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In a study of suggested arm levitation, Spanos and Barber (1972) concluded that subjects tended 

to experience suggestions as more non-volitional when instructed to engage in goal-directed 

fantasy. An attempt was made to test the viability of an interpretation of their findings in terms of 

compliance. A group of 48 subjects was instructed to simulate a response to an arm levitation 

suggestion. The suggestion was worded in one of four different ways, varying from a direct 

command to an instruction to engage in goal-directed fantasy. The simulated responses were 

similar to those found by Spanos and Barber; the arm levitation suggestion was reported as more 

involuntary when the subjects were asked to engage in a goal-directed fantasy. After the 

simulation part of the experiment, subjects were asked to report what they actually experienced. 

The trend for more non volition with goal-directed fantasy was significantly diminished in these 

non-simulated reports. 

     It was concluded that the results of Spanos and Barber are readily explicable in terms of 

compliance, and thus the immediate clinical applicability of the concept of goal-directed fantasy 

may be limited. 
 
 

Questioning the utility “trance” or “state” interpretations of hypnotic behaviour, Barber et 

al. (1974) have proposed an alternative concept of “thinking and imagining with suggestions”. 

According to this viewpoint, the subject who is responsive to suggestions is actively imagining 

the themes that are suggested, whilst simultaneously failing to attend to contradictory informa-

tion. However, this paradigm shares an important common feature with “trance” interpretations 

in emphasizing the nonvolitional aspects of hypnotic behavior. The nonvolitional quality of 

hypnotic behavior is well defined by Orne (1966: p. 724) in the following example: “In a 

classic ideomotor suggestion such as the sway test, the subject is told that he is falling 

backward. He is told what to experience: ‘You are falling backward . . .‘ The response is 

defined as positive by the extent to which the subject actually falls, but it is implicitly assumed 

that he is to fall because he feels himself drawn backward rather than because of the conscious 

volitional decision: ‘I will fall backward’.” 

Spanos (1971) has introduced the term “goal-directed fantasy” to describe the most 

significant delineation of the concept of “thinking and imagining with suggestions”. Goal-

directed fantasy involves imagining a situation which, if it actually occurred, would tend to 

produce the behavior called for by the suggestion; thus a subject required to carry out  

an arm levitation suggestion might imagine a helium-filled balloon, or a magnet raising  

his arm. In a key study, Spanos and Barber (1972) reported that subjects experienced  

an arm levitation suggestion as more involuntary when the suggestion asked them to engage in 
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goal-directed fantasy. In this experiment a standardized hypnotic induction procedure was 

administered to 40 subjects. Subsequently, the subjects were diirk~ed into four groups, and 

each group received an arm levitation suggestion worded in one of four ways which differed in 

the extent to which they asked the subject to carry out a goal-directed fantasy. Subjects were 

then required to rate the extent to which they experienced their response as volitional. They 

found, as previously stated, that those instructed to engage in goal-directed fantasy reported less 

volition. Unfortunately, this particular procedure suffers from the same methodological 

criticism which has been leveled against many experiments which purport to demonstrate the 

existence of a hypnotic trance; it did not include a control to determine whether the subjects’ 

responses reflect their actual subjective experience, or whether the responses are significantly 

biased by compliance. In this context, compliance refers to the tendency of subjects to respond 

to the demand characteristics of the situation and say what they think they “ought” to say rather 

than what they actually experience. 

The purpose of the present experiment was to determine whether the results found by 

Spanos and Barber (1972) are readily explicable in terms of compliance. Barber and Calverley 

(1964. 1965) have demonstrated that in the absence of a formal induction procedure, simply 

telling subjects that they were participating in a hypnosis experiment can result in a significant 

gain in suggestibility. It therefore seems probable that although the arm levitation suggestions 

used by Spanos and Barber (1972) were delivered after the completion of the hypnotic 

induction procedure, their subjects still viewed these suggestions as being within the context of 

a hypnosis situation. On the basis of this rationale a simulating paradigm was devised for the 

present study. Subjects were instructed to “pretend” that they were in a hypnosis experiment, 

and were asked to describe their experiences of an arm levitation suggestion within this 

simulation context. Subsequently, they were told to stop pretending and to report again their 

actual experiences if different from those previously reported whilst simulating. It was 

predicted that if the results of Spanos and Barber (1972) are explicable in terms of compliance, 

then (a) when asked to stimulate being in a hypnosis experiment, subjects’ volition reports 

would be similar to those reported by Spanos and Barber (i.e., subjects instructed to engage in 

goal-directed fantasy would be more likely to report experiences of nonvolition), and (b) this 

trend would be significantly diminished in the reports given outside the simulation context. 
 

METHOD 
SUBJECTS 

Forty-eight subjects were used, their ages ranging from 18 to 30. The sample consisted of 

university students, laboratory technicians and school teachers from the city of Liverpool. All 

subjects were naive as to the nature of the experiment. 
 
PROCEDURE 

Apart from the simulation instructions, the procedure was designed to be as similar as 

possible to that used by Spanos and Barber (1972). Subjects were tested individually by one 

experimenter. Immediately after being seated, each subject received the following instruction: 

“I want you to play a game with me. When I tap the table, I want you to pretend that I am a 

hypnotist and you are a subject. I will ask you to carry out a simple suggestion, and then I will 

ask you some questions about it. We’ll continue to play the game until I tap the table again. 

Remember, when I ask you the questions we are still playing the game; only when I tap the 

table again have we finished.” 

The subjects were randomly assigned to one of four experimental groups.  

Each subject was asked to hold his right arm straight out in front of him at  

shoulder height, and was then given one of four suggestions taken verbatim  

from Spanos and Barber (pp. 513.4). These were: a direct command, “Slowly lift 
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your arm” (group 1); a direct suggestion, “Your arm is beginning to rise, etc.” (group 2); an 

imagination suggestion, “Imagine your arm is beginning to rise etc.” (group 3); and a goal-

directed fantasy suggestion, “Imagine a very large helium-filled balloon tied tautly to your 

wrist. The balloon is beginning to rise, etc.” (group 4). The subject passed the suggestion if his 

arm had risen four or more inches within five seconds after the termination of the suggestion. 

Immediately after completing the arm levitation suggestion, each subject was asked to read 

the following statement taken verbatim from Spanos and Barber (p. 515): “I am interested in 

what you experienced during the time your arm was in the process of moving upward. I will ask 

you to indicate the extent to which you experienced your arm moving up without voluntary 

effort - the extent to which you felt it was moving up without having the experience of causing 

it to move up. The distinctions I will ask you to make are subtle and an example may help to 

clarify what I am getting at. If you walk up a flight of stairs, you have the experience of causing 

yourself to move up the stairs. However, if you ride the same distance in an escalator you have 

the experience of being moved upward. Please be honest in indicating the extent to which you 

experienced causing your arm to move up as opposed to having experienced the arm going up 

by itself.” Subjects were then presented with the numbers 1, 2, 3, 4 and 5 printed horizontally 

on a card. Beneath the numbers 1, 3 and 5 were printed the following statements used by 

Spanos and Barber (p. 515): 
 

1: Completely involuntary. I experienced it as rising completely by itself. 

3: Partially involuntary. I had the experience that it was rising by itself and also the 

experience that I was causing it to rise, and both experiences were equally strong. 5: 

Completely voluntary. I only had the experience of causing it to rise. 

Each subject was then given the following instruction: “Please tell me which of the numbers 

on this scale best describes the experience you had.” After each subject had given his response, 

the experimenter firmly tapped the table and stated: “We have now finished playing the game.” 

Each subject was then given a further instruction sheet and was asked to read the following: 

“Will you now please indicate what you really experienced, if it is different from what you have 

previously indicated. I should emphasize that you are not obliged to state number 5 (you only 

caused it to rise) if this is not what you actually experienced. Some people do feel that it rises 

by itself.” He was then presented with the rating scale again, and the instruction to indicate the 

number best describing his experience was readministered. 
 

RESULTS 

All subjects passed the levitation suggestion. The two scale numbers indicated by each 

subject as best describing his experience constituted the volition scores. The mean volition 

scores for those passing the suggestion reported by Spanos and Barber (p. 517) were 3.5, 2.8, 

2.8 and 1.9 for groups 1, 2, 3 and 4, respectively. The mean volition scores within the 

simulation part of the present experiment were 3.92, 2.83, 2.91 and 1.92 for groups 1, 2, 3 and 

4, respectively. The similarity between these simulation scores and those reported by Spanos 

and Barber is thus fairly obvious. Spanos and Barber employed a one-way analysis of variance 

to examine their volition scores and found an overall significant difference between the four 

groups. An equivalent analysis of the data from within the simulation part of the present 

experiment also revealed an overall significant difference between the four groups (F 4.87, df = 

3, 44, p < 0.01). Spanos and Barber then employed individual t-tests to determine where the 

differences lay. They found that group 4 (the subjects given the goal-directed fantasy 

suggestion) was significantly different from the other three groups. However, groups 1, 2 and 3 

did not differ significantly in their analyses. An equivalent t-test analysis in the present 

experiment revealed 
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results that were highly similar to those found by Spanos and Barber (the following alpha levels 

are for one-tailed tests). Group 4, the goal-directed fantasy group, differed significantly from 

group I, the direct command group (t = 4.07, df = 22, p < 0.0005), from group 2, the direct 

suggestion group (t = 2.04, = 22, p < 0.05), and from group 3, the imagination suggestion group  

(t = 2.18, = 22, p < 0.025). The only slight deviance from Spanos and Barber’s results was that, 

in the present experiment, the difference between groups 1 and 2 was also significant (t = 1.87, 

df = 22, p > 0.05). No differences were found between groups 1 and 3, and 2 and 3. These 

results strongly support the first hypothesis, that simulating subjects would report more 

nonvolition when instructed to engage in goal-directed fantasy, in a manner similar to that 

found by Spanos and Barber. 

A separate one-way analysis of variance was then conducted on the volition scores given 

after the simulation part of the experiment. No significant difference was found between the 

groups (F = 1.22, df = 3, 44 p < 0.20). The means for these particular scores were 5.00, 4.58, 

4.58 and 4.58 for groups 1, 2, 3 and 4, respectively. Individual t-tests were then conducted to 

indicate any differences between the two sets of volition scores, i.e., those given during 

simulation, and those given afterwards. The difference was most pronounced for group 4  

(t = 7.09, df = 11, p < 0.0005), though tests for group 3 (t = 4.00, df = 11, p < 0.0005) and group 

2 (t = 3.93, df = 11, p < 0.05) also indicated significant differences between the two sets of 

scores. All these results are in the predicted direction; scores given during the simulation part of 

the experiment are lower (i.e., they indicate less volition) than those given after simulation, and 

thus strongly support the second hypothesis that the report of the experience of nonvolition is 

significantly diminished outside the simulation context. 

In a further analysis of their data, Spanos and Barber examined the verbal reports of subjects 

as to whether they had actually used a goal-directed fantasy. They collapsed their four groups 

into subjects who passed the arm levitation suggestion who had reported using a goal-directed 

fantasy, and those who passed without using such a fantasy. They found a significant tendency 

for subjects who reported using goal-directed fantasy to rate their responses as more 

nonvolitional than those who did not report such a fantasy, which remained even when the 

scores of group 1 (direct command) were excluded. They then dichotomized subjects from all 

four groups into those who passed the arm levitation suggestion and reported experiencing their 

responses as nonvolitional and those who experienced their responses as volitional; subjects 

who indicated their responses as equally volitional and nonvolitional were excluded from the 

analysis. They found a significant tendency for those rating their responses as nonvolitional to 

also report using a goal-directed fantasy. 

Unfortunately, the interpretation of these two further analyses is somewhat problematical, 

for Spanos and Barber (p. 517) had already established that (a) 90% of group 4 passed the 

suggestion, and (b) group 4 was the only group to differ significantly in terms of volition 

scores. Thus the results of these two latter non-orthogonal analyses probably merely reflect the 

tendency for more subjects in group 4 to report a goal-directed fantasy compared to the other 

groups, for had these subjects not reported using a goal-directed fantasy it would have 

constituted an admission that they had blatantly disobeyed, or were incapable of carrying out, 

the instruction. A more appropriate analysis might have involved taking these subjects, 

excluding group 4, who had reported a goal-directed fantasy, and establishing whether they 

were more likely to report experiencing the suggestion as nonvolitional. Without this further 

delineation, the analyses relating to the verbal reports of goal-directed fantasy seem to be 

somewhat ambiguous and thus were excluded from the present experiment. 
 

DISCUSSION 

The results of the present experiment appear to demonstrate that the  

report of less volition for subjects instructed to engage in goal-directed  

fantasy is readily replicated by subjects simulating compliance. Of course the  

present results do not demonstrate conclusively that Spanos and Barber’s subjects were 
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actually complying or that subjects employing goal-directed fantasy do not genuinely 

experience their responses as nonvolitional; however, they do suggest that compliance provides 

an equally parsimonious explanation of their data. The demonstrated plausibility of a 

compliance explanation may have important implications if, as Barber et al. (1974) suggest, 

similar goal-directed suggestions could be applied clinically, especially for analgesic purposes. 

Whilst certain suggestions may effectively induce analgesia, it seems equally possible that some 

subjects may feel obliged to report a diminished sensation of pain irrespective of their actual 

subjective experience. 

Requests for honesty are probably insufficient to counteract the powerful demand 

characteristics inherent in many suggestions. Effective techniques to reduce compliance have to 

allow the subject to respond in a way which accurately describes his subjective experience 

without feeling that he will be viewed as uncooperative or socially and intellectually deviant if 

he does not report what is implied in the experimenter’s instructions. Wagstaff (1977) has 

shown that a simple statement allowing subjects to “own up” to compliance can be useful in 

this respect. 

The experiment of Spanos and Barber discussed in this paper appears to lack this kind of 

control, and their hypothesis that subjects who are instructed to engage in goal-directed fantasy 

actually experience their responses as non-volitional still awaits a definitive demonstration. 
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