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AUTOSUGGESTION

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Psychology, Psychotherapy, Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT)

1. Core Definition and Nomenclature

Autosuggestion, often referred to synonymously as self-suggestion, defines a distinct

psychological process wherein an individual deliberately introduces and affirms specific mental

constructs or ideas into their own mind. This mechanism bypasses the conscious, critical intellect

and aims directly at the subconscious (or unconscious) mind, seeking to elicit corresponding

physiological, emotional, or behavioral changes. Fundamentally, it is the act of communicating with

oneself using specific, often positive, language or imagery to achieve predetermined outcomes,

such as inducing specific emotional states, enhancing physical well-being, or motivating behavior.

The power of autosuggestion lies in the premise that the subconscious mind cannot differentiate

between a suggested reality and an objective reality, thus accepting the suggestion as truth and

working toward its manifestation.

The term is primarily utilized to describe the therapeutic application of this technique, focusing on

beneficial outcomes. The primary purposes identified in its application include the improvement of

morale, the induction of states of deep relaxation, and the promotion of recovery from illness or

ailments. Unlike passive reflection or unintentional negative self-talk, autosuggestion is

characterized by its active, intentional, and repetitive nature. It requires focused attention and a

relaxed, receptive mental state to be most effective. The efficacy of the suggestion is often linked

to the degree of concentration and belief the individual invests in the suggestion itself, highlighting

the critical role of expectation in therapeutic outcomes.

2. Historical Roots and Development

While the fundamental idea that thoughts influence physical state has been present in various

philosophical and spiritual traditions for millennia, the formal development and popularization of

autosuggestion as a distinct psychological technique are inextricably linked to the work of the

French pharmacist and psychologist, Émile Coué (1857-1926). Coué, working in the late 19th and

early 20th centuries, formalized the method after observing the profound power of expectation and

suggestion in his pharmaceutical practice. He noted that the effectiveness of medicine was

frequently amplified or diminished by the patient's belief in its efficacy, leading him to investigate

the mechanism of suggestion, particularly self-suggestion.

Coué's work built upon the earlier findings of the Nancy School of hypnotism, particularly the

research of Hippolyte Bernheim and Ambroise-Auguste Liébeault, who championed the idea that

hypnosis was essentially suggestion. Coué differentiated his method from traditional hypnosis by

emphasizing that the power originated inherently within the patient, not an external hypnotist. He
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coined the famous phrase and method, which became the cornerstone of his therapeutic practice:

"Every day, in every way, I am getting better and better." This simple, positive, and future-oriented

statement was designed to be repeated multiple times daily, preferably when the body and mind

were most receptive, such as upon waking or before sleep. This repetitive practice aimed to

implant the positive idea deeply into the subconscious mind.

The rise of autosuggestion in the early 20th century marked a significant shift towards

acknowledging the intrinsic mental capacity for self-healing and psychological regulation. Coué's

approach gained immense popularity across Europe and North America, positioning

autosuggestion not merely as a clinical tool, but as a widespread self-help philosophy accessible to

the general public. This development predated and influenced later movements in positive

psychology and cognitive restructuring, establishing a foundational premise that conscious mental

effort can systematically alter internal psychological states and ultimately, behavioral and

physiological responses.

3. Theoretical Mechanism

The theoretical underpinnings of autosuggestion are primarily rooted in psychodynamic and

cognitive models concerning the interaction between conscious and unconscious mental

processes. Coué posited the "Law of Concentrated Attention," which suggests that whenever

attention is focused intensely on an idea, that idea tends to realize itself. Furthermore, he

emphasized the critical role of the imagination over the conscious will. Coué argued that when the

conscious will and the imagination are in conflict (e.g., consciously willing to stop a bad habit, but

simultaneously imagining the difficulty or failure), the imagination invariably wins. Autosuggestion

works by aligning the imagination with the desired outcome, thereby reducing internal conflict and

allowing the subconscious mind to execute the necessary changes unimpeded.

From a modern psychological perspective, autosuggestion can be understood through the lens of

cognitive priming and expectation effects. By repeatedly introducing positive mental frameworks,

the individual primes their neural pathways for success and resilience. This consistent input

generates a powerful placebo effect, where the expectation of improvement directly translates into

measurable physiological and psychological changes. For instance, the suggestion of relaxation

can activate the parasympathetic nervous system, leading to measurable decreases in heart rate,

blood pressure, and muscle tension, even in the absence of external relaxing stimuli.

A key principle in the technique is the minimization of critical judgment. Suggestions must be

accepted without resistance or intellectual scrutiny. When a suggestion is met with conscious

doubt or internal argument--the "critical factor" of the mind--its effectiveness is drastically reduced.

Therefore, the methodology often involves entering a state of mild trance or deep relaxation, a

state where this critical factor is temporarily suspended, allowing the suggestion direct, unimpeded
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access to the deeper, reactive mental layers. This is why techniques are frequently performed just

before sleep or immediately upon waking, times when the brain naturally transitions between fully

conscious and unconscious states.

4. Key Characteristics and Formulation

Positivity and Absence of Negation: Effective suggestions must always be phrased positively,

describing the desired state or outcome the individual wants, not the condition they wish to avoid.

The subconscious mind reportedly struggles to process negations; thus, suggesting "I will not fail"

is significantly less effective than "I will succeed and feel confident."

Simplicity and Brevity: Successful autosuggestions are concise and easy to remember, ensuring

effortless repetition and mental assimilation. Complex or lengthy sentences dilute the focus and

power of the core idea, leading to fragmented mental effort.

Present Tense Formulation: Suggestions should generally be phrased as if the desired condition

is already true or currently happening (e.g., "I am feeling refreshed and energized now," rather

than "I will feel energized later"). This immediacy aids the subconscious acceptance of the

suggestion as an existing reality, not a future goal.

Emotional Investment: The mere recitation of words is insufficient; the suggestion must be

accompanied by genuine feeling and conviction. The individual must visualize and feel the desired

emotional state associated with the suggestion's fulfillment, imbuing the words with personal

significance and power.

5. Relationship to Related Concepts

Autosuggestion shares significant conceptual overlap with several related self-regulatory

techniques, yet maintains distinct methodological differences. The relationship to self-suggestion

is direct, as the latter is essentially a synonym, emphasizing the internal, autonomous origin of the

suggestion rather than external hypnotic instruction.

Affirmations are perhaps the most popular modern manifestation of autosuggestion. An

affirmation is a statement of truth designed to challenge and replace self-sabotaging thoughts.

While affirmations are often performed consciously throughout the day, autosuggestion frequently

emphasizes the specific timing and state of mind (the relaxed, pre-sleep state) to maximize

subconscious penetration. However, both rely on the repeated introduction of positive self-

statements to modify cognitive patterns. The example provided in the foundational source--a

person making the autosuggestion that they would pass the test to improve morale for studying--is

a clear instance of an affirmation used for goal reinforcement and motivation.

Autogenic Training (AT), developed by German psychiatrist Johannes Schultz in the 1930s,

represents a more structured, physiologically focused derivative of autosuggestion. AT uses
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specific, standardized suggestions focused on bodily sensations (e.g., "My hands are warm," "My

breathing is calm") to induce deep relaxation and manage psychosomatic symptoms. While AT

relies heavily on self-suggestion, its methodology is highly systematic and focuses on passive

concentration on involuntary bodily functions, rather than generalized positive outcomes like

morale improvement.

Furthermore, autosuggestion is closely related to self-hypnosis. Self-hypnosis is a formalized

process where an individual guides themselves into a hypnotic state (trance) to introduce

therapeutic suggestions. Autosuggestion, particularly in the Coué method, operates similarly,

utilizing a state of diminished criticality, but often without the formal induction procedures and depth

of trance typically associated with clinical hypnosis.

6. Applications in Health and Performance

The application of autosuggestion spans a wide range of psychological, physical, and behavioral

domains, often serving as a complementary technique alongside conventional medical or

psychotherapeutic treatments. Historically, Coué applied his methods to address physical ailments

ranging from digestive disorders to pain management, based on the belief that many illnesses

have a psychological component that can be positively influenced by mental expectation and

belief. While autosuggestion is not a substitute for rigorous medical intervention, its documented

utility in managing chronic stress, anxiety, and the psychological impact of illness is significant.

In the realm of mental health and morale, autosuggestion is highly effective. It acts as a powerful

tool for cognitive restructuring, helping individuals systematically replace deeply ingrained patterns

of negative self-talk and defeatism with constructive, empowering beliefs. By improving morale--the

belief in one's own capacity to cope and succeed--it fundamentally enhances motivation and

resilience. For example, a student using the suggestion, "I am focused and prepared for this

exam," actively shapes their mental state, reducing performance anxiety and creating a

motivational framework conducive to productive study and execution.

The technique is also widely employed in sports psychology and performance enhancement,

where athletes utilize targeted self-suggestions (often integrated with visualization or mental

rehearsal) to improve technical execution, maintain composure under intense pressure, and

quickly recover from setbacks. Furthermore, autosuggestion is a foundational element of many

modern stress reduction and relaxation programs, providing a decentralized mechanism for self-

regulation of the nervous system and promotion of physical and mental rest.

7. Practical Techniques and Implementation

Implementing effective autosuggestion requires consistency, discipline, and a structured approach,

typically centered on repetition and relaxation. The standard technique popularized by Coué
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suggests performing the exercise twice daily: first thing in the morning, immediately upon waking,

and last thing at night, just before falling asleep. These transition periods are chosen strategically

because the mind is naturally in a hypnagogic or hypnopompic state, characterized by decreased

conscious interference and heightened receptivity to suggestion.

The practical steps involve finding a comfortable, quiet space and focusing on relaxing the body.

The chosen suggestion--which must be brief, positive, and related to a specific goal (e.g., "My

mind is calm and clear")--is then repeated verbally or mentally, typically 20 to 30 times

consecutively. The repetition should be performed effortlessly, without excessive forced effort,

allowing the words to sink organically into the subconscious. Crucially, any tendency toward doubt,

skepticism, or critical analysis during the repetition must be gently dismissed and attention

redirected back to the positive statement.

A highly effective implementation involves visualization, where the individual accompanies the

verbal suggestion with a detailed mental image of the desired outcome. For instance, suggesting "I

am healing quickly and fully" might be paired with visualizing oneself participating vigorously in

activities previously rendered impossible by illness. This dual input (verbal and visual) amplifies the

suggestive power, reinforcing the message through multiple sensory pathways and accelerating

the subconscious acceptance of the new, positive reality.

8. Scientific Scrutiny and Debates

While the popularity of autosuggestion and its derivatives in self-help and complementary medicine

remains robust, its precise scientific mechanisms and isolated efficacy have been subject to

ongoing debate within clinical psychology. Critics often categorize autosuggestion, particularly the

original Coué method, as reliant primarily on the placebo effect--the idea that positive results are

generated solely by the patient's expectation of improvement, rather than a specific, active

psychological ingredient inherent to the technique itself. This perspective suggests the results are

real, but their causality is attributed to expectation bias rather than neurological restructuring.

However, modern neuroscientific research into fields like mindfulness, cognitive restructuring, and

the psychoneuroimmunology of stress lends increasing credibility to the underlying principles of

autosuggestion. Studies on brain plasticity and the therapeutic utility of directed self-talk

demonstrate that consistent, focused mental effort can indeed alter neural circuitry and habitual

thought patterns. Techniques derived directly from autosuggestion, such as repetitive affirmations

and focused visualization, are now integral components of mainstream therapies, including

Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) and Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT), where they

are systematically used to challenge and replace maladaptive cognitive frameworks.

The main scholarly challenge in fully validating autosuggestion lies in isolating the specific impact

of the suggestion technique from confounding variables such as increased self-efficacy, improved
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mood resulting from intentional self-care, or the Hawthorne effect. Nevertheless, the general

consensus in applied psychology acknowledges that directed, positive self-talk is a powerful and

accessible psychological tool for managing stress, improving motivation, modulating the

psychological component of pain, and enhancing general well-being, positioning autosuggestion as

a valid, albeit non-pharmacological, self-intervention strategy.
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