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Hypnosis for managing pain

Hypnosis may sound like a new-age fad, but it has been around for centuries and now has solid scientific support for many applications. The use of hypnotic suggestion for curing illness was probably first seen among the people ancient India, Greece and Egypt. There are writings on hypnosis for healing from Persia around the year 1000, from Switzerland in the 1500s and throughout Europe in the 1700s and 1800s. Although findings are still controversial and not all research supports use of hypnosis for FM, research on the use of hypnosis for pain management has been published in a variety of scientific and medical journals. Hypnotism has been studied for chronic cancer pain, low back pain, arthritis, temporomandibular disorders, and fibromyalgia.

One study compared physical therapy to hypnosis for people with FM. The hypnosis [image: image5.wmf]treatment included 8 1-hour sessions with self-hypnosis practice at home. The PT treatment included massage and muscle relaxation (perhaps not the best PT treatment…). After 3 months of treatment, the people who did hypnosis had 35% reduction in pain, compared to 2% for those who received PT. Hypnosis also resulted in decreased fatigue, sleep disturbance, distress, and overall well-being.
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So, what does hypnosis involve? Hypnosis can either be induced by another person, or you can learn self-hypnosis. The steps include 1) setting realistic goals for hypnosis, 2) hypnotic induction which helps you get into a focused and relaxed state, 3) therapeutic suggestion in which you focus your attention in ways that will help achieve your goals (more detail below), and 4) posthypnotic suggestion that allows you to maintain or recreate the therapeutic benefit. The therapeutic suggestion can either be ‘direct’ instructions to think about something or ‘indirect’ suggestions. Direct suggestion works better for some people, while indirect works better for others. 

Some of the different ways in which therapeutic suggestion may be used include simply stating that the pain will decrease and that the patient can later recreate the pain relief through a simple cue (such as closing the eyes and taking a deep breath). Other suggestions include changing how pain is perceived; for example, perceiving it as numbness rather than pain. 

The use of hypnosis for managing burns shows how dramatic the physiological response can be. If people with severe burns imagine their burn wounds feeling cool, instead of hot, they can greatly decrease the inflammatory response. Decreased inflammation results in faster healing with less discomfort. This example shows that hypnosis can result in a concrete, physiological response. 

Research also shows that hypnosis does not require mental energy in the way that conscious relaxation strategies or cognitive behavioral therapy do. This seems to leave people using hypnosis with more energy for other activities (e.g., family, work, exercise).


Not everyone is equally susceptible to hypnosis. Not surprisingly, people who are highly hypnotizable get more benefit from hypnotism; in the case of pain reduction, they get more pain relief sooner. However, even low-hypnotizable people can get pain relief, but it may take them more time and practice.

How does hypnosis work to reduce pain? Pain is processed in several parts of the nervous system. When there is a painful stimulus, the peripheral nervous system (PNS) transmits the pain signal to the central nervous system (CNS) first in the spinal cord and then in the brain. Normally, the spinal cord and brain block some pain signals through mechanisms both in the spinal cord (called the ‘gate-control’ mechanism) and by having the brain send damping signals down the spinal cord. People with fibromyalgia seem to have a dysfunction in this latter process: that is, the brain is not able to filter out uncomfortable input, whether it is pain, noise, smell, light, etc.. Hypnosis stimulates this process of down-regulation of pain sensation. Hypnosis is also able to block pain processing within the brain, resulting in decreased awareness of pain.
Resources for this article include:

· Ngai HN, Hypnosis in pain management, Dartmouth University Journal of Science, 2008. Available on-line at: www.dujs.dartmouth.edu/1999F/Hypnotism.pdf.  
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Self-hypnosis Techniques
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While it is best to learn hypnosis with a trained expert, such as a psychologist or certified hypnosis, some people can get some benefit from simple self-hypnosis techniques. The following comes from The Relaxation & Stress Reduction Workbook by Davis, Eshelman, McKay & Fanning.

Self-hypnosis: As well as helping in relaxation, self-hypnosis can help decrease insomnia, chronic muscle tension and chronic fatigue. 

· Before you start, select a hypnotic suggestion such as waking refreshed and rested, or feeling the pain melt out of you into a pool of liquid that you can release through your fingertips. 

· Begin in a comfortable position; repeat a word or phrase such as “relax now” or “calm and clear” as you close your eyes. You may also use a physical cue, such as touching the tips of your thumb and first two fingers together or closing your eyes and taking a deep breath.

· Breathe deeply and visualize yourself somewhere safe and at peace.  

· Deepen the hypnosis by repeating the following phrases: “Drifting deeper and deeper, deeper and deeper,” “Feeling more and more drowsy, peaceful and calm,” “Drifting and drowsy, drowsy and drifting,” “Drifting down, down, down into total relaxation,” until you feel a deep calm. 

· Count from 10 to 1, feeling yourself sink deeper and deeper into a relaxed state. 

· Use the hypnotic suggestion you have selected, repeating the image several times if necessary. You may say:

· I can waken refreshed and rested. I can enjoy the evening ahead. I can pace myself today so that I will accomplish my priorities. Whenever I feel my energy sagging, I can touch my fingertips together.

· I can see my pain stabbing into me like a sword of dry ice. Now I see the sun shining and feel its warmth  across my shoulders and streaming down through my body, melting the ice of the sword into a puddle. Pain is flowing through my body into my right arm into my clenched fist. When I let go of my fist, the pain will flow out of me.

· When you feel ready to come out of the hypnotic state, count from 1 to 10, feeling yourself floating upward with each count. 

July Potsdam Meeting: 


The Potsdam Fibromyalgia Support Group meeting, Thursday, July 22nd at 7 pm (note the later time) will be Alice McClure discussing “The Role of Hypnosis in Pain Management.” Ms. McClure has an MA in Education, is a Certified Hypnotist with the National Guild of Hypnotists, and currently works as a Mind Body Therapist St Regis Mohawk Tribe Health Center. The presentation will be in Clarkson Hall, at 59 Main St., Potsdam. For more info about the support group, contact Canton-Potsdam Hospital Physical Therapy Department at 261-5460 or email Lnrussek@clarkson.edu. 


August will be the annual summer social. This year, it will be chocolate fondue, with plenty of healthy fruit available. Bring family and friends.

Massena Meetings: 


The next Massena Support Group meeting is Tuesday, August 10th at 6:30 at Massena Memorial Hospital. The topic will be “Stretching for Fibromyalgia.” The Massena support group will plan for a summer For more information about the group, contact facilitator Maxine Dodge, at 769-5778. 
This newsletter is a joint effort of Clarkson University and Canton-Potsdam Hospital. If you would prefer to receive these newsletters electronically, please send your email address to gilberta@clarkson.edu. You can access current and previous Potsdam Fibromyalgia Support Group Newsletters on our web site: www.people.clarkson.edu/~lnrussek/FMSG
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Special Potsdam meeting time: Thursday, July 22nd at 7 pm. Alice McClure will talk about using hypnosis for managing pain








