Placebo treatments - to use or not to use?
A survey on attitudes & current practice
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Introduction

Method

This is the first survey on attitudes to and clinical practice
of deceptive & open-label placebo use in clinical practice
in neurology & functional neurological disorder (FND)

Survey: 18-item questionnaire (26-item for healthcare professionals), answered on a 5-point Likert scale:
strongly agree
mostly agree
mostly disagree
strongly disagree
I don´t know
658 participants:

Conclusion
missing value

The picture can't be displayed.

•In line with perceived high effectiveness of deceptive
placebo treatments, lay people were generally in
favour of its use. Healthcare professionals were
more conservative.
However, given its risks of undermining trust, the most
crucial factor to consider might be the considerable
percentage of patients strongly opposing it.

Placebo in FND
General attitude

Professionals: Overall, it is ethically acceptable to use
deceptive placebo treatments if there are no better
treatment options in disorders which are purely:

Clinical vignette of a treatment resistant functional
paraplegia. The doctor should give a deceptive placebo

•There was marked scepticism with regards to openlabel placebo in all groups, with the general
underlying belief that it is fairly ineffective.

•Healthcare professionals estimate placebos to be more
effective in functional than in non-functional disorders.
In the rare instances in which placebo was used, this
was mostly in the context of FND.
Yet, compared to other patients, people with FND were
overall more conservative in their attitude to
deceptive placebo.

•The discouragement of deceptive placebo use in the
UK seems to be in line with general concerns and
some strong opposition.

Effectiveness

A placebo treatment could improve my symptoms

•Future studies will show if the negative attitude to
open-label placebo is justified or if this ethically
viable option deserves more consideration.

Email: anne-Catherine.huys.15@alumni.ucl.ac.uk
Explanations (N=39)<
64% We don’t quite know
how this treatment works,
but it sometimes does, so
let’s try it out
41% It is a treatment that
might help but won’t cause
any harm
21% It is a treatment not
generally used for your
condition but might help

Clinical use in practice

In the rare instances in which placebos were used, FND
was the most common reason
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