IS THE USE OF PLACEBO ESSENTIAL IN HEADACHE TRIALS? NO
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Normally placebo effects diminish during a few weeks of treatment. In migraine we can observe an
adverse effect: even during placebo treatment and even when this manner of treatment is announced,
in migraine patients attack frequency will be reduced during placebo treatment. When patients are
provided with positive information about the treatment efficacy of both placebo and medication during
migraine attacks; more-over: the positive effect persists also during announcing the treatment as
placebo (Kam-Hansen et al. 2014). This effect may be explained by a Pavlonian conditioning process,
where the expected effect of the treatment results in reducing headaches. This may work like the self-
fulfilling-prophecy-theory (Merton 1968), where expectations about the effect of the medication may
influence their real impact widely.

My statement above should therefore be modified: Once the medication effect is conditioned, both use
of placebo and use of verum medication may result in an improvement of headache. Therefore
headache trials should record the opinion of the patients how the medication (verum or placebo) works
and how he beliefs and how he expects that the medication works. Additionally the way of
communication between physician and patient should be recorded. If the physician is convinced that
the medication or the treatment will work, it will work!

Therefore the use of placebo is not essential in headache trials, because all medication will work when
it is announced as being efficient and forceful. We should better assess the patient’s opinion about the
effect of medication and we should distribute the medication with full belief and conviction.
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