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Yes, Hypnosis Works! 
The Best Scientific Evidence for Hypnosis 

By: Ben Schoeffler, CHt 

 

Hypnosis has been around for as long as humans have been around, but under many different 
names. That’s because hypnosis is a natural state of the human mind, one that can be triggered 
by a variety of experiences. Around the turn of the 20th century modern medicine was being 
developed. The study of the mind occurred right along side that development, and great leaps 
have been made in the areas of psychology and hypnosis. 

If you know me then you know I’m a bit of a scientific study nerd. I love looking at the data and 
seeing what works and what doesn’t work. While not everything is conducive to being studied in 
a research lab (especially subjective experiences), there are many studies and published articles 
showing the efficacy of hypnosis. Here are just a few of my favorite quotes and links to the 
studies themselves. 

Evidence for Hypnosis and Pain Control 

Before the advent of modern analgesics and anesthetics, hypnosis was often the most effective 
approach for eliminating pain and increasing survival in major surgical operations. James 
Esdaile, a Scottish surgeon in the early 1800’s performed hundreds of surgeries and amputations 
using hypnosis as the pain reliever. James Braid was another surgeon famous for his speedy 
amputations. His use of hypnosis significantly reduced shock and dramatically increased his 
patients survival rates. 

Even today hypnosis is still used in surgical situations. Below is a link to a video of a dental 
surgery being performed without any chemical analgesics. 

One of the best endorsements of hypnosis is the summary of a paper by Mark P. Jensen and 
David R. Patterson of the University of Washington on the topic of using hypnosis for chronic 
pain. In fact, if you are really interested in how hypnosis can affect pain and you want even more 
research than my article will provide, I recommend reading all of the paper I’m about to quote. It 
shines it’s light on every area of pain and how hypnosis can positively impact it. 

“The empirical support for hypnosis for chronic pain management has flourished over the past 
two decades. Clinical trials show thathypnosis is effective for reducing chronic pain, although 
outcomes vary between individuals. The findings from these clinical trials also show that 
hypnotic treatments have a number of positive effects beyond pain control. Neurophysiological 
studies reveal that hypnotic analgesia has clear effects on brain and spinal-cord functioning that 
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differ as a function of the specific hypnotic suggestions made, providing further evidence for the 
specific effects of hypnosis. The research results have important implications for how clinicians 
can help their clients experience maximum benefits from hypnosis and treatments that include 
hypnotic components” [7] 

Beyond chronic pain, hypnosis is widely used in the area of natural childbirth. One study 
showed, 

“Prenatal hypnosis preparation resulted in significantly less use of sedatives, analgesia, and 
regional anesthesia during labor and in higher 1-minute neonatal Apgar scores.” [1] 

Hypnosis has been actively shown to reduce the pain associated with fibromyalgia. 

“The patients experienced less pain during hypnosis than at rest.” [5] 

It’s really important to realize that pain is a multifaceted experience. This next study shows that 
different suggestions work on different parts of that experience. 

“Consistent with the Malone study, we found that different hypnotic suggestions differentially 
affect the two dimensions of pain. Specifically we found that hypnotic induction plus analgesia 
suggestion reduced the intensity dimension of pain significantly more than it reduced the 
unpleasantness dimension. Conversely, hypnotic induction plus relaxation suggestion reduced 
the unpleasantness dimension of pain significantly more than it reduced the intensity dimension. 
This demonstration of different pain interventions affecting different dimensions of pain is 
consistent with a growing body of literature in which pain is studied as a multidimensional 
experience.” [6] 

Beyond pain there are other unpleasant sensations the body can endure. Often times during 
chemotherapy and cancer treatment, some of the other drugs given can cause severe nausea and 
vomiting. Hypnosis has been shown to actively reduce that. 

“One of the first modern applications of hypnosis with cancer patients…[multiple] studies 
reported positive results includingstatistically significant reductions in nausea and vomiting.”  [3] 

Hypnosis and Post Surgery Healing 

And the use of hypnosis to speed up the recovery time after surgery has been shown time and 
again. Two studies from Harvard Medical School show hypnosis significantly reduces the time it 
takes to heal. 

The first study showed that six weeks after an ankle fracture, those in the hypnosis group showed 
the equivalent of eight and a half weeks of healing. That effectively demonstrates that 
usinghypnosis helped that group heal bone fractures 41% faster. [2] 

The second study focused on people having breast reduction surgery. The group treated with 
hypnosis healed “significantly faster” than supportive attention group and control group. [2] 
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Hypnosis often works on multiple fronts. In this next study patients that went through surgery 
saw a decrease in pain as well as better outcomes overall. 

“Hypnosis has been demonstrated to effectively control pain and emotional distress and to 
improve recovery…results revealed a significant, large effect size…indicating that surgical 
patients in hypnosis treatment groups had better outcomes than 89% of patients in control 
groups.” [3] 

Hypnosis reduces pain and speeds up recovery from surgery: 

“Since 1992, we have used hypnosis routinely in more than 1400 patients undergoing surgery. 
We found that hypnosis used with patients as an adjunct to conscious sedation and local 
anesthesia was associated with improved intraoperative patient comfort, and with reduced 
anxiety, pain, intraoperative requirements for anxiolytic and analgesic drugs, optimal surgical 
conditions and a faster recovery of the patient. We reported our clinical experience and our 
fundamental research.” [4] 

Hypnosis and Addiction 

One of the area’s hypnosis has been repeatedly tested and shown to have beneficial effects is the 
area of addictions. Hypnotherapy is routinely used in the top addiction and recovery centers to 
help people develop motivational strategies and counteract learned helplessness. Although 
hypnosis is used in all areas of addictions, there are many studies showing the effects of hypnosis 
when treating tobacco cessation. 

“Of 43 consecutive patients undergoing this treatment protocol, 39 reported remaining abstinent 
from tobacco use at follow-up (6 months to 3 years post-treatment). This represents a 90.6% 
success rate using hypnosis.” [8] 

“A field study of 93 male and 93 female CMHC outpatients examined the facilitation of smoking 
cessation by using hypnosis. At 3-month follow-up, 86% of the men and 87% of the women 
reported continued abstinence from the use of tobacco using hypnosis.”[9] 

“Thirty smokers enrolled in an HMO were referred by their primary physician for treatment. 
Twenty-one patients returned after an initial consultation and received hypnosis for smoking 
cessation. At the end of treatment, 81% of those patients reported that they had stopped smoking, 
and 48% reported abstinence at 12 months post-treatment” [10] 

“Study of 71 smokers showed that after a two-year follow up, patients that quit with hypnosis 
were twice as likely to remain smoke-free than those who quit on their own.”[11] 

There are many ways to quit smoking though. Including the patch, nicotine gum, and even 
prescription medication. If you want to go the more natural route, hypnosis has been shown to be 
even more effective than many of these methods. 
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“Hypnosis is the most effective way of giving up smoking, according to the largest ever 
scientific comparison of ways of breaking the habit. A meta-analysis, statistically combining 
results of more than 600 studies of 72,000 people from America and Europe to compare various 
methods of quitting. On average, hypnosis was over three times as effective as nicotine 
replacement methods and 15 times as effective as trying to quit alone.” [12] 

Many different addiction centers also utilize hypnosis strategies in group settings. This is often 
times a supplemental strategy to what the patients may already be doing. In methadone clinics, 
the hardest groups to treat are those that receive methadone but continue to use street drugs such 
as heroin and cocaine. Hypnosis, when combined with other addiction methodologies, has been 
shown to be very effective with this population. In this small case study, 10 methadone users in a 
outpatient rehab facility underwent weekly group hypnosis sessions. These were the results: 

 “All patients (100%) completely stopped use of any street drugs and results remained stable for 
6 months after end of treatment. Two years after end of intervention, 7 out of the 
9 (78%) remained clean of use of heroin, but 2 (22%) returned to partial use; 6 (67%) of the 
patients returned to partial use of benzodiazepines, none (0%) showed permanent use of 
marijuana or cocaine.” [13] 

There is also growing evidence that hypnosis can be combined with more traditional therapies in 
order to help things that walk the line between addiction and compulsion. This might include 
sexual addiction, trichotillomania, and even obsessive compulsive disorder (OCD). In a pilot 
research paper, they mention that hypnosis can be combined with cognitive behavioral therapy 
(CBT), one of the traditional approaches to treating OCD. By adding hypnosis to the treatment 
plan it makes CBT even MORE effective. 

“There is growing empirical evidence that hypnotically facilitated cognitive-behavioral therapy 
is more efficacious in the treatment of a number of psychiatric/psychological disorders [such as 
obsessive compulsive disorder] than cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) alone.”[14] 

Hypnosis and… 

Because of the wide range of things that hypnosis can effect, there 
are many different research studies and clinical trials testing hypnosis and how it treats various 
disorders. In this next section I will share with you a few of the more interesting pieces of 
evidence. 

Insomnia 

“Patients slept significantly longer when on autohypnosis alone than when they received the 
placebo.” [15] 
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“Significantly more patients had a normal night’s sleep when on autohypnosis alone than when 
they received placebo or Mogadon.” [15] 

“There was a tendency for autohypnosis to reduce the time taken to go to sleep.”[15] 

Weight loss 

“Researchers analyzed 18 studies comparing a cognitive behavioral therapy such as relaxation 
training, guided imagery, self monitoring, or goal setting with the same therapy supplemented by 
hypnosis. 
Those who received the hypnosis lost more weight than 90 percent of those not receiving 
hypnosis and maintained the weight loss two years after treatment ended.” [16] 

“An analysis of five weight loss studies reported in the Journal of Consulting and Clinical 
Psychology in 1996 showed that the “… weight loss reported in the five studies indicates that 
hypnosis can more than double the effects” of traditional weight loss approaches.”[16] 

Teeth Grinding / Bruxism 

“An objective baseline of the bruxing was established using a portable electromyogram (EMG) 
detector attached over the masseter muscle during sleep. Hypnotherapy was then employed…. 
The bruxers showed a significant decrease in EMG activity; they also experienced less facial 
pain and their partners reported less bruxing noise immediately following treatment and after 4 to 
36 months”[17] 

Increase self esteem & lowering anger 

“In a research study on self-hypnosis for relapse prevention training with chronic drug/alcohol 
users. Participants were 261 veterans admitted to Substance Abuse Residential Rehabilitation 
Treatment Programs (SARRTPs). individuals who used repeated self-hypnosis “at least 3 to 5 
times a week,” at 7-week follow-up, reported the highest levels of self-esteem and serenity, 
and the least anger/impulsivity, in comparison to the minimal-practice and control groups.” [18] 

Hypnosis as a Panacea? 
It’s been shown that hypnosis can help with so many different problems, from cancer to teeth 
grinding and everything in between. It almost gives the impression of hypnosis being a panacea, 
or a cure all. So is this the case? 

No. The reason that it can seem this way is because the very strong connection between the mind 
and the body. The placebo effect is a well accepted example of how the mind can positively 
affect the body. Just as powerful, but not as well known, is the nocebo effect. That is when a 
person’s negative beliefs create negative physical effects on the body. 
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Modern medicine is now realizing how strong that link is, and how much your mind really 
impacts your health. That is what makes hypnosis so powerful with such a wide variety of 
ailments. It’s one of the best tools you can use to positively impact the mind and how you think. 

So is hypnosis just the placebo/nocebo effect? I think that’s the wrong question to ask. I think the 
right question is, ‘Just how powerful is your mind’? It’s been shown that the placebo effect can 
sometimes be so powerful as to completely cure diseases in some cases. Just as powerful, the 
nocebo has been shown to cause premature death in rare instances. 

If that can happen almost by accident, imagine what can be done by utilizing some of these tools 
on purpose, with your own best benefit in mind? 

CITATIONS & SOURCES: 
All citations are in AMA format when applicable. I highly recommend using Google scholar or 
Pub Med if you are interested in reading the full papers. They are incredibly interesting! 

[1] Vandevusse L, Irland J, Healthcare WF, Berner MA, Fuller S, Adams D. Hypnosis for 
childbirth: a retrospective comparative analysis of outcomes in one obstetrician’s practice. Am J 
Clin Hypn. 2007;50(2):109-19. 

[2] Ginandes C, Brooks P, Sando W, Jones C, Aker J. Can medical hypnosis accelerate post-
surgical wound healing? Results of a clinical trial. Am J Clin Hypn. 2003;45(4):333-51. 

[3] Montgomery GH, Schnur JB, Kravits K. Hypnosis for cancer care: over 200 years young. CA 
Cancer J Clin. 2013;63(1):31-44. 

[4] Faymonville ME, Defechereux T, Joris J, Adant JP, Hamoir E, Meurisse M. [Hypnosis and 
its application in surgery]. Rev Med Liege. 1998;53(7):414-8. 

[5] Wik G, Fischer H, Bragée B, Finer B, Fredrikson M. Functional anatomy of hypnotic 
analgesia: a PET study of patients with fibromyalgia. Eur J Pain. 1999;3(1):7-12. 

[6] Dahlgren LA, Kurtz RM, Strube MJ, Malone MD. Differential effects of hypnotic suggestion 
on multiple dimensions of pain. J Pain Symptom Manage. 1995;10(6):464-70. 

[7] Jensen MP, Patterson DR. Hypnotic approaches for chronic pain management: clinical 
implications of recent research findings. Am Psychol. 2014;69(2):167-77. 

[8] Barber J. Freedom from smoking: integrating hypnotic methods and rapid smoking to 
facilitate smoking cessation. Int J Clin Exp Hypn. 2001;49(3):257-66. 

[9] Johnson DL, Karkut RT. Performance by gender in a stop-smoking program combining 
hypnosis and aversion. Psychol Rep. 1994;75(2):851-7. 



7 
 

[10] Elkins GR, Rajab MH. Clinical hypnosis for smoking cessation: preliminary results of a 
three-session intervention. Int J Clin Exp Hypn. 2004;52(1):73-81. 

[11] Wynd CA. Guided health imagery for smoking cessation and long-term abstinence. J Nurs 
Scholarsh. 2005;37(3):245-50. 

[12] University of Iowa, Journal of Applied Psychology, How One in Five Give Up Smoking. 
October 1992. (Also New Scientist, October 10, 1992.) 

[13] Kaminsky D, Rosca P, Budowski D, Korin Y, Yakhnich L. [Group hypnosis treatment of 
drug addicts]. Harefuah. 2008;147(8-9):679-83, 751. 

[14] Frederick C. Hypnotically facilitated treatment of obsessive-compulsive disorder: can it be 
evidence-based?. Int J Clin Exp Hypn. 2007;55(2):189-206. 

[15] Anderson JA, Dalton ER, Basker MA. Insomnia and hypnotherapy. J R Soc Med. 
1979;72(10):734-9. 

[16] Allison DB, Faith MS. Hypnosis as an adjunct to cognitive-behavioral psychotherapy for 
obesity: a meta-analytic reappraisal. J Consult Clin Psychol. 1996;64(3):513-6. 

[17] Clarke JH, Reynolds PJ. Suggestive hypnotherapy for nocturnal bruxism: a pilot study. Am 
J Clin Hypn. 1991;33(4):248-53. 

[18] Pekala RJ, Maurer R, Kumar VK, et al. Self-hypnosis relapse prevention training with 
chronic drug/alcohol users: effects on self-esteem, affect, and relapse. Am J Clin Hypn. 
2004;46(4):281-97. 

 


	Evidence for Hypnosis and Pain Control
	Hypnosis and Post Surgery Healing
	Hypnosis and Addiction
	Hypnosis and…
	Insomnia
	Weight loss
	Teeth Grinding / Bruxism
	Increase self esteem & lowering anger
	Hypnosis as a Panacea?
	CITATIONS & SOURCES:

