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ABSTRACT

Many attempts have been made to connect hypnotic suggestibility with certain personal-
ity traits. These efforts resulted in the discovery of ‘positive’ as well as ‘problematic’ aspects 
of hypnotic suggestibility. In a pilot project, the association between hypnotic suggest-
ibility and attachment style of young adults was examined. We assessed the relationship 
attitudes in a sample of 117 undergraduate students with a German modification of the 
Relationship Style Questionnaire (RSQ) as well as their hypnotic suggestibility measured 
with the Harvard Group Scale of Hypnotic Susceptibility (HGSHS:A). Participants with inse-
cure attachment styles showed higher hypnotic suggestibility. Two RSQ scales in particular, 
namely anxiety and lack of trust, correlated positively with hypnotic suggestibility. Thus, 
hypnotic suggestibility seems to be connected to the ‘problematic’ aspects of human per-
sonality traits; a result which has to be questioned further.
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INTRODUCTION

Suggestibility is one of the more thoroughly investigated personality traits, and hypnotic 
suggestibility even more (Weitzenhoffer, 1953; Hull, 1933; Hilgard, 1965; Gheorghiu et al., 
1989). The terms ‘suggestibility’ and ‘hypnotizability’ are often used synonymously, al-
though they most likely describe two different concepts (Weitzenhoffer, 1980; Braffman & 
Kirsch, 1999). However, non-hypnotic and hypnotic suggestibility correlate strongly (Tart & 
Hilgard, 1966). Hypnotic suggestibility has been proved to be a stable personality trait over 
time (Morgan et al., 1974; Piccione et al., 1989) and showed strong correlation in identi-
cal twins (Morgan, 1973). Current research suggests neurobiological foundations for these 
facts (Crawford et al., 2004; Horton et al., 2004; Lichtenberg et al., 2004). 

PoSITIvE ASPECTS oF HyPNoTIC SUGGESTIBILITy

Attempts to relate hypnotic suggestibility to other personality traits, for example the 
‘big five’, have been relatively unsuccessful (Malinoski & Lynn, 1999; Nordenstrom et al., 
2002). Moderate correlations were found between hypnotic suggestibility and personality 
traits such as ‘absorption’ (Tellegen & Atkinson, 1974; Piesbergen & Peter, 2006), ‘imagina-
tive involvement’ (Hilgard, 1970), ‘fantasy-proneness’ (Wilson & Barber, 1982), ‘imagery  
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vividness’ (Farthing et al., 1983; for an overview see e.g. Kirsch & Council, 1992), ‘response 
expectancy’ (Kirsch, 1985), and ‘creativity’ (Lynn & Sivec, 1992; Shames & Bowers, 1992). 
Recent research has shown similar correlations to ‘emotional contagion’ (Cardeña et al., 
2009), ‘empathy’ (Wickramasekera & Szlyk, 2003), and ‘self-transcendence’ (Cardeña & 
Terhune, 2008). 

Psychoanalytical authors associated hypnotizability with the ability for primary pro- 
cess imagery (‘ego receptivity’; Fromm, 1992) and ‘adaptive regression’ (Hartmann, 1958), 
a mature form of ‘regression in the service of the ego’ (Gill & Brenman, 1959). Despite its 
appeal, the idea of hypnosis as adaptive regression could not, according to Nash (1992), be 
supported by research findings. 

Lynn and Sivec (1992) viewed highly suggestible subjects as ‘creative problem-solving 
agents’ and according to Crawford (1989) they show notable cognitive and physiological 
flexibility. These features can be seen as positive characteristics of psychologically stable 
individuals. To simplify matters, we will refer to such personality traits as the positive as-
pects of hypnotic suggestibility.

PRoBLEMATIC ASPECTS oF HyPNoTIC SUGGESTIBILITy

On the other hand, hypnotic suggestibility has been repeatedly researched in relation to 
psychopathology, due to the obvious phenomenological similarities between hypnotic 
phenomena and psychopathological symptoms. For example, Nash (1992) connected hyp-
notic phenomena to psychopathological symptoms referring to Freud’s topographic model. 
Peter (2009a, 2009b) pointed out similarities such as involuntariness and self-evidence, as 
well as differences such as contact and communication.

Attempts to link hypnotic suggestibility to psychopathological symptoms reach as far 
back as Charcot (1882), Freud (Breuer & Freud, 1895/1957), and Janet (1925). Forel (1889) 
believed it was possible to ‘produce, influence and prevent all known forms of the hu-
man psyche, as well as a large part of the objectively known nervous system, through use 
of hypnotic suggestion’ (1889: 25); here, he particularly referred to psycho-pathological 
symptoms. Frankel (1974) paralleled hypnotizability to so called hypnogenic phobias, and 
Wickramasekera (1994) to somatoform disorders in individuals with higher neuroticism 
scores. On the background of Janet’s (1925) original dissociative theory and Hilgard’s 
(1974, 1989) neo-dissociative theory, a number of researchers and clinicians postulated 
links between dissociative ability and hypnotizability, in particular in dissociative disorders 
(Spiegel, 1990; Frischholz et al., 1992; Kluft, 1992, 2002) and eating disorders (Barabasz, 
1990; Kranhold et al., 1992; Vanderlinden et al., 1995). Specific attempts to find a correla-
tion between hypnotic suggestibility and dissociative experiences as measured with the 
Dissociative Experience Scale (DES; Bernstein & Putnam, 1986), for example, or a non-
clinical version (DES-C; Wright & Loftus, 1999) have not, however, proved very successful 
(Dienes et al., 2009). 

In his seminal paper on unwanted effects of hypnosis, Gruzelier (2000; see also 2004) 
detailed the link between hypnosis/hypnotizability and psychopathology. Through neuro-
physiological research in his laboratory he found parallels between schizotypy unreality 
and hypnotizability. Schizotypy describes personality characteristics and experiences rang-
ing from normal and non-pathological to more extreme states related to psychosis and, in 
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particular, schizophrenia (Gruzelier & Doig, 1996). Gruzelier and colleagues (2004; Jamie-
son & Gruzelier, 2001) were able to confirm this connection.

So, in this line of research, suggestibility is rather associated with psychopathology. Due 
to certain implications, which we would like to discuss at the end of this article, this is not 
entirely unproblematic. To simplify matters we will refer to such personality traits as the 
problematic aspects of hypnotic suggestibility.

Another possibility to associate hypnotic suggestibility with personality traits, and thus 
to pose the question if it is to be attributed either to the ‘positive’ or to the more ‘prob-
lematic’ aspects, would be to investigate its relationship to attachment styles. As far as we 
know, this has not been explored yet. 

THE CoNCEPT oF ADULT ATTACHMENT

In his attachment theory, Bowlby (1969) postulated an evolutionary developed behavioural 
system in infants to achieve and maintain proximity to caretakers in order to ensure surviv-
al. In case of separation from primary caretakers, the child shows behaviour like clinging or 
crying, which in turn activates parental care. In the presence of a caretaker, the child feels 
secure again and other behavioural systems (e.g. exploration) take over. Early attachment 
experiences influence later attachment behaviour in the form of so called ‘internal work-
ing models’. The essential difference between attachment in childhood and in adulthood 
is that the role of the primary attachment figure moves away from the parents towards a 
partner or friends. This transformation is most apparent during puberty and is influenced 
by the internal working model of attachment previously learned.

These internal working models result in observable behaviour and can be measured in 
children by systematic behaviour observation, for example in the so called ‘Strange Situ- 
ation Protocol’ (Ainsworth et al., 1978). Whereas Ainsworth and colleagues’ classification 
of attachment patterns in children is quite established, classification in adults is more di-
verse. The approach developed by Main and Goldwyn (1985) and their Adult Attachment 
Interview (AAI) was strongly based on Ainsworth’s concept of attachment during child-
hood. Hazan and Shaver (1987) focused on adult attachment in romantic relationships. 
Following Ainsworth as well, they differentiated between secure, anxious, and avoidant 
attachment patterns. Finally, drawing on Bowlby’s definition of internal working models 
of attachment, Bartholomew and Horowitz (1991) proposed a four-category approach of 
adult attachment: secure, dismissing, preoccupied, and fearful (see Table 1). Two underlying 
dimensions define the four prototypic patterns: an individual’s model of self and of others, 
representing expectations about oneself as being worthy and likeable; and about others 
as being available and trustworthy. In research on adults and their self-reported attach-
ment-related attitudes concerning close relationships these dimensions were not always 
replicated (Kurdek, 2002; cf. Steffanowski et al., 2001). However, two factors, that is, anxiety 
and avoidance, were repeatedly isolated in several studies and with various instruments 
(Grau, 1999; Simpson et al., 1992; Kurdek, 2002); and these two are well in concordance 
with the dimensions in Bartholomew’s model (Griffin & Bartholomew, 1994b). So, the 
present study follows this concept of adult attachment.
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Table 1. Four-category Model of Adult Attachment according to Bartholomew and Horowitz (1991; Griffin 
and Batholomew, 1994a, 1994b; cf. Steffanowski et al., 2001)

Positive Model of Self

Low anxiety

Negative Model of Self

High anxiety

Positive model of other

Low avoidance
Secure Preoccupied

Negative model of other

High avoidance
Dismissing Fearful

Securely attached individuals are comfortable with intimacy in close relationships and 
show little anxiety. They hold a positive view of themselves as well as of others, seeing 
them as reliable and available when needed. This allows securely attached individuals 
to build close relationships. Individuals categorized as dismissing have a positive view of 
themselves, but a negative view of others. They dismiss the need for close relationships, 
emphasize their own independence, and show little separation anxiety. Individuals catego-
rized as preoccupied have a negative view of themselves but a positive view of others. They 
see themselves as unworthy and not likeable and they strive for recognition by significant 
others in order to enhance their own self-esteem. They tend to seek closeness desperately 
and fear rejection. Finally, individuals categorized as fearful view themselves as unworthy 
of love and experience others as not trustworthy or uncaring. They avoid close relationships 
out of the fear of being disappointed and rejected. On the other hand, they are dependent 
on acknowledgement from others and therefore show separation anxiety as well.

What kind of relationship exists between an adult’s predominant attachment style 
and his or her hypnotic suggestibility? Individuals who are easily hypnotized should surely 
show more signs of secure attachment: only securely attached individuals might allow 
themselves to risk a certain loss of reality and venture into hallucinatory or illusionary 
perception. In other words, only a mature, secure self can allow a ‘regression in the service 
of the ego’, in the sense described by Gill and Brenman (1959).

When asking psychologists who are familiar with attachment theory about this, about 
half of them agreed with this idea, which implies a rather positive view of hypnotic suggest-
ibility. The other half, however, suggested the opposite: that highly suggestible individuals 
might be rather insecurely attached, as only such individuals would willingly let their own 
perception, feelings, thoughts, and actions be influenced by the suggestions of others. This 
position involves a problematic view of suggestibility, in the sense that insecure attach-
ment patterns are related to psychological problems (see Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007). So, 
this is the starting point of the present study: the degree of hypnotic suggestibility is to be 
put into relationship with attachment styles in adults.

METHOD

Undergraduate students were recruited by postings and announcements during lectures in 
psychology and related subjects at a German university. In total 118 students participated, 
25 men and 93 women; one participant had to be excluded because of missing data. Of the 
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participants, 65 (56%) reported to be in a relationship and 51 (44%) were single (in one 
case relationship status was not reported). Participants were aged between 18 and 68 years 
(M = 24.76, SD = 8.42), the majority being under the age of 25 (80%). Age, therefore, was 
not normally distributed.

The survey was conducted in groups of 6 to 20 persons. After a short introduction the 
participants completed the Relationship Scale Questionnaire (RSQ; Griffin & Bartholomew, 
1994a). The RSQ is a self-report measure, containing items of a previous measure and 
items from other authors as well (Hazan & Shaver, 1987; Collins & Read, 1990). Participants 
rate 30 statements that address attitudes towards relationships on a five-point-scale. The 
subscales proposed by Griffin and Bartholomew (1994a) to assess the four attachment 
prototypes could not be replicated with a German version of the RSQ (Mestel, 1994) in a 
clinical sample (n = 305; Steffanowski et al., 2001). Instead, the authors proposed four new-
ly derived scales: anxiety, avoidance, lack of trust, and independence, providing adequate 
internal consistency with α = 0.81 for anxiety, 0.77 for avoidance and lack of trust, and 0.72 
for independence.

The anxiety scale includes items such as ‘I worry about being abandoned’ or ‘I want to 
be completely emotionally intimate with others’, expressing a need for close relationships. 
On the other hand, the avoidance scale includes items such as ‘I am uncomfortable be-
ing close to others’ and expresses discomfort in close relationships. The lack of trust scale 
includes items such as ‘People are never there when you need them’ and ‘I worry about 
having others not accept me’. Lastly, the independence scale includes items such as ‘It is 
very important to me to feel independent’. 

The two scales anxiety and avoidance correspond well to the dimensions already pro-
posed by other authors (e.g. Simpson et al., 1992) and can be used to identify a person’s 
prevailing attachment pattern according the model of Bartholomew and Horowitz (1991). 
For classification, we followed the proposed cut-off scores in Steffanowski et al. (2001), 
being > 2.88 for anxiety and > 2.75 for avoidance. Low values in both scales correspond 
to a secure attachment style; when anxiety scores are high and avoidance scores are low 
a preoccupied attachment style can be assumed; low anxiety and high avoidance point to 
a dismissing attachment style; and lastly, high values in both scales point to a fearful at-
tachment style.

Following the completion of the RSQ, the Harvard Group Scale of Hypnotic Susceptibil-
ity, Form A (HGSHS:A; Shor & Orne, 1962) was presented from a CD in a German version 
translated and evaluated by Bongartz (1985). The HGSHS:A is a widely used and valid 
measure for screening for hypnotic suggestibility within groups. It consists of 12 pass/fail 
items (suggestions) with ascending item difficulty (head falling, eye closure, hand lower-
ing, arm immobilization, finger lock, arm rigidity, hands moving, communication inhibition, 
hallucination, eye catalepsy, post-hypnotic suggestion, and amnesia). According to their 
scores, subjects are usually assigned to one of three levels of hypnotic suggestibility, low 
(0–4), medium (5–8), and high (9–12). Bongartz (1985) found a rank-order correlation for 
item difficulty from 0.92 to 0.95 compared to the American, Australian, and Canadian sam-
ples, showing a high concordance between the four samples, and a reliability of 0.62 for 
the German scale (compared to 0.80 for the American, 0.76 for the Australian, and 0.84 for 
the Canadian scale). In total, the survey took 70 to 90 minutes. Participants received €8 for 
participating in the study (for more details see Bazijan, 2009).
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RESULTS

The HGSHS:A scores were not perfectly normally distributed (SD = 0.121; df = 117; 
p < 0.001). The deviation is, however, negligible with a skewness of -0.10 and a kurtosis of 
-0.53. On average, 6.42 items were passed (SD = 2.61) which corresponds well to German 
norms (6.5 according to Bongartz, 1985). Of the participants 23% were classified as low in 
suggestibility (n = 27; scoring 0–4), 52% as moderate (n = 61; 5–8), and 25% as high in sug-
gestibility (n = 29; 9–12). Hypnotic suggestibility did not correlate with age but we found 
differences regarding sex, t(115) = -2.52, p = 0.013: women (M = 6.73, SD = 2.87) scored 
significantly higher than men (M = 5.28, SD = 2.46). However, this should be interpreted 
with care regarding the uneven gender distribution (79% female). For means and standard 
deviations of RSQ subscales see Table 2. Using a conservative p < 0.001 for testing for nor-
mal distribution, all four scales could be regarded as adequately normally distributed. The 
age of the participants did not correlate with the RSQ subscales except for anxiety, insofar 
as older participants agreed less to the respective items, r = -0.24, p < 0.01 (Spearman rank 
correlation). Also, there were no significant differences regarding gender except for the fact 
that women reported slightly more avoidance (M = 2.39, SD = 0.63) than men (M = 2.11, 
SD = 0.60), t(115) = -1.98, p = 0.05. Again, given the uneven gender distribution in our 
sample, this should not be overrated.

Table 2. RSQ subscales and their correlation with hypnotic suggestibility (HGSHS:A)

RSQ subscale M (SD) r a (RSQ x HGSHS:A)

Anxiety 2.82 (0.56) 0.28**

Avoidance 2.33 (0.63) 0.15

Lack of trustb 2.32 (0.71) 0.27**

Independence 3.81 (0.64)  -0.11

Notes: n = 117, ** p < 0.01.
a Pearson correlation coefficient.
b n =115 (data were missing for 2 participants).

Table 2 also contains the correlations of the RSQ subscales with the HGSHS:A. We found 
significant associations with the anxiety scale, insofar as participants who showed more 
anxiety proved to be more suggestible. Additionally, lack of trust correlated with hypnotic 
suggestibility: participants who expressed less self-worth and trust in others scored high-
er on the HGSHS:A. In both cases, however, effects were rather small. Table 3 shows the 
intercorrelations of the RSQ subscales: the subscale lack of trust was both significantly cor-
related with anxiety as well as avoidance, all three scales expressing insecure attachment 
attitudes in relationships. So it makes perfect sense that all three should show correla-
tions with the HGSHS:A in the same direction, if any. When deducing attachment patterns 
from the RSQ subscales, lack of trust is not considered. Regarding the intercorrelations this 
makes sense also, as this scale does not differentiate between preoccupied and dismissing 
attachment styles.
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Table 3. Intercorrelations of RSQ subscales 

RSQ subscales Anxiety Avoidance Lack of trust

Anxiety _

Avoidance 0.19* _

Lack of trustb 0.37** 0.57** _

Independence -0.24** 0.31** 0.05

Notes: n = 117, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01.
b n =115 (data were missing for 2 participants).

Following the classification described in the method section (i.e. on the basis of the two 
subscales anxiety and avoidance), barely half of the participants (47%, n = 55) showed a 
secure attachment pattern. Accordingly, more than half of the participants were classified 
as insecure: 31% (n = 36) of the whole sample were classified as preoccupied, 9% (n = 11) 
as dismissing, and 13% (n = 15) as fearful. In Table 4 the suggestibility scores according to 
attachment style are presented for the whole sample, for the subgroups, as well as for men 
and women, respectively.

Table 4. Attachment styles and hypnotic suggestibility (HGSHS:A) in the total sample and according to 

gender

Hypnotic suggestibility

M (SD); n (%)

Attachment style

All

(n = 117)

Women

(n = 92)

Men

(n = 25)

Secure 5.75 (2.70); 55 (47%) 6.27 (2.63); 41 (45%) 4.21 (2.39); 14 (56%)

Insecure 7.02 (2.39); 62 (53%) 7.10 (2.27); 51 (55%) 6.64 (2.94); 11 (44%)

Preoccupied 7.00 (2.75); 36 (58%)a 7.04 (2.62); 28 (55%)a 6.88 (3.36);  8 (73%)a

Dismissing 6.91 (1.81); 11 (18%)a 6.80 (1.87); 10 (20%)a 8.00 (-);    1 (9%)a

Fearful 7.13 (1.89); 15 (24%)a 7.46 (1.81); 13 (25%)a 5.00 (0.00);  2 (18%)a

a These percentages refer to percent of the respective subgroup (i.e. to the subgroups with insecure 

attachment in case of the preoccupied, dismissing, or fearful style).

When looking at suggestibility depending on attachment style (see Figure 1), there was 
only a small to moderate effect, which did not achieve statistical significance, F(3, 113) = 
2.41, p = 0.071, r = 0.25. However, we found an apparent trend, insofar that the securely at-
tached group had the lowest mean on the HGSHS:A. When combining the three insecurely 
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attached groups (preoccupied, dismissive, and fearful; n = 62, with a mean suggestibility of 
M = 7.02, SD = 2.39) and comparing them to the group showing a secure attachment style 
(n = 55; M = 5.75, SD = 2.70), the difference was significant, t(115) = -2.70, p = 0.008, r = 
0.24.

Figure 1. Hypnotic suggestibility in relation to attachment style (n = 117)

 

Table 4 shows that slightly more women were insecurely attached than securely, where-
as with the men it was vice versa. However, there was no significant association between 
gender and type of attachment (secure vs. insecure), χ2 (1) = 1.03; p = 0.31. Still, we took 
a closer look at the role of gender1 as it was related both to suggestibility and to the 
avoidance scale of the RSQ. To account for a possible interaction we computed a two-way 
ANOVA, with gender and kind of attachment style as factors. To do so, we again combined 
all the insecure patterns into one insecure style to avoid too low cell frequencies, and 
first tested for homogeneity of variances (which was given). There was a significant main 
effect of gender, F(1, 113) = 4.98; p = 0.028, in the sense that women had higher scores 
on the HGSHS:A, as reported above. Also, the effect that insecure attachment was related 
to higher scores on the HGSHS:A remained significant, F(1, 113) = 8.33; p = 0.005. There 
was no significant interaction effect between gender and attachment, F(1, 113) = 2.00; p 
= 0.16, although Figure 2 suggests a possible interaction insofar as for males there seems 
to be a more pronounced relation between higher suggestibility and insecure attachment. 
This non-significant interaction should not be overrated, as there were only 25 men in our 
sample. Moreover, when excluding them and comparing suggestibility scores according to 
secure vs. insecure attachment only within the female sub-sample, this comparison was 
not significant, t(90) = -1.62, p = 0.108, r = 0.17. 

1  We thank John Gruzelier for his advice.
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Figure 2. Hypnotic suggestibility in relation to attachment style and gender (n = 117)

DISCUSSION

In this pilot study with 117 undergraduate students we found moderate correlations of 
hypnotic suggestibility with certain attitudes concerning relationships and attachment 
styles. Participants who were able to engage well in a hypnotic group session, insofar as 
they passed more items of the HGSHS:A, showed rather adverse attachment attitudes 
when completing a German translation of the RSQ. Two of the scales showed positive 
correlations with suggestibility, namely anxiety and lack of trust. The latter is especially 
surprising because this scale includes items which express lack of trust in others (e.g. ‘I find 
it difficult to trust others completely’). The anxiety scale expresses a similar form of attach-
ment, insecurity, namely the fear of being abandoned by loved ones, but also wishing for 
very intimate relationships. In accordance with the model of Bartholomew and Horowitz 
(1991; cf. Table 1) and following Steffanowski et al. (2001) we used two scales, anxiety and 
avoidance, to classify for attachment styles. Considering the average age (young adults) 
of the present sample, the relatively high rate of participants who were thus classified as 
insecurely attached (more than half) is not surprising. Compared to the group of securely 
attached participants, the insecurely attached ones showed significantly higher hypnot-
ic suggestibility. Detailed examination of the groups of insecurely attached participants 
(preoccupied, dismissing, and fearful) yielded no significant differences. Furthermore, if 
males were excluded from the analysis and computation was made only for females, the 
difference in suggestibility between securely and insecurely attached women was less pro-
nounced and non-significant. This might be so only because of a general loss of power, 
or could point to the possibility that for women, there is an even more modest relation 
between suggestibility and attachment. In any case, the differences between secure and 
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insecure attachment were rather small and should not be overrated. Actually, we were not 
able to replicate these results in ongoing research with an apparently similar sample.

Still, we elaborate on possible implications of these findings in the following discussion 
because we want to stimulate further research on this topic. What’s more, these results 
came as a surprise to the first author, while confirming the contradicting hypothesis pro-
posed by his co-authors: high suggestibility is not associated with a secure, but rather with 
an insecure attachment style. Accordingly, hypnotic suggestibility would not belong to the 
‘positive’ but rather to the ‘problematic’ aspects of human personality. This is in contrast 
to the hypno-analytical view, where high hypnotic suggestibility rather indicates a stable 
ego, which—consolidated by early secure attachment experiences—engages confidently 
in a regression in the service of the ego (Gill & Brenmann, 1959); or rather in a topographic 
regression, consisting in ‘a disruption of ego and sensorimotor functioning, and a relative 
prominence of primary-process mentation’ (Nash, 1992: 161); that is in different reality 
distorting experiences such as hypnotic phenomena. In a hypno-analytical view, only a 
stable ego can abandon self-control temporarily and comply with a sort of alien control; 
only a stable ego is capable of abandoning its own authorship or rather its genuine sense 
of agency for a while and easily to take over all these important ego modes again after-
wards. However, these new results point to the contrary: high hypnotic suggestibility would 
indicate a personality who is—with all the negative connotations—defined as ‘insecurely 
attached’ within the psychoanalytically coined attachment theory. Such individuals would 
rather tend to or perhaps even depend on quickly detecting the clues and messages of 
relevant others and reacting to them more or less by intuition. They might not seek the 
intimacy of others ‘by choice’, but because of separation anxiety. 

A somewhat fitting result comes from a study by Granqvist et al. (2009) who found dis-
organized attachment style (i.e. an insecure attachment style due to unresolved traumas) 
associated with a stronger affinity for so called New Age spirituality, with absorption as a 
mediator. Accordingly, the authors attributed an increased general suggestibility to such a 
tendency for experiencing paranormal phenomena and esoteric beliefs.

If securely attached persons are hypnotically less suggestible, this would be connoted 
rather positively within the architecture of attachment theory; securely attached persons 
have less separation anxiety and are therefore able to engage in intimate, trustful relation-
ships; they have a positive image of themselves and of others and are open for possible 
changes in their world view. These changes obviously can’t simply be ‘suggested’ to them 
(in the original Latin sense of subgerere—to push/put under), but have to be explained to 
them in open discourse, which allows for disagreement; in other words, they won’t be easily 
subjected to anything. That is to say, securely attached, low suggestible individuals might 
prove to be hardly or not at all susceptible to manipulative distortions of their perception 
of reality; they rather would insist on the necessity or correctness of their own assumptions 
of reality; they would not be fooled and would not succumb to ‘suggestion’. This descrip-
tion probably better fits the self-concept of a rational, enlightened human being.

To think this through, however, would be ‘problematic’ for us as professionals as well, for 
high suggestibility would thereby acquire a psychopathological flavour. Highly suggestible 
patients, students, and trainees could not then feel like stable, imaginative, and creative 
individuals, but would have to fear to standing out as insecure or ‘airy-fairy’. However, we 
view such an interpretation as insufficient. Already Barber (1999; cf. Cardeña, 1999) has 
postulated different types of suggestible individuals. Green and Lynn (2008) showed that 



HYPNOTIC SUGGESTIBILITY AND ADULT ATTACHMENT 181

28(3): 171–186 (2011)Copyright © 2011 British Society of Clinical and Academic Hypnosis
Published by Crown House Publishing Ltd

by far not all highly suggestible individuals are day-dreamers as well, in the sense of fantasy 
proneness. Accordingly, the group of highly suggestible individuals might prove heteroge-
neous regarding attachment style. Recently, Terhune and Cardeña (2010) gathered further 
evidence for two distinct response patterns of highly suggestible individuals: one sub-type 
was connected rather to negative affect and dissociation and the other one was character-
ized by the ability to direct attention inwards. 

Overall, our present results regarding attachment styles show a moderate correlation, 
which is why it seems reasonable not only to seek replication with a larger sample but 
also to consider moderator variables (e.g. dissociation or IQ). Apart from not considering 
moderators, one further limitation of the present study is its generalizability because most 
participants were rather young psychology students.

The assessment of attachment styles with the RSQ by Griffin and Bartholomew (1994a), 
which was used in a German adaptation, might be problematic also. The alternatively pro-
posed subscales for the German version show acceptable psychometric properties but were, 
however, found in a clinical sample (Steffanowski et al., 2001). A sufficient standardization 
is still needed, which is why the classification into four prototypical attachment styles in 
particular has to be viewed with care. Therefore, we repeated the analysis described above 
with a more conservative classification, in which we disregarded the data of 16 participants 
whose values were border cases lying between two attachment styles. The results largely 
remained the same, which speaks against the possibility of a chance event. Nevertheless, 
a study assessing attachment styles with the gold standard in attachment research, the 
Adult Attachment Interview (AAI; Main & Goldwyn, 1985), would be more than desirable, 
as the RSQ measures conscious attitudes in regard to romantic relationships rather than 
actual attachment behaviour.
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