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Eric K. Willmarth, PhD

Eric K. Willmarth, Ph.D. is a licensed clinical 
psychologist and president of Michigan Behavioral 
Consultants, PC in Grand Rapids Michigan.  He is also 
the Chair of the Applied Psychophysiology Department 
in the College of Integrative Medicine and Health 
Sciences, Saybrook University.  Dr. Willmarth is a Past 
President of the American Society of Clinical Hypnosis, 
the Society for Clinical and Experimental Hypnosis and 
was twice the president of the Society for 
Psychological Hypnosis, the American Psychological 
Association's Division 30.  Dr. Willmarth has been 
teaching and learning hypnosis for over 40 years and 
continues to find joy in doing so!
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Continuing Education & Accreditation Statement
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• This program has been approved by the American Society of Clinical Hypnosis Standards of 
Training Committee to be used toward Membership and Certification requirements.

• The American Society of Clinical Hypnosis-Education and Research Foundation (ASCH-ERF) is 
accredited by the Accreditation Council for Continuing Medical Education to provide continuing 
medical education for physicians.

• ASCH-ERF designates this enduring material for a maximum 3 of AMA PRA Category 1 Credit(s) . 
Physicians should claim only the credit commensurate with the extent of their participation in 
the activity.

• ASCH-ERF is approved by the American Psychological Association to sponsor continuing 
education for psychologists. ASCH-ERF maintains responsibility for this program and its content.

• This session is approved by the American Society of Clinical Hypnosis and as such is an approved 
continuing education course.
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• ASCH and ASCH-ERF jointly provided this program. 

• No staff or committee members involved in the development, 
planning or execution of educational content have any financial 
relationships or conflicts of interest to disclose.

• Eric Willmarth has no significant financial relationships or conflicts 
of interest to disclose.  



Learning Objectives
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At the conclusion of this session the participant will be able to:

• Execute a thorough case assessment to elucidate the information 
necessary to develop a quality treatment plan

• Design a treatment plan for a patient/client who presents with anxiety

• List at least 4 hypnotic techniques/application that may be best suited 
to achieve the specific therapeutic goal in the case presented

©2023 American Society of Clinical Hypnosis Education and Research Foundation. All rights 
reserved.  No reproduction or use  without  written permission of ASCH-ERF and the author.



Treatment Planning is an N-of-1 Trial

You have one client 

You have one setting

You have one clinical history

You have one set of reactions to 
monitor

"listening in science and math" by woodleywonderworks is  licensed under CC BY 
2.0.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/73645804@N00/8081866307
https://www.flickr.com/photos/73645804@N00
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/?ref=openverse
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/?ref=openverse


Start with This Person in This Moment

You know how 
to create 

rapport with 
your client

You know how 
to do an 

assessment in 
your discipline

You can assess 
whether this is 

within your 
scope of 
practice 

You know 
clinical goals 
you would 

have for this 
person



You are simply going to use hypnosis within the work 
you already do…



Treatment 
Preparation

Contraindications

Possible Contraindications

Educate the Client about Hypnosis

Get Informed Consent

Demonstrate the Ability to Become 
Absorbed



Check for Contraindications to Hypnosis

Medical 
Concerns/Assessments 

that need to be 
addressed first

Out of your area of 
expertise if you weren’t 

using hypnosis

Symptom that the 
client needs at present

Client seeking memory 
retrieval or other 

process that is not 
clinically supported

Client may be or is 
involved in legal 

processes that might be 
affected by hypnosis

Delusions/psychosis



Be Aware of Possible Contraindications 

Complex Health Issues Complex Trauma Thought Disorders

Issues for which 
Hypnosis is Not Very 

Effective

Mental Health 
Diagnosis such as 

OCD/Anorexa

Medical Collaboration 
Needed



Educate the Client about Hypnosis

Have a client friendly way you 
approach the subject of hypnosis

Remember that talking about the 
process can increase Rapport as you 
listen, correct misinformation, and 
increase expectancy around benefits 
of hypnosis

"advice, assistance, healthcare, healthy, help," by www.ilmicrofono.it is licensed under CC BY 2.0.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/115089924@N02/16256199615
https://www.flickr.com/photos/115089924@N02
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/?ref=openverse


Get Informed 
Consent

Please consult your own 
resources to determine 
what type of informed 
consent will fit best for 
your practice. 

ASCH has a Sample 
Consent Form that may 
be useful



*Demonstrate the Ability to Become Absorbed

It is often useful to start with a small experience of absorption separate from 
treatment goals.

This will help demystify ensuing experiences of hypnosis and can provide 
ratification which increases positive expectancy

auditory • visual • body/breath • calm place

This can be a quick experience – much like our first small group exercise. 
Discuss their experience and questions to learn more about their 
abilities/preferences and their modalities.

*Not required but often useful!



Treatment 
Planning

What Do You Notice in Your Assessment?

What Hypnotic Goals Fit the Symptoms?

What Does this Person Want to Change?

What are the Client’s Modalities?

Utilize the Client’s World 

What Hypnotic Phenomena Might Be Useful?

After A Hypnotic Experience



What Do You Notice in Your Assessment?

Shortness of breath

Tachycardia

GI Upset

Headache

Muscle Tension

Sleep Disturbance

Fatigue

Tremors/Shaking/Sweating/ 
Restlessness

Cognitive Slowing

Racing Thoughts

Future Orientation

Concentration Difficulties

Hypervigilant

Rumination

Cognitive Distortions (catastrophizing, 
all-or-nothing)

PHYSIOLOGICAL AND PSYCHOLOGICAL SYMPTOMS*

*From the ASCH Treatment Planning Handout



What Goals Fit the Symptoms?

Be specific with one or two central goals – it will help you with initial 
planning and make the process easier. It also leaves time for repetition 
during hypnosis which is helpful for learning.  

Manage 
Anxiety

Shifting 
into the 
Present

Sense of 
Mastery

Access 
Calm

Practice 
a new 

Pattern
Take 

care of 
Self

Manage 
Fear

Recognize 
Resources

Resilience

Investigate 
Unconscious 
Knowledge

Positive 
Expectancy



What Does this Person Want to Change?

The closer you stay to their words, goals and modalities the more quickly you get 
alliance and rapport. Even vague goals can be useful. 

• “Something that will soothe it”  
• And you can imagine something that will going into that place… bringing comfort…soothing… 

perhaps cool?  Warm? Colorful?  Imagine it now…

• “Seeing what the problem is and fixing it”
• And it will be comforting to imagine the faces of the team… all working together to fix the 

problem… seeing what they are doing…their confidence… you can see them here with you 
paying close attention... 

• “I want to feel better”
• And you can remember a time in the past when you went through a challenge… do you 

remember that now?…yes… feeling how difficult it was….(etc)  and I don’t know… but you 
know… what happened to help you begin… just the beginning… of feeling something shift… of 
the possibility of feeling better….   Something you did? …. Something you discovered?....  
Something you thought? ….Something you heard?.... Something you felt?....Saw?...



What are the Client’s 
Modalities?

People quickly tell you in their descriptions

Are they more Kinesthetic? Auditory? Visual?



Utilize the Client’s World

What does the client do well, or what is 
familiar? 

Parenting/Relationships 

Work 

Creative activities 

Sports/Physical abilities 

Animals 

Places/things they like

"Black and white photo of young girl at doctor's office" by SELF Magazine is licensed under CC BY 2.0.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/183469667@N05/48545963281
https://www.flickr.com/photos/183469667@N05
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/?ref=openverse


What Hypnotic 
Experiences May 

be Useful?



PHYSICAL CHANGES 
Learning to calm the body and with it the mind

COMFORTABLE PLACE
Practicing healing emotional states

AGE PROGRESSION OR REGRESSION
Using a positive past experience

Using imagination of a future positive experience

ANCHORS/CUES
Connecting a feeling/thought to a physical experience

SLOWING THINGS DOWN or a STOP SIGN
Practicing stopping before reacting

WHITEBOARD AND ERASER
Writing and erasing something that is no longer needed/wanted

POST-HYPNOTIC SUGGESTIONS
Suggestions to feel/think/do something after hypnosis



After Hypnosis

Debrief with client

Make note of 
anything that would 
be useful for another 
hypnotic experience 

Consider whether 
they are ready to 

learn self-hypnosis



Case Examples: Anxiety 

• Anxiety is a common factor in 
the work of many disciplines

• Hypnosis is very useful with 
anxiety treatment in different 
types of situations

"Angst / Anxiety" by braerik is licensed under CC BY-SA 2.0.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/65275150@N08/25022496121
https://www.flickr.com/photos/65275150@N08
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0/?ref=openverse
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0/?ref=openverse
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0/?ref=openverse
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0/?ref=openverse
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0/?ref=openverse


Case Example – Anxiety & Rumination

▪ Woman in her early 40s

▪ In the process of divorce

▪ Having trouble sleeping and working due to thinking about divorce, self, kids

▪ Feels like she is doing things “wrong” and wants to do things “right”.  

▪ Strong connection to her children, “when I see their little faces I light up” – 
describes cuddling using arms and body

▪ Strong women friendships from distressed childhood – all learned to handle 
things themselves



Case Example: Anxiety

1. Rumination

2. Negative self-evaluation

Assessment Concerns

1. Notice ruminating and access comfortable place to calm

2. Accessing a sense of mastery, competence, resilience

Hypnotic Goals

Goal (their words): “What am I doing wrong?” “I want to do this right”

Modalities: Visual (faces in particular), kinesthetic (positive touch)

World/Strengths/Likes: Scrappy and resilient, Parenting/children, strong friendships, funny

Client 

1.  Noticing thoughts as if they are visitors intruding, refusing them easily (competence) by shifting focus 

2.  Accessing a memory of calm and comfort (children faces and touch/cuddling)

3.  Embodying this experience of mastery/competence, connecting to an anchor

Hypnotic Experience - Ideas 



Ideas – Anxiety and Rumination

Elicitation & Intensification

Breath and progressive muscle relaxation

Suggestions:

You can notice when you are saying “what am I doing wrong” and notice the sensations

You can see how the words “what am I doing wrong” try to knock you off course

You can easily let those words fade away and turn your attention to a memory with the children 
(faces, touch)

You can feel the feeling of “doing it right” and enjoy it

Post Hypnotic Suggestions:

Anchor: OK sign

When you make the OK sign it will remind you that you and the kids are ok, you are “doing it right”



Script example – Anxiety and Rumination

• Elicitation & Intensification: Breath and progressive muscle relaxation

• After relaxation and signs of trance, become aware of distress, and words “What am I doing 
wrong.” Nod when she is able to feel that

• “That’s right… those words will come to visit sometimes… and as you notice that sensation in your 
body… feel that now… and the words “what am I doing wrong,” notice where they sit in your 
body.  That’s right… notice the sensations… the words… notice how they try to take over your 
body and mind…. trying to knock you off course…” 

• “But you are strong … you know how to take care of yourself… and your family … and you might 
find it curious… funny even… how these words disappear easily… you can make them fade now… 
noticing your breath… that’s right… inviting the shoulders to relax… yes… the neck… and allowing 
yourself to remember something good from this week… a time with the kids when there was 
calm… or laughter… or cuddling… or you handled a tricky problem… nod when you have that… 
that’s right… and let that feeling fill your body… exactly… seeing their faces… feeling the love….” 

• “Remembering that you want to do it right… just as you have so many times… notice their faces… 
and the feeling inside of doing it right… nod when you have that feeling…that’s right… feeling 
good as a parent… loving…cuddling… laughing… and let your thumb and forefinger come together 
to make an “ok” sign… just like that… that reminds you that they are ok… you are ok… see their 
faces… feel the ok sign… and when you make this sign with your fingers it will remind you that 
they are ok… you are ok…and you are able to do it right….” 



Can Hypnosis Make a Difference? 







Case Example – Anxiety & Claustrophobia

▪ 16-year-old boy

▪ Injury in sports

▪ Anxious about doing an MRI

▪ Somewhat claustrophobic, “I don’t know if I can do it”

▪ Enjoys music, being with friends, parents note he spends a lot of time in his 
room and can tune them out when they try to talk to him.  He notes it is 
calming to lie under a lot of blankets in his bed and listen to music or watch 
YouTube.

▪ Generally competitive, plays traveling soccer, follows a professional soccer 
team

▪ “I just want to get back to playing soccer”



1.

2.

Assessment Concerns

1.

2.

Hypnotic Goals

Goal (their words):

Modalities:

World/Strengths/Likes:

Client

1.

2.

Hypnotic Experience - Ideas 



Case Example: Anxiety

1. Claustrophobia - MRI

2. Motivation

Assessment Concerns

1. Relax in MRI

2. Positive Expectations of process and future

Hypnotic Goals

Goal (their words): “I just want to get back to playing soccer”

Modalities: Kinesthetic, Aural

World/Strengths/Likes: Soccer, Music, Bed, Friends, YouTube

Client’s Goal, Modalities, World/Strengths/Likes

1. Practice listening to music in MRI and tuning out the process 

2. Time Distortion - Envision future self, back to playing soccer.

Hypnotic Experience - Ideas 



Ideas – Anxiety and Claustrophobia

Elicitation & Intensification: 

1. 

2. 

Suggestions:

1.

2. 

3.

Post Hypnotic Suggestions/Anchors:

1. 

2. 



A Current 
Client/Patient

• Choose a current client or patient in 
your practice.  If you don’t have one, 
make up a situation that is common 
in your area of expertise.

• Use the format to briefly jot down 
assessment concerns, hypnotic 
goals, client 
goals/modalities/strengths, and 
hypnotic ideas.



1.

2.

Assessment Concerns

1.

2.

Hypnotic Goals

Goal (their words):

Modalities:

World/Strengths/Likes:

Client

1.

2.

Hypnotic Experience - Ideas 



Ideas – A Current Client/Patient

Elicitation & Intensification: 

1. 

2. 

Suggestions:

1.

2. 

3.

Post Hypnotic Suggestions/Anchors:

1. 

2. 



Questions
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Eric K. Willmarth, Ph.D.

(616) 540-3682
ewillmarth@saybrook.edu

www.hypnosiscentral.com
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