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whatsoever or howsoever caused arising directly or indirectly in connection
with or arising out of the use of this material.
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HYPNOTIC AND 
POSTHYPNOTIC SUGGESTION: 

Finding Meaning in the Message of the Hypnotist’ 
AMANDA J. BARNIER AND KEVIN M. McCONKEY’ 

University of Nezu South Wales, Sydney, Australia 

Abstract: High hypnotizable subjects were asked a question before, 
during, and after hypnosis and were given a suggestion before, during, 
or after hypnosis to rub their earlobe when they were asked this ques- 
tion. In this way, the experiment placed a question that required a ver- 
bal response in contrast with a suggestion that only sometimes 
required a behavioral response. Subjects were more likely to respond 
behaviorally when the question was associated with the suggestionbut 
more likely to respond verbally when the question was a social interac- 
tion; furthermore, the likelihood of subjects responding behaviorally 
and/or verbally shifted across the tests with the changing message of 
the hypnotist. The findings highlight hypnotized subjects’ attempts to 
interpret the hypnotist’s communications and their ability to resolve 
ambiguity in the nexus of those messages in a way that promotes their 
hypnotic behavior and experience. 

The complexity of the interaction between hypnotist and subject 
derives in large part from the formal and informal messages that are con- 
veyed by the communications of the hypnotist and the nature of the hyp- 
notic setting. Weitzenhoffer (1974), for instance, demonstrated that 
intended instructions aimed at producing “merely cooperative social 
behavior” could act as hypnotic suggestions to elicit experientially 
involuntary (as well as voluntary) behavior, whereas intended sugges- 
tions aimed at producing a hypnotic response could act as an instruction 
to elicit voluntary (as well as experientially involuntary) behavior. He 
argued that when a hypnotist gives a verbal communication to a subject, 
there is no way to tell a priori (i.e., before the communication is given) 
how it will be interpreted and responded to by a subject (Weitzenhoffer, 
1974; see also Sheehan & McConkey, 1982). 
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POSTHYPNOTIC SUGGESTION 193 

When faced with communications that can be interpreted in various 
ways, hypnotized subjects must work to understand the intentions 
behind the hypnotist’s message and to respond in a way that is appropri- 
ate to those intentions and that is compatible with their abilities and 
motivations. This view is consistent with Kihlstrom’s (1995; see also 
Grice, 1975; McConkey, Glisky, & Kihlstrom, 1989; Ome, 1959) charac- 
terization of the hypnotic experiment (and indeed all psychological 
experiments) as involving a conversation and a collaboration between 
experimenters and subjects. Kihlstrom (1995) argued that subjects are 
continually trying to determine how to respond to both the formal and 
the informal messages that are emanating from the hypnotist and the 
setting. Moreover, this interpretation occurs in the context of a particular 
type of social encounter (labeled the “experiment”) that has particular 
rules and that guides and constrains all participants’ understandings of 
their interaction. From this perspective, subjects engage in ”effort after 
meaning” within the context of a general understanding about what 
they can expect to happen during a hypnosis session in an experimental 
laboratory. 

Experiments on conflicting hypnotic communications, countering 
preconceptions, the hidden observer effect, and trance logic (e.g., 
McConkey, 1983; McConkey, Bryant, Bibb, & Kihlstrom, 1991; Nogrady, 
McConkey, Laurence, & Perry, 1983; Sheehan, 1971) have all pointed to 
ambiguities in the communications of the hypnotist and to the ways in 
which hypnotized subjects may resolve those ambiguities and respond. 
Recent experiments on posthypnotic suggestion have demonstrated 
that ambiguities can arise not only from multiple, conflicting verbal 
communications but also from the way in which those messages are 
embedded within the context of the overall hypnotic interaction (Bamier 
& McConkey, 1996,1998, in press). For instance, Barnier and McConkey 
(in press) gave real and simulating subjects either a general suggestion to 
respond when they heard a cue or a posthypnotic suggestion to respond 
when they heard a cue after hypnosis; half of the subjects were given the 
cue before hypnosis and half were given it after hypnosis. We found that 
subjects’ behaviors and experiences were influenced by the level of con- 
gruence between information conveyed by the suggestion about when 
they should respond and the timing of the test. Our findings indicated 
that hypnotized subjects work actively to interpret the message of the 
hypnotist within the context of their interaction with him or her. Given 
these findings, we believed it would be valuable to examine further sub- 
jects’ search for meaning in the hypnotic context, particularly when the 
conditions or circumstances of that setting were changing. 

Accordingly, we explored shifts in subjects’ interpretations of and 
responses to the hypnotist’s communications as the context of testing 
changed. In the present experiment, high hypnotizable subjects were 
asked a question (”Do you think it will rain tonight?”) three times during 
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194 AMANDA J. BARNIER AND KEVIN M. McCONKEY 

an experimental session: before hypnosis, during hypnosis, and after 
hypnosis. In addition, subjects were given a suggestion that they would 
rub their right earlobe when they were asked this question. In one condi- 
tion, subjects were given the suggestion before hypnosis; in the second 
condition, they were given the suggestion during hypnosis; and in the 
third condition, they were given the suggestion after hypnosis. 

The design of our experiment placed a message from the hypnotist 
that always required a verbal response (viz., the question "Do you think 
it will rain tonight?") against a hypnotic-like message that sometimes 
required a behavioral response (viz., the suggestion for subjects to rub 
their earlobe when they hear the phrase "Do you think it will rain 
tonight?"). The verbal response could be said to reflect routine social 
interaction; in other words, the hypnotist asked a benign question and 
subjects were expected to give a simple answer. The behavioral 
response, however, reflected a hypnotic interaction. That is, the hypno- 
tist suggested that when she asked a question, subjects would give an 
unusual (hypnotic) response. 

We expected that when the message of the hypnotist was interpreted 
as a formal hypnotic communication (viz., a suggestion to rub the ear- 
lobe) and the context was explicitly hypnotic, then subjects would rub 
their earlobe more so than answer the question. We expected that when 
the message was interpreted as a social interaction (viz., a question to 
answer) and the context was not explicitly hypnotic, then subjects would 
answer the question more so than rub their earlobe. However, we 
expected that the likelihood of subjects responding behaviorally and/or 
responding verbally would fluctuate across the tests in line with the 
changing message of the hypnotist (note that for each test, subjects could 
respond either behaviorally or verbally, or they could do both). In this 
way, we examined how subjects dealt with the ambiguity and conflict 
generated by the meaning of the hypnotist's message across different 
circumstances within the context of a hypnotic interaction. 

To better appreciate the experience of hypnotized subjects, we used 
the Experiential Analysis Technique (EAT; Sheehan & McConkey, 1982). 
The EAT involves subjects commenting on a videotape record of their 
hypnotic session in the presence of an independent experimenter (the 
inquirer). We used this technique to explore experiential and interpre- 
tive processes that would not be captured by behavioral data. In this 
respect, we used it to better understand the participant's point of view as 
a central process in the hypnotic interaction (see also Kihlstrom, 1995; 
McConkey et al., 1989). More specifically, the EAT dowed an examina- 
tion of the extent to which subjects' commitment to the communications 
of the hypnotist was related to behavioral responding. Sheehan (1991) 
argued that the deeply hypnotized subject is characterized by a moti- 
vated cognitive commitment, which reflects the ability and motivation 
of the individual to process the hypnotist's communications in a 
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POSTHYPNOTIC SUGGESTION 195 

cognitively active way and thus to respond in an appropriate fashion. 
Accordingly, we considered that subjects’ comments about their 
responses to the various tests would provide insight into the processes 
and influences that were associated with hypnotic and posthypnotic 
responding. We believed that those who demonstrated a cognitive com- 
mitment to the message of the hypnotist would be more likely to process 
the ambiguous, conflicting, and confusing information across the tests in 
a way that led to hypnotic responding. 

METHOD 
Participants 

Twenty-one (7 male and 14 female) high hypnotizable participants of 
mean age 22.05 years (SD = 8.45) who were undergraduate psychology 
students at the University of New South Wales, Sydney, Australia, vol- 
untarily participated in return for research credit of 1 hour. Subjects 
were preselected on the basis of their scores in the range of 10 to 12 on the 
1Zitem Harvard Group Scale of Hypnotic Susceptibility, Form A 
(HGSHS:A; Shor & h e ,  1962; M = 10.88, SD = 0.66); their high hypno- 
tizability was confirmed by their scores in the range of 8 to 10 on a 10- 
item tailored version of the Stanford Hypnotic Susceptibility Scale, Form 
C (Hilgard, Crawford, Bowers, & JSihlstrom, 1979; SHSS:C; Weitzenhof- 
fer & Hilgard, 1962; M = 9.33, SD = 0.58). 

Apparaf us 
A video camera and a videocassette recorder were used to record 

both the hypnosis and the inquiry session onto videocassettes; the video 
camera was focused on the participant throughout. A videocassette 
recorder and a color monitor were used to play back the recording of the 
hypnosis session. 

Procedure 
The experiment involved a hypnosis session and an EAT inquiry ses- 

sion. The hypnosis session was conducted by the first experimenter (the 
hypnotist), and the EAT inquiry session was conducted by a second, in- 
dependent experimenter (the inquirer). The suggestion to rub the right 
earlobe in response to the cue was given either before hypnosis (prehyp- 
notic condition), during hypnosis (hypnotic condition), or after hypno- 
sis (posthypnotic condition); subjects were allocated to one of these three 
conditions. Response to the question/cue (viz., “Do you think it will rain 
tonight?”) was tested on three occasions: before hypnosis (Test l), dur- 
ing hypnosis (Test 2), and after hypnosis (Test 3); all subjects were given 
each test. Table 1 sets out the experimental design. For both the admini- 
stration of the suggestion and the test(s), “before hypnosis” refers to the 
period of time before the hypnotic induction procedure was adminis- 
tered, “during hypnosis” refers to the period of time between the 
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196 AMANDA J. BARNIER AND KEVIN M. McCONKEY 

administration of the induction and the deinduction procedures, and 
“after hypnosis” refers to the period of time after the hypnotic deinduc- 
tion was administered. 

Hypnosis session. The hypnotist welcomed subjects, gave them an 
informed consent form to read and sign, and told them to make them- 
selves comfortable. Following this, she gave the suggestion to those in 
the prehypnotic condition. Subjects in this condition were told that they 
would rub their right earlobe with the thumb and forefinger of their 
right hand when the hypnotist said, ”Do you think it will rain t~night?”~ 
The hypnotist then allowed 10 seconds to elapse before she adminis- 
tered Test 1, the prehypnotic test of the question/cue. Subjects in the 
hypnotic and posthypnotic conditions were not given the suggestion at 
this point; for these individuals, the hypnotist allowed 10 seconds to 
elapse from her initial instruction to allow the subjects to make them- 
selves comfortable before administering Test 1. That is, following either 
the suggestion (prehypnotic condition) or the initial instruction (hyp- 
notic and posthypnotic conditions), the hypnotist asked subjects, ”Do 
you think it will rain tonight?” She avoided eye contact, allowed 30 sec- 
onds to elapse from the end of the cue, and noted their behavioral and 
verbal responses; if subjects asked for clarification, the hypnotist did not 
respond until the 30 seconds had elapsed. 

The hypnotist then administered a standard induction procedure and 
tested all subjects on the four hypnotic items of moving hands apart, fin- 
ger lock, verbal inhibition, and heat hallucination. She then gave the sug- 
gestion to those in the hypnotic condition. That is, subjects in this condi- 
tion were told that they would rub their right earlobe with the thumb 
and forefinger of their right hand when the hypnotist said, “Do you 
think it will rain tonight?” The hypnotist allowed 10 seconds to elapse 
before she administered Test 2, the hypnotic test of the question/cue. 
Subjects in the prehypnotic condition previously had been given the 
suggestion, and those in the posthypnotic condition were not given the 
suggestion at this point; for these individuals, the hypnotist allowed 10 
seconds to elapse from the end of the heat hallucination item before 
administering Test 2. Thus, following either the suggestion (hypnotic 
condition) or the conclusion of the heat hallucination item (prehypnotic 
and posthypnotic conditions), the hypnotist asked participants, ”Do you 
think it will rain tonight?” Again, she allowed 30 seconds to elapse from 

m e  verbatim suggestion was as follows: “Now I’d just like you to listen closely to 
what I tell you next. WhenI say to you, ‘Do you think it will rain tonight?’ you will rub your 
right zarlobe with the thumb and forefinger of your right hand. You will rub your right ear- 
lobe. No matter what you are doing, when you hear me say, ’Do you think it will rain to- 
night?‘ you will rub your right earlobe with the thumb and forefinger of your right hand. 
You will rub your right earlobe. This will happen by itself and you will not remember that I 
asked you to do this when1 say these words. WhenI say to you, ’Do you think it will rain to- 
night?’ you will rub your right earlobe with the thumb and forefinger of your right hand.” 
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POSTHYPNOTIC SUGGESTION 197 

Table 1 
Summary of Experimental Design 

Experimental Periods 
Suggestion Before After 
Condition Hypnosis During Hypnosis Hypnosis 
Prehypnotic Suggestion 

Test 1 Test 2 Test 3 
(question/cue) (question/ cue) (question/cue) 

Hypnotic Suggestion 
Test 1 Test 2 Test 3 

(question) (question/cue) (question/cue) 

Posthypnotic Suggestion 
Test 1 Test 2 Test 3 

(question) (question) (question/cue) 
Note. The possible interpretations of each test (viz., question to answer and/or cue to re- 
spond) are presented in parentheses. 

the end of the cue and noted their behavioral and verbal responses; if 
subjects asked for clarification, the hypnotist did not respond until the 30 
seconds had elapsed. After the hypnotic test of responding, the hypno- 
tist allowed 10 seconds to elapse before she administered a standard 
deinduction procedure to all subjects. 

Posthypnotic inquiry session. Immediately following the deinduction 
procedure, the hypnotist gave the suggestion to those in the posthyp- 
notic condition. That is, subjects in this condition were told that they 
would rub their right earlobe with the thumb and forefinger of their 
right hand when the hypnotist said, “Do you think it will rain tonight?” 
The hypnotist then allowed 10 seconds to elapse before she adminis- 
tered Test 3, the posthypnotic test of the question/cue. Subjects in the 
prehypnotic and hypnotic conditions had been given the suggestion 
before and during hypnosis, respectively; for these individuals, the hyp- 
notist allowed 10 seconds to elapse from the end of the deinduction pro- 
cedure before administering Test 3. Thus, following either the sugges- 
tion (posthypnotic condition) or the deinduction procedure 
(prehypnotic and hypnotic conditions), the hypnotist asked subjects, 
“Do you think it will rain tonight?” She avoided eye contact, allowed 30 
seconds to elapse from the end of the cue, and noted their behavioral and 
verbal responses; if subjects asked for clarification, the hypnotist did not 
respond until the 30 seconds had elapsed. Following this, the hypnotist 
cancelled the suggestion and conducted a brief inquiry into subjects’ 
reactions to the hypnosis session. 
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198 AMANDA J. BARNIER AND KEVIN M. McCONKEY 

EAT inquiry session. The inquirer told subjects that they would be 
shown a videotape of the hypnosis session that they had just completed 
and that they should ask her to stop the videotape at any point and 
describe their experiences. The decision to stop the videotape was left 
primarily to participants, but if they did not comment spontaneously on 
their responses to the suggestion and the question/cue across the three 
tests, the inquirer stopped the videotape and asked them to comment on 
their experiences. For instance, during the playback of the suggestion 
(whether prehypnotic, hypnotic, or posthypnotic), the inquirer asked 
questions such as, "What sorts of things were you thinkmg as you were 
listening to the hypnotist?" and "How were you feeling about h s  
instruction?" During the playback of the question/cue for each of the 
tests, she asked questions such as, "Did that phrase have any meaning 
for you?" and "Tell me about the feelings you were experiencing at this 
point." During the playback of participants' responses to the tests, she 
asked subjects to: "Tell me about the thoughts that were going through 
your mind at this time" and #'Is there anything you might have liked to 
say to the hypnotist?" In addition to these questions, the inquirer asked 
subjects who responded on the tests to rate how much of an urge they felt 
to rub their earlobe on each occasion (where 0 = none a t  aZZ and 6 = un 
extremely strong urge). Finally, the inquirer answered any questions, 
thanked subjects, and ended the session. 

RESULTS 
Behavioral and verbal responses on the three tests and EAT com- 

ments were categorized from the video record by the hypnotist or the 
inquirer and an independent rater who was unaware of the aims of the 
experiment. Behavioral responses were categorized as either positive (a 
behavioral reaction consistent with the suggestion within 30 seconds of 
the questiodcue) or negative (no behavioral reaction within 30 seconds 
of the question/cue); verbal responses were categorized as either a 
response (any verbal response to the question) or as no response. EAT 
comments about the suggestion were categorized in terms of whether it 
was confusing, considered to be unusual, and whether subjects expected 
to respond; comments about the question/cue were categorized in 
terms of the meaning it held for subjects and whether they felt confused 
by its presentation across the three tests; and comments about respond- 
ing were categorized in terms of the nature of their response and the 
similarities and differences in their reactions to the repeated tests: 

40verall interrater reliability for behavioral responses was k = 0.91 (Kappa statistic; see 
Cohen, 1960; Test 1: k = 0.72, Test 2: k = 1.00, Test 3: k = 0.92); overall interrater reliability for 
verbal responses was k = 0.90 (Test 1: k = 1.00, Test 2: k = 0.90, Test 3 k = 0.79). Interrater reli- 
ability for the categorization of Experiential Analysis Technique (EAT) comments ranged 
from k = 0.76 to k = 1.00. Behavioral and verbal data are those provided by the hypnotist; 
EAT data are those provided by the inquirer; analyses of the independent rater's data 
showed the same pattern of findings. 
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POSTHYPNOTIC SUGGESTION 199 

Figure 1 presents the percentage of behavioral and verbal responding 
for subjects in the prehypnotic, hypnotic, and posthypnotic conditions 
across the three tests. During Test 1,4 (57.1%) subjects in the prehypnotic 
condition responded behaviorally, whereas only 1 (14.3%) responded 
verbally. No subject in the hypnotic and posthypnotic conditions 
responded behaviorally, but 6 (85.770) and 7 (100%) subjects in these con- 
ditions, respectively, responded verbally. Chi-square analysis5 con- 
firmed that whereas more subjects in the prehypnotic condition than in 
the hypnotic and posthypnotic conditions responded behaviorally, ~’(2, 
N = 21) = 9.88, p c .01, fewer responded verbally, x2 (2, N= 21) = 13.29, p < 
.01. Thus, during Test 1, and consistent with our expectations, subjects 
were more likely to respond behavioral€y when the question/cue was 
associated with a hypnotic suggestion, but they were more likely to 
respond verbally when it was associated with a social interaction, 

During Test 2,7 (l00Y0) subjects in the prehypnotic condition and 4 
(57.1%) in the hypnotic condition responded behaviorally, whereas only 
2 (28.6%) and 1 (14.3%) subject in these conditions, respectively, 
responded verbally. In contrast, no subject in the posthypnotic condition 
responded behaviorally, but all (100%) responded verbally. Chi-square 
analysis indicated that more subjects in the prehypnotic than in the hyp- 
notic condition responded behaviorally, ~ ’ ( 1 ,  N = 14) = 3.82, p < .05, and 
more subjects in the posthypnotic condition than in the prehypnotic and 
hypnotic conditions responded verbally, ~‘(2, N = 21) = 11.84, p < .01. 
Thus, as in Test 1, subjects were more likely to respond behaviorally 
when the question/cue was associated with a hypnotic suggestion, but 
they were more likely to respond verbally when it was associated with a 
social interaction. 

During Test 3,5 (71.470)~ 3 (42.9%), and 5 (71.4%) subjects in the pre- 
hypnotic, hypnotic, and posthypnotic conditions, respectively, 
responded behaviorally, and 3 (42.9%), 4 (57.1%), and 6 (85.7%) subjects 
in these conditions, respectively, responded verbally. Analysis indi- 
cated that there was no difference in the pattern of responding between 
conditions. Subjects were equally likely to respond behaviorally and 
verbally when the question/cue was associated with the suggestion. 

These data suggest that within each test period, subjects’ responses 
depended on whether they interpreted the hypnotist’s message as a 
question to answer or as a cue to respond. Looking across the three tests, 
the responses of some subjects fluctuated depending on the context of 
the test. For instance, analysis (Cochran’s Q tests, p < .05) indicated that 
both the behavioral and verbal responding of subjects in the hypnotic 

5For some of the chi-square analyses reported in this section, cell sizes were less than 
five. It is often assumed that when df= 1 and expected frequencies are less than 5, the chi- 
square test is not reliable (e.g., Siege], 1956). However, recent research has suggested that 
this test does, in fact, generate accurate probabilities under these circumstances and that no 
correction procedure is required (Bradley, Bradley, McGrath, & Cutcomb, 1979; Camilli & 
Hopkins, 1978). 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

M
ac

qu
ar

ie
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

] 
at

 2
0:

52
 2

1 
A

ug
us

t 2
01

2 



200 AMANDA J. BARNIER AND KFMN M. McCONKEY 

I Behavioral Resnonsel 
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Figure I .  
Note. Pre = prehypnotic condition, Hyp .=hypnotic condition, Post = posthypnotic condition. 

Percentage behavioral and verbal response acmss the tests. 

condition changed significantly across the tests. Specifically, 0 (OYO), 4 
(57.1%), and 3 (42.9%) subjects in this condition responded behaviorally 
on Tests 1, 2, and 3, respectively; 6 (85.7%), 1 (14.3%), and 4 (57.1%) 
responded verbally. Thus, more subjects responded behaviorally to 
Tests 2 and 3 than on Test 1, and fewer subjects responded verbally on 
Test 2 than on Tests 1 and 3. Similarly, analysis indicated that whereas 
the verbal responding of subjects in the posthypnotic condition did not 
change significantly across the tests, their behavioral responding 
increased. Specifically, 0 (O%), 0 (O%), and 5 (71.4%) subjects responded 
behaviorally on Tests 1,2, and 3, respectively; 7 (loo%), 7 (loo%), and 6 
(85.7%) responded verbally. Thus, for these subjects, the question/cue 
remained a social interaction across the tests but became associated with 
the hypnotic suggestion during the final test, and this led to both behav- 
ioral and verbal responses. In contrast to subjects in these conditions, the 
behavioral and verbal responding of subjects in the prehypnotic condi- 
tion remained relatively stable across the tests. Specifically, 4 (57.1%), 7 
(lOO./), and 5 (71.4%) subjects responded behaviorally on Tests 1,2, and 
3, respectively; 1 (14.3%), 2 (28.6%), and 4 (57.1%) responded verbally. 
Most subjects responded behaviorally to the question/cue, whereas few 
responded verbally. These findings suggest that subjects’ responding 
was influenced by both the hypnotist’s message as well as by the context 
in which it was given. 

During the EAT, subjects were asked to describe what they were 
thinking as they were administered the suggestion and the ques- 
tion/cue during each of the tests. These comments help to elucidate 
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POSTHYPNOTIC SUGGESTION 201 

subjects' behavioral and verbal responding by highlighting the interpre- 
tations that they placed on the question/cue across the three tests. Dur- 
ing Test 1,6 (85.7%) subjects in the prehypnotic condition commented 
that they interpreted the question as a signal to respond behaviorally; 
only 1 (14.3%) subject interpreted it as both a cue to respond and a ques- 
tion to answer. The majority of subjects in the hypnotic (N = 6/7; 85.7Oh) 
and posthypnotic (N = 7/7; 100%) conditions said that they interpreted 
the cue as a question to answer, ~ ' (4 ,  IV = 20) = 20.00, p < .01. 

During Test 2, the majority of subjects in the prehypnotic (N = 6/7; 
85.7%) and hypnotic (N = 4/7; 57.1%) conditions commented that they 
interpreted the question as a signal to respond behaviorally. For 
instance, one said, "I just meant to rub my earlobe. I didn't think about it 
as a question to answer." One subject in the prehypnotic condition and 
two in the hypnotic condition said that they interpreted it as both a cue to 
respond and a question to answer, and one subject in the hypnotic condi- 
tion said that it was just a question to answer. In contrast, all subjects 
(100%) in the posthypnotic condition said that they interpreted the cue 
as a question to answer, ~ ~ ( 4 ,  N = 21) = 18.35, p c .01. 

During Test 3, 6 (85.7%) subjects in the prehypnotic condition, 4 
(57.1%) in the hypnotic condition, and 5 (71.4%) in the posthypnotic con- 
dition interpreted the question as a signal to respond; 2 (28.6%) subjects 
in the hypnotic and 2 (28.6%) in the posthypnotic conditions interpreted 
the cue as both a signal to respond and as a question to answer; the 
remaining subjects interpreted the cue as a question to answer or said 
that it had no meaning for them. There was no difference in these com- 
ments across conditions. Overall, subjects' EAT comments indicate that 
their interpretation of the question/cue as a signal to respond behavior- 
ally or as a social interaction differed across the tests. 

During the EAT, subjects who responded were asked to rate how 
much of an urge they felt to rub their earlobe on each test (where 0 = none 
at all and 6 = un extremely strong urge). These data help to address the 
question of whether those subjects who responded to the hypnotic-like 
suggestion even when it was administered either prior to the induction 
of hypnosis (prehypnotic condition) or after formal hypnosis had been 
terminated (posthypnotic condition) did so due to behavioral compli- 
ance or whether they reported an  accompanying experience of compul- 
sion. Of those who responded to one or more of the tests, the mean com- 
pulsion rating was 3.67 (SD = 2.24) and the median rating was 4.00. On 
Test 1 ,4  (all prehypnotic) subjects responded. Two (500/,) gave ratings 
above the median (1 gave the highest rating) and 2 (50%) gave ratings 
below the median; the mean rating was 3.00 (SD = 2.58). On Test 2,11(7 
prehypnotic, 4 hypnotic) subjects responded. Nine (8l.8Y0) gave ratings 
above the median (5 gave the highest rating) and 2 (18.2%) gave ratings 
below the median; the mean rating was 4.64 (SD = 1.86). On Test 3,13 (5 
prehypnotic, 3 hypnotic, and 5 posthypnotic) subjects responded. Five 
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(38.5%) gave ratings above the median (4 gave the highest rating) and 8 
(61.5%) gave ratings below the median; the mean rating was 3.23 (SD = 
2.35). Notably, there was no difference in the ratings of subjects across 
the suggestion conditions on any test. Thus, although behavioral 
responding during hypnosis (Test 2) was more often associated with a 
strong compulsive experience (defined as a compulsion rating above the 
median), a number of subjects who responded either before (Test 1) or 
after (Test 3) hypnosis also experienced a strong sense of compulsion. 
Thus, responding at these times was not necessarily motivated by 
behavioral compliance. 

DISCUSSION 
We expected that subjects would rub their earlobe more so than 

answer the question when the question/cue was interpreted as a formal 
hypnotic communication but that they would answer the question more 
so than rub their earlobe when the question/cue was interpreted as a 
social interaction. Consistent with this, for Tests 1 and 2, subjects were 
more likely to respond behaviorally when the question, ”Do you think it 
will rain tonight?” was associated with a hypnotic suggestion but were 
more likely to respond verbally when it was associated with a social 
interaction. For Test 3, subjects were equally likely to respond behavior- 
ally and verbally when the question was associated with the suggestion. 
We expected also that the likelihood of some subjects responding behav- 
iorally and/or verbally would shift across the tests in line with the 
changing message of the hypnotist. Consistent with this, we found that 
both the behavioral and verbal responding of subjects in the hypnotic 
condition changed across the tests; also, whereas the verbal responding 
of subjects in the posthypnotic condition did not change across the tests, 
their behavioral responding increased. Subjects’ EAT comments indi- 
cated that their interpretation of the message of the hypnotist as either a 
signal to respond behaviorally or as a question to answer depended on 
both the hypnotist’s message and the context in which it was given. 
Moreover, the interpretation of many subjects shifted across the tests to 
follow the context of the interaction and the implied intent of the hypno- 
tist’s message. 

These findings indicate that subjects strive to interpret the hypnotist’s 
communications and attempt to match their behavior to this under- 
standing (Kihlstrom, 1995; Ome, 1959; Weitzenhoffer, 1974). In sume 
cases, this process of interpretation may be relatively straightforward. 
For instance, subjects were less likely to report feeling confused about 
what they should do when the suggestion and/or the question/cue 
were presented during hypnosis than when these messages were pre- 
sented either before or after hypnosis. Also, subjects in the prehypnotic 
condition were more likely to respond behaviorally when presented 
with the question/cue during rather than before hypnosis. In other 
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words, certain configurations of the hypnotist's communications and of 
the context were less likely to create ambiguity or confusion; typically, 
this was when the communications of the hypnotist were compatible 
with the context in which they were administered. Notably, subjects' rat- 
ings of compulsion, given during the EAT, indicated that behavioral 
responses made during hypnosis were more likely to be accompanied 
by an experience of compulsion than responses made either before or 
after hypnosis. These findings are consistent with other work on post- 
hypnotic suggestion that has found that subjects show a high level of 
response on formal posthypnotic tests for which they are prepared (e.g., 
Barnier & McConkey, 1996, in press; Orne, Sheehan, & Evans, 1968; 
Spanos, Menary, Brett, Cross, & Ahmed, 1987). This high level of 
response can be said to reflect the relatively unambiguous message con- 
veyed by both the hypnotist's suggestion and the formal tests used in 
those experiments. In some situations, the process of interpretation may 
not be as straightforward. 

In the present experiment, subjects' interpretation of the hypnotist's 
suggestion was complicated by its administration in an unexpected, 
nonhypnotic context (i.e., prehypnotic and posthypnotic conditions) 
and by the unusual nature of the question/cue. For instance, most of the 
subjects in the prehypnotic condition and almost half of those in the 
posthypnotic condition thought that the suggestion was confusing and 
out of the ordinary. One subject in the prehypnotic condition said, 
"Actually, I was a bit confused about this bit because I wasn't sure 
whether I was expected to do it, because she said it before I was under. So 
I wasn't really sure if that had any relevance." Notably, only one subject 
in the hypnotic condition thought that the suggestion was confusing or 
unusual. When asked about her reactions to the suggestion, she said, "I 
was thinking that [the hypnotist] has already asked me that before and 
it's not a real question." For others, the question, "Do you think it will 
rain tonight?" which was intended to reflect a benign, social interaction, 
led to confusion even when it was not associated with the suggestion. 
For instance, one subject in the posthypnotic condition commented 
about the first test, "Why, why ask that? What a silly thing to ask. It 
didn't fit.'' For some subjects, the confusion created by the ambiguity in 
the hypnotist's communications and the time at which responding was 
indexed influenced both their interpretation of the question/cue and 
their responding. This is reflected not only in subjects' behavioral 
responses but in their ratings of compulsion as well, which were gener- 
ally lower before and after, rather than during, hypnosis. 

Despite experiencing some confusion during some tests, other indi- 
viduals resolved this ambiguity in a way that allowed a behavioral and 
phenomenal experience of hypnotic responding. Often this resolution 
was personal and idiosyncratic. For example, one subject in the prehyp- 
notic condition believed that she had been fully hypnotized during the 
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suggestion and test, which were administered prior to the formal induc- 
tion procedure. Although it could be argued that this subject was ”hyp- 
notized” from the moment the experiment began, her belief allowed her 
to respond to the suggestion at a time when others found it strange and 
confusing. Similarly, a posthypnotic subject believed that the purpose of 
the cue was to elicit or test his “true response” to the question; for him, 
the suggestion to rub his earlobe was secondary (although he responded 
behaviorally) to the nature of his verbal response. Of importance, such 
responding in a seemingly ”nonhypnotic” context cannot be said to nec- 
essarily reflect behavioral compliance because some subjects gave 
extremely high ratings of compulsion for responses made during these 
times. In other words, some subjects experienced their responding either 
before or after hypnosis as compelling and genuine. 

We considered that the individuals most likely to process the ambigu- 
ous and conflicting information presented by the suggestion and the 
tests would be those who demonstrated a motivated cognitive commit- 
ment to the hypnotist. Our results confirmed this prediction and indi- 
cated that many subjects who responded successfully, particularly those 
who were given the suggestion either before or after hypnosis, placed a 
great deal of meaning and emphasis on the hypnotist’s communications 
and ignored information that was inconsistent with the essence of their 
hypnotic interaction. For example, one subject in the posthypnotic con- 
dition described her reaction to the administration of the suggestion (af- 
ter hypnosis) in the following way: 

You see, I think that’s kind of unusual because we‘d counted down and 
here we are and I’m wide awake, presumably in my waking state. I’m 
looking at her [the hypnotist] and going along exactly with what she’s go- 
ing to say and asking me to do. So that when she says about the weather, 
“Do you think it will rain tonight?” I’m going to rub my earlobe. I can see 
the look on my face. I’m seriously listening; it doesn’t seem bizarre at all. It 
doesn’t seem outrageous that she’s going to ask me to do an action in rela- 
tion to something that she’s said twice before. So, I think that is interesting. 

Overall, our findings point to two important theoretical issues. First, 
they suggest that to respond to a hypnotic or posthypnotic suggestion, 
subjects must develop an appropriate motivated set or preparedness to 
respond in a hypnotic fashion. It is not sufficient for subjects to have re- 
ceived the suggestion and for the test simply to be presented; rather, they 
must actively process the information in a way that helps them to pre- 
pare to display hypnotic behavior. This information processing will be 
influenced by the extent to which the suggestion meets subjects’ expec- 
tations, the availability of cues in the setting that reinforces appropriate 
responding, and the degree to which subjects are able to tolerate and 
manage ambiguity in the totality of messages and cues available to them 
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(see also Orne, 1959). Second, the finding that some subjects gave prior- 
ity to the hypnotic features of the message underscores the potency of 
the hypnotist's message, the relevance of the relationship between the 
subject and the hypnotist, and the hypnotized individual's cognitive 
predisposition and abdity to assimilate conflicting and ambiguous in- 
formation in a way that defines and promotes their experience as hyp- 
notic rather than routine (McConkey, 1991; Sheehan, 1991). 

The findings of our experiment also suggest that insight into the 
processes underlying hypnotic and posthypnotic behavior may be 
gained by focusing on talented hypnotic subjects faced with difficult or 
challenging experiences (see also McConkey et al., 1989). In particular, 
processes such as tolerance and management of ambiguity, prepared- 
ness to respond, and commitment to the hypnotist's communications 
were more often highlighted by subjects' attempts to find meaning when 
faced with conflicting rather than straightforward messages and influ- 
ences in the present experiment. Furthermore, this ability to manage 
ambiguity is almost certainly related to hypnotizability; in this sense, 
our findings highlight the value of considering the personal and motiva- 
tional characteristics of those who are able to respond in this way. 
Despite a relatively small subject number in the present experiment, we 
observed informally that virtuoso hypnotic subjects seemed less con- 
cerned by the confusion that limited the responding of the other high 
hypnotizable subjects and also seemed more likely to describe their 
experience as compelhg and effortless. It would be worth following up 
these observations in a systematic way with a larger sample. 

At a more general level, many subjects indicated a concern with the 
level of consistency between the hypnotist's communications and their 
expectations about the conduct of the hypnosis experiment. For 
instance, one subject in the posthypnotic condition responded to the 
administration of the question/cue before hypnosis (Test 1) in the fol- 
lowing way: "I was assuming that the thing had started, and it seemed a 
strange question . . . it was just nonsensical. . . it was a statement that 
didn't belong to the context that I was expecting." Comments such as 
these suggested that subjects had a set of tacit rules about what was 
appropriate during an experimental, hypnotic interaction; in other 
words, they held clear expectations for the conduct and content of the 
hypnotic interaction. Although those expectations were broader for 
some rather than for others, the administration of the suggestion either 
before or after hypnosis and the question "Do you think it will rain 
tonight?" often represented a transgression of subjects' expectations. 
Furthermore, although we labeled only the period of time between the 
administration of the hypnotic induction and deinduction procedures as 
"during hypnosis," such an operationalization of "hypnosis" may 
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underestimate the degree to which subjects perceived the entire experi- 
mental interaction, from the time they entered the room until they left, as 
hypnotic in nature. 

Overall, and consistent with the comments of Orne (1959) and Kihl- 
strom (1995), these findings underscore that the hypnosis experiment is 
a rule-bound, social interaction. Most broadly, this is important to keep 
in mind when we are investigating hypnosis in the experimental setting, 
in which there are three experiments actually going on: the one the sub- 
ject thinks they are in, the one the hypnotist thinks they are doing, and 
the one that is actually occurring (Kihlstrom, 1995; Orne, 1959). Just as 
subjects strive to bring meaning to the communications of the hypnotist, 
investigators must strive to interpret the subjects’ actions and words. To 
do that effectively, we need to understand how hypnotized individuals 
find meaning in the message of the hypnotist. 
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Hypnotische und posthypnotische Suggestion: Suche nach einer 
Bedeutung in den Kommunikationen des Hypnotherapeuten 

Amanda J. Barnier und Kevin M. McConkey 
Zusammenfassung: Hoch-hypnotisierbaren VPn. wurde vor, wahrend und 
nach Hypnose eine Frage gestellt, und vor, wahrend und nach der Hypnose 
wurden sie angewiesen, bei dieser Frage ihr Ohrlappchen zu reiben. Das 
Experiment kontrastierte also eine Frage, die eine verbale Reaktion erfor- 
derte, mit einer Suggestion, die nur manchmal eine verhaltensmagige Reak- 
tion erforderte. Die Vpn. tendierten mit grogerer Wahrscheinlichkeit zu einer 
VerhaItensmaDigen Reaktion, wenn die Frage mit der Suggestion assoziiert 
war, aber mit groi3erer Wahrscheinlichkeit zu einer verbalen Reaktion, wenn 
es sich bei der Frage um eine soziale Interaktion handelte; aui3erdem verschob 
sich die Wahrscheinlichkeit einer verhaltensmagigen undoder verbalen 
Reaktion der Vpn. bei denTests, wenn sich die Botschaft des Hypnotherapeu- 
ten veranderte. Die Resultate heben das Bestreben der Vpn. hervor, die Kom- 
munikationen des Hypnotherapeuten zu interpretieren, und im Kontext die- 
ser Kommunikationen Ambimitat auf solche Weise zu losen, daD es ihr 
hypnotisches Verhalten und ihre hypnotische Erfahrung unterstiitzt. 

ROSEMARIE GREENMAN 
University of Tennessee, Knoxville, USA 

La suggestion hypnotique et post-hypnoptique: 
i la recheche d’un sens dans le message de l’hypnotiseur 

Amanda J. Bamier et Kevin M. McConkey 
RCsume I1 a 636 pose ?I des sujets hautements hypnotisables, une question 
avant, pendant et apres hypnose et il leur fut donnC une suggestion avant, 
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pendant ou apres hypnose, d'effacer leur oreille quand on leur posait la ques- 
tion. De cette manihre, I'expkrience plaqait une question qui nkcessitait une 
riponse verbale en contraste avec une suggestion que nkcessitait seulement 
une riponse comportementale. Les sujets ont davantage repondu sur le plan 
comportemental quand la question ktait associee i la suggestion., mais davan- 
tage sur le mode verbal quand la question Ctait une interaction sociale; en 
outre, la probabilite de la reponse comportementale etlou verbale a change 
pendant les tests par le changement de message de l'hypnotiseur. Les rCsultats 
sont les plus importants quand les sujets hypnotises ont tent6 d'interpreter la 
communication de l'hypnotiseur ainsi que leur capacite B risoudre l'ambi- 
guiti de ces messages de f aFon qu'elle puisse promouvoir leur expirience et 
comportement hypnotique. 

VICTOR SIMON 
Psychosomatic Medicine b Clinical Hypnosis 
Institute, Lille, France 

Sugesti6n hipn6tica y posthipnbtica: 
El significado del mensaje del hipnotista 

Amanda J. Bamier y Kevin M. McConkey 
Resumen: Se formuld una pregunta a sujetos muy hipnotizables antes de, 
durante y despues de la hipnosis, y se les dio una sugesti6n antes de, durante o 
despuhs de Ia hipnosis de que se frotarian el 16buIo de la oreja cuando 
escucharan esta pregunta. Asi pues, el expenmento consistia en una pregunta 
que requeria una respuesta verbal, en contraste con una sugesti6n que s610 en 
ocasiones requeria una respuesta conductual. Result6 mis probable que 10s 
sujetos respondieran conductualmente cuando la sugesti6n estaba asociada 
con la pregunta, y mas probable que respondieran verbalmente cuando la 
pregunta se relacionaba con una interacci6n social. Otro resultado es que la 
probabilidad de que 10s participantes respondieran conductual y/o verbal- 
mente vari6 segGn las pruebas y 10s cambios en el mensaje del hipnotista. 
Estos resultados subrayan 10s intentos de 10s sujetos hipnotizados por inter- 
pretar las comunicaciones deI hipnotista y la habilidad de 10s sujetos para 
resolver ambigiiedades en el nexo de esos mensajes con el objeto de fomentar 
la conducta y experiencia hipn6ticas. 

ETZEL CARDENA 
Uniformed Services University of the Health 
Sciences, Bethesda, Maryland, U S A  
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