Journal of Personality and Social Psychology
1983, Vol. 44, No. 1, 163-169

“Hidden Observer” Phenomena in Hypnosis:
An Experimental Creation?
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Spanos and Hewitt (1980) have recently argued, on the basis of an experiment
they report, that Hilgard’s “hidden observer” phenomenon is pure laboratory
artifact. This report reviews their claim and concludes on the following grounds
that their experiment does not warrant so sweeping a conclusion: (a) Spanos and
Hewitt have posed the issue as fact versus fiction and do not appear to be aware
of a third alternative, namely, that the hidden observer effect is a phenomenon
encountered in hypnosis that may be influenced both by demand characteristics
and by the social-psychological context. (b) They appear to obtain the effect 100%
of the time, unlike Hilgard, who has emphasized the phenomenon’s differential
incidence. (c) In contrast to Hilgard, who furnishes abundant verbal reports of
his subjects’ phenomenal experience as buttressing evidence for the “genuineness”
of the effect in subjects who report having it, Spanos and Hewitt do not. (d) Two
major procedural aspects of their experiment are discussed. Either or both may
have inadvertently influenced the outcome of their experiment in the direction
of their hypothesis that the responses of subjects are entirely the product of
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experimenter-induced expectations.

Spanos and Hewitt (1980) have recently
sought to argue, on the basis of empirical
data, that the ‘““hidden observer” phenome-
non of Hilgard (1973a, 1973b, 1974, 1977a,
1977b, 1979) “has more to do with experi-
menter-induced expectations than with the
intrinsic characteristics of a hypothetical ‘dis-
sociated state’ ” (p. 1212). Although this in-
ference appears to be legitimately drawn
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from the data they present, close inspection
of their report indicates that they did not, in
fact, correctly investigate the phenomenon.
This paper briefly evaluates the Spanos and
Hewitt study and argues that they have not
provided the empirical data to support their
conclusions. It is important to note that we
make no comment on the theoretical posi-
tions of either Hilgard or Spanos and Hewitt;
rather, we argue the need for investigators to
employ appropriate methodology to evaluate
any phenomenon,

At first glance, Spanos and Hewitt’s ex-
periment appears straightforward. Two groups
of eight highly hypnotizable subjects were
employed. One group was given Hilgard’s
hidden observer instructions, which suggest
to subjects that a “hidden part” of them is
actually experiencing cold-pressor pain that
is not represented in phenomenal awareness
because of hypnotic analgesia. This group
was labeled “more aware” (MA) by Spanos
and Hewitt, because the expectation con-
veyed to subjects is that they should report
pain that they had denied a short time earlier
during hypnotic analgesia. The second group
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was given contrary instructions that in-

formed them that a hidden part would ex-
perience even less pain than that experienced
and reported dyring analgesia. This group
was labeled “less aware” (LA), because the
expectation conveyed to these subjects was
that they should report even less pain durmg
the hidden observer test item.

Findings indicated that the pain reports
during the two hidden observer test condi-
tions followed the differential verbal instruc-
tions administered to the two groups. These
data led Spanos and Hewitt to conclude that
the hidden observer effect is an artifactual
one, stemming exclusively from the cues sup-
plied by the experimenter and the situation.
Analysis of the Spanos and Hewitt proce-
dures, however, suggests that the study does
not warrant the interpretation drawn
from it.

Conceptualization of the Issue

It.is clear from Spanos.and Hewitt’s report

that they see the question of the hidden ob-
server effect as amenable to only one of two
possible answers; they have posed the ques-
tion in terms of fact versus fiction. Their con-
cluding remarks make this explicit. They
state,
The history of hypnosis has been characterized by the
periodic “‘discovery” of unusual phenomena that, on
closer examination, have turned out to result from ex-
pectations conveyed to subjects by aspects of the situa-
tion in which the phenomenon was assessed. Charcot’s
three behavioral stages of “grand hypnosis™ are one such
example, and the cue-produced convulsions of mesmer-
ized subjects are another. (p. 1212)

They then conclude that the hidden ob-
server effect is yet another artifact of this type,
depends entirely on experimenter-induced
expectations, and has no reality beyond what
subjects have been led to believe. They do not

appear to have considered a third position,

because there is no provision either in their
experimental design or in their procedure for
evaluating it. This alternative position is that
a genuine hidden observer effect may well
occur in some subjects when it is suggested
within the hypnotic context but that its man-
ifestation can be influenced by experimenter
cues and/or subject beliefs and expectations.

Most hypnotic phenomena can be con-
ceived of in these terms, and posthypnotic
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arnesia represents a good case in point. No
current investigator doubts that it can be elic-
ited in a hypnotic context, but the posthyp-
notic amnesias encountered today are quite
different from those reported a century ago.
For example, both unsuggested ‘‘sponta-
neous™ posthypnotic amnesia and amnesia
that persists beyond amnesia reversal (Braid,
1855/1970) are not currently manifested
very frequently. Both were common in the
19th century, because there were then differ-
ent beliefs about its nature, both among sub-
jects and practitioners of hypnosis.

It is true, as Spanos and Hewitt assert, that
Charcot’s “three stages™ and the convulsive
crises of patients magnetized during the early
Mesmeric period were shown subsequently
to be artifacts entirely of social influence.
But, equally, history provides other prece-
dents, as the differential manifestations of
posthypnotic amnesia over the past century
demonstrate. Further, in an experimental set-
ting, as opposed to the field setting of history,
Young and Cooper (1972) found that differ-
ential expectation conveyed to subjects con-
cerning the .occurrence of posthypnotic am-
nesia significantly affected the actual inci-
dence of amnesia on a subsequent test,
providing a conceptual replication of Orne’s
(1959) classic study. The contextual manip-
ulation, however, accounted for only about
10% of the variance in observed amnesia.

Hypnosis is fundamentally an interper-
sonal phenomenon, in which one person re-
sponds to suggestions offered by another.
Whatever change$ in" perception, memory,
thought, and action that occur during hyp-
nosis must be viewed in two sets of terms; in
terms of the underlying cognitive processes
involved and also in terms of the social con-
text in which the interaction between hyp-
notist and subject takes place.

The Issue, of Replication

Spanos and Hewitt’s report, and the con-
clusions they draw from it, raises important
questions concerning how one goes about
demonstrating that a phenomenon is pure
laboratory artifact and nothing else. This is-
sue goes beyond the one raised by the pre-
vious section. Even given their assumption
that the reality of the hidden observer effect
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is amenable to only one of two answers, there
still remains a question of whether their pro-
cedures were adequate for addressing this is-
sue. There are several aspects of their -pro-
cedures that would need to be elucidated
before one could feel confident that their con-
clusion of pure laboratory artifact is justified.
These are summarized in the following sec-
tions:

Incidence of the Phenomenon

All of the studies conducted by Hilgard
and his colleagues on the hidden observer
effect report empirical data on the phenom-
enon’s incidence. In the initial study, Knox,
Morgan, and Hilgard (1974) chose subjects
on the basis of their having *“demonstrated
their ability to make use of the automatic
talking (“‘hidden observer’) technigue with
subsequent amnesia for what was said” (p.
841; italics added). In this study, it was found
that one of the subjects did not show the ef-
fect, so the incidence of subjects in this initial
study manifesting the phenomenon was seven
out of eight (87.5%). '

- Two subsequent studies (Hilgard, Morgan,

& Macdonald, 1975; Hilgard, Hilgard, Mac-
donald, Morgan, & Johnson, 1978) reported
a much lower incidence of the “hidden ob-
server” effect; in the first of them, 8 of the
20 subjects (40%) manifested the phenome-
non, and in the second one, 6 out of 12 (50%)..
The possible reasons why some, but not all,
subjects manifest the phenomenon have sub-
sequently been discussed in detail by Hilgard
(1977a, 1979).

Although Spanos and Hewitt cite all of the
papers in which these data are presented or
discussed, they neither provide data nor dis-
cuss any differential responding by their sub-
jects to hidden observer instruction. The
reader is led to believe that every one of their
16 subjects in the two awareness conditions
manifested a hidden observer effect. Al-
though this may have actually happened in
their experiment, there is no report of them
actually attempting to ascertain this.

Instead, Spanos and Hewitt asked their
subjects to write “a description of what had
happened to them since they had first been
hypnotized” (p. 1206). It is, however, a very
different matter to make this particular re-
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quest of subjects as opposed to asking them,
either directly or indirectly, whether in fact
they experienced a hidden observer effect.
The wording of questions can have a major
effect on what is reported (Barber, 1969; Bar-
ber, Spanos, & Chaves, 1974), and indeed,
this may have influenced Spanos and Hewitt’s
own experimental outcome.

As it is, one is left with two unresolved
questions posed by the apparent 100% inci-
dence of the hidden observer effect in the
Spanos and Hewitt study. First, if the effect
is a laboratory creation, how can it be that
little more than 50% of subjects in Hilgard’s
own experimental reports succumb to his
alleged demand characteristics? Second, how
can it be that Spanos and Hewitt apparently
obtained the effect in 100% of their subjects

‘in the condition designed to replicate Hil-

gard’s procedures?

Verbal Reports

In all of the studies reported by Hilgard
and his colleagues, the experimenter had elic-
ited and reported subjects’ verbal descrip-
tions of their hidden observer experience.
Typically, subjects reporting the effect have
described it as being an objective, matter-of-
fact observation of what is going on during
hypnotic analgesia. The hidden observer ef-
fect is often equated with reality testing,-and
some subjects see it as an observing ego,
which may serve a protective function for the
individual who experiences it (Hilgard,
1977a). Spanos and Hewitt did not follow this
procedure.

Their omission of an integral aspect of data

. presentation is curious. If the effect is an ex-

perimental creation, as they maintain, then
the verbal reports of their subjects in their
two“awareness” conditions should reflect the
differential instructions that they were given
as well as corroborate the presence of a hid- -
den part as reflected by the pain reports.
Arguably, the “hidden” reports of subjects-in
the MA condition should have been similar
to those funrished by subjects in Hilgard’s
studies. By contrast, the reports of subjects
in the LA conditions could be expected to
vary at least in the content of their responses.
Although verbal reports should not by them-
selves be a sufficient condition to infer the
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presence of an hypnotic effect (Orne, 1980),
recent research, especially in the field of post-
hypnotic amnesia, has shown the importance
of assessing the subjective experience of the
subjects in trying to understand the cognitive
processes they deploy in bringing forth a phe-
nomenon (Spanos & D’Eon, 1980).

The eliciting and reporting of these verbal
data, then, would appear crucial to Spanos
and Hewitt’s contention (a) that they repli-
cated the hidden observer in the MA con-
dition and (b) that the effect follows the cues
provided by the experimenter. It is, however,
solely on the basis of numerical pain ratings
that Spanos and Hewitt draw this conclusion.
By contrast, an attempt to demonstrate a
convergence of verbal and behavioral indexes
would have substantially strengthened their
argument for laboratory creation.

Procedural Differences

There is a canonical method for eliciting
the hidden observer effect that has been sum-
marized elsewhere (Hilgard, 1977a; Laurence
& Perry, 1981). In summary, it consists of the
following: (a) The experimenter first estab-
lishes a baseline for pain experience in hyp-
nosis without analgesia for either cold-pressor
or ischemic pain, using a pain-rating scale
from 1-10, where 1 = painless and 10 = se-
vere pain. (b) At a subsequent time, he or she
administers instructions for hypnotic anal-
gesia and the subject is again requested to
rate the level of pain intensity using the same
pain-rating scale as that used for baseline re-
cording. (c) Hidden observer instructions are
then administered, and a third set of pain
ratings is obtained on the same scale of sub-
jective-pain intensity. (d) After hypnosis, sub-
" jects are questioned to ascertain whether they
experienced a hidden observer effect. When
these procedures are employed, what is typ-
ically reported is that hidden observer ratings
of pain are more similar to baseline ratings
than to pain ratings given during hypnotic
analgesia (Hilgard, 1977a).

Spanos and Hewitt’s report indicates that
they departed from this procedure in two
potentially crucial respects. First, they ad-
ministered hidden observer instructions both
before and after the analgesia suggestion,
whereas in Hilgard’s procedure analgesia sug-
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gestions were administered and tested before
the hidden observer effect was suggested. To
complicate evaluation of their study further,
subjects in the MA and LA conditions were
treated differently during Session 1. For the
MA condition, “the experimenter then raised
each subject’s left arm to shoulder height and
asked the subject to imagine that the upraised
arm was actually in his or her lap. The ex-
perimenter then touched the subject’s shoul-
der and asked the ‘hidden self”’ where the arm
actually was” (p. 1206). By contrast, for the
LA group “the experimenter lifted each sub-
ject’s left arm to shoulder height and then
placed it back in his or her lap. Immediately
afterwards, she contacted the subject’s ‘hid-
den self” and asked if anything had been done
to his or her body in the past few minutes”
(p. 1206). In short, Spanos and Hewitt fol-
lowed the procedure of Hilgard and his co-
workers for the experimental group but not
for the control group.

The Equivalence of Conditions

There are empirical reasons for supposing
that the departure from Hilgard’s method
and the differential treatment of the MA and
LA groups during the arm hallucination item
may have provided a different set of cues to
the two groups. It can be seen from Table 1
that the two waking control tests (by verbal
report and by key press), which represent
baseline readings, document the essential
equivalence of both the two treatment groups
and the two methods of obtaining reports
before the differential instructions were ad-
ministered.

After administration of the two sets of dif-
ferential awareness instructions there follows,
during Sessions 3 and 4, the waking analgesia
observations. There is no reason to predict
more than a minor amount of pain reduction
under these circumstances, and indeed, none
is shown for the MA group. The LA group,
however, shows significant reduction in pain
ratings, compared to both their previous
baseline and to the waking analgesia perfor-
mance of their counterparts in the MA group.

Further, there is no reason in neodissocia-
tion theory to expect that hidden observer
instructions will lead to a change in experi-
enced pain in the waking analgesia condition,



HIDDEN OBSERVER PHENOMENA AND EXPERIMENTAL CREATION

Table 1
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Mean Maximum Pain Ratings for More Aware and Less Aware Conditions at Baseline and During

Waking Analgesia

Waking analgesia

Waking control

“Hidden” “Overt”

Verbal Key press Verbal (retrospective) hypnotic analgesia

More aware (MA) group
15.75, 15.38, 13.88, 15.00, " 6.500
(5.00) (5.85) (6.31) (6.50) (4.93)

Less aware (LA) group
11.25, 11.75, 7.88, 3.38; 5.504
(2.92) (4.59) 4.19) (3.42) (3.63)

Note. Numbers in parentheses are standard deviations. Means sharing the same subscript fail to differ significantly
at o = .05. (From “The Hidden Observer in Hypnotic Analgesia: Discovery or Experimental Creation?” by Nicholas
P. Spanos and Erin C. Hewitt, Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 1980, 39, 1201-1214, Copyright 1980
by the American Psychological Association. Reprinted by permission.)

and indeed, there is no such change in the
MA group. But again, the LA group reports
a further significant diminution of pain rel-
ative to their previous verbal reports. These
puzzling results are discussed by the authors
(pp. 1208-1209) in terms of differential de-
mand characteristics for the two groups,
which in itself suggests that the authors ac-
cept that their initial manipulations may have
biased the LA group to the point that subjects
altered their responses during waking anal-
gesia. This effect could have easily been car-

ried over into the hypnotic condition espe- -
cially when one looks at the methodological

difference between the two groups in Session
1 during the arm hallucination.

It can be argued that the differences in
behavior in the MA and LA groups during
the test of waking analgesia indicate that the
situational demands are not comparable (ex-
cept for the requested direction of the hidden
reports) in the two treatment conditions, and
this is so regardless of how closely the inves-
tigators think they have modeled their LA
instructions on their MA ones. Demand
characteristics are not controlled merely by
attending to the surface structure of the var-
ious experimental treatments (Orne, 1962,
1973). If, as it appears, the situational de-
mands were not comparable for the two
groups, no concliusion can be drawn about
the behavior of the MA group from the be-

havior of the LA group. All that can be said
is that subjects in the MA condition fur-
nished pain ratings that are numerically sim-
ilar to those furnished in previous published
reports (Knox et al., 1974; Hilgard et al,,
1975; Hilgard et al., 1978). ‘

Taken in conjunction with the previous
points, and the finding of Hilgard et al. (1978)
that the effect is influenced by demand char-
acteristics when Orne’s (1959, 1979) real-
simulator design is employed, we would con-
clude that Spanos and Hewitt have not dem-
onstrated that the effect is pure and simple
laboratory creation. There are simply too
many loopholes in their own design and pro-
cedure to warrant so absolute and categorical
a judgment,

Discussion

The conclusions that can be drawn from
experimental data are only as strong as the
methodology employed to obtain them. In
this respect, we wish to maintain that due to
their failure to replicate Hilgard’s procedures
precisely, and especially their introduction of
procedural differences between the experi-
mental and control groups, no conclusions
can be drawn from the Spanos and Hewitt
(1980) study concerning the nature of the
hidden observer in hypnotic analgesia. Per-
haps the hidden observer is an experimental
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creation, but there is nothing in their article
that would convince us that this is the case.

In fact, there are compelling empirical rea-
sons for thinking that the hidden observer is
a genuine phenomenon experienced in hyp-
nosis by about 50% of highly susceptible sub-
jects and influenced (as all interpersonal phe-
nomena are) by expectational and situational
cues, but not wholly a product of them. In
an experiment employing Orne’s (1959, 1979)
real-simulator design, Hilgard et al. (1978)
found that subjects simulating hypnosis
mimicked the hidden observer shown by
those who were truly hypnotized. Interest-
ingly, there was a higher incidence of the phe-
nomenon in the simulators (75%) than in the
six hypnotized subjects (50%), which intu-
itively seems to go against the hypothesis that
the hypnotized subjects were simply acting
in accordance with the perceived demand
characteristics. More to the point, in an anal-
ysis not discussed by Spanos and Hewitt
(1980), Hilgard et al. (1978) explored the ef-
fect of expectations on the hidden observer
phenomenon in a postexperimental inter-
view. Of the six hypnotized subjects who re-
ported a hidden observer effect, 50% reported
that they had been skeptical of the phenom-
enon prior to experiencing it, and the re-
maining 50% stated that they had found the
suggestion of a hidden observer plausible. For
the six subjects who did not have a hidden
observer effect, precise figures are not spec-
ified, but at least two of them were reported
as favorable to the notion of a hidden ob-
server prior to not experiencing it. This lack
of correspondence between expectations and
performance, even in the face of explicit and
strong demands (as revealed by simulators),
appears to argue against a conceptualization
of the hidden observer as merely an experi-
mental creation.

Obviously, future research, that takes into
account the methodological points raised in
this critique is required in order to clarify the
nature of the hidden observer phenomenon.
We have no disagreement with the basic pro-
gram of setting up treatment conditions in
order to evaluate the degree to which this
phenomenon (or any other) is influenced by
experimenter-induced expectations and other
features of the social context, It is our hope,
however, that such research will not be

'
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couched in the “either/or,” “fact versus fic-
tion” terms that are the usual product of
theoretical controversy. With hypnosis, as
with other complex cognitive and social phe-
nomena, truth cannot usually be fitted con-
veniently into so procrustean a bed.
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