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A growing body of research suggests patient and practitioner attitude, intent and 

emotions can influence clinical outcomes. 

A quiet revolution is gaining momentum in spine science: The biopsychosocial model is 

challenging the simplistic biomedical model. Instead of limiting the perspective of the clinician to 

an identifiable pathology, the biopyschosocial model emphasizes that one should consider "the 

patient's unique biologic, psychological, social, and economic milieu."
1
  

Recent publications are taking things to a higher level. An article titled "The Power of Suggestion – 

A Wild Card Across Spine Care" states, "The power of suggestion – and corresponding 

patient/subject expectations regarding outcomes – can have major effects in spinal medicine and 

spinal research ... simply observing people, paying attention to them, or making them feel special 

can induce powerful effects."
2
 A paper by Michael and Garry

3
 suggests that suggestion and 

expectation may affect other well-known findings. 

Scientists are also studying the relationship between emotions, brain connectivity, and pain. A study 

reported that where pain persisted, brain gray matter density decreased. The authors also noted, 

"Initially greater functional connectivity of nucleus accumbens with prefrontal cortex predicted pain 

persistence, implying that corticostriatal circuitry is causally involved in the transition from acute to 

chronic pain."
4
 And as reported in the U.K.'s The Telegraph, "The more emotionally the brain 

reacted to the initial injury, the more likely it was that pain [would] persist after the injury [had] 

healed."
5
 

A frequent question asked by patients and practitioners is, 

"To what extent do intent, attitude and touch affect health outcomes?" Although these issues may 

seem unrelated to the technical aspects of health care, a growing body of evidence suggests that 

such factors may significantly affect the healing process. Attitude matters. Laughter and humor 

have been shown to have beneficial health effects as well. 

CBS News
6
 reported on a paper in Aging

7
 that examined personality traits in people 95 years of age 

and older. The researchers reported that most had positive personality traits; the majority were 



outgoing, optimistic and easygoing. As noted by CBS News, "They considered laughter an 

important part of life and had a large social network. They expressed emotions openly rather than 

bottling them up." Other investigators have found that dispositional optimism protects older adults 

from strokes.
8-9

 

Berk, et al.,
10

 investigated how humor-associated, mirthful laughter modulated certain 

neuroimmune parameters. Fifty-two healthy men participated in the study. Blood samples were 

taken 10 minutes before viewing an hour-long humor video. Additional blood samples were taken 

30 minutes into the video, 30 minutes after the viewing was completed and 12 hours after the 

viewing. Increases were found in natural killer cell activity (immunoglobins G and M), with several 

immunoglobin effects lasting 12 hours after viewing the humor video.  

Other effects lasting at least 12 hours were increases in leukocyte subsets and cytokine interferon 

gamma. The authors concluded, "Modulation of neuroimmune parameters during and following the 

humor-associated eustress [pleasant or curative stress] of laughter may provide beneficial health 

effects for wellness." 

Finally, in a study by Kimata,
11

 allergy patients who watched a Charlie Chaplin comedy had their 

skin welts shrink, an effect not found in control subjects who watched weather reports. 

Do these studies mean that practitioners should abandon our clinical procedures and become stand-

up comics? Certainly not! However, realize that an upbeat, positive, empathic attitude will benefit 

your practice members more than a neutral or negative one. In a study by DiBlasi, et al.,
12

 the 

authors stated, "One relatively consistent finding is that physicians who adopt a warm, friendly, and 

reassuring manner are more effective than those who keep consultations formal and do not offer 

reassurance." 

As chiropractors, we touch our patients and project an attitude that profoundly affects their well-

being. We can do so by default or by design. My message to practitioners and patients alike is to 

focus on your intent to allow the body to express its potential. It may significantly affect clinical 

outcomes. 
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