BOOK REVIEW

Understanding the placebo effect

The placebo effect and health. Combining science and
compassionate care. W Grant Thompson. New York:
Prometheus Books, 2005 (350 pp, $23.35). ISBN 159102 275 4.

THE PLACEBO EFFECT, surrounded by myths
resistant to time and research, fascinates research-
ers and clinicians alike. It has been said that the
placebo effect is the only action which all medical
treatment has in common, and, in some instances,
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read and up-to-date on recent developments, he
’ makes complex things understandable without
oversimplifying them. His book is extensively refer-
enced and helped by a detailed index — a text that
can be used for reference as well as for reading. The
“story” that Thompson develops before his readers’
eyes is coherent and exciting.
There are of course many books on placebo, but
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it is the only useful action. Therefore, we all (g(()?:':;(\';;( this one is among the better ones in its class. It is
should have a keen interest in it. (:‘)Mr:"f:?"_)-\ia\"l“n not aimed at the specialist researcher nor at the

Understanding the placebo effect is difficult. \adi uninformed layperson. For the many people who
There are, it seems, more definitions on offer than W. GRANT find themselves between these two extremes The

research groups investigating it — and all are
unsatisfactory in one way or another. Difficulties
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placebo effect and health will be useful. Its strength
lies in that it is easy to read, even when the subject

increase when trying to answer some of the many
questions that placebos pose. Do we need placebos to generate a
placebo effect? What elements constitute a placebo response? Are
placebo effects always beneficial? Are some situations more pla-
cebo-prone than others? What ethical implication does the use of a
placebo have in research or clinical practice?

Grant Thompson, a clinician, researcher and science writer,
addresses these and other questions with analytical clarity. Well

matter is complex.

As the placebo effect is responsible for so much of
the success of medical interventions, it seems a good idea to
know what it is about.

Edzard Ernst
Director, Complementary Medicine
Peninsula Medical School, Exeter, UK

BOOKS RECEIVED

Abnormal laboratory results. Kellerman G. Sydney: McGraw-Hill, 2005 (xvii + 302 pp
$34.95) ISBN 007471586 0.

Aboriginal suicide is different. Tatz C. Canberra: Aboriginal Studies Press, 2005
(xv+191 pp $34.95) ISBN 085575 498 2.

Atlas: child and adolescent mental health resources. Geneva: World Health Organi-
zation, 2005 (46 pp $36.80) ISBN 92 4 156304 4.

Atlas: psychiatric education and training across the world 2005. Geneva: World
Health Organization, 2005 (40 pp $23.95) ISBN 92 4 156307 9.

B.A.R.D. in the practice. Warren E. Oxford: Raddliffe, 2005 (152 pp $52.00) ISBN 1
85775 6657.

Binan Goonj. Bridging cultures in Aboriginal health. Eckermann A-K, Dowd T, Chong
E, Nixon L, Gray R, Johnson S. Sydney: Churchill Livingstone, 2005 (xvi + 216 pp
$39.95) ISBN 0 7295 3771 4.

Cardiac imaging: case review series. Reddy GP, Steiner RM. Philadelphia: Elsevier,
2006 (xiii + 224 pp $75.00) ISBN 0 32301176 4.

Changing ways of death in twentieth-century Australia. Jalland P. Sydney: UNSW
Press, 2006 (viii + 409 pp $39.95) ISBN 0 86840 905 7.

Climate change. Turning up the heat. Pittock BA. Melbourne: CSIRO, 2005 (viii + 316
pp $39.95) ISBN 0 643 06931 3.

Cynical acumen. Larkin J. Oxford: Radcliffe, 2005 (152 pp $47.10) ISBN 185775 787 4.
Diverting from depression + CD ROM. Rotch S. Melbourne: JoJo, 2005 (vi + 86 pp
$49.95) ISBN 1 876687 35 5.

Dx/Rx: Lung cancer. Azzoli CG. Massachusetts: Jones and Bartlett, 2006 (viii + 135 pp
$55.00) ISBN 0763726419.

e-Communication skills. A guide for primary care. Simpson L, Robinson P, Fletcher M,
Wilson R. Oxford: Radcliffe, 2005 (152 pp $59.60) ISBN 1 85775 848 4 .

Ecosystems and human well-being. Health synthesis. Geneva: World Health Organ-
ization, 2005 (iv + 53 pp $19.95) ISBN 92 4 156309 5.

Eliminating measles and rubella and preventing congenital rubella infection.
Geneva: World Health Organization, 2005 (iv + 28 pp $18.40) ISBN 92 890 1382 6.
Fast facts: thyroid disorders. Daniels GH, Dayan CM. Oxford: Health Press, 2006 (143
pp $44.00) ISBN 1903734657.

Female genital mutilation. Comfort M. Oxford: Radcliffe, 2005 (ix + 172 pp $46.80)
ISBN 185775 693 2.

Flight to delight: fear of flying + DVD. Rotch S. Melbourne: JoJo, 2005 (vi + 87 pp
$49.95) ISBN 1 876687 23 1.

Fundamentals of neurology. Mumenthaler M, Mattle H, Taub E. Stuttgart: Thieme,
2006 (x + 294 pp $99.00) ISBN 3131364513.

Healthcare and spirituality. Kliewer SP, Saultz J. Oxford: Radcliffe, 2005 (232 pp
$66.80) ISBN 1 85775 622 3.

HIV/AIDS in Europe. Moving from death sentence to chronic disease management.
Geneva: World Health Organization, 2006 (xiii + 274 pp $60.15) ISBN 92 890 2284 1.

MJA « Volume 184 Number 5 e 6 March 2006

Human error in medicine. Bogner SM. New Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates,
1994 (xv + 411 pp $49.95) ISBN 0 8058 1386 1.

Human parasitic diseases sourcebook. Berger SA, Marr JS. Boston: Jones and
Bartlett, 2006 (xiii + 537 pp $82.50) ISBN 0 7637 2962 0.

Intimate partner abuse and health professionals. Roberts G, Hegarty K, Feder G.
Edinburgh: Churchill Livingstone, 2006 (xvi + 240 pp $70.10) ISBN 0 443 07493 3.

Life and death in the age of sail. The passage to Australia. Haines R. Sydney: UNSW
Press, 2006 (365 pp $39.95) ISBN 0 86840 898 0.

The little black book of gastroenterology. Hay DW. Massachusetts: Jones and
Bartlett, 2006 (xxi + 482 pp $63.50) ISBN 0763734578.

Living with arthritis: the complete self-care guide. Hunter D. Sydney: ABC Books,
2006 (192 pp $29.95) ISBN 07333 1532 1.

Medical word su doku. Panja A. London: The Royal Society of Medicine Press, 2005
(63 pp $11.75) ISBN 185315613 2.

Orthopedic physical assessment + CD ROM. Magee DJ. Missouri: Saunders
Elsevier, 2005 (xiv + 1020 pp $135.00) ISBN 141603109x.

Patient-centred ethics and communication at the end of life. Jeffrey D. Oxford:
Radcliffe, 2005 (184 pp $51.75) ISBN 1 85775 621 5.

Pocket book of hospital care for children. Guidelines for the management of
common illnesses with limited resources. Geneva: World Health Organization, 2005
(xx + 377 pp $23.90) ISBN 92 4 154670 0.

Pocket guide to lung function tests. Hancox B, Whyte K. Sydney: McGraw Hill, 2005
(viii + 176 pp $34.95) ISBN 0074715968.

Policy futures for UK health. Slote Z, Chang LR , Dawson S, Garside P. Oxford:
Radcliffe, 2005 (232 pp $82.20) ISBN 1 84619 003 7.

Practical occupational medicine. Agius R, Seaton A. London: Hodder Arnold, 2005
(viii + 328 pp $120.00) ISBN 0 340 75947 X.

Prescription for change for doctors who want a life. Kersley SE. Oxford: Radcliffe,
2005 (176 pp $51.37) ISBN 185775 761 0.

Step-by-step wound healing + CD-ROM. Meaume S, Teot L. Sydney: McGraw Hill,
2004 (106 pp $52.95) ISBN 007 145775 5.

Transforming practice through clinical education, professional supervision and
mentoring. Rose M, Best D. Philadelphia: Churchill Livingstone, 2005 (xi + 369 pp
$83.50) ISBN 0443074542

The treatment of opioid dependence. Strain EC, Stitzer ML. Baltimore: John
Hopkins, 2006 (xx + 551 pp $30.00) ISBN 0 8018 8303 2.

Weight matters for children. Pryke R. Oxford: Radcliffe, 2005 (232 pp $35.80) ISBN 1
857757718.

249



