Placebo Effect 


A placebo is a supposedly inert substance or ineefectual technique originally used as a control in an experiment. The 'placebo effect' is that such controls sometimes show changes as strong or stonger than that seen in the experimental condition. The nature of the effect is unknown, although it is does demonstrate the power that an individual's belief can have on their state and performance. 





Commentary: From Placebo to Homeopathy: The Fear of the Irrational


http://www.the-scientist.com/yr1998/sept/comm_980914.html
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Separating Hype from Hope: Making Sense of Complementary Medicine Research


http://my.webmd.com/content/dmk/dmk_article_58948





Finally, many complementary therapies are very difficult to fit into the double-blind model for research. In studies of acupuncture, massage, and chiropractic, for example, it is apparent to both patients and practitioners who is receiving the "real" treatment.


Another difficulty with some complementary therapies such as acupuncture is that the treatments are highly individualized. Ten different patients with the same diagnosis in Western medical terms might be treated ten different ways according to traditional Chinese diagnoses. Therefore, studies of acupuncture in which all patients are treated using the same standardized set of acupuncture points are not really true tests of "classical" acupuncture. It's quite possible that acupuncture is more powerful than the results of studies using formula approaches would indicate.


One way of getting around this problem has been to conduct studies that compare complementary therapies like acupuncture to the standard medical therapies for various conditions. Chiropractic, for example, has been compared to physical therapy in studies for low back pain. Since both approaches involve some degree of physical attention to the patient, it is assumed that the placebo effect in these studies is cancelled out. Innovative research designs are also being employed in which standard medical therapies are compared to massage, chiropractic and acupuncture as they would be used by practitioners in real life situations.
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ABSTRACT �Mean effect sizes for changes in depression were calculated for 2,318 patients who had been randomly assigned to either antidepressant medication or placebo in 19 double-blind clinical trials. As a proportion of the drug response, the placebo response was constant across different types of medication (75%), and the correlation between placebo effect and drug effect was .90. These data indicate that virtually all of the variation in drug effect size was due to the placebo characteristics of the studies. The effect size for active medications that are not regarded to be antidepressants was as large as that for those classified as antidepressants, and in both cases, the inactive placebos produced improvement that was 75% of the effect of the active drug. These data raise the possibility that the apparent drug effect (25% of the drug response) is actually an active placebo effect. Examination of pre–post effect sizes among depressed individuals assigned to no-treatment or wait-list control groups suggest that approximately one quarter of the drug response is due to the administration of an active medication, one half is a placebo effect, and the remaining quarter is due to other nonspecific factors. 








