
The Placebo Effect 
In competitive sport, athletes are constantly seeking novel methods to improve performance and 
gain an edge on the opposition. The line between what constitutes a legal or illegal ergogenic aid 
may not be a sharp one, and the prohibited list of substances and methods from the World Anti-
Doping Agency (WADA) continues to evolve and be updated. For example, taking human 
recombinant erythropoietin (r-HuEPO) to improve the oxygen-carrying capacity of the blood is 
currently banned. However, sleeping in an altitude tent which elicits a similar physiological 
effect is not banned. Many athletes delve into the ethically grey area of taking supplements 
which, although not on the prohibited list, claim to produce similar effects to those substances 
which are banned. Many of these supplements have no clear evidence supporting an ergogenic 
effect: however, despite such substances potentially being biologically inert, it is possible that 
the belief of the athlete that such substances are beneficial may improve physiological 
performance via a placebo effect.  
 
The placebo effect is real and measurable. It is because of this that the placebo controlled trial is 
the gold standard for medical research. This raises the possibility that some of the benefits of 
illegal performance enhancing drugs, such as r-HuEPO, may be mediated by a placebo effect. 
 
In recent research, reported in the August 2015 issue of MSSE,  significant improvement in 
performance was found following one week of daily placebo administration. Qualitative analysis 
of interviews with participants suggests that the placebo improved performance in two ways. 
First, by reducing the perception of effort and, second, by increasing potential motivation – in 
other words, the highest amount of effort that the athlete was prepared to exert during the race. 
We also found a role for cognitive beliefs and expectations in mediating the placebo effect – 
those who anticipated the greatest positive change from taking the placebo and perceived 
decreased physical effort during training, had the greatest improvements in performance. Thus, 
like lucky horseshoes, you need to believe in the effect for it to work. 
 
This magnitude of improvement with placebo, at 1.2 percent, was smaller than the reported 
effect of r-HuEPO on performance in similar competitive events (~5-6 percent). However, this 
effect is nevertheless of clear sporting relevance. In the 2012 Olympics, the difference between 
the gold medal and fourth place was less than one percent in all track events from 1500m to 
10000m for both men and women. Thus, this real ergogenic effect of placebo perhaps raises an 
interesting philosophical and ethical issue. Is a coach who provides his/her athlete with 
“‘supplements”’ to improve performance facilitating a placebo effect by instilling the belief that 
ergogenic effects will occur? Moreover, if they do this in the absence of objective evidence that 
the supplement is beneficial, are they engaging in a morally questionable and deceptive practice 
or simply following their duty, as coaches, to use all (legal) means possible to get the best out 
their athlete? 

http://journals.lww.com/acsm-msse/Fulltext/2015/08000/Effects_of_an_Injected_Placebo_on_Endurance.15.aspx
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Did you know you can work out and exercise with a trainer at your home, office, hotel room or 
pretty much anywhere in the world with online personal training?   

Sign-up for a free consultation with me today.   
 

Click Here to sign-up for our e-mail list so can receive all of our articles & download your free 
copy of our Dietary Information e-book. 

 
View our books on Amazon by Clicking Here. Learn how to get a free audio book with all of the 

key fitness and nutrition principles here. 
 

Like us on Facebook/Connect with us on LinkedIn/Follow us on Twitter 
Pinterest/Instagram/YouTube 
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Make sure to forward to friends and followers! 
 

http://www.yelp.com/biz/destiny-management-llc-dba-hyper-x-racwear-bellevue-2
http://www.citysearch.com/profile/605848082/bellevue_wa/destiny_management.html
http://www.angieslist.com/AngiesList/Review/7968094
https://destinymgmt.com/schedule-an-appointment
http://destinymgmt.com/newsletter
http://bit.ly/TheFinalEdgeWintheWeightLossGame
https://www.facebook.com/DestinyManagementLLC/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/terry-linde-7907734
http://www.twitter.com/hyperxracewear
http://pinterest.com/destinymgmt
https://www.instagram.com/destinymanagementllc/
http://www.youtube.com/c/TerryLinde

