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By Joy Onozuka

The power of the mind to influence healing has long 
been understood intuitively, as noted thousands of years 
ago by the Greek physician Hippocrates (c. 460–370 
BC). But it wasn’t until the 1950s that the notion of 
the placebo effect entered mainstream thinking about 
the power of the patient’s belief in the success of a 
prescribed medical treatment. 

The landmark publication credited with that shift 
was The Powerful Placebo, by Dr. Henry Beecher, an 
anesthesiologist at Harvard Medical School. Beecher 
concluded, after reviewing 15 studies involving 1,082 
patients, that 35 percent of patients benefited from placebo 
alone. His paper, published in 1955 in the Journal of the 
American Medical Association, had tremendous influence, 
despite profound flaws, adding credence to the importance 
of a patient’s expectation and faith in positive outcomes. 

Indeed, procedures such as sham surgeries, hypnosis, 
acupuncture, and other treatments aimed at making a 

patient feel better are believed to work through placebo 
effect. And the more dramatic the intervention, the bigger 
the placebo effect, as demonstrated by using larger bitter-
tasting pills versus smaller sweet ones to increase the 
placebo effect.  

There are two types of placebos: 
• “pure” placebos, such as sugar pills or saline solution, 

which have no pharmacological effect
• “impure” placebos, which are medications with 

pharmacological effect but not for the condition 
being treated, such as vitamins or antibiotics in viral 
infections
Though there is still much that is not understood 

about the mind’s ability to heal, brain-imaging technology 
has verified the physiological effects of placebos. For 
instance, when taken as painkillers, placebos decreased 
activity in parts of the brain associated with pain. So, if 
you believe that something works, then it actually might 
facilitate healing and treatment outcomes.  

“Medicine is not only a science; it is also an art. It does not consist 
of compounding pills and plasters; it deals with the very processes 
of life, which must be understood before they may be guided.”

— Paracelsus, Swiss scientist
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