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Themes and Representative Quotes

OLP was helpful to 
treatment

“It works- the placebo pills.”

Establishing a 
routine 

“Because it became habitual, I’m used to taking 
pills, repetition and routine helps.”

“The routine helped me not use.”

Reduction in craving 
and withdrawal 
symptoms

“I felt like the pills played a big part in overcoming 
withdrawal.”

“When I took the pill alone, I wasn’t as sick as I 
usually was at night.”

Improvement in 
sleep, appetite, and 
energy

“I slept a little bit better.”

“I feel more energized, not sleeping all day.”

“My appetite was stimulated.”

On whether they 
would recommend 
OLP to others 

“It helped me, it may help them.”

“If it will work for them, any chance to help 
someone else, go for it.”

Discussion

Participant Characteristics

Methods
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Introduction

Objective

• The term “placebos effect” refers to improvements in symptoms 
that are not attributable to the direct effects of a drug, device, or 
treatment.

• Traditionally, the benefits of placebo treatment occur within the 
context of deceptive or concealed conditions which create ethical 
problems to real world application. 

• A series of recent randomized controlled trials have demonstrated 
the efficacy of harnessing open-label placebo (OLP) for therapeutic 
value, showing clinically significant positive outcomes in the 
treatment of a wide range of somatic disorders and conditions.1

• Limited studies have assessed participant perceptions of and 
attitudes towards OLP treatment.

• Our team has been trialing the use of OLP as an adjunctive 
treatment for individuals receiving methadone for opioid use 
disorder.

• Assessment of participant perceptions of and attitudes towards 
OLP may better characterize its suitability and feasibility within this 
population for the treatment of OUD.

• The goal of the current study was to assess patient-participants’ 
experience of treatment with OLP.

• The parent study (Clinicaltrials.gov #NCT02941809) consisted of 133 
newly enrolled treatment-seeking patients with OUD who consented to 
study participation.2

• Participants were randomly assigned to one of two different groups: 
either methadone plus OLP or methadone treatment as usual. Our 
qualitative study was embedded within the OLP arm.

• 36 participants in the OLP group agreed to complete an exit survey.

• Responses were written by hand and transferred to REDCap using a 
double-blind verification process. 

• To ensure inter-coder reliability two coders analyzed the responses 
separately to create a code book. Codes were developed using a semantic 
approach and double-coding of responses occur for each question.

Setting

• A community-based academically affiliated opioid treatment 
program (OTP) in Baltimore City.

• Subjects with OUD found OLP to be an acceptable and favorable adjunct 
to methadone treatment as usual. 

• Participants reported that OLP improved symptoms of opioid withdrawal.

• Participants also reported that OLP improved appetite, energy, and sleep.

• Subjects found administration of OLP to be suitable for recommendation 
as adjunct treatment for OUD

• Subjective reports in OLP studies may serve as a useful guide to help 
perceived benefit of  placebo that are helpful in treatment of OUD
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CHARACTERISTIC Total N=36

Age, y, mean (SD) 48.3 (9.8)

% Male (n) 66.7 (24)

% Black/African American 63.9 (23)

% Past 12-month income <$15,000/year 83.3 (30)

% Ever inject drugs 58.3 (21)

Years opioid use disorder, mean (SD) 24.1 (12.0)

Next Steps

• Assessment of participant perceptions of and attitudes towards OLP 

may better characterize its suitability and feasibility within this 

population for the treatment of OUD
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