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Abstract: The incorporation of holistic and complementary therapies within mental health nursing represents an evolution in 
contemporary psychiatric care, moving beyond conventional biomedical models to embrace a more integrated, person-centered 
approach. Holistic therapies address the multifaceted nature of mental health—considering psychological, emotional, social, spiritual, 
and physical dimensions—while complementary therapies supplement standard treatments to enhance well-being, resilience, and 
engagement. This review article examines the theoretical foundations, evidence base, practical applications, benefits, challenges, ethical 
considerations, education and training needs, and future directions for integrating holistic and complementary therapies in mental health 
nursing. The aim is to provide a comprehensive and evidence-informed framework that supports nurses, clinicians, policymakers, and 
researchers in advancing holistic practice within mental health settings. 
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Introduction 
Mental health nursing has traditionally relied on 
pharmacological interventions and psychotherapeutic 
strategies to manage psychiatric symptoms. While these 
approaches remain foundational, they often inadequately 
address the broader determinants of mental well-being such 
as stress, lifestyle, relational context, spirituality, and 
meaning in life. Integrating holistic and complementary 
therapies enhances the quality of care by acknowledging the 
complexity of mental distress and the individuality of each 
person’s recovery journey. Holistic care, rooted in the 
philosophy that humans are dynamic beings whose physical, 
emotional, social, intellectual, and spiritual dimensions 
interact, aligns with modern holistic nursing theories and 
recovery-oriented practice models. Complementary 
therapies—such as mindfulness, yoga, art therapy, music 
therapy, acupuncture, and therapeutic touch—are 
increasingly utilized alongside conventional treatments to 
improve outcomes and patient satisfaction. 

 
Conceptual Framework: Holistic and Complementary 
Therapies in Mental Health 
Holistic nursing theory posits that mental health is influenced 
by multiple dimensions of human experience. The American  

 
Holistic Nurses Association defines holistic nursing as “all 
nursing practice that has healing the whole person as its 
goal.” In mental health settings, this framework supports 
interventions that engage the mind, body, emotions, and 
spirit. Complementary therapies, falling under the umbrella of 
integrative health, are those non-mainstream practices used 
together with conventional medicine. Integrative mental 
health nursing combines evidence-based complementary 
therapies with psychiatric care to foster resilience, 
self-efficacy, and recovery. The key principles include 
respect for individual preferences, cultural sensitivity, 
empowerment, and an emphasis on therapeutic 
relationships. 

 
Historical Evolution of Holistic and Complementary 
Therapies in Mental Health Care 
Holistic approaches have roots in ancient healing traditions 
where mind and body were inseparable. Traditional medical 
systems—such as Ayurveda, Traditional Chinese Medicine, 
and indigenous healing practices—embraced holistic health 
long before modern psychiatry. However, the biomedical 
model of the 20th century prioritized reductionist, 
symptom-focused treatments. The shift toward holistic and 
complementary therapies gained momentum in the late 20th 
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and early 21st centuries as critiques of over-reliance on 
medications emerged and patient advocacy for agency and 
self-determination grew. The recovery movement further 
emphasized personal meaning, hope, and empowerment, 
reinforcing the alignment between holistic approaches and 
mental health nursing. 

 
Core Holistic and Complementary Therapies in Mental 
Health Nursing 
1. Mindfulness and Meditation 
Mindfulness involves purposeful, non-judgmental awareness 
of the present moment. Rooted in Buddhist traditions and 
adapted into therapeutic formats like Mindfulness-Based 
Stress Reduction (MBSR) and Mindfulness-Based Cognitive 
Therapy (MBCT), it has strong empirical support for reducing 
anxiety, depression, and stress. Within mental health 
nursing, mindfulness practices can be integrated into 
individual and group interventions, encouraging patients to 
observe thoughts and emotions without avoidance or 
over-identification. Nurses trained in mindfulness can also 
model and teach these skills, fostering self-regulation and 
resilience. 
Research Basis: Randomized controlled trials indicate 
significant improvements in symptoms of depressive relapse, 
anxiety disorders, and stress responses when mindfulness is 
used adjunctively with conventional treatments. 

 
2. Yoga and Movement Therapies 
Yoga combines physical postures (asanas), breath control 
(pranayama), and meditation. It addresses physiological 
stress responses, autonomic regulation, and body 
awareness—critical components in conditions like anxiety, 
depression, post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), and 
somatic symptom disorders. Movement therapies—including 
Tai Chi and dance therapy—promote embodiment, emotional 
expression, and relational engagement. In psychiatric 
nursing, these therapies are applied to support somatic 
awareness, reduce hyperarousal, and cultivate adaptive 
coping. 
Research Basis: Systematic reviews suggest beneficial 
effects of yoga on depressive symptoms, stress reduction, 
and overall psychological well-being; however, 
methodological variations exist, requiring careful 
interpretation. 

 
3. Art and Music Therapy 
Art and music therapies use creative expression to facilitate 
emotional processing, communication, and therapeutic 
engagement. These modalities are particularly valuable for 
individuals with limited verbal expression or those 
traumatized by experiences that are difficult to articulate. 
Within mental health nursing, nurses collaborate with certified 
art or music therapists or incorporate basic expressive 
activities into care plans to enhance meaning-making, 
self-esteem, and social connection. 
Clinical Applications: Group art sessions to explore identity, 
music improvisation for emotional release, and guided 
imagery with music for relaxation. 

 
4. Therapeutic Touch and Energy Therapies 
Therapeutic touch and related energy therapies (e.g., Reiki) 
emphasize intentional, non-invasive interaction with the 
body’s energy field to promote relaxation and healing. While 
evidence varies and is sometimes contested, patients often 
report subjective improvements in anxiety, mood, and 
comfort. Nurses incorporating therapeutic touch must 
balance open dialogue about expectations with ethical clarity 
regarding evidence limitations. 

 
5. Acupuncture and Acupressure 
Grounded in Traditional Chinese Medicine, acupuncture and 
acupressure target specific points to modulate physiological 
processes and stress responses. As adjunctive therapies in 
mental health care, they may reduce symptoms of anxiety, 
depression, and insomnia. However, access, credentialing, 
and integration within psychiatric settings require systemic 
support. 

 
Evidence Base and Clinical Effectiveness 
Empirical Evidence 
A growing body of literature examines the efficacy of holistic 
and complementary therapies in mental health populations. 
Meta-analyses support the use of mindfulness practices for 
anxiety and depressive symptoms, while yoga and 
movement therapies show moderate benefits in stress 
reduction and mood regulation. Art and music therapy display 
positive outcomes for emotional expression and social 
engagement, though higher-quality randomized studies 
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remain necessary for definitive conclusions. Acupuncture 
shows promise for anxiety and stress management but is less 
studied in severe psychiatric disorders. 
Physiological and Psychological Mechanisms 
Holistic therapies may exert effects through multiple 
pathways: modulation of the autonomic nervous system, 
enhancement of neuroplasticity, regulation of stress 
hormones, and improvement of cognitive-affective strategies. 
Psychologically, they promote self-awareness, acceptance, 
mastery experiences, and social connectedness—factors 
critical for recovery. 
Limitations and Research Gaps 
Despite promising findings, challenges include small sample 
sizes, heterogeneous interventions, and varying outcome 
measures. Future research should prioritize rigorous 
randomized controlled trials, standardized protocols, 
long-term follow-up, and examination of cost-effectiveness. 

 
Integrating Holistic Therapies into Clinical Practice 
Assessment and Individualized Care Planning 
Effective integration begins with comprehensive 
biopsychosocial assessments that explore patients’ 
preferences, beliefs, lifestyle, coping patterns, and readiness 
for complementary therapies. Nurses should collaboratively 
develop individualized care plans that align holistic modalities 
with clinical goals, symptom profiles, cultural context, and 
safety considerations. 
Therapeutic Alliance and Patient Engagement 
Holistic care strengthens the therapeutic alliance—a core 
determinant of positive outcomes in mental health nursing. 
When nurses respect patients’ autonomy, validate 
experiential knowledge, and co-create care pathways, 
engagement and adherence improve. Complementary 
therapies often emphasize shared experiences and 
empowerment, fostering deeper trust and rapport. 
Multidisciplinary Collaboration 
Implementing holistic therapies requires collaboration with 
allied health professionals (e.g., psychologists, occupational 
therapists, art/movement therapists, complementary therapy 
specialists). Clear communication, defined roles, and 
integrated documentation ensure cohesive care delivery. 
Safety and Contraindications 
Nurses must be vigilant about safety—screening for 
contraindications (e.g., physical limitations with yoga, risk of 

overstimulation with expressive arts), monitoring adverse 
responses, and ensuring practices are adjunctive rather than 
replacements for essential psychiatric care when necessary. 
Evidence-informed practice requires balancing openness to 
experiential benefits with scientific rigor. 

 
Education, Training, and Competency Development 
Curriculum Integration 
Incorporating holistic and complementary therapy content 
into undergraduate and postgraduate nursing curricula 
enhances competency, critical appraisal skills, and clinical 
confidence. Topics may include theories of holistic care, 
evidence appraisal, practical skills in mindfulness and 
relaxation techniques, cultural competence, ethical 
considerations, and interdisciplinary practice. 
Continuing Professional Development 
Practicing mental health nurses benefit from workshops, 
certifications, and supervised experiential learning in 
complimentary therapies. Structured training in 
trauma-informed care, mindfulness facilitation, and 
therapeutic use of self strengthens quality and safety of 
holistic interventions. 
Competency Frameworks 
Frameworks should define core competencies: ethical 
practice, cultural sensitivity, evidence-based selection of 
interventions, risk assessment, outcome evaluation, and 
reflective practice. Competency assessment ensures 
accountability and continuous improvement. 

 
Ethical and Cultural Considerations 
Respecting Autonomy and Informed Consent 
Holistic care must uphold patient autonomy. Nurses should 
provide clear information about potential benefits, limitations, 
and alternatives to complementary therapies, allowing 
informed decision-making. Documentation of consent and 
ongoing dialogue about experiences and preferences are 
essential. 
Cultural Sensitivity and Relevance 
Holistic approaches resonate differently across cultural 
contexts. Some cultures inherently incorporate traditional 
healing, spiritual practices, and community rituals—nurses 
should respect and integrate culturally sanctioned practices 
when safe and appropriate. Culturally insensitive application 
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of therapies can undermine trust and therapeutic 
effectiveness. 
Equity and Accessibility 
Socioeconomic barriers and limited access to trained 
practitioners may impede equitable access to complementary 
therapies. Health systems should consider inclusive policies, 
funding mechanisms, and community partnerships to 
broaden access without creating inequity. 

 
Challenges and Barriers to Integration 
Institutional Resistance and Resource Constraints 
Health systems operating under cost containment and 
biomedical dominance may resist adopting complementary 
therapies due to perceived lack of evidence, budget 
limitations, and workflow disruptions. Strategic leadership, 
pilot initiatives, and evidence dissemination can mitigate 
resistance. 
Standardization and Quality Assurance 
The variability in training standards, credentialing, and 
practice fidelity poses risks. Establishing guidelines, 
professional standards, and quality indicators supports safe 
and effective implementation. 
Evaluation and Outcome Measurement 
Measuring holistic therapy outcomes requires capturing 
subjective experiences, quality of life indices, and 
psychosocial change beyond symptom reduction. 
Incorporating patient-reported outcomes, qualitative 
methods, and mixed-methods research enriches 
understanding of impact. 

 
Case Illustrations and Clinical Applications 
Case 1: Mindfulness for Anxiety in a Community Mental 
Health Setting 
A 28-year-old with generalized anxiety disorder participates 
in a nurse-led mindfulness group. Over 8 weeks, she reports 
reduced worry intensity, greater emotional regulation, and 
improved sleep. Her care plan integrates daily mindfulness 
practice with cognitive-behavioral therapy and medication 
management. 
Case 2: Yoga Therapy in a Psychiatric Inpatient Unit 
A psychiatric unit introduces weekly yoga sessions facilitated 
by a certified instructor alongside nursing supervision. 
Patients with depression and PTSD experience 
improvements in stress, somatic tension, and mood 

symptoms. Nurses observe enhanced engagement and 
reduced aggression incidents. 
Case 3: Art Therapy in Early Psychosis Intervention 
A young adult with first-episode psychosis engages in art 
therapy to explore identity disruption. Expressive activities 
combined with reflective nursing support help externalize 
emotional experiences, fostering insight and recovery goals. 

 
Future Directions and Innovations 
Digital and Telehealth Platforms 
Technology expands access to holistic therapies through 
apps, virtual mindfulness sessions, online yoga classes, and 
telehealth coaching. Integrating digital tools within mental 
health services enhances reach while maintaining 
therapeutic integrity. 
Personalized Integrative Care Models 
Precision mental health—tailoring interventions based on 
genetics, lifestyle, preferences, and psychosocial contexts—
can synergize with holistic frameworks. Integrative care 
pathways that dynamically match complementary therapies 
to individual profiles may improve efficacy and satisfaction. 
Policy Advocacy and Systemic Support 
Advancing holistic integration requires advocacy for 
reimbursement policies, regulatory frameworks, research 
funding, and education standards. Policies that recognize 
complementary therapies as legitimate adjuncts increase 
legitimacy and access. 

 
Conclusion 
Integrating holistic and complementary therapies in mental 
health nursing aligns with contemporary imperatives for 
person-centered, recovery-oriented, and culturally 
competent care. Evidence supports the utility of mindfulness, 
yoga, expressive therapies, and other modalities as 
adjunctive interventions that can enhance psychological 
well-being, therapeutic engagement, and quality of life. While 
challenges related to evidence standardization, institutional 
barriers, and training persist, strategic implementation, 
multidisciplinary collaboration, and policy support can foster 
sustainable integration. As mental health care evolves, 
holistic and complementary therapies offer meaningful 
pathways to enrich nursing practice, honor patient diversity, 
and amplify the healing potential of therapeutic relationships. 
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