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POCKET GUIDE

GUIDED IMAGERY
FAST FACTS

•	 Guided imagery uses imagination and 
sometimes visuals to create a physical 
response, such as relaxation.

•	 Guided imagery has been shown to help relieve 
symptoms of many conditions, including fibromyalgia, 
irritable bowel syndrome, PTSD, and cancer.1-6 

WHAT IS GUIDED IMAGERY?
Guided imagery involves the use of mental images, virtual reality, sound or a combination of these to create relaxation and 
other physical and emotional responses. How it works is often described by thinking about eating a lemon. People who are 
guided through imagining this start to salivate as if they had just bitten into a real lemon. In a similar way, imagining being in a 
calm, beautiful space can help your body relax.

WHAT CONDITIONS DOES GUIDED IMAGERY TREAT?
Guided imagery can help with many different conditions. These include:7-12

•	 Anxiety
•	 Depression
•	 Substance abuse
•	 Grief
•	 Relationship issues
•	 Family and parenting 

issues
•	 Behavioral issues
•	 Chronic pain (including 

children and adolescents)

•	 Acute pain after surgery 
or trauma

•	 Insomnia
•	 Irritable bowel syndrome
•	 Rheumatoid arthritis
•	 Crohn’s disease
•	 Asthma
•	 Childbirth
•	 Epilepsy
•	 Fibromyalgia
•	 Headache

•	 Heart disease
•	 High blood pressure
•	 Menopause symptoms
•	 Menstrual cramps
•	 Nausea
•	 Nightmares
•	 Post-traumatic  

stress disorder
•	 Rheumatoid arthritis
•	 Ringing in the ears 

(tinnitus)

•	 Sleep problems
•	 Smoking cessation
•	 Surgical outcomes such 

as bleeding and infection, 
morphine use, length  
of stay, pre- and  
post-op anxiety

•	 Temporomandibular  
joint dysfunction

Guided imagery has also been reported to help improve their physical and mental health, including:

•	 Immune system
•	 Stress levels

•	 Quality of life
•	 Emotional regulation

•	 Self-care
•	 Peak performance

Guided imagery is frequently used to improve performance in sports and athletics.

Is there evidence that guided imagery works?

In the last 20 years, as more people turn to whole person health 
approaches, more researchers have explored how guided imagery 
can help different conditions.

•	 Fibromyalgia patients who received guided imagery for eight 
weeks saw a significant decrease in their depression and pain 
symptoms.1

•	 Gut-directed guided imagery for irritable bowel syndrome 
was as effective as diet monitoring and modification for 
people suffering from irritable bowel syndrome. Patients who 
received guided imagery experienced an increase in quality  
of life not seen in patients just receiving diet monitoring and 
modification.2

•	 People hospitalized for depressive disorders who listened 
to a guided imagery once a day for 10 days in addition to 
their treatment as usual experienced significant decreases in 
depression, anxiety and perceived stress.3
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•	 Breast cancer patients who used guided imagery for 
20 minutes for 7 days after undergoing chemotherapy 
experienced a significant decrease in insomnia, anxiety, pain 
and depression.4

•	 A systematic review and meta-analysis found that people 
suffering from PTSD, sleep disturbances, nightmares and 
insomnia saw significant improvements when they engaged in 
a daily guided imagery practice. These effects lasted six  
to 12 months even after they had stopped the guided  
imagery program.5

•	 Marines with PTSD had significantly more improvement in 
all measures than those receiving only usual care when they 
engaged in daily guided imagery for three weeks.6

Guided imagery in cancer treatment

Guided imagery in cancer treatment has been shown to help 
relieve symptoms and side effects. It can help people manage 
pain, reduce anxiety and fatigue, and improve their overall  
quality of life. 

•	 It’s important to know that using guided imagery is not  
linked with better response to cancer treatment or  
improved survival.7

•	 Guided imagery can be helpful for cancer pain.8
•	 Guided imagery helped patients’ quality of life during the 

process of receiving a stem cell (bone marrow) transplant.9

Health care providers at major cancer centers are now using 
guided imagery as part of cancer care, to help patients cope with 
procedures and treatment-related concerns and symptoms.10, 11

Is guided imagery safe?

Guided imagery is widely considered a safe way of addressing 
many physical and mental conditions. However, it is not 
appropriate for everyone. Experienced health care providers 
should consider who will benefit from guided imagery and who 
may not.10, 12

Do I need to go to classes or find a guided imagery 
health care provider?

No, although it’s a good idea to talk with your own doctor or 
other health care provider about it. They may have resources to 
recommend. Therapists, social workers, and other health care 
providers are often trained and may be certified in guided imagery, 
so ask your health care team for recommendations.

If you have cancer, ask your cancer care team about any resources 
available at the hospital or cancer center for guided imagery. 

There are many free or low-cost ways to practice guided 
imagery, including apps and YouTube videos, like those at www.
healingworksfoundation.org/meditate We also recommend 
Belleruth Naparstek’s content at Hay House Media: www.
hayhouse.com/shop/audio/health-journeys

What training or certifications do guided imagery 
clinicians have?

There is no national organization that regulates guided imagery 
providers. However, the Academy for Guided Imagery (AGI) is the 
most widely recognized and attended guided imagery certification 
program. Imagery International is a professional association of 
guided imagery practitioners that provides more information  
on training.

Before making an appointment, ask any therapist who offers 
guided imagery about their qualifications and training. www.dana-
farber.org/health-library/guided-imagery

How do I find guided imagery classes near me?

Visit ImageryInternational.org to search for a provider near you.

Will my insurance company cover the cost of seeing a 
guided imagery practitioner?

Your insurance may help pay for guided imagery if you see a 
therapist certified in any other discipline, such as psychiatry or 
cancer care, or the guided imagery is part of your treatment for a 
specific condition. 

Should I tell my doctor or other health care provider I 
am using guided imagery?

Absolutely! Let your doctor know you have added guided imagery 
to your self-care, especially if you are seeing a therapist or 
taking a class. Always talk with your health care provider before 
making any changes to your treatment, and never change or stop 
medications before talking with your doctor.
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