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Hypnosis in patients with perceived stress

— a systematic review

S Fisch'”", B Brinkhaus' and M Teut'

Abstract

BMC Complementary and
Alternative Medicine

@ CrossMark

Background: Although hypnosis and hypnotherapy have become more popular in recent years, the evidence for
hypnosis to influence perceived stress is unclear. In this systematic review we searched and evaluated randomized
clinical studies investigating the effect of hypnosis on perceived stress reduction and coping.

Methods: The Cochrane Central Register of Controlled Trials, the Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews, the
Database of Abstracts of Review of Effects, EMBASE, Medline, PsycINFO, PSYNDEX and PubMed were systematically
screened from their inception until December 2015 for randomized controlled trials (RCTs) reporting about
hypnosis or hypnotherapy for stress reduction in healthy participants. Risk of Bias was assessed according the

Cochrane Collaboration recommendations.

Results: Nine RCTs with a total of 365 participants met the inclusion criteria and were included in this review.
Most included participants were medical students, predominantly female (n = 211). Mean age of participants

ranged in most studies between 20 and 25 years, in three studies the mean ages were between 30 and 42 years.
Perceived stress was measured by a wide range of psychological questionnaires including Face Valid Stress Test,
Stress Thermometer, and immunological data was collected. All nine included studies used explorative designs
and showed a high risk of bias. Six out of nine studies reported significant positive effects of hypnosis for stress
reduction in the main outcome parameter compared to control groups (3 active controls, 3 no therapy controls).
Immunological outcomes were assessed in six studies, the results were inconclusive.

Conclusions: Due to exploratory designs and high risk of bias, the effectiveness of hypnosis or hypnotherapy in

stress reduction remains still unclear. More high quality clinical research is urgently needed.

Keywords: Hypnosis, Hypnotherapy, Stress, Perceived stress, Stress reduction, Systematic review

Background

Psychological distress and stress-related diseases are
considered to be an important health issue world wide
[1, 2] (Global Organization for Stress). Selye — one of
the pioneers of stress research — postulated that “there is
an integrated syndrome of closely interrelated adaptive
reactions to non-specific stress itself; this has been
termed the ‘General Adaption Syndrome’. It develops in
three stages: the ‘Alarm Reaction; the Stage of Resist-
ance, and the Stage of Exhaustion. In the biological
sense stress it is the interaction between damage and
defense, just as in physics tension or pressure represents

* Correspondence: fisch@psychotherapie-praxis-coesfeld.de

"Institute for Social Medicine, Epidemiology, and Health Economics, Charité
Universitdtsmedizin Berlin, Luisenstr. 57, 10098 Berlin, Germany
2Psychotherapy Outpatient Clinic, Daruper Stral8e 14, D-48653 Coesfeld,
Germany

( BiolMed Central

the interplay between a force and the resistance offered
to it” [3]. In the 1950s and 1960s Lazarus developed a
more cognitive model of stress with more focus on the
meaning of appraisal of the stressors by the individual
[4]. Heinrichs, Stichele, and Domes provide a modern
and more operational definition of “stress” which in-
cludes important stress theories and models (e.g. by
Selye as well as Lazarus) and their applicability in the
clinical context: “Stress results from a threat of physio-
logical and / or psychological integrity of a person,
which causes an adaptive physiological, behavioral, emo-
tional, and cognitive response. The individual amount of
stress response is determined by integrating the individ-
ual psychobiological stress reactivity, the subjective
threat assessment and the assessment of available coping
resources. Stress thus represents a short-term imbalance

© The Author(s). 2017 Open Access This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0
International License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and
reproduction in any medium, provided you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to

the Creative Commons license, and indicate if changes were made. The Creative Commons Public Domain Dedication waiver
(http://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/) applies to the data made available in this article, unless otherwise stated.
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between perceived burdensome requirements and regu-
lation of available resources. Chronic stress occurs when
the adaptive reaction does not lead to cope with the
stressor and the imbalance remains.” [1] The stress associ-
ated symptomatology may include physiological (increased
heart rate, muscular tension), cognitive (brooding, difficult
concentrating), emotional (anxiety, anger, touchiness,
lability) and social symptoms (social withdrawal).

Stress management techniques today play an import-
ant role in clinical work. In recent years modern clinical
hypnosis and hypnotherapy have become increasingly
popular and received greater attention worldwide. Hyp-
nosis is defined as “a state of consciousness involving fo-
cused attention and reduced peripheral awareness
characterized by an enhanced capacity for response to
suggestion” [5]. Hypnotherapy is defined as “the use of
hypnosis in the treatment of a medical or psychological
disorder or concern” [5] and additionally includes thera-
peutic conversation using hypnosystemic language and a
resource-activating and solution-oriented attitude. Hyp-
notizability is defined “an individual’s ability to experi-
ence suggested alterations in physiology, sensations,
emotions, thoughts, or behavior during hypnosis.” [5].

Cognitive-behavioral methods and also mindfulness-
based stress reduction methods have been thoroughly
investigated for their effectiveness and benefits for
stress reduction [6-8]; several evidence-based cognitive-
behavioral stress management trainings are available [9-15].
In comparison with those approaches the clinical effect-
iveness of hypnotherapeutic methods for stress reduc-
tion is still quite poorly investigated, although there is
an abundance of practical literature from the psycho-
therapeutic practice to teach hypnotherapy interven-
tions for coping with stress [16—19].

The aim of this systematic review is to investigate the
actual status of clinical research on hypnotherapeutic ap-
proaches for stress reduction especially which psycho-
therapeutic interventions were used, which outcomes
were assessed, how the effectiveness was measured and
what effects were observed.

Methods

PRISMA guidelines for systematic reviews and meta-
analysis [20] and the recommendations of the Cochrane
Collaboration were followed [21] for this systematic review.

Eligibility criteria for studies to be included
Studies had to meet the following criteria to be eligible
for the review:

1. Studies: Randomized controlled trials (RCTs) were
included

Page 2 of 12

2. Participants: Adult healthy participants (aged
>18 years) with elevated perceived stress levels at
present or future (preventive and therapeutic)

3. Interventions: Comparison of hypnosis/hypnotherapy
with another active intervention or a no therapy
group

4. Outcomes: Questionnaires measuring perceived
stress, in addition immunological parameters
possible

Search methods

The Cochrane Central Register of Controlled Trials, the
Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews, the Database
of Abstracts of Review of Effects, EMBASE, Medline,
PsycINFO, PSYNDEX and PubMed were searched from
their inception (Medline from 1946, EMBASE from
1947, PsycINFO from 1966 and PSYNDEX from 1978)
until December 2015 without language restrictions. The
key words for our search were: “hypnosis” OR “hypno-
therapy” AND “stress management” AND “study”, “hyp-
nosis” OR “hypnotherapy” AND “stress reduction” AND
“study”. Additional searches were carried out in April
2017. In PubMed we also did the search with the terms
“hypnosis” OR “hypnotherapy” AND “stress” AND
“trial”. The Cochrane Central Register of Controlled Tri-
als and the Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews
were furthermore searched with “hypnosis” OR “hypno-
therapy” AND “stress”. Additionally, the reference lists
of identified original and review articles were searched
manually. Abstracts of identified records were screened,
and the complete articles of potentially eligible studies
were carefully screened by two investigators (SF, MT) in-
dependently to determine whether they met the eligibil-
ity criteria. Discrepancies were discussed until consensus
was reached.

Data extraction and management

Data on included patients, design, interventions and con-
trols, outcomes and results were extracted by SF using a
predefined data extraction form. The results were reviewed
by a second investigator (MT), discrepancies were dis-
cussed until consensus was reached. Study authors were
contacted for additional information if necessary.

Assessment of risk of bias

Included RCTs were assessed for risk of bias according
the Cochrane collaboration’s tool for assessing bias
[21]. This included the domains sequence generation,
blinding of participants and personnel, blinding of out-
come assessment, incomplete outcome data, selective
reporting, and other sources of bias. Risk of bias was
assessed for each domain as low, unclear and high risk
of bias (SF). The assessments were reviewed by a
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second investigator (MT) and discrepancies were dis-
cussed until a consensus was reached.

Results

Literature search

The search process is presented in the flow chart (Fig. 1).
We identified 247 abstracts of studies after removing
duplicates. 219 records were excluded: 193 were not
hypnosis-related and/or used no specific stress-measure
and/or there were no healthy participants, 22 were no
trials and 4 publications were inaccessible. 28 full-text ar-
ticles were assessed for eligibility. After investigating full
text manuscripts 19 papers had to be excluded due to
methodological limitations: nine studies without control
group design [22-30], three without reporting between
group differences of testing [31-33]. In one study there
was no randomization of subjects to groups [34]. In two
studies the study intervention was not hypnosis, but a
kind of autogenic training [35] and Reiki in combination
with positive imagery respectively [36]. In four studies

40

Page 3 of 12

there were no healthy participants included, but samples
of patients with specific disease conditions [37-40]. The
remaining nine studies were included in this systematic
review [41-49].

Study characteristics

Characteristics of the included studies with samples, de-
signs, interventions, type of control conditions, outcome
measures, results, and information about the study qual-
ity are shown in Table 1.

Setting and participant characteristics

The nine RCTs with a total of 365 participants included
in this review were conducted in Australia [41, 47, 48],
in the USA [44, 45, 49], the United Kingdom [43, 46]
and Sweden [42].

Most participants were medical students [43—-46, 49].
In the study reported by Cardena et al. 79% of the sam-
ple were students; another 20% were regular employed
persons [42]. Barling and Raine recruited participants

~

291 records identified through
database searching

9additional records identified
through other sources

85 Cochrane Central Register of
Controlled Trials

5 Cochrane Database of
Abstracts of Systematic Reviews
11 Database of Abstracts of
Review of Effects

35 EMBASE

16 Medline

39 PsycINFO

6 PSYNDEX

94 PubMed

247 records after duplications removed

219 records excluded
- 193 not hypnosis-related and/or no specific
stress-measure

28 full-text articles assessed for eligibility

- 22 no intervention study
- 4 publications inaccessible

19 full-text articles excluded
-9 no control group design
- 3 no between group differences tested

9 studies included in the review

Fig. 1 Flowchart of the results of the literature research

- 1 no randomiation

- 2 no hypnosis

- 4 specific sample of patients, no healthy
participants
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Six RCTs used no intervention control groups (includ-
ing waiting-list group design) [41-45, 49], two studies
compared hypnosis with active control interventions,
e.g. interventions stress reduction education [47, 48] and
mock neurofeedback sessions [46]. Two studies used a
three- and four-armed-design respectively (Naito: 1. hyp-
nosis, 2. Johrei (a Japanese visualization and healing
technique), 3. neurofeedback [46]; Barling: 1. PMR, 2.
PMR + guided imagery (GI), 3. PMR + GI + deep trance,
4. no intervention) [41].

Six studies assessed the hypnotizability and sus-
ceptibility of participants, respectively at baseline and
assessed the effect of this variable on outcome mea-
sures: The measure most frequently used in the trials
was the Harvard Group Scale of Hypnotic Susceptibil-
ity, Form A, by Shor and Orne [42, 43, 45, 46, 49, 50].
In contrast, Barling and Raine used the Stanford
Hypnotic Clinical Scale for Adults by Morgan and
Hilgard [41, 51]. Kiecolt-Glaser et al. who wanted to
examine especially high susceptible participants, used
the Harvard Group Scale of Hypnotic Susceptibility,
Form A, by Shor and Orne [50] and as a second meas-
ure the Stanford Hypnotic Susceptibility Scale, Form C
by Weitzenhoffer and Hilgard [45, 52].

Table 2 Risk of bias

risk of outcome reporting bias was low in most studies.
In the studies by Barling and Raine and Gruzelier et al.
selective reporting due to incomplete presentation of
results is possible with a high risk of outcome reporting
bias [41, 43].

Most included studies had very small samples sizes.
Due to the exploratory nature of the trials, none of the
studies applied and reported sample size calculations.

Interventions

Three studies used a combination of one or more sessions
of group-hypnosis in combination with the use of an
audiotape of the recorded interventions, that participants
were instructed to use for home-based self-hypnosis for
several weeks. The advised frequency of self-practice
hypnosis varied in the trials from no specifications [41], to
“at least 3 times a week” [43] to “3 times a day” [46]. In
one study only an audiotape with hypnosis intervention
was given to the participants for self-practicing at least
once a day for 14 days [42]. Three studies used a combin-
ation of 5-10 and 14 sessions of group-hypnosis respect-
ively and requested participants to practice self-hypnosis
daily without an audiotape [44, 45, 49]. Kiecolt-Glaser
et al. gave their participants a written manual as guide

Allocation
concealment
(Selection Bias)

Random sequence
generation
(Selection Bias)

Blinding of participants
and personnel
(Performance Bias)

Selective
reporting
(Reporting Bias)

Blinding of outcome
assessment
(Detection Bias)

Incomplete
outcome data
(Attrition Bias)

Barling, NR and Raine, ? ? -
SJ (2005) [41]
Cardena et al. (2013) [42] + - -

Gruzelier et al. (2001) [43] ? - -

Kiecolt-Glaser JK et al. ? - -
(1986) [44]

Kiecolt-Glaser JK et al. ? - -
(2001) [45]

Naito A et al. (2003) [46] ? - -
Stanton HE (1989) [47] ? — —
Stanton HE (1991) [48] ? — —

Whitehouse et al. (1996) [49] ? - -

_ + _
- - +
- ? -
- + +
- - +
- - +
- ? +
- ? +
- ? +

Key: + low risk of bias, — high risk of bias,? unclear risk of bias
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