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How far does the context trick the mind? What
placebos are teaching us about human perception

and performance
Thursday, September 11, 2025 2:10 PM (20 minutes)

Placebo research has primarily focused on the pain domain, aiming to develop strategies that improve patients’
conditions by enhancing clinical outcomes and preserving a positive therapeutic context. When this context
is misperceived, however, it can instead trigger distress and fear. Building on this foundation, expanding
placebo research into other domains could provide valuable insights into what aspects of human functioning
are susceptible to contextual modulation and how these could be applied clinically across various conditions.
The latest findings emerge from studies on motor performance and visual perception.
In examining how placebos can influence endurance and fatigue, researchers have found that motor units in
the peripheral nervous system fire at different frequencies when sensory feedback is externally modulated
to enhance motor output. Response to placebos can also show remarkable specificity: an arm that receives
a placebo treatment can demonstrate greater resistance during exercise compared to the same person’s un-
treated arm.
Moreover, recent findings indicate that the cognitive elaboration of a primary sensory modality (the visual
system) and its related EEG potentials in occipital areas can be shaped by contextual factors. Participants who
were told that their vision would improve correctly identified more letters.
These findings suggest that placebos can produce specific, measurable effects—ones that could be translated
into clinical settings to support and enhance therapeutic outcomes. This raises intriguing questions: could lo-
calized placebos be more effective than those administered to the whole body? Could we dissect each sensory
modality and determine which one to enhance based on the patients’needs?
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