
PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com

Posthypnotic Suggestion

Authored by

mohammad looti

October 4, 2025

RECOMMENDED CITATION

mohammad looti (2025). Posthypnotic Suggestion. PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES. Retrieved

from https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=34051

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=34051
https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=34051
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com


Posthypnotic Suggestion 2

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com

Posthypnotic Suggestion

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Psychology, Clinical Hypnotherapy, Cognitive Science

1. Core Definition

A posthypnotic suggestion refers to a statement or command delivered to an individual while

they are in a state of hypnosis, with the explicit intention that this suggestion will be acted upon or

influence the person's thoughts, feelings, or behaviors at a later time, specifically when they have

returned to a full waking state. This phenomenon is a cornerstone of therapeutic hypnotherapy,

leveraging the enhanced suggestibility of the hypnotic state to instigate desired changes in an

individual's conscious experience or routine actions. Unlike direct hypnotic suggestions, which are

intended to be followed immediately during the hypnotic trance, posthypnotic suggestions are

designed for delayed execution, often becoming active in response to a specific trigger or cue in

the everyday environment.

The essence of a posthypnotic suggestion lies in its ability to bypass certain critical faculties that

might otherwise resist a conscious command. During hypnosis, the conscious mind's critical

analysis is believed to be temporarily attenuated, allowing suggestions to be more readily accepted

by the subconscious mind. Upon awakening, these embedded suggestions can then manifest as

seemingly spontaneous actions, thoughts, or feelings, often without the individual consciously

recalling the original hypnotic instruction. This mechanism allows therapists to help individuals

achieve various personal goals, such as fostering healthier habits, managing pain, or altering

undesirable behaviors, by planting the seeds for change in a receptive mental state.

2. Etymology and Historical Development

The concept of suggestion, particularly its potential to influence behavior, has roots that predate

the formal study of hypnosis. Early historical figures, such as Franz Mesmer in the late 18th

century, explored phenomena related to what he termed "animal magnetism," which, while often

mystical in its explanation, involved inducing states of altered consciousness and influencing

individuals through a form of suggestion. Although Mesmer's theories were ultimately discredited,

his work inadvertently paved the way for later scientific inquiry into the power of the mind and the

nature of suggestibility.

The term "hypnosis" itself was coined by Scottish surgeon James Braid in the mid-19th century,

who shifted the understanding of the phenomenon from an external magnetic force to an internal

psychological process involving focused attention and concentrated mental absorption. Braid

meticulously documented the effects of suggestion, including those that manifested after the

hypnotic state had ended. His work was pivotal in establishing hypnosis as a legitimate area of

scientific and medical study, moving it away from the realm of charlatanism and into the nascent
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field of psychology.

Towards the end of the 19th century, two prominent schools of thought emerged regarding

hypnosis: the Salpêtrière School in Paris, led by Jean-Martin Charcot, and the Nancy School in

France, championed by Auguste Liébeault and Hippolyte Bernheim. While Charcot focused on

hysteria and the neurological aspects of hypnosis, the Nancy School emphasized the

psychological nature of hypnosis, particularly the role of suggestibility. Bernheim, in particular,

argued that hypnotic phenomena, including posthypnotic suggestion, were essentially extensions

of normal psychological suggestion. This perspective was crucial in solidifying the understanding

that posthypnotic suggestions operate on the principle of acceptance and subsequent automatic

execution, rather than through any mysterious or supernatural influence.

3. Mechanism of Action

The precise psychological and neurological mechanisms underlying posthypnotic suggestion

remain a subject of ongoing scientific inquiry and debate. However, several theories attempt to

explain how a suggestion given during a hypnotic state can exert influence in a subsequent waking

state. One prominent perspective is the dissociation theory, which posits that hypnosis induces a

state where certain mental processes become separated or "dissociated" from conscious

awareness and control. In this dissociated state, a posthypnotic suggestion can be accepted and

stored, operating independently of the executive functions of the conscious mind once the

individual has emerged from hypnosis. This allows the suggestion to trigger a behavior or thought

without the person consciously recalling its origin.

Conversely, the sociocognitive theory suggests that hypnotic phenomena, including posthypnotic

suggestions, are better understood within the framework of normal psychological processes, such

as expectation, motivation, and social role-playing. According to this view, individuals in a hypnotic

state are highly motivated to respond to suggestions, and their subsequent posthypnotic responses

are a result of their expectations about how a hypnotized person should behave, combined with

their desire to comply with the hypnotist's instructions. The "trance" itself might be seen as a

heightened state of focused attention and suggestibility, rather than a fundamentally altered state

of consciousness. From this perspective, the effectiveness of a posthypnotic suggestion hinges on

the individual's belief system and their willingness to enact the suggested behavior.

Emerging research utilizing neuroimaging techniques provides some insights into the brain activity

associated with posthypnotic suggestion. Studies have indicated that when individuals act upon a

posthypnotic suggestion, there can be observable changes in brain regions associated with

attention, executive control, and sensory processing, even in the absence of conscious awareness

of the suggestion's origin. For instance, if a suggestion is given to experience a particular visual

distortion post-hypnosis, brain areas typically involved in visual perception might show altered
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activity. These findings suggest that posthypnotic suggestions can indeed modulate neural

pathways, leading to real perceptual or behavioral changes, bridging the gap between purely

psychological and neurophysiological explanations.

4. Key Characteristics and Formulation

The effectiveness and ethical application of posthypnotic suggestions are significantly influenced

by their characteristics and the manner in which they are formulated. A primary characteristic is

their timing: they are delivered during the hypnotic state but are designed to be activated and

executed after the individual has returned to a normal waking consciousness. This temporal

separation is crucial for their therapeutic utility, allowing for lasting change beyond the hypnotic

session itself. Furthermore, posthypnotic suggestions are often cue-dependent, meaning they are

designed to be triggered by a specific event, word, or situation in the individual's environment,

prompting the desired response automatically.

Crucially, the formulation of the suggestion plays a paramount role. As highlighted in the source

material, statements must be framed in a positive form, articulating what is wanted rather than

what is not wanted. For example, instead of stating, "You will no longer have nightmares," a more

effective positive suggestion would be, "You will sleep peacefully with pleasant dreams." This

principle is rooted in cognitive psychology, where focusing on the desired outcome helps to build a

positive mental framework and avoids reinforcing the undesirable behavior or state. Negative

phrasing can inadvertently draw attention to and perpetuate the very problem one aims to resolve.

Positive, forward-looking statements guide the subconscious mind towards constructive action and

desired experiences, fostering a sense of agency and well-being.

Beyond positive phrasing, effective posthypnotic suggestions must also be specific, goal-

oriented, and most importantly, ego-syntonic. Specificity ensures clarity, reducing ambiguity in

interpretation and execution. Goal-orientation means the suggestion directly aligns with the

individual's stated objectives for therapy, making it relevant and purposeful. The concept of ego-

syntonicity is vital: the suggested behavior or thought must be something the person genuinely

desires and must not conflict with their deeply held moral code or personal values. The original

source explicitly states that "a person will resist any compulsion (no matter if it is under hypnosis or

not) if he or she does not want to do it. Likewise, hypnosis cannot force someone do anything

against their moral code." This underscores a fundamental ethical and practical limitation:

posthypnotic suggestion is a tool for facilitating desired change, not for imposing unwanted actions

or violating personal autonomy.

5. Therapeutic Applications

The utility of posthypnotic suggestion extends across a broad spectrum of therapeutic applications,
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addressing both psychological and physiological concerns. One common application, as suggested

by the source, is in assisting individuals with habit cessation, such as smoking or overeating, or in

supporting weight loss goals. By implanting suggestions that reinforce a desire for healthier

choices, reduced cravings, or increased motivation for physical activity, hypnotherapy can provide

a powerful adjunct to conventional treatment modalities. These suggestions aim to reshape

ingrained patterns of behavior by influencing the subconscious drivers of habits.

Beyond habit modification, posthypnotic suggestions are widely used in pain management. For

individuals suffering from chronic pain conditions, acute pain (e.g., during dental procedures or

childbirth), or post-surgical discomfort, suggestions can be used to alter pain perception, reduce

anxiety related to pain, or enhance the body's natural healing capabilities. For example, a

suggestion might be given to experience a sensation of coolness or numbness in an affected area,

or to perceive the pain as a manageable sensation rather than an overwhelming one. The goal is

to empower the individual to exert a degree of mental control over their pain experience, improving

their quality of life.

Furthermore, posthypnotic suggestions are effective in treating various forms of anxiety and

phobias. By suggesting feelings of calmness, confidence, and resilience, individuals can be better

equipped to confront anxiety-provoking situations, such as public speaking, flying, or social

interactions. For specific phobias, suggestions can help desensitize the individual to the feared

object or situation, gradually replacing fear responses with feelings of safety and control. The

positive phrasing, "You will sleep peacefully with pleasant dreams," from the source, directly

applies to improving sleep patterns and reducing sleep-related anxieties, demonstrating how a

well-formulated suggestion can lead to significant improvements in daily functioning and emotional

well-being.

6. Ethical Considerations and Limitations

While posthypnotic suggestion offers significant therapeutic potential, its application is bound by

critical ethical considerations and inherent limitations. Foremost among these is the principle of

informed consent. Any ethical hypnotherapy practice requires that the client fully understands the

nature of hypnosis and posthypnotic suggestion, including the goals, potential outcomes, and their

right to refuse any suggestion. The client's active participation and desire for change are

paramount, reinforcing the notion that suggestions are facilitative rather than coercive.

A fundamental limitation, reiterated in the source material, is that posthypnotic suggestions cannot

compel an individual to act against their moral code, core values, or conscious will. This serves

as a significant safeguard, ensuring personal autonomy. If a suggestion conflicts with an

individual's deeply held beliefs or if they genuinely do not want to perform a suggested action, the

suggestion will either be rejected, ignored, or elicit significant internal resistance. This dispels
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popular misconceptions often portrayed in fiction, where hypnosis is depicted as a tool for mind

control. Ethical practice dictates that suggestions must always be ego-syntonic, meaning they align

with the client's conscious goals and desires for personal improvement.

Additional limitations include individual variability in suggestibility; not everyone responds

equally well to hypnotic suggestions, and some individuals may exhibit low suggestibility. The

durability of the effects can also vary, with some suggestions requiring periodic reinforcement to

maintain their efficacy over time. There are also concerns, particularly in legal and forensic

contexts, regarding the potential for memory distortion or the creation of false memories under

hypnosis, although this is more typically associated with direct suggestions during the hypnotic

state rather than posthypnotic ones. However, the general principle of caution regarding

suggestion's impact on memory remains relevant. Therefore, competent and ethical practitioners

are essential to navigate these complexities, ensuring that posthypnotic suggestions are utilized

responsibly and for the client's ultimate benefit.

7. Research and Scientific Perspectives

Modern scientific research continues to explore the neural and psychological underpinnings of

posthypnotic suggestion, moving beyond anecdotal evidence to empirical validation. Neuroimaging

studies, utilizing techniques such as fMRI and EEG, have begun to shed light on the brain regions

and networks involved when individuals respond to posthypnotic suggestions. For example, some

studies have shown altered activity in anterior cingulate cortex, prefrontal cortex, and insula during

posthypnotic responses, suggesting a role for executive control, attention, and self-monitoring in

the process. These findings contribute to a growing understanding that posthypnotic suggestions

are not merely imaginary but can produce measurable changes in brain function and subjective

experience.

However, researching posthypnotic suggestion presents significant methodological challenges.

One primary difficulty lies in disentangling the specific effects of hypnosis and suggestion from the

powerful influence of the placebo effect and general expectancy. Participants' beliefs about

hypnosis and their expectations of its effects can heavily influence outcomes, making it complex to

isolate the unique contribution of the hypnotic state itself. Researchers often employ control

groups, such as those receiving non-hypnotic suggestions or no suggestions, to better delineate

these factors, but the subjective nature of the experience still poses hurdles for objective

measurement.

Despite these challenges, meta-analyses and systematic reviews of clinical trials have

demonstrated the efficacy of hypnotherapy, often involving posthypnotic suggestion, for a range of

conditions, including chronic pain, irritable bowel syndrome, anxiety, and smoking cessation.

These studies highlight that while posthypnotic suggestion is not a panacea and its effectiveness
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varies among individuals, it can be a valuable and evidence-based therapeutic tool when applied

by trained professionals. Continued research aims to refine our understanding of individual

differences in suggestibility, optimize suggestion formulation, and further elucidate the

neurocognitive mechanisms, thereby enhancing the precision and effectiveness of clinical

applications.
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