rid itself of an infection, a tumor or any condition.
xvi

 To many people, again, this really didn’t 

come as a great surprise—there are stories everywhere of the more depressed you are, the sicker 

you get or the more ―negative‖ you are the more likely to get cancer or a heart attack.  We have 

long known that certain personality ―types‖ are more likely to have heart attacks. Many talked 

about a business man with a ―Type A personality‖ who was headed for a heart attack. What is 

different now is that there is much more data to support what many of us already suspected. 

Another recent review connected not only the psychological, the nervous and the immune 

systems, but added information about stress—what stress does to a person’s body, mind and 

spirit and what stress can cause—heart conditions, depression, nervous conditions, glandular 

imbalances, cancer and more.
xvii, xviii, xix

 We all have stress—and, within limits, we can all cope 

with stress.  There does come a point for many where the stress begins to affect both our mental 

and our physical health. 
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FIGURE 1: THE STRESS RESPONSE: Danger signals the release of cortisol and other hormones.  Cortisol 

increases blood flow to organs vital to “Fight or Flight” such as the brain, skeletal muscles, heart and lungs and 

decreases blood flow to the GI, giving you that feeling of dread in the “pit” of your stomach. 
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