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Hypnotic Susceptibility
Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Psychology, Clinical Psychology, Cognitive Neuroscience

1. Core Definition

Hypnotic susceptibility, often referred to as hypnotizability, is a stable, measurable individual

difference reflecting the degree to which a person can respond to hypnotic suggestions. It
guantifies how readily an individual can experience suggested alterations in perception, sensation,
emotion, thought, or behavior during a hypnotic induction. This capacity is not indicative of

weakness or gullibility; rather, it is considered a cognitive trait, varying significantly across the
population, from individuals with very low susceptibility who experience minimal effects, to those
with high susceptibility who can undergo profound alterations in conscious experience.

The phenomenon of hypnotic susceptibility is fundamentally linked to the concept of absorption,
which is an individual's tendency to become deeply engrossed in imaginative or sensory
experiences. Highly susceptible individuals typically possess a greater capacity for such
absorption, allowing them to more fully engage with hypnotic suggestions and experience them as
reality. This intrinsic ability facilitates a greater responsiveness to the directed imagination inherent
in hypnotic procedures, leading to a wider range and intensity of subjective hypnotic phenomena.
Understanding an individual's level of hypnotic susceptibility is crucial for both clinical applications
of hypnotherapy and for research into the cognitive and neurological underpinnings of
consciousness, attention, and suggestibility.

2. Etymology and Historical Development

The concept of hypnotic susceptibility evolved alongside the understanding and formalization of
hypnosis itself. While practices resembling hypnosis have existed for centuries, the modern
scientific inquiry into its mechanisms began in the late 18th century with Franz Mesmer's animal
magnetism, followed by James Braid's coinage of the term "hypnosis" in the 19th century. Early
practitioners observed vast individual differences in responsiveness, but systematic measurement
only began to emerge in the early 20th century.

The formalization of hypnotic susceptibility measurement gained significant momentum in the
mid-20th century, largely due to the pioneering work of researchers like Ernest Hilgard at Stanford
University. Prior to this, assessing an individual's capacity to enter a hypnotic state was largely
subjective and anecdotal. The development of standardized scales marked a critical shift, allowing
for empirical investigation into the psychological and physiological correlates of hypnotizability.
These scales provided a reliable framework to quantify an individual's responsiveness, moving the
study of hypnosis from a largely qualitative domain to a more rigorous, quantitative science,
thereby enhancing its credibility and facilitating systematic research into its mechanisms and
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applications.

3. Key Characteristics of Highly Susceptible Individuals

Individuals exhibiting high hypnotic susceptibility often share a cluster of distinct cognitive and
experiential characteristics that facilitate their profound responsiveness to hypnotic suggestions.
One of the most prominent traits is a tendency to commonly fantasize. These individuals possess
a rich inner life, characterized by vivid imagination and an innate ability to become deeply
engrossed in their mental constructs, often blurring the lines between reality and imagination. This
capacity for imaginative involvement allows them to easily create and experience mental imagery
that feels real, a crucial component for effective hypnotic engagement.

Furthermore, highly susceptible individuals frequently report physical responses to their
imagery. This means that when they vividly imagine a sensation, such as warmth, cold, tingling, or
pressure, their bodies often respond as if the imagined stimulus were physically present. This
strong mind-body connection underscores their capacity for absorption and their ability to translate
mental suggestions into tangible somatic experiences, a hallmark of deep hypnotic states. Another
characteristic often noted in highly susceptible individuals is the reporting of very early memories,
sometimes suggesting a particularly rich and accessible autobiographical memory, or perhaps a
greater facility for constructing detailed narratives, even if not perfectly accurate. This trait, while
not universally present, points to a broader pattern of vivid recall and an active internal world.

The presence of imaginary playmates during childhood is another indicator frequently associated
with high hypnotic susceptibility. This suggests a history of strong imaginative engagement and a
readiness to create and interact with internal constructs, a skill that naturally extends to responding
to hypnotic suggestions. Beyond these specific characteristics, highly hypnotizable individuals
often display a broader capacity for absorption, meaning they can become completely engrossed
in sensory, imaginative, or intellectual experiences, often to the exclusion of external stimuli. They
also tend to have positive attitudes toward hypnosis, strong attentional focus, and a tendency
towards dissociative experiences, where aspects of thought, memory, and perception become

separated from conscious awareness, thereby facilitating suggested alterations in experience.

4. Measurement Tools

The scientific study of hypnotic susceptibility relies heavily on standardized scales designed to
guantify an individual's responsiveness to a series of specific hypnotic suggestions. These tools
provide researchers and clinicians with objective measures, allowing for consistent assessment
and comparison across studies and individuals. The development of these scales was a pivotal
moment in moving the study of hypnosis from anecdotal observation to empirical science.

Among the most widely recognized and extensively researched instruments is the Stanford
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Hypnotic Susceptibility Scale (SHSS), developed by André Weitzenhoffer and Ernest Hilgard.

The SHSS is an individually administered scale that typically involves a fixed sequence of standard
suggestions, ranging from motor challenges (e.g., arm rigidity, catalepsy) to ideomotor responses
(e.g., finger lock, arm lowering) and cognitive-perceptual alterations (e.g., hallucination, amnesia).
Each suggestion is scored dichotomously (pass/fail) based on observable behavioral criteria,
yielding a total score that indicates the individual's level of susceptibility. Different forms of the
SHSS exist, such as SHSS:A, SHSS:B, and SHSS:C, each varying slightly in the specific
suggestions and scoring criteria, allowing for repeated measures without practice effects. The
SHSS is renowned for its reliability and validity and has been instrumental in countless research
studies on hypnosis.

Another prominent tool, particularly useful for initial screening and large-group studies, is the
Harvard Group Scale of Hypnotic Susceptibility (HGSHS), developed by Charles Shor and

Martin Orne. As its name suggests, the HGSHS is designed for group administration, making it a
highly efficient and cost-effective method for assessing hypnotizability in large populations. It
consists of a series of suggestions similar in nature to those found in the SHSS, but is typically
self-scored by participants using a standardized questionnaire after a recorded hypnotic induction.
The HGSHS provides a quick and reliable estimate of an individual's susceptibility, correlating
highly with individually administered scales and serving as a valuable tool for identifying potential
research participants or clients who may benefit most from hypnotherapeutic interventions.

While less commonly used in contemporary research, the Friedlander-Sarbin Scale represents
an earlier attempt at standardizing hypnotic susceptibility measurement. Developed by Joseph
Friedlander and Theodore Sarbin in the 1930s, this scale was one of the precursors to the more
sophisticated instruments that followed. It typically involved a series of motor and sensory
suggestions, aiming to quantify the depth and range of an individual's hypnotic responsiveness.
Though historically significant, its methodologies were less refined than the later Stanford and
Harvard scales, which ultimately became the gold standard due to their rigorous psychometric
development and extensive validation. Nonetheless, the Friedlander-Sarbin Scale played a role in
the historical evolution of objective measures in the field of hypnotism, highlighting the early
recognition of the need for standardized assessment.

5. Underlying Theories of Hypnotic Susceptibility

The nature of hypnotic susceptibility is a central point of debate in the field of hypnosis, leading to
the development of several competing and complementary theories. These theories attempt to
explain why some individuals are more responsive to hypnotic suggestions than others, often
falling into two broad categories: state theories and non-state (or sociocognitive) theories.
Understanding these theoretical perspectives is crucial for appreciating the complexities of
hypnotic phenomena and individual differences in response.
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State theories propose that hypnosis involves an altered, distinct state of consciousness or a
unigue physiological state that facilitates suggestibility. According to this view, hypnotic
susceptibility reflects an individual's capacity to enter and utilize this special state. A prominent
state theory is Ernest Hilgard's neodissociation theory, which suggests that hypnosis creates a

temporary dissociation or splitting of consciousness. In this dissociated state, a part of the mind
(the "hidden observer") remains aware of reality, while another part is highly receptive to
suggestions. High susceptibility, in this framework, is attributed to a greater innate ability to achieve
such dissociation, allowing for a more profound separation of executive control and conscious
awareness from suggested experiences, thereby making them feel more involuntary and real.

Conversely, non-state or sociocognitive theories argue that hypnosis does not involve an
altered state of consciousness but rather is a product of normal psychological processes, social
expectations, and cognitive strategies. Proponents of these theories suggest that hypnotic
susceptibility is largely a function of an individual's motivation, expectancies, imagination, and their
ability to adopt a particular social role. Theodore Sarbin's role-playing theory, for instance,

conceptualizes hypnotic behavior as a form of goal-directed social behavior where individuals
enact the role of a hypnotized person based on their understanding of what that role entails.
Similarly, Irving Kirsch's response expectancy theory posits that hypnotic responses are primarily

mediated by an individual's expectations about how they will respond. High susceptibility, in this
context, would stem from strong positive expectancies, high motivation to comply, and effective
utilization of cognitive skills like imagery and absorption, rather than access to a special state.

More contemporary approaches often seek to integrate elements of both state and non-state
theories. These integrated approaches acknowledge that while social and cognitive factors like
expectancies and motivation play a significant role, there may also be genuine, albeit subtle,
alterations in cognitive processing or brain activity during hypnosis that facilitate heightened
suggestibility. This perspective suggests that hypnotic susceptibility is a complex trait influenced by
a combination of dispositional cognitive abilities (e.g., absorption, dissociation), individual
differences in neural processing, and contextual factors such as rapport with the hypnotist and the
individual's beliefs about hypnosis. The interplay of these factors contributes to the wide spectrum
of responsiveness observed in individuals.

6. Significance and Impact

The study of hypnotic susceptibility holds profound significance for both academic research and
practical applications. In the realm of experimental psychology and cognitive neuroscience,
understanding individual differences in hypnotizability provides a unique window into the
fundamental mechanisms of human consciousness, attention, memory, and perception. Highly
susceptible individuals serve as crucial participants in experiments designed to explore how
cognitive processes can be altered by suggestion, offering insights into the malleability of
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subjective experience and the potential for top-down control over sensory and motor functions.
This research contributes to broader theories of mind, helping to unravel how beliefs, expectations,
and imagination can profoundly influence our perception of reality and our physiological responses.

From a clinical perspective, measuring hypnotic susceptibility is invaluable for the effective
application of hypnotherapy. While individuals across the susceptibility spectrum can benefit from
hypnotic interventions to some degree, those with higher hypnotizability often demonstrate more
robust and rapid responses to therapeutic suggestions. This makes susceptibility assessment a
useful tool for clinicians to tailor treatment plans, setting realistic expectations for patients, and
potentially predicting the efficacy of hypnotherapy for conditions such as chronic pain
management, anxiety disorders, phobias, and habit cessation. Identifying highly susceptible clients
allows therapists to utilize a wider range of hypnotic techniques and to leverage the individual's
natural capacity for imaginative engagement to achieve deeper therapeutic change.

Beyond specific clinical and research contexts, the concept of hypnotic susceptibility sheds light on
broader aspects of human suggestibility and the power of the imagination. It helps explain
phenomena such as placebo effects, where an individual's belief in a treatment can trigger genuine
physiological and psychological changes, even if the treatment itself is inert. Furthermore,
understanding the cognitive profiles associated with high susceptibility contributes to our
knowledge of individual differences in personality, creativity, and mental health, highlighting the
intricate connections between our internal mental world and our external behavior. This broad
impact underscores the central role of hypnotic susceptibility in advancing our understanding of the
human mind.

7. Debates and Criticisms

Despite its utility and extensive research, the concept and measurement of hypnotic susceptibility
are not without debates and criticisms. One primary area of contention revolves around the
measurement issues of the scales themselves. Critics argue that while standardized scales like
the SHSS and HGSHS demonstrate good reliability, their validity can be influenced by various
factors. These include demand characteristics, where participants unconsciously or consciously
respond in ways they believe are expected of them, and experimenter bias, where the expectations
of the administrator might subtly influence the participant's responses. The subjective nature of
some suggestions and the pass/fail scoring can also be seen as overly simplistic, potentially failing
to capture the nuances of individual experience.

Another significant debate concerns the nature versus nurture aspect of hypnotic susceptibility.
While evidence suggests a genetic component to hypnotizability, indicating a degree of innate
predisposition, the extent to which it can be learned or influenced by environmental factors remains
a subject of ongoing research. Some studies suggest that certain training regimens or cognitive
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strategies can enhance an individual's responsiveness to suggestions, challenging the view that it
is an entirely fixed trait. This debate has implications for therapeutic interventions, as it suggests
that even individuals with initially low susceptibility might be able to develop greater
responsiveness.

The most enduring and fundamental criticism relates to the "state" debate: whether hypnosis
constitutes a truly altered state of consciousness or if all hypnotic phenomena can be explained
by normal psychological processes (e.g., motivation, expectation, imagination). This debate directly
impacts the interpretation of susceptibility scores. If hypnosis is merely a social role or a set of
highly motivated behaviors, then susceptibility scales are primarily measuring an individual's
capacity for role-taking or their level of suggestibility in a social context, rather than access to a
unique mental state. The ongoing lack of a definitive neurophysiological marker for a "hypnotic
state" continues to fuel this controversy, leading researchers to explore sophisticated
neuroimaging techniques to identify distinct brain activity patterns that might differentiate hypnotic
states from normal waking consciousness.

Finally, there are discussions regarding cross-cultural variations in hypnotic susceptibility and
the generalizability of Western-centric scales. It is possible that cultural beliefs, social norms, and
individual experiences of consciousness could influence how individuals respond to hypnotic
suggestions, potentially affecting their scores on standardized tests. While research on this topic is
less extensive, it raises important questions about the universality of hypnotic phenomena and the
need for culturally sensitive approaches to both measurement and application, ensuring that the
understanding of hypnotic susceptibility is as comprehensive and inclusive as possible.
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