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Modern	medicine,	which	is	so	powerful	in	treating	acute	disease,	is	missing	nearly	 
80	percent	of	what	contributes	to	healing	for	patients	with	complex,	multi-factorial,	

chronic disease .1	Drugs	do	not	heal	these	patients.	The	inherent	healing	capacity	in	each	
of	us	will	produce	most	of	their	healing.	But	how	do	we	better	help	patients	tap	into	that	
healing capacity? 

Within a clinical encounter, the ritual and context of a treatment enhance healing. 
These underlying processes impact us independent of the theory or content of a 
treatment	itself,	as	shown	by	the	placebo	research	literature.	Ritual	and	context	give	the	
treatment	meaning,	resulting	in	measurable	physiological	and	psychological	changes	that	
enhance healing . I call this the meaning response.	Expectation,	especially	unconscious	
expectation,	also	contributes	to	the	meaning	response.

Through the evidence and ethical use of research on the placebo response, you can 
help	your	patients	tap	into	their	inherent	healing	capacity.	This	guide	shows	you	how	to	
integrate	knowledge	about	the	placebo	response—which	is	better	defined	as	a	response	
to	the	context	and	meaning	of	a	treatment	instead	of	as	an	inert	agent—into	your	
practice.	

Many	of	the	17	evidence-based	ways	to	use	the	meaning	response	in	your	practice	
highlighted	in	this	guide	are	easy	to	use	and	don’t	require	extra	time.	This	guide	also	
offers	a	practical,	systematic	process	for	using	this	knowledge	in	your	practice.	

You can use research on placebo responses to enhance the healing response to any 
treatment.	I	hope	that	you	find	this	guide	a	useful	roadmap	to	harnessing	the	power	of	
placebo	in	your	practice.

Yours in health,
Wayne Jonas, MD

LETTER FROM WAYNE JONAS, MD
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ENHANCE THE MEANING RESPONSE IN YOUR PRACTICE 

Few	terms	have	been	more	mis-used	and	caused	more	confusion	than	placebo	and	the	
placebo	effect.	Placebo	is	most	commonly	defined	as	an	inert	substance	such	as	a	sugar	
pill	or	an	injection	of	salt	water	or	a	fake	treatment	used	in	medicine.	But	there	is	another	
definition	of	placebo	that	is	more	useful	in	practice:	a	response	to	the	context	and	
meaning	of	a	treatment.	Using	this	definition,	knowledge	about	the	placebo	response	can	
be	used	to	enhance	the	effects	of	any	treatment	and	should	be	a	standard	part	of	medical	
practice.

THE MEANING RESPONSE

An inert treatment cannot cause a biological response . Thus, a “response” to a placebo 
alone,	as	the	term	is	most	commonly	used,	is	impossible.	The	so-called	placebo	response	
is actually a response—with measurable biological and psychological changes—to the 
meaning of a treatment as delivered through treatment rituals. This is the meaning 
response.

When applied in medicine, the meaning response becomes the healing response . 
Providers	can	enhance	healing	from	any	therapy,	whether	active	or	inert,	or	conventional	
or complementary, and whether proven or not, using knowledge about the meaning 
response	based	on	placebo	research.	This	is	especially	powerful	in	stimulating	the	
inherent	healing	capacity	of	patients	with	complex,	multi-factorial,	chronic	disease.

How Placebo Works

Research on the placebo effect has identified three underlying mechanisms of the 
meaning response. They are:

1.  Expectations: Unconscious expectations are especially powerful in the 
meaning response. 

2.  Rituals: The rituals and context of medicine induce healing or can impair it.

3.  Conditioning: Repeated exposure to an experience, behavior or event 
reinforces expectations and rituals, enhancing the response.
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ENHANCE THE MEANING RESPONSE IN YOUR PRACTICE

THE ETHICAL USE OF KNOWLEDGE FROM PLACEBO 
RESEARCH

Many	physicians	consider	placebo	to	be	giving	patients	an	inert	pill	without	telling	
them	it	is	inert—and	so	is	deceiving	patients.	Being	deceptive	would	make	the	use	of	

placebo unethical . However, using an 
inert pill (a placebo pill) or describing 
placebo as inert is neither required nor 
recommended to access the healing 
power of meaning.

The	use	of	research-based	knowledge	
on placebo to achieve the meaning 
response should not be deceptive. 
The ritual of the clinical encounter and 

an	explanation	about	how	the	treatment	works	in	the	context	of	a	trusting	physician–
patient	relationship	is	a	powerful	clinical	tool—and	an	ethical	way	to	use	the	power	of	the	
placebo response . 

Most ways to harness the power of placebo to enhance healing involve the skill in the 
clinical encounter and the physician’s manner and behavior . Many are easy to do and 
don’t	take	extra	time.

“What is unethical is if physicians do not 
use the power of the so-called placebo 
response in the best interest of patients.”

—Wayne Jonas, MD



 Harness	the	Power	of	Placebo	for	Your	Patients:	Enhance Healing Based on Knowledge from Placebo Research 7

ENHANCE THE MEANING RESPONSE IN YOUR PRACTICE

7 Easy Ways to Harness the Power of Placebo Every Day2

1.  Inform the patient about what he/she/they can expect and use positive 
messages.3,4, 5 Patients who are better informed about their treatment and who 
receive positive messages about what to expect heal more. Let the patient know 
the intention of the treatment effects.

2.  Listen and provide empathy and understanding.5,6 Listen to the patient and 
respond in a way that enhances the therapeutic effect through positive messages 
based on the patient’s expectations. When possible, touch the patient with 
empathy and reassurance.

3.  Be warm and caring when delivering treatment.5 Use a calm tone of voice, look 
at the patient and touch him/her/them.

4.  Be confident and credible when delivering treatment.7,8,9 Present the treatment 
in a way that shows your confidence in its power to heal. Understand the 
treatment’s mechanism of action, ensure that credible science supports it and 
explain how it works to the patient.

5.  Incorporate reassurance, relaxation, suggestion and anxiety-reduction 
methods.10,11,12 For example, a smile, a touch or an expression of caring can 
provide reassurance and induce relaxation. Frame the goals of treatment in 
positive language (how much improvement the patient can expect) rather than 
negative language (chance of not working).

6.  Deliver a safe and easy-to-use conditioned stimulus along with the therapy. 
13,14,15,16,17,18,19,20 The repeated ritual of treatment (taking a pill each day), preparing 
special food and linking treatment to smell or light exposure are examples. 

7.  Align all beliefs congruently. 8, 21,22,23 Align your beliefs with those of the patient, 
his/her family, and the culture.
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ENHANCE THE MEANING RESPONSE IN YOUR PRACTICE 

EVIDENCE SUPPORTING THE POWER OF MEANINGFUL 
MESSAGES 

Many studies illustrate the role of the physician’s manner and behavior in providing 
meaningful messages that enhance the healing response .

Healing by offering positive messages
In	one	study,	for	example,	200	patients	with	symptoms	but	no	abnormal	physical	
disease	were	randomized	to	a	positive	or	a	negative	consultation.	Two	weeks	later,	the	
percentage	of	patients	who	said	they	were	better	was:5

• 39%	for	patients	who	had	negative	consultations
• 64%	for	patients	who	had	positive	consultations	

Healing by providing informed consent 
In	another	study,	patients	with	cancer	
being treated for pain were randomized 
to either receive or not receive 
informed consent . They were further 
randomized to receive placebo or 
naproxen.	Researchers	found	that:24

•		Patients	who	received	informed	
consent reported more pain relief—
whether	they	were	taking	naproxen	
or	placebo—than	patients	who	did	
not receive informed consent . 

Healing by understanding patients’ 
expectations 
Studies in Parkinson disease illustrate 

the	role	of	expectation	in	a	healing	response.	In	one	study,	10	patients	with	Parkinson	
disease	treated	with	deep	brain	stimulation	thought	their	conditions	improved	when	they	
thought	the	device	had	been	turned	“on”	when	it	was	actually	“off.”25

In	another	study,	when	patients	with	Parkinson	disease	expected	to	receive	a	medicine	
that	would	stimulate	their	bodies	to	produce	dopamine	and	reduce	their	symptoms,	but	
were actually given a placebo, their bodies begin to produce dopamine .26 

“In my own practice, I saw that a 
patient’s response to my treatments 
was often significantly affected by how I 
delivered them. 

Sometimes even subtle inflections in my 
voice—or the expression in my eyes—while 
delivering the diagnosis and therapy 
could launch a patient either on a path 
toward healing or a spiral of despair and a 
worsening of the condition.”

—Wayne Jonas, MD
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ENHANCE THE MEANING RESPONSE IN YOUR PRACTICE 

10 MORE WAYS TO HARNESS THE POWER OF PLACEBO FOR 
YOUR PATIENTS2

Here	are	10	more	ways	to	enhance	healing	with	placebo:

1.  Follow up.27	Reinforce	the	therapeutic	interaction	by	following	up	with	patients	
through	automated	reminders	such	as	text	messages	or	phone	calls	from	staff	or	
more	frequent	office	visits.	This	taps	into	conditioning,	a	mechanism	of	the	placebo	
response,	by	reinforcing	it	with	the	expectancy,	another	mechanism	of	the	placebo	
response,	to	enhance	the	healing	response	started	during	the	office	visit.	

2.  Determine which treatments your patient believes in.8,16,28	Talk	to	the	patient	about	
his/her/their beliefs about treatments and recommend safe treatments that are aligned 
with those beliefs . Make sure you believe in them too . 

3.  Use a light, laser or an electronic device to deliver and track the treatment, when 
possible.29	Patients	often	believe	that	these	devices	help	them	heal.	This	may	produce	
a	conditioning	response.	Be	sure	the	light,	laser	or	electronic	device	is	safe	and	not	
expensive.	Make	sure	to	explain	why	you	are	using	it	so	you	don’t	deceive	the	patient.	

4.  Match the appearance to the desired effect.30,31 The color and size of pills make a 
difference.	For	example,	anti-anxiety,	sedative	and	anti-depression	medications	are	
usually	in	soft	colors	such	as	blue,	purple	or	pink,	while	stimulants	are	usually	bright	
colors such as orange, yellow or red . 

5.  Use more frequent dosing.31	Taking	a	pill	or	any	action	that	reinforces	a	therapeutic	
expectation	can	enhance	an	associated	healing	response.	However,	patients	don’t	
always	want	to	take	pills	more	frequently.	Find	the	right	balance;	don’t	just	reflexively	
reduce the frequency . 

6.  Apply therapies in “therapeutic” settings.32 Clinics and hospitals are more powerful 
therapeutic	settings	than	the	patient’s	home.

7.  Pay attention to the route of administration.33 Needles, when appropriate, produce a 
greater	effect	than	pills.
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8.  Use the newest and most prominent treatment available.29,34	Patients	often	believe	
that	new	treatments	work	best.	However,	new	treatments	are	usually	expensive,	so	
find	the	balance	that	works	for	each	patient.	

9.  Use a well-known name brand identified with success.35	Patients	often	believe	that	
well-known	brands	work	best.	This	method	may	be	difficult	to	use,	however,	due	to	
the	increased	use	of	generic	drugs,	which	are	less	expensive.	

10.  Cut or stick the skin or poke into an orifice when this is appropriate and important.34 
This enhances the healing response .

ENHANCE THE MEANING RESPONSE IN YOUR PRACTICE 

Looks Matter

How pills or a container of pills looks makes a difference for the effectiveness of 
the medicine inside. A randomized, controlled trial compared four ways to treat 
headache in 835 women:

• Aspirin with a well-known brand name label
• The same aspirin with no label 
• Placebo labeled as the well-known brand of aspirin
• Placebo with no label

Researchers found:33

• Taking a pill (whether placebo or aspirin) improved the headache at about a two-to-one 
ratio over no treatment

• Among the patients taking placebo, headache relief was reported one hour after taking 
the pill in:
 » 64% of women who took the branded placebo 
 » 45% of the women who took the unbranded placebo
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A VAST BODY OF EVIDENCE FOR MEANING IN CLINICAL 
PRACTICE

Along with the studies related to some of the ways to harness the power of placebo, a 
vast	body	of	evidence	supports	the	general	use	of	meaning	responses	in	clinical	practice.	

Overall, studies have shown a healing response rate 
of	between	30	and	70	percent	for	inert	treatments:
• Back in 1955, Henry Beecher, MD, reported 
that	about	one-third	of	all	effects	are	due	to	
placebo in the Journal of the American Medical 
Association .36 

• Since then, several studies have reported 
response rates to inert treatments of up to 70% 
or more .37 

Healing pain 
Pain	often	responds	to	healing	rituals.	A	large	
“individual	data	meta-analysis”	combined	data	from	
29	large,	high-quality	studies	of	acupuncture	for	
chronic	pain	involving	17,922	patients.	Results	showed	that:38 

• Approximately	40%	of	the	effect	was	specific	to	acupuncture.	
• The	other	60%	of	the	effect	was	due	to	the	art	of	how	acupuncture	was	delivered—
the	ritual,	context	and	meaning	that	accompanied	its	delivery.	

Researchers	also	reported	that:

• Patients	receiving	acupuncture	had	less	pain,	with	scores	0.23	(95%	confidence	
interval	[CI],	0.13-0.33),	0.16	(95%	CI,	0.07-0.25)	and	0.15	(95%	CI,	0.07-0.24)	
standard	deviations	lower	than	sham	controls	for	back	and	neck	pain,	osteoarthritis	
and	chronic	headache,	respectively.	The	effect	sizes	in	comparison	to	no	acupuncture	
controls	were	even	larger:	0.55	(95%	CI,	0.51-0.58),	0.57	(95%	CI,	0.50-0.64)	and	
0.42	(95%	CI,	0.37-0.46),	for	back/neck,	osteoarthritis	and	headache,	respectively.

ENHANCE THE MEANING RESPONSE IN YOUR PRACTICE 

About 30% to 70% 
of patients receiving 

placebo in studies have 
a healing response. 
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Healing other conditions
Other	conditions	shown	to	improve	during	placebo	treatments	include	anxiety	and	
depression,	immune	and	autoimmune	diseases,	allergic	conditions	and	respiratory	
problems such as asthma .39	In	depression,	for	example,	studies	have	shown	that	anti-
depressants	and	placebo	are	almost	equally	effective40:

• A	little	over	half	of	people	who	take	anti-depressants	get	better.
• Almost	half	of	people	who	take	a	placebo	for	depression	get	better.

L ike other clinical skills, using the mechanisms of placebo to enhance healing requires 
knowledge	and	practice.	The	HOPE	(Healing-oriented	Practices	and	Environments)	

note	provides	a	practical,	systematic	process	for	doing	this.	

A THERAPEUTIC RITUAL BASED ON THE MEANING OF 
TREATMENT

The HOPE note	is	a	therapeutic	ritual	that	guides	you	through	a	patient-centered	
process	to	identify	the	patient’s	values	and	goals.	It	draws	heavily	from	research	on	the	

placebo	effect	to	apply	the	mechanisms	
of the meaning response .

The meaning response is what really 
happens in response to placebo 
treatments . Measurable physiological 
and psychological changes occur due 
to	the	rituals	and	context	of	therapy—
whether	the	treatment	is	active	or	
inert.	The	rituals	and	context	of	therapy	
create meaning . The “same” treatment 
can	have	significantly	different	effects	
depending on the physician’s behavior 

and	the	care	setting.	When	applied	in	medicine,	the	meaning	response	becomes	the	
healing response . 

A PRACTICAL PROCESS FOR ENHANCING HEALING 

“Placebos don’t heal. It is the person 
who heals and the providers who help 
them through their relationships and the 
meaning and rituals of the treatment 
process. This is how you apply placebo 
research in practice.”

—Wayne Jonas, MD

http://drwaynejonas.com/resources-old/hope-note/
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USING THE HOPE NOTE TO ENHANCE THE HEALING 
RESPONSE

Building	off	the	SOAP	(subjective,	objective,	assessment	and	plan)	note	that	providers	
apply	every	day	in	practice,	the	HOPE	note	is	a	systematic	process	for	infusing	
knowledge	from	placebo	research	into	therapeutic	encounters.	It	reframes	the	patient	
experience	from	one	of	disease	treatment	to	one	that	emphasizes	self-healing	and	
integrates	evidence-based	complementary	and	lifestyle	approaches	into	conventional	
medical	care.	The	HOPE	note	is	a	tool	for	applying	an	integrative,	or	whole	person,	
approach in health care .

Focusing on what matters most to the patient 
The	HOPE	note	guides	the	provider	in	identifying	what	matters	most	to	the	patient	
in life and for healing and tailoring the treatment to this purpose . The process begins 
with	finding	out	what	matters	to	the	patient.	During	the	clinical	encounter,	the	provider	
identifies	the	patient’s	values	and	goals	in	life—why	the	patient	wants	health.	Then	the	
provider	discusses	the	medical	care	and	self-care	that	the	patient	is	using	or	has	used.	

A PRACTICAL PROCESS FOR ENHANCING HEALING 

PATIENT

Values
Goals
Beliefs

Expectations

PROVIDER

Ritual
Context
Evidence

Enhanced Treatment 
Effect
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Finally,	the	provider	aligns	what	matters	to	the	patient	with	his/her/their	beliefs	and	
expectations	and	uses	evidence	from	placebo	research	to	integrate	with	those	practices.	
The	provider	then	identifies	a	therapy	that	actively	engages	the	patient	in	their	own	
healing	and	will	enhance	the	patient’s	healing	response	for	achieving	their	life	goals.	This	
person-centered	process	creates	a	therapeutic	alliance	between	provider	and	patient.

The HOPE note discussion and action plan 
You	begin	the	HOPE	note	by	asking	the	patient	a	series	of	questions	geared	to	evaluate	
the	areas	of	life	that	impact	his/her	health.	You	and	the	patient	then	develop	a	patient	
action	plan.	

The HOPE note template	has	specific	questions	in	each	area.	(Click	on	the	HOPE	note	
questions.)

You	and	the	patient	agree	upon	the	plan	and	set	and	track	goals.	Continuing	support	can	
come through your team, and/or include a health coach, group visits, health apps and 
ongoing	informational	resources.

A PRACTICAL PROCESS FOR ENHANCING HEALING 

The HOPE Note Questions

© 2019 Wayne Jonas, MD

LIFESTYLE & 
BEHAVIORAL AREAS

• What do you do during the 
day?

• What is your lifestyle like?

MENTAL & SPIRITUAL 
AREAS

• What is your goal for your 
healing?

• What’s meaningful for you?

PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT

• What is your home like?
• Your work and/or school 

environment?
• Do you get out in nature?

SOCIAL & EMOTIONAL 
AREAS

• What are your connections 
and relationships?

1

2

3

4

1       2        3        4

http://drwaynejonas.com/resources-old/hope-note/hope-visit/
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CHALLENGES OF USING KNOWLEDGE FROM PLACEBO 
RESEARCH IN YOUR PRACTICE

While	the	evidence	supporting	the	meaning	response	is	strong,	there	are	several	
challenges	in	using	knowledge	from	placebo	research	in	your	practice.

Changing the physician’s mindset
Outside	of	serious	conditions	
or injuries, most healing occurs 
spontaneously and through the 
patient’s	inherent	healing	capacity.	
Going into these encounters with this 
knowledge helps . 

The	therapeutic	interaction	between	
physician	and	patient	enhances	this	
natural recovery process . Placebo 
research	offers	many	effective	ways	
to	enhance	this	healing.	Pay	attention	
to	this	often	“hidden”	interaction	
throughout your day . 

Being aware of the physician’s impact
The	physician’s	manner	and	behavior	have	strong	psychological	and	physiological	effects	
on	patients.	The	mind	and	body	are	not	separate.	You	must	be	aware	of	this	and	not	
underestimate	the	impact	of	behaviors	that	might	seem	subtle	or	trivial	to	you.	Once	you	
are aware of this, customize what you say and do to enhance the healing response during 
clinical	encounters	with	patients.	

A PRACTICAL PROCESS FOR ENHANCING HEALING 

HOPE Note Tools 

The	HOPE	Note	Guide	(Long)
The	HOPE	Note	Overview	(Short)
Coding and Payment Guide
Personal Health Inventory
Recommended	Assessments	List
HOPE	Note	questions
Resources	to	Support	Patients

http://drwaynejonas.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/HopeNoteGuide2018-WEB.pdf
http://drwaynejonas.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/Hope-Note-2-Pager-PHYSICIANS_WEB.pdf
http://drwaynejonas.com/resources-old/hope-note/preparation/
https://drwaynejonas.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/PHI-Flyer-V11-Color.pdf
http://drwaynejonas.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/Hope-Note-Assessments.pdf
http://drwaynejonas.com/resources-old/hope-note/hope-visit/
http://drwaynejonas.com/resources-old/hope-note/continued-support/
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Integrative	health	is	the	pursuit	of	personal	health	and	wellbeing	foremost,	while	addressing disease as needed with the support of a health care team dedicated to all 
proven	approaches—conventional,	complementary	and	self-care.	

Optimal	health	and	wellbeing	arise	when	we	attend	to	all	factors	that	influence	healing,	
including:

• Medical treatment
• Personal behaviors
• Social	and	emotional	dimensions
• Mental and spiritual factors
• Social, economic and environmental determinants of health

INTEGRATIVE HEALTH AND KNOWLEDGE FROM PLACEBO RESEARCH

Conventional 
Medicine

Self-Care
Complementary 

& Alternative 
Medicine

LIFESTYLE  
MEDICINE

INTEGRATIVE 
MEDICINE

INTEGRATIVE HEALTH

SOCIAL, ECONOMIC & ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACTS
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Integrative medicine	is	the	coordinated	delivery	of	evidence-based	conventional	medical	
care,	complementary	medicine	and	drugless	approaches	for	producing	optimal	health	and	
wellbeing .

Integrative primary care is	the	coordinated	delivery	of	evidence-based	conventional	
medical care, complementary medicine and lifestyle medicine within a primary care 
practice.

Lifestyle medicine	incorporates	evidence-based	self-care	and	behavioral	(lifestyle)	
approaches	into	conventional	medical	practice	to	enhance	health	and	healing.

Integrative health	redefines	the	relationship	between	the	practitioner	and	patient	by	
focusing	on	the	whole	person	and	the	whole	community.	It	is	informed	by	scientific	
evidence	and	makes	use	of	all	appropriate	preventive,	therapeutic,	and	palliative	
approaches;	health	care	professionals	and	disciplines	to	promote	optimal	health	and	
wellbeing.	This	includes	the	coordination	of	conventional	medicine,	complementary/
alternative	medicine	and	lifestyle/self-care.

The	meaning	response	involves	the	use	of	information	from	research	on	the	placebo	
effect	to	enhance	healing	from	any	treatment—whether	active	or	inert,	conventional	or	
complementary.	Methods	to	bring	integrative	care	into	primary	care	such	as	the	HOPE	
note draw heavily from placebo research .

INTEGRATIVE HEALTH AND KNOWLEDGE FROM PLACEBO RESEARCH
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CONCLUSION

T he true role of the mechanisms underlying the placebo response in enhancing healing 
is	overshadowed	by	the	traditional	meaning	of	placebo	as	an	inert	substance	and	

the myth of its ability to produce a response . By reframing placebo as a response to the 
context	and	meaning	of	a	treatment,	you	can	tap	into	the	inherent	healing	capacity	of	
your	patients	and	enhance	the	effects	of	any	treatment.

The 17 ways to harness the power of 
research on placebo in this guide are 
especially	useful	in	treating	patients	
with chronic disease . Most of these 
ways	focus	on	the	physician–patient	
encounter and the rituals of treatment . 
Many are easy to integrate into your 
daily	practice	of	medicine.

“Information from research on placebo 
enhances the effectiveness of any 
treatment.”

—Wayne Jonas, MD

Benefits of Using Information From Research on Placebo in Your Practice

• Durable low-risk, healing response
• More effective than treatments the patient doesn’t believe in
• A safe choice when patients can’t tolerate a treatment
• A cost-effective choice when patients can’t afford a treatment 
• Less physician burnout by putting relationships back into health care
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