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Dear editor
We would like to express a concern with a recent systematic review which aimed to 
characterise the placebo effect in trials for spine procedures.1 The authors extracted 
baseline and follow-up outcome measures within the sham arms of trials and 
conducted meta-analysis on these data. This method is not appropriate for the 
aims of the review because it does not measure the placebo effect.

The placebo effect can only be measured by comparing outcomes in the placebo 
arm to outcomes in the “no treatment” arm.2 In this review, the within-group 
change of the sham arms was incorrectly labelled “the placebo effect”. The authors 
acknowledge that their measure of the placebo effect was confounded by other 
factors such as statistical factors, biological properties of the disease progression 
and psychological aspects of receiving attention by clinical staff. Given they under-
stood this issue, it is puzzling why they persisted with this flawed measure of the 
placebo effect.

The language used in this article, eg, describing the within-group change over 
time as “the placebo effect”, is misleading. Arguing that placebo has different 
effects in patients whose pain arises from the disc, facet joint or SIJ is also 
misleading. It is possible that these types of back pain have different natural 
histories. The paper overstates the placebo effect because when the placebo effect 
is studied with correct methods (by comparing a “placebo” arm to a “no treatment” 
arm), the placebo effect on pain outcomes is typically small (SMD -0.28 (-0.36 to - 
0.19)).2

It is a common misunderstanding that placebos can have large and powerful 
clinical effects.3 This view is probably driven by studies like this one that incor-
rectly calculate the size of the placebo effect. Three reviews cited in this review 
also incorrectly calculate the placebo effect as within group change.4–6 If we are to 
understand what, if any, role placebos have in clinical care, we first need to measure 
it correctly.
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