
The Placebo Effect
By: Anouk Boele



What is the placebo effect?
The mind has a powerful 
influence on the body.  It is 
capable of tricking your body 
into thinking a fake treatment is 
real. This is a phenomenon 
known as the placebo effect.  
Placebos can allow your mind 
to mimic the effects of real 
medical treatments.



Doctors and scientists make use of placebos in order to create a better 
understanding of the physiological and psychological affects of new 
medications.  



Placebos are an inactive “look alike” substance/treatment, which have no known medical effect.  It 
can be in the form of a pill or an injection.  Most often they are sugar pills and saline solutions.  
There have been interesting studies into the affect of the colours being used in the fake medication.



In the most cases, the patient does 
not know that they are receiving 
the placebo, but believe that they 
are undergoing the real treatment.  
(There have been cases where it is 
known beforehand whether or not 
the patient receives the placebo 
which have lead to positive 
results.)



Possible causes

Research into the exact science behind how the 
placebo effect works is still ongoing, however there 
are multiple theories…
• Hormone Response
• Conditioning
• Expectation
• Genetics



Hormone response

Placebos can trigger a release of 
endorphins which can acts as natural 
painkillers.



Conditioning 

Classical conditioning is when you form an 
association between two stimuli which results 
in a learned process.  When looking at the 
placebo effect, a placebo can be paired with 
an actual treatment which can result in the 
desired effect.



Expectation
Expectations can play a significant 
role. People who are highly 
motivated (expect the treatment to 
work) are more likely to experience 
the placebo effect.



Genetics

Genes can also have an influence on how 
people respond to placebos.  For example, 
studies have shown that people who have a 
gene variant which codes for higher levels of 
the chemical dopamine are more prone to the 
placebo effect than others.  



Placebo effects 
in real life
• When a mother kisses a hurt 

child, the child actually starts to 
feel better

• When restaurants add food 
colours and we actually start to 
taste flavours which are not 
present



Impact
There are positive and negative impacts of the placebo effect.  Positive impacts include things such as 
the enhancing of performance.  Negatives impacts includes some side effects which might cause 
discomfort.  Another negative aspect is the nocebo effect.  This is when a patient believes that 
something harmful has been given to them.  
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