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Personality can predict placebo response to pain 
 
DOI: 10.1038/NPP.2012.227 
 
Intrinsic personality traits can predict which individuals would be more likely to experience pain-
relieving placebo effects in response to a painful experience, according to a study published this 
week in Neuropsychopharmacology. These findings could be useful for identifying individuals 
likely to show high placebo responses in clinical trials. 

Delivering a non-pain-relieving substance such as a sugar pill can have strong analgesic 
effects in some individuals, particularly when they anticipate that the treatment will reduce their 
pain. Placebo analgesic effects are thought to take place, at least in part, by the activation of 
endogenous opioids as a result of positive expectations. Placebo responses can interfere with the 
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development of new medications by influencing responses to active and inert treatments during 
clinical trials.  

This study by Jon-Kar Zubieta and colleagues assessed the personality traits of 50 
volunteer subjects who were given a painful stimulus that involved hypertonic saline injection into 
the jaw muscles. Those that scored high on resiliency, altruism, straightforwardness and low on 
measures of anger and hostility were more likely to experience a pain-relieving placebo response 
to the painful stimulus. These individuals also showed decreases in stress hormones in their 
blood and greater activation of endogenous opioids in brain regions known to regulate responses 
to painful and pleasurable experiences.  
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