
Complementary
Medicine Research

Review Article / Übersichtsarbeit

Complement Med Res 2024;31:477–483
DOI: 10.1159/000540226

Received: January 30, 2024
Accepted: July 3, 2024
Published online: July 26, 2024

The Earth as a Living Organism:
Contribution of Integrative Medicine to
the Healing of Our Planet (One Health)

Harald Matthesa, b Erik W. Baarsc, d Benno Brinkhausa Moritz Christophe

Friedrich Edelhäuserf Christian Grahb Carsten Gründemanng

Christian Keßlera David Martinh, i Andreas Michalsena

Bernd Rosslenbroichj Jana Sirokak Georg Soldnerl Michael Teuta

Jan Vagedesm, i Stefan N. Willicha

aInstitute of Social Medicine, Epidemiology and Health Economics, Charité-Universitätsmedizin Berlin, Berlin,
Germany; bResearch Institute Havelhöhe (FIH), Berlin, Germany; cLouis Bolk Institute, Bunnik, The Netherlands;
dUniversity of Applied Sciences Leiden, Faculty of Healthcare, Leiden, The Netherlands; eAcademy of the Society
of Anthroposophic Physicians, Munich, Germany; fIntegrated Part-Time Study of Anthroposophic Medicine (IBAM),
Faculty of Health, Witten/Herdecke University, Witten, Germany; gDepartment of Pharmaceutical Science,
Translational Complementary Medicine, University of Basel, Basel, Switzerland; hInstitute of Integrative Medicine,
University of Witten/Herdecke, Witten, Germany; iTübingen University Children’s Hospital, Tübingen Universtiy,
Tübingen, Germany; jInstitute of Evolutionary Biology and Morphology, Faculty of Health, Witten/Herdecke
University, Witten, Germany; kClinic Arlesheim, Arlesheim, Switzerland; lMedical Section, School of Spiritual
Science at the Goetheanum, Dornach, Switzerland; mARCIM Institute, Filderstadt, Germany

Keywords
Environment · Planetary health · Self-regulation ·
Sustainability · Transformation

Abstract
Background: Considering the analogies between the
disruption in ecological systems and in individuals, the
concept of integrative medicine is extended to the One
Health concept and integrative medicine is introduced as
an innovative model for guidance/correction in patients’
therapy as well as in ecological realignment. Summary:
The specific elements of integrative medicine that can be
applied to human health as well as to environmental
health are described (e.g. self-regulation, salutogenic
healing processes, transdisciplinary multimodal ap-
proaches, methodological pluralism). The need for sus-
tainable use of limited resources in medicine and phar-

macy is pointed out. As examples for urgent action, the
need of taking into account the whole life cycle of
pharmaceutical products as well as the impact of diet for
human and planetary health are mentioned. Key
Message: Self-regulation plays a crucial role in human
and environmental health; sustainable promotion of self-
regulation enables people to become co-creators of their
own health. Such a fundamental change requires trans-
formation of one’s inner relationship to nature and to
oneself. The aim of the mini-review was to concretize
individual fields of action and to investigate the question
of whether the concepts of integrative medicine can be
transferred from humans to the environment and thus to
planetary health and whether this makes sense.
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Die Erde als lebendiger Organismus: Beiträge einer
Integrativen Medizin zur Gesundung unseres
Planeten (One Health)

Schlüsselwörter
Umwelt · Planetare Gesundheit · Selbstregulation ·
Nachhaltigkeit · Transformation

Zusammenfassung
Hintergrund: Aufgrund der Analogien, die sich zwischen
Störungen in ökologischen Systemen und in der
menschlichen Gesundheit zeigen, wird das Konzept der
Integrierten Medizin auf das One-Health-Konzept aus-
geweitet und die Integrative Medizin als innovatives
Modell zur Steuerung/Korrektur der Therapie von Pa-
tient*innen sowie für eine ökologische Neuausrichtung
vorgestellt. Zusammenfassung: Die spezifischen Ele-
mente der Integrativen Medizin, die sowohl auf die
menschliche Gesundheit als auch auf die Umweltge-
sundheit angewendet werden können, werden bes-
chrieben (u.a. Selbstregulierung, salutogene Heilung-
sprozesse, transdisziplinäre multimodale Ansätze, Meth-
odenpluralismus). Es wird auf die Notwendigkeit eines
nachhaltigen Umgangs mit den begrenzten Ressourcen
in Medizin und Pharmazie hingewiesen. Als Beispiele für
dringenden Handlungsbedarf wird die Notwendigkeit
hervorgehoben, den gesamten Lebenszyklus pharma-
zeutischer Produkte zu berücksichtigen, ebenso wie die
Bedeutung einer Anpassung der Ernährung, nicht nur für
die menschliche Gesundheit, sondern auch für die
planetare Gesundheit. Kernaussage: Die Selbstregulier-
ung spielt eine entscheidende Rolle für die Gesundheit
vonMensch und Umwelt. Eine nachhaltige Förderung der
Selbstregulierung ermöglicht es den Menschen, zum
Mitgestalter ihrer eigenen Gesundheit zu werden. Ein
solcher grundlegender Wandel erfordert eine Transfor-
mation der inneren Beziehung zur Natur und zu sich
selbst. Ziel des Mini-Reviews ist es, einzelne Hand-
lungsfelder zu Konkretisieren und der Frage nachzuge-
hen, ob die Konzepte der integrativen Medizin vom
Menschen auf die Umwelt und damit zu einer plane-
tarischen Gesundheit übertragbar und zielführend sind?

© 2024 The Author(s).

Published by S. Karger AG, Basel

Introduction

The idea of “One Health” is the result of numerous
conceptualizations with the aim of finding integrating
approaches for a globally understood health [1]. The

term “One Health” was initially interpreted and im-
plemented in different ways, partly due to the fact that
globally understood health involves dynamic processes
that require constant adjustments and optimizations [2].
In 2021, the joint tripartite body of WHO, World Or-
ganization for Animal Health (WOAH), Food and
Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO),
and United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP)
(thus Quadripartite), agreed to present a unified defi-
nition of One Health. In this context, a One Health High
Level Expert Panel (OHHLEP) emerged as a group of 26
multidisciplinary international experts and presented
the following definition [3]:

“One Health is an integrated, unifying approach that aims to
sustainably balance and optimize the health of people, animals
and ecosystems. It recognizes that the health of humans,
domestic and wild animals, plants, and the wider environment
(including ecosystems) are closely linked and interdependent. The
approachmobilizesmultiple sectors, disciplines and communities at
varying levels of society to work together to foster well-being and
tackle threats to health and ecosystems, while addressing the
collective need for clean water, energy and air, safe and
nutritious food, taking action on climate change, and
contributing to sustainable development.”

Humanity, at least since the beginning of industri-
alization, has engaged in unprecedented levels of
overexploitation of its own livelihoods and has so se-
verely disrupted the global ecological balance that the
regenerative resources necessary for the survival of
numerous species including our own have been ex-
ceeded, and our planet Earth is now itself in need of
intensive therapeutic assistance. The sociologist Rosa [4]
shows how the basic attitude of the individual physically,
emotionally, and cognitively to their environment
characterizes their relationship and connection or
appropriation.

There are obvious morphological analogies between
the disruption in ecological systems and in individuals.
Prolonged imbalance or even (self-)destructive behavior
can lead to environmental crises of the Earth and disease
in humans [5]. In this paper, we look at integrative
medicine as an innovative model for control or cor-
rection on both levels: in patient therapy and in eco-
logical realignment.

The Earth as a Living Organism

Integrative medicine implies a holistic view of people
and their environment. It integrates the multidimen-
sionality of human existence including the biopsy-
chosocial and spiritual dimensions in diagnostics and
therapy. In the last two decades, this view has been in-
creasingly broadened and now explicitly includes a
healthy environment in the current definition [6].
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Conventional health care is, understandably, pre-
dominantly pathogenetically orientated and focuses on
problems, disease processes, and their symptomatology.
Integrative medicine broadens this approach based on
approaches that can be applied not only to people but also
to the environment [7]:
1. The central approach of integrative medicine is to

promote and harness self-regulation and self-activity in
the sense of salutogenic healing processes by activating
resources. At the core of this approach is a positive
concept of health, which defines health as an active and
ongoing achievement of the organism [8]. According to
this definition of health, both so-called healthy people
and so-called patients can actively contribute to health
by utilizing their own natural resources.

2. With this objective, integrative medicine offers a
multimodal approach in its health promotion and
therapy concepts and promotes transdisciplinary co-
operation between patients/clients and health care
providers. The importance of the therapeutic rela-
tionship between patient/client and practitioner is
central to this (relational medicine).

3. Integrative medicine promotes methodological plu-
ralism in research and practice, including the natural
sciences, the life sciences, the psychosciences, the
social sciences, and the humanities, in response to the
complex challenges of individual patient care, public
health, and the global community.
The concept and understanding around the topic of

“One Health” can, in our opinion, be effectively sup-
ported by the therapeutic potential of integrative
medicine, thus strengthening medicine in the long term.
Herein also lies an opportunity to overcome the (ap-
parent) polarization between natural science-oriented
high-tech medicine and holistic-regulative oriented
medicine in the sense of integrative medicine. In order to
justify this, both intellectually and practically, we pro-
pose the following:

In human medicine, the development of an inte-
grative medicine took place by expanding the patho-
genetic focus on somatic disease concepts by including,
among others, environmental, psychosocial, and spir-
itual dimensions as well as one’s own health devel-
opment [9]. In this context, the therapeutic relationship
level plays a crucial role. In psychotherapy, it has long
been known that therapeutic success depends to a large
extent on the therapeutic relationship. This principle
also applies to many other areas of medicine. The fact-
oriented focus on the “it” of the disease needs to be
extended by the “you”-perspective (Martin Buber [10],
Jürgen Habermas [11]) of the patient in order to do
justice to medicine as a practical science of action [12].
By including the personality and their individual
lifestyle, the dignity of the patient/client is also ex-
plicitly taken into account.

Chronic diseases can often be understood as disin-
tegration and disturbance of biopsychosocial self-
regulation [13]. Healing or its best possible therapeu-
tic approximation therefore also means the best possible
promotion of system regulation and self-regulation
abilities in order to achieve a restoration or stabiliza-
tion of homeostasis of the various subsystems of the
organism [13]. To achieve this goal, pathogenetically
oriented interventions may of course also be indicated
and necessary. Integrative medicine synergistically
combines both approaches in its treatment and therapy
concepts, actively addressing the whole person and
harnessing individual, psychosocial, cultural and spiri-
tual resources [14]. Through self-determined co-
creation of therapeutic processes, patients/clients can
proactively help shape the paradigm shift taking place in
medicine [15]. With its approach, integrative medicine
stands for therapeutic diversity and freedom of choice
for patients/clients so that individual health-related
prerequisites, expectations and decisions can be suffi-
ciently taken into account in the recovery process. In line
with the WHO definition of “the best of both worlds”
[16], this approach integrates conventional and com-
plementary therapies and advocates a multi-perspective
and multi-professional dialogue in medicine.

The destruction of the environment and our natural
habitats by us humans points to a serious disruption of
our relationship with the natural world of which we are
a part and thus with the ecosystem of planet Earth as a
whole [4]. In contrast, the lifestyle of many indigenous
peoples with strong ties to nature promotes biodiversity
and sustainability in terms of natural resources. The
“Western” lifestyle with increasing urbanization and
autonomization on the basis of extractionist and ex-
pansionist economic models goes hand in hand with an
increasing loss of relation with living nature and leads
to an alienation from it [4].

In recent years, it has again become increasingly
clear how much an organism must be understood as an
integrative autonomous system that self-actively reg-
ulates itself through interdependent interaction rela-
tionships [17, 18]. Network relationships of this type
exist not only within the individual organism but also
with its environment and within ecosystems them-
selves. Stresses and disturbances within these networks
can either be compensated or lead to pathological
changes – both have their costs. This raises the question
as to whether such disturbances are often better treated
by supporting and controlling these self-regulatory
processes rather than by measures targeting pre-
sumed individual causes.

Rockström’s Planetary Boundaries concept shows that
with respect to the whole Earth, the carrying capacity limits
for this self-regulation have long been exceeded with re-
spect to some components [19, 20]. Humans as part of
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Fig. 1. In their figure from 1991/93, Dahlgren and Whitehead [44]
describe themicro-, meso-, andmacro-levels of human health (Level A,
above). In the One Health understanding, humans are seen as part of
the whole so that the intersection of the three sectors (humans, animals,
and the environment) results inOneHealth (Level B). In order to bring
together the micro-, meso-, and macro-levels (Level A) with the 3
sectors of the One Health concept (Level B), a transformation and

communication process with collaboration (of the 3 sectors and sci-
entific disciplines) and coordination of social processes is required in
order to achieve a capacity building of OneHealth. Values and attitudes
of individuals and society are reflected in the communication process
and point to a cultural capability of people and humanity. The complex
interlocking of the gears symbolizes the transformation process ideally
of collaborating science and coordinated society/politics.
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these ecosystems are equally affected. The increasing ex-
posure to pollutants through the air and through food is
only one example amongmany [21], which has a great and
so far underestimated medical relevance.

Integrative medicine is a holistic medical approach that
considers human, animal, and plant health, including the
totality of environmental conditions, in a common, dy-
namic, interdependent context and promotes and explicitly
focuses on biodiversity and self-regulation in ecosystems at
micro-levels (e.g., individual organisms), meso-levels (e.g.,
families, societies), andmacro-levels (e.g., planet Earth) [22].
It supports eo ipso, ecologically based medicine, the concept
of One Health (or Planetary Health and the 17 goals of the
UN [23]). Integrative medicine strives for comprehensive
sustainable health and health care systems through the
consistent inclusion of the environment, psychosocial
contexts, and economic conditions.

In the pharmaceutical industry, one of the world’s
largest economic sectors, sustainability efforts are still in
their infancy. The dominance of the pharmaceutical
industry for profit-oriented drug approvals in the health
care sector has been criticized for years [24–26]. The
entire “life cycle” of pharmaceuticals must be consid-
ered. Planetary Health, e.g., is also significantly affected
by environmental impacts arising from production,
marketing, packing, transport, and disposal as well as
residues after use of pharmaceuticals in water, soil, and
food. A brief description of a future sustainable phar-
macy from the micro-, meso-, and macro-level can be
found in Greco et al. [27], and the approaches range
from environmental biodegradability [28] to “green
chemistry” [29, 30] and the “circular economy” [31]. In
the future, it is expected that there will be an accountable
(CO2) emission amount per daily dose of therapy [32]
and that different drugs, synthetic, biological, etc., will
be subject to a new evaluation from the perspective of
One Health. In this sense, integrative medicine is pre-
paring a sustainable use of limited resources in medicine
and pharmacy, as also summarized in the Canmor
Declaration 2018 by a group of scientists [33]. In the
future, there is also a need for a new, significantly in-
tensified illumination of medicine’s responsibility in
relation to key nutritional issues from a health and
ecological (planetary health) perspective. Many medi-
cally necessary changes in this context, such as reduced
meat consumption, renunciation of antibiotic-
dependent intensive animal husbandry in favor of a
diet rich in fruits and vegetables (plant-based diets [34,
35]; e.g., Power Plate [36]), correspond at the same time
to the necessities for reshaping agriculture and agri-
business in a globally sustainable way and are in the
sense of a healthier environment, a central prerequisite
for One Health.

The basis of a sustainable recovery process is the
support and promotion of the regulatory capacity of the

organism concerned. A mechanistic, defect-oriented
view that strives for interventional-suppressive or
substitutive-oriented disease control would imply that
overcoming the climate crisis is primarily a problem to
be solved technologically. Integrative medicine is based
on a different understanding of the life processes of the
human organism. The human being forms a complex
environmentally open system [37, 38] with differenti-
ated regulatory abilities on somatic, psychosocial, and
spiritual levels (hygio-, saluto-, and autogenesis) [39,
40]. Accordingly, integrative medicine strives for a
sustainable promotion of self-regulation on different
levels, which strengthens the independent and social
development of the person and enables them to become
a co-creator of their own health and that of micro-,
meso-, and macro-systems. In doing so, new creative
development potentials are opened up.

Health-promoting, preventive as well as therapeutic
training in healthy, ecologically responsible nutrition
and behavior are essential components of regulatory
medicine and salutogenesis. Especially in the case of
noncommunicable chronic diseases, which are re-
sponsible for more than two-thirds of all causes of
death in “Western” industrial societies, the change of
lifestyle factors plays a central role. The potential of
education, social competence, culture [41], mindful
relationships, and health-oriented spiritual practice can
be used to improve self-regulation and health
promotion.

The basis of existence of our species, the unique
ecosystem Planet Earth, has been profoundly diseased by
the global actions of humanity. The relationship of the
individual human being or humanity as a whole to the
earth is chronically disturbed by alienation from nature;
the consequences of our collective erratic behavior go far
beyond local damage and increasingly threaten life on
our planet as a whole. A medicine that pursues the goal
of One Health in the sense of a planetary medicine must
therefore make innovative and sustained efforts to in-
tegrate an appropriate concept of the living organism
into its micro- and macro-medical framework of un-
derstanding and action in a sustainable way (see
also [42, 43]).

The currently still dominant attitude in humanity sees
the earth primarily as a supposedly inexhaustible store-
house of rawmaterials, using its biosphere for unecological
economic activities (e.g., in food production), and
thereby accepts – or is unaware of – disturbances of the
ecological balance with rapidly increasing loss of bio-
diversity and progressive climate crisis. On the one
hand, humanity is directly responsible for the de-
struction of its own planetary livelihoods. On the other
hand, humans are the only self-reflective beings that can
not only trigger this relational disturbance but also
consciously correct it. Healing can therefore be made
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possible here, essentially through a transformative
process in relation to humanity’s (re)relationship with
planet Earth and its living ecosystem.

Constructive relationships are characterized by mutual
ever-changing processes of development and learning.
The current state of health of the Earth points us humans
to our dysfunctional relationship with our common
habitat and should be a reason to reflect and correct the
mismatch between our actions, the insufficient assess-
ment of their consequences, and the damaging effects on
human and planetary health based on them.

It is only in the big picture that it becomes possible to
recognize the effects of the many localized disturbances
on a global scale and in their interdependence. Global
(environmental or One Health) awareness is therefore an
essential prerequisite for sustainable and healing action.
Effective approaches follow a global systemic approach
and are derived and adapted from it for the local levels.
Holistic cognitive approaches are thus a prerequisite for
sustainable, ecological, and ethical action.

Through their daily actions, people are connected to
their environment at the micro-level and inevitably in-
fluence it. Human encounter creates the social space on a
meso-level. Thanks to a systemic ability to reflect and to
cultural ability, humans are capable of a global perception
of their own actions and those of humanity on the macro-
level (see Fig. 1; Level A: Dahlgreen andWhitehead model
[44]). If this is applied to human health in real terms, it is to
be understood as the intersection of human, animal, and
environmental health (= One Health; see Fig. 1; Level B). If
the capacity building of One Health is or must now be
actively developed on a human basis, this process requires
the collaboration of all sectors and scientific disciplines and
the coordination of social and political processes. In this
active communication process, the values and attitudes of
individuals and society also play a prominent role and
point to the cultural capacity of people and humanity (see
Fig. 1; transformation process from level B to C). This
complex and integrative process for planetary health
corresponds in its steps to that of integrative medicine. At
the intentional level, a mindful and sustainable use of
resources is required (primum non nocere, secundum
cavere, tertium sanare [firstly do no harm, secondly be
careful, thirdly heal]) with a basic attitude of empathizing
with one’s environment (Rosa [4]). On the social and
communicative level, it is about entering into resonance
rather than dissonance with the world and “allowing
oneself to be touched” [4], which is practiced by indige-
nous peoples and which corresponds to relational dy-
namics in integrative medicine. At the macro-level,
planetary health requires the cooperation of all sectors and
thus also scientific disciplines and a coordinated approach
to social (and political) processes, just as integrative
medicine requires interdisciplinary and interprofessional
coordinated cooperation in order to be able to offer

patients/clients an overall concept [45]. The values and
attitudes of those involved are reflected in the cooperative
transformation process through a (scientifically compre-
hensible) communication process (see Fig. 1; from Level
B to C).

As long as economic processes dominantly follow the
principle of economic growth and economic profit
maximization alone, the earth will be subject to further
increasing ruthless exploitation that by far exceeds its
regenerative capacity, at least with regard to the eco-
systemic prerequisites for human life. If, on the other
hand, the Earth’s biosphere is at the forefront of human
thought and action, a circular economy adapted to cy-
clical life processes and their limits (sustainable health
and health care system) can be developed.

Conclusion

Such a fundamental change is not possible without a
transformation of the inner relationship to nature and to
oneself. Technological innovations and interventions in
environment and medicine used on an individual and
global level to compensate for the damages of an un-
sustainable lifestyle are highly useful and welcome in this
context. Stabilizing the ecological balance of the Earth
requires individuals, organizations, and the global
community to reorient themselves quickly and consis-
tently in a direction analogous to that of the integrative
medicine approach. Overcoming the climate crisis and
the conscious turn of medicine toward an actively un-
derstood concept of health in the sense of self-regulation
are mutually dependent. Planetary and individual health
cannot be separated. This is another reason why it is
appropriate to speak of “one” health.
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