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What are placebo’s?
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Increasing interest in contextual healing



The influence of treatment context on outcomes

Zou et al. Ann Rheum Dis 2016;75:1964-1970

Context explains 75 % 

of the overall treatment 

effect for osteoarthritis

n = 215 studies; 

more than 40.000 

patients



The role of spontaneous improvement

Krogsbøll et al. BMC medical research methodology. 2009;5;9(1):1.

n = 37 

studies



Effects of surgical treatment context in Dupuytren’s disease

MHQ-change score (0-100) at 3 

months post-op (n = 836)

Satisfaction with 

hand functioning

Aesthetics of 

the hand

Residual 

extension deficit

Communication with physician (e.g. listening

to what the patient had to say; 1-10) 6.5 (4.7-8.3) 3.1 (1.3-4.8) -1.8 (-3.2- -0.4) 

Peri-operative care (e.g. experience with nursing

staff; 1-10) 3.7 (1.2-6.2) 2.2 (-0.3-4.6)* -1.9 (-3.9 - -0.09)

Post-operative care (e.g. experiences with

physical therapist; 1-10) 5.9 (3.7-8.1) 2.4 (0.3-4.4) -1.8 (-3.4 - -0.08)

General information (e.g. experiences with

information on website; 1-10) 5.0 (2.8-7.3) 1.9 (-0.2-4.0)* -2.1 (-3.9 - -0.6)

Treatment information (b.v. experiences with

information provision about treatment; 1-10) 6.8 (4.9-8.7) 3.6 (1.8-5.4) -2.1 (-3.6 - -0.6)

Quality of facility (e.g. experiences with

accesibility of clinic; 1-10) 3.1 (0.8-5.4) 1.1 (-1.0-3.3)* -0.5 (-2.3 – 1.2)*

Explained variance by PREMs
11% 4.7% 6.0%

Poelstra R, Selles RW, Slijper HP, van der Oest MJW, Feitz R, Hovius SER, Porsius JT. Journal of Hand Surgery

(European) 2018;43:848-854 



The effect of hidden treatments

Colloca et al. Lancet Neurol 2004;3:679-684



The effect of open-label placebo

▪ Does a placebo work without 
deception?

▪ Let’s try!

▪ This sugar pill is:

− Powerful

− Body can react automatically

− Positive attitude helps, but not 
necessary

− Take your pills faithfully



Positive effect of open label placebo on irritable bowel 
syndrome

Outcomes at the 21-Day Endpoint by Treatment Group.

Kaptchuk et al., 2010. PLoS ONE



Buy your own placebo pills



Which aspects of mindset matter? 

I feel 

depressed

I’m very 

concerned about 

my illness

I keep thinking 

about how much it 

hurtsI do not believe my 

treatment will help 

me much

B-IPQ

CEQ

PHQ-4

PCS

Broadbent 

et al., 2006

Devilly & 

Borkovec, 2000

Kroenke et 

al., 2009

Sullivan et 

al., 1995
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Key research questions

▪ How does the patient mindset affect the experience of hand- or wrist 
complaints? 

▪ How does the patient mindset affect the success of hand- or wrist 
treatments?

▪ How can the patient mindset be influenced to achieve better outcomes?



Mindset and Carpal Tunnel Syndrome complaints

Mindset explains 

20-25% of variance 

in complaints

Sun PO, Walbeehm ET, Selles RW, Jansen MC, Slijper HP, Ulrich DJO, Porsius JT. Under review at Journal of 

Psychosomatic Research

N = 674



Patient mindset and the success of carpal tunnel release

Mindset: 13% of improvement in complaints
Sun et al., in preparation



Patient outcome expectations in daily clinical practice 

n = 37

n = 2571

ICC = 

0.190

n = 21

ICC = 

0.003

n = 2571

ICC = 

0.001

n = 18

n = 2571

Porsius JT, Kelley JM, van der Oest MJW, Slijper HP, Vranceanu AM, Kaptchuk TJ, Kirsch I, Selles RW. 

In preparation



Which factors influence outcome expectations?

1.5%

2.5%

6.5%

13.9%

76%

Patient characteristics (e.g. age, duration of complaints)

Treatment characteristics 

(surgery > conservative)

Perceived physical and 

mental health (e.g. 

EQ5D-VAS)

Illness perceptions (e.g. how 

long will your illness continue? 

How well do you understand 

your disease?)

Porsius et al., in preparation

N = 2571



Interaction mindset and type of treatment

Porsius et al., in preparation



Placebo injections work better than placebo pills

Bannuru et al., 2015 Ann Intern Med.



Therapist as crafts(wo)man

Ritualised Hand Treatment

Physical therapy, the ultimate placebo?

Collaboration with Delft University of Technology (Prof. Pieter Desmet and master-student Nathan op den Kelder)



Expectation management for better patient outcomes?

Expectations about the 

efficacy of treatments
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How to invest as a clinician?

▪ Is my health care practice 
placebogenic?

▪ Instilling positive treatment 
expectations in ethically sound ways

− Listen carefully to your patients

− Shared decision making

− Use positive frames

− Be warm and competent

Howe et al. Health Psychol 2017;36(11):1074 



How to invest as a researcher?

E: j.porsius@erasmusmc.nl
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