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Healthcare 
Professional-Patient 

relationship: 
THE PLACEBO EFFECT
OF COMMUNICATION

Prof. Emanuela Mazza
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What we will talk about

• What are placebo effects and determinants in clinical practice

• The role of the placebo effect in communication
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Placebo, first person 
singular of the future of the 

Latin verb piacere: 
I will please
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How would you define 
the placebo effect?
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Placebo effects
Placebo effects are the 
psycho-neuro-bio-
behavioral effects resulting 
from the patient's perception, 
interpretation and response 
to a therapeutic context 
(psychosocial and 
environmental).
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Placebo Effects

INCIDENTAL

intentionally DETERMINED
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Mechanisms for producing them

• Conditioning
• Increasing 

expectations
• Reducing stress 

and anxiety

8



28/11/23

3

Determinant factors

Nature of the disease

Care Process

Interaction and 
communication 

between patient and 
professional

Patient’s and 
Professional’s 

Individual Factors

Environmental 
Factors
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Patient 
perception

Development 
of trust

Pre-existing 
hopes

Pre-existing 
expectationsPre-existing 

beliefs
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How is the placebo 
effect measured?
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• Neurological
• Functional
• Biochemical 

SUBJECTIVE ASPECTS

OBSERVATION OF RESULTS
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• Why communication 
in Healthcare is 
important

• What role does 
communication play 
with placebo effects
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"It is more important 
to know the person 

than the disease."
Hippocrates V sec. A.C.
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“Alongside the positive effects of 
placebo there can also be negative 

effects (nocebo effect). This can 
happen when communication is hasty 
is excessively ambiguous and loaded 
with negative suggestions that in the 
patient's brain translate into a feeling 

of threat to one's health." 

Nature Medicine 2011
Prof. Fabrizio Benedetti / Univ. Torino / National 

Institute of Neuroscience
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Mechanisms for producing
Placebo Effects

• Conditioning
• Increasing 

expectations
• Reducing stress 

and anxiety
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LISTENING allows one 
to use WORDS and 

BEHAVIORS 
to activate these 

mechanisms.
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Chinese Ideogram of Listening
Ears

Listen Eyes - See

Attention
Focus

Heart
Feel/Perceive

Mind
Think
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• What is the most 
important thing 
you take home today?
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“Words have a magical power. 
They can bring either 

the greatest happiness or deepest despair; they 
are capable of arousing 

the strongest emotions and 
prompting all men’s actions.”

Sigmund Freud
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Thanks!
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