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Med Sci Sports Exerc. 2017 Sep;49(9):1877-1883. doi: 10.1249/MSS.0000000000001297.

Athletes Intending to Use Sports Supplements Are More Likely to Respond to a Placebo.
Hurst P1, Foad A, Coleman D, Beedie C.

# Author information

Abstract
PURPOSE: We investigated associations between athletes' use of sport supplements and their responsiveness to placebo and nocebo
interventions.

METHODS: Participants (n = 627) reported their intention to use, and actual use of, sport supplements. They then completed a 5 x 20 m
repeat sprint protocol in the baseline condition, before being randomized to one of three treatments. Participants in the positive-belief
treatment were administered an inert capsule described as a potent supplement which would improve sprint performance. Participants in the
negative-belief treatment were administered an inert capsule described as a potent supplement which would negatively affect sprint
performance. Participants in the control treatment received neither instruction nor capsule. Twenty minutes after baseline trials, all
participants completed the same repeat sprint protocol in the experimental condition.

RESULTS: Compared with controls, no mean differences in performance were observed between baseline and experimental conditions for
the positive-belief treatment (-0.07% + 0.27%, d = 0.02), but mean differences were observed for the negative-belief treatment (-0.92% *
0.31%, d = 0.32), suggesting a moderate nocebo effect. In the positive-belief treatment, however, a relationship between intention to use
supplements and performance was observed. Performance worsened by -1.10% % 0.30% compared with baseline for participants not
intending to use supplements, worsened by -0.64% + 0.43% among those undecided about supplement use, but improved by 0.19% + 0.24%
among those participants intending to use supplements.

CONCLUSIONS: Information about a harmful supplement worsened repeat sprint performance (a mean nocebo effect), whereas information
about a beneficial supplement did not improve performance (no mean placebo effect was observed). However, participants’ intention to use

sport supplements influenced the direction and magnitude of subsequent placebo responses, with participants intending to use supplements
more likely to respond to the positive intervention.

PMID: 28419027 DOI: 10.1249/MSS.0000000000001297
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