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AMERICAN PSYCHOSOMATIC SOCIETY (APS)

Term Type: Organization/Academic Society

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Psychosomatic Medicine, Behavioral Medicine, Health Psychology,

Clinical Research

The American Psychosomatic Society (APS) is the premier professional organization dedicated

to the advancement and integration of scientific understanding regarding the complex interactions

between biological, psychological, social, and behavioral factors in human health and illness.

Established in 1942, the APS serves as a critical interdisciplinary hub, fostering research,

education, and clinical practice across fields that bridge traditional medical science and

psychological inquiry. Its formation marked a pivotal moment in recognizing the limitations of purely

reductionist medical models, positioning the organization as a champion of holistic, science-based

approaches to studying the individual as a unified system.

The Society's mandate extends beyond mere recognition of the mind-body connection; its

foundational objective is to encourage and disseminate rigorous, evidence-based research that

elucidates the specific mechanisms through which emotional states, social environments, and

behavioral patterns influence physiological function and disease progression. By providing a

platform for psychiatrists, psychologists, internists, sociologists, neuroscientists, and public health

experts, the APS ensures that the study of human wellness is inherently multidisciplinary. This

proactive, enterprise-wide approach contrasts sharply with historical trends of fragmented health

understanding, driving significant advancements in fields like stress physiology,

psychoneuroimmunology, and behavioral cardiology.

1. Core Definition and Mission

The American Psychosomatic Society defines itself fundamentally as an organization committed

to the comprehensive, scientific comprehension of the intricate relationships included in natural

(biological), emotional or mental (psychological), cultural (social), and behavioral aspects of human

wellness and illness. This core mission dictates its activities, ranging from hosting international

scientific meetings to publishing its influential journal. The Society champions the systematic

investigation of how psychological and social processes initiate, modify, or maintain physical

disease states, placing a strong emphasis on methodological rigor and reproducibility in research.

It operates on the principle that effective prevention and treatment strategies must necessarily

address the whole patient, integrating biological therapies with behavioral and psychological

interventions informed by the latest research findings.

The Society's mission is realized through several key channels aimed at professional development

and public education. Firstly, it provides a vital forum for researchers to present cutting-edge data

and engage in cross-disciplinary dialogue, which is essential for synthesizing knowledge across
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disparate specialties. Secondly, the APS actively promotes the training of young investigators in

psychosomatic research methods, ensuring the continuity and advancement of the field. Finally, it

serves as an advocate for the integration of psychosomatic principles into medical education and

clinical practice, pushing for a healthcare system that fundamentally recognizes the influence of

psychosocial factors on physical health outcomes. This dedication to integrating diverse viewpoints

is what distinguishes the APS within the broader landscape of health sciences.

The philosophical underpinning of the APS traces its lineage to the pioneering work of physicians

and researchers who sought to move beyond the rigid Cartesian dualism that separated the mind

and the body. By formalizing this integrative approach in 1942, the APS provided intellectual

legitimacy and organizational structure to the burgeoning field of psychosomatic medicine, allowing

it to evolve from anecdotal observation into a sophisticated, experimental science. Its mission,

therefore, is not merely to study relationships, but to establish causal pathways and mechanisms

that explain how psychosocial stressors translate into measurable physiological changes, such as

changes in immune response, inflammatory markers, or cardiovascular reactivity. This mechanistic

focus ensures the science remains relevant to clinical translation.

2. Historical Context and Founding (1942)

The founding of the APS in 1942 occurred during a critical period in medical history, characterized

by the growing realization that many prevalent chronic illnesses could not be explained solely by

germ theory or isolated organic pathology. Preceded by decades of psychoanalytic exploration--

particularly by figures who examined emotional conflict underlying conditions like asthma, peptic

ulcers, and hypertension--the need arose for a more formal, scientific organization. The Society

was established by a group of forward-thinking clinicians and researchers, including Franz

Alexander, Flanders Dunbar, and Harold G. Wolff, who were determined to elevate psychosomatic

inquiry from the realm of theoretical speculation to the status of a rigorous academic discipline.

This formalization provided the necessary infrastructure for peer-review, funding advocacy, and

standardized educational outreach, marking a decisive shift toward empirical investigation.

The initial objectives of the founding members centered on creating a scientific framework for

understanding disease etiology that incorporated psychological factors without abandoning

biological determinism. The intellectual climate of the 1940s, heavily influenced by World War II

and the subsequent focus on stress and adaptation, provided fertile ground for this development.

Early research supported by the APS focused heavily on elucidating the specific psychological

profiles and stressful life events associated with the "Holy Seven" psychosomatic disorders. While

some of these early, overly simplistic models were later refined or replaced, the Society laid the

groundwork for modern stress research and the development of the more sophisticated

biopsychosocial model, which eventually became the dominant paradigm in health psychology

and behavioral medicine during the latter half of the 20th century.
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The establishment of the Society's journal, Psychosomatic Medicine, was integral to its historical

development, providing an immediate and authoritative outlet for peer-reviewed research. This

journal quickly became the flagship publication for the field globally, setting the standards for

methodological quality in studies integrating physiology and behavior. The initial decades of the

APS were dedicated to cementing the legitimacy of psychosomatic science within the broader

medical establishment, often requiring vigorous defense against critics who viewed psychological

explanations of physical illness as unscientific or reductive. Through persistent dedication to

empirical evidence and methodological innovation, the APS successfully transitioned

psychosomatic medicine into an accepted subspecialty, profoundly influencing how major medical

institutions approached chronic disease management and preventive care.

3. Key Publications and Scholarly Outreach

The central pillar of the APS's scholarly output is its primary syndication, Psychosomatic Medicine:

Journal of Biobehavioral Medicine. Launched alongside the Society, this journal is internationally

recognized as the leading peer-reviewed publication in the field, dedicated to publishing original

research on the biological, behavioral, and psychological factors in health and disease. The

journal's scope is exceptionally broad, encompassing studies ranging from molecular mechanisms

linking stress hormones to cardiovascular pathology, to clinical trials evaluating the effectiveness of

psychological interventions in managing chronic diseases like diabetes or cancer. The rigorous

editorial standards maintained by the journal have played a crucial role in validating and

disseminating high-quality psychosomatic research to a global audience of clinicians, researchers,

and policymakers.

In addition to its flagship publication, the APS facilitates scholarly outreach primarily through its

annual Scientific Meeting, which is arguably the most important yearly gathering for the field. This

meeting brings together thousands of researchers, clinicians, and students from diverse

backgrounds, providing a critical venue for the presentation of abstracts, symposia, and keynote

addresses detailing the latest developments in biobehavioral science. The meeting serves not only

as a platform for dissemination but also as a crucible for interdisciplinary collaboration,

encouraging dialogue between specialties that might otherwise remain siloed, such as oncology

and social neuroscience. This emphasis on convergence helps to stimulate new research

trajectories that reflect the complexity of human illness.

Beyond the journal and the annual meeting, the APS engages in vital educational outreach

initiatives designed to shape the future of medicine. These efforts include developing position

papers, guidelines for research methodology, and educational resources aimed at medical schools

and residency programs. By promoting the inclusion of psychosomatic principles in foundational

medical curricula, the APS ensures that future generations of physicians possess a nuanced

understanding of the patient's context--including lifestyle, emotional state, and social support--as
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fundamental determinants of health. Furthermore, the Society offers awards and grants aimed at

supporting early-career investigators, thereby cultivating the next generation of researchers

committed to this integrative approach.

4. Conceptual Framework of Psychosomatic Medicine

The conceptual foundation promoted by the American Psychosomatic Society is the rejection of

the traditional dualistic view, instead embracing an integrated understanding of the human

organism where the psyche and soma are inseparable and constantly interactive. This perspective

is most concretely expressed through the adoption and refinement of the Biopsychosocial Model,

which posits that illness is caused by the interaction of biological factors (e.g., genetics,

physiology), psychological factors (e.g., thoughts, emotions, stress coping mechanisms), and

social factors (e.g., culture, family support, socioeconomic status). The APS champions research

that identifies the specific physiological pathways--such as the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal

(HPA) axis or the autonomic nervous system--through which psychological and social stressors

exert their influence on cellular and organ systems.

Central to this framework is the concept of allostasis and allostatic load, which describes the

body's attempt to maintain stability (homeostasis) through continuous physiological changes in

response to stressors. Research supported by the APS frequently investigates how chronic

exposure to stress leads to "allostatic load," or the cumulative wear and tear on the body, resulting

in increased risk for diseases such as hypertension, atherosclerosis, and metabolic syndrome. By

quantifying these psychological-physiological linkages, the Society provides empirical proof that

phenomena traditionally considered "mental," like chronic anxiety or social isolation, have

profound, quantifiable biological consequences that necessitate medical attention and intervention.

The APS framework also emphasizes the importance of understanding individual differences in

vulnerability and resilience. Not all individuals exposed to the same stressor develop the same

illness; thus, psychosomatic research delves into factors like personality traits, genetic

predispositions, and learned coping strategies that mediate the impact of stress. This

sophisticated, multifactorial perspective allows for the development of highly individualized

preventative and treatment strategies. For example, understanding that negative emotional states

can exacerbate inflammatory conditions leads directly to therapeutic interventions that target

emotion regulation alongside traditional pharmacological treatments, demonstrating the critical

clinical relevance of the APS conceptual models.

5. Organizational Structure and Membership

The American Psychosomatic Society functions as a global organization, attracting members

primarily from North America and Europe, but with significant representation worldwide. Its
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membership is uniquely diverse, comprising individuals who identify as physicians (internal

medicine, psychiatry, cardiology), doctoral-level scientists (psychologists, neuroscientists,

epidemiologists), allied health professionals, and students. This multidisciplinary composition is

essential to the organization's mission, as it ensures that research presented and discussed

integrates clinical applicability with cutting-edge basic science.

The Society is governed by an elected Board of Directors, which oversees strategic planning,

financial health, and policy development. Operational activities are managed through various

committees focused on specific areas, such as the Program Committee (responsible for organizing

the annual meeting), the Publications Committee (overseeing the journal), and the Education and

Training Committee (focused on professional development). These structural elements ensure that

the APS remains responsive to the evolving needs of its members and the shifting landscape of

biobehavioral research. Moreover, the APS actively promotes engagement through different

membership tiers, including specialized categories for students and early-career researchers, thus

ensuring the vitality and longevity of the field.

A key aspect of the organizational structure is its emphasis on collaboration with other national and

international bodies. The APS frequently partners with groups such as the International College of

Psychosomatic Medicine (ICPM) and various national societies for behavioral medicine and health

psychology. These collaborations facilitate the exchange of research findings, harmonize ethical

standards, and promote a unified voice for the integrative health sciences globally. By maintaining

a strong organizational structure dedicated to interprofessional dialogue, the APS reinforces its role

not merely as a society for one discipline, but as a central coordinating body for all sciences

concerned with the mind-body interface.

6. Significance and Impact on Modern Healthcare

The impact of the American Psychosomatic Society on modern healthcare is profound, serving

as a primary driver for the integration of psychological and behavioral science into clinical

medicine. By rigorously validating the physiological links between stress, emotion, and disease, the

APS helped to legitimize the use of behavioral interventions, such as mindfulness training,

cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT), and stress management programs, as adjuncts or even

primary treatments for a wide array of physical ailments. This shift has fundamentally changed how

conditions like chronic pain, irritable bowel syndrome, and cardiovascular risk are assessed and

managed in clinical settings.

Furthermore, the APS played a crucial role in the development and acceptance of related

disciplines, most notably Behavioral Medicine and Health Psychology. These fields built upon

the foundational principles of psychosomatic research established by the Society, expanding the

focus from specific psychological conflicts to broader behavioral and lifestyle factors (e.g., diet,
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exercise, smoking) in health maintenance and disease prevention. The Society's enduring

influence is visible in current medical practice, where multidisciplinary care teams--including

psychologists, nutritionists, and physicians--are increasingly standard for managing complex

chronic diseases, a model heavily championed by APS researchers over the decades.

Finally, the APS continues to influence public health policy and research funding priorities. By

consistently highlighting the evidence base demonstrating that psychosocial interventions can yield

significant health improvements and reduce healthcare costs, the Society advocates for greater

investment in biobehavioral research. The legacy of the APS is the transformation of health

understanding from a purely pathological view focused on disease eradication to a comprehensive,

preventative model focused on fostering resilience and promoting overall well-being by

acknowledging the inseparable unity of the mind and body.

Further Reading

American Psychosomatic Society Official Website

Psychosomatic Medicine (Journal Wikipedia Entry)

Psychosomatic Medicine (Field Wikipedia Entry)

American Psychological Association Division 38 (Health Psychology)
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