
Visit the Doctor of the Future: www.drcarolyndean.com 

 
Module 49 – Pillar 7: Mind over Matter 

Negating the Nocebo  
 

talked about the importance of Placebo 
Power in Module 15. Basically, the nocebo 
effect is the exact opposite of the placebo 
effect. In Latin, Placebo means “I shall 

please.” Nocebo means “I will harm.” Definitely 
its evil twin! 

In Module 15, I said that if you really believe 
that a drug or supplement or a particular therapy 
IS going to help you…then it CAN.  

The flip side is that if you think something is 
NOT going to be good for you, then chances are 
it WON’T. And, more so, you will feel worse 
from it.  

The nocebo phenomenon can be studied just like the placebo effect. In 
a double-blind placebo trial, many people who get the "sugar pill" report 
feeling worse. That's a nocebo experience. Patients can even report 
nocebo problems that are consistent with the type of drug they “thought” 
they were given. If told they are getting a drug for their arthritis, they can 
complain of an upset stomach. Or if it’s an antidepressant, they can 
experience dry mouth or lack of libido. 

Many people comment on Module 15. They say it is very beneficial to 
their understanding of how they can influence their own health in a 
positive way. Equally important is to understand how to negate the 
nocebo effect so that it doesn’t have a negative effect on your life. We 
think all the time but how much of it is… 

Negative Thinking 
How often do you catch  yourself saying… 

“Nah, this will never work. Nah, I don’t believe the doctors will help 
me. Nah, I don’t trust this drug. Someone told me this drug has bad side effects. My doctor 
has a horrible bedside manner and never helps me. That surgeon’s patients all get infections. 
Nah, nobody can help me. What’s the use?” 
You put your negative spin on something and you talk yourself right into a nocebo corner. 

You argue day and night for your limitations. You limit your possibilities for being healthy and 
gather mounds of evidence and reasons for staying unwell. You never even give yourself a 
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chance. Some people say they are just being “realistic.” Or is it pessimistic? But where does that 
stark view of “reality” come from? So much so that it’s driving the nocebo effect. 

Nocebo Television 
One of the reasons I advise against watching too much TV is the incessant ads. You can review 
that information in Module 20 and Module 24 in my Taming the TV series. 

In order to sell their wares the TV ad men have to convince you that you are sick, out of style 
or generally missing something that you must rush out and buy immediately. The TV drug ads 
are incredibly successful. They have people demanding that their doctors prescribe the latest 
miracle drug. 

Ads that constantly say you are sick if you have gas, bloating, sadness, shyness, headaches, 
PMS and restless legs undermines your confidence and makes you feel “less than” you really are. 
The ads for cancer treatment centers are like ads for cancer itself. They put your mind into the 
cancer framework. Instead of never giving cancer a thought, you now have it on your mind. You 
begin to wonder: When will “I” get cancer.  

TV news is just as bad. It’s almost entirely about stories that make you feel that you aren’t 
safe, your environment’s not safe, your money’s not safe and your kids are not safe. I think 
nocebo TV is contributing greatly to the angst and paranoia that we seem to suffer.  

I feel very sorry for the young people growing up today who are warned not to talk to 
strangers. One fruit-loopin' crazy story I heard was of a young couple on vacation in Nova Scotia 
with their preschool son. An elderly couple drove by and waved to him. The parents immediately 
went to the police and wanted the couple arrested as possible kidnappers. They didn’t seem to 
realize that everyone waves to everyone in Nova Scotia. I know because that’s where I grew up.  

Where the Mind Goes 
A doctor friend developed lymphoma. He said he knew the instant he got it. It was when a 
patient came in with that condition and he remembers catching his breath and feeling very scared 
that he could have such a disease. 

You may have heard stories of people who were erroneously given a fatal diagnosis and died 
on cue. Vice versa, there are people with a fatal illness who were told that their tests were normal 
and went on to live a long life. There’s the placebo and nocebo effects at work. 

When I was in medical school in the mid 1970’s we had no ethics courses. It seemed like a 
huge gap in our education. So a fellow student and I began a lunch-hour Ethics Club to help us 
come to grips with our future role as doctors facing life and death decisions on a daily basis. One 
of the tough questions we asked was whether or not to tell someone they have a fatal illness and 
they were soon going to die.  

At that time, it was commonplace for a doctor and the patient’s family to withhold a fatal 
diagnosis. Everyone tried to go along with the pretence. But often the lie was transparent to the 
patient who really wanted to know the truth and would demand the truth. The patient who 
wanted to be in denial stayed in denial.  

Withholding a diagnosis in the ‘80’s and ‘90’s began to be looked upon as dishonest. Also, 
the age of litigation was in full force and patients had to sign complicated waivers called 
Informed Consent. From not telling people what was wrong with them the pendulum swung 
completely to the opposite side.  
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Now, people are told that they may have cancer if there is even a 5 percent chance of its 
likelihood. I call it The Death of Hope. What doctors don’t seem to understand is that cancer is 
often a patient’s worse fear. When they merely hear the word cancer, the world stops. 

The Conflict of Diagnosis 
German New Medicine, Total Biology and Recall Healing investigate the role of conflict in 
creating disease. They say that telling someone they have a fatal illness (or what the patient 
perceives as a fatal illness) is enough of a stressor to actually cause an illness.  

They argue that the brain can only take so much stress. When it reaches its limit it will divert 
that stress into the body as a “solution” to the mental stress, while awaiting resolution of that 
mental stress.  

In my experience, I see that about 50% of people will take a fatal diagnosis as an outright 
challenge and set out to prove the doctors wrong. The other half will give up and prove the 
doctors right. 

But the nocebo effect is certainly not limited to fatal diagnoses. Let’s take back pain. You 
have a back pain, the doctor does an x-ray and finds “some abnormality.”  

It could be something that’s common in 80% of the population but because you have pain 
and the doctor has found “something” then he “speculates” on what it could be. To show off 
what he knows the doctor will describe in colourful detail this structural condition and how it can 
cause pain. It doesn’t mean that’s the cause of your pain, it’s really just speculation.  

Then the doctor described your prognosis. Again, in living color, your future is reduced to 
more pain, degeneration and possible surgery, which may or may not work. You lose all hope as 
you imagine yourself as the victim of this scenario. 

The Pollyanna Principle 
Now, I’m not saying you have to be a die-hard Pollyanna dancing through life in denial. Maybe 
it’s time to tell you how poor Pollyanna got such a bad name. I wrote the following in Death by 
Modern Medicine: Seeking Safe Solutions to describe the negative association of Pollyanna with 
“health nuts’. 

“In the early 1900’s there was a battle being waged between the Victorian nostalgia for 
nature and the blatant modernist embrace of technology (including drugs). On the Victorian 
side, was the best-selling novel, play, and movie, Pollyanna (1913), an example of the 
American tradition of lay therapeutics – self help and healing practices.  
To this day, calling someone a “Pollyanna” for thinking that they can improve their own 
health or, similarly, flinging the title “health nut” at someone who wants to eat well, serves to 
quash our own health or healing instincts. With 66 percent of the population overweight and 
the majority suffering one or more chronic ailments, it seems that too few of us trusted our 
instincts and became “health nuts” and are as a result suffering the consequences.” 
One of the hoops I had to jump through to be accepted into medical school was an interview 

with third year medical students. During my interview, I was asked if I thought I could make a 
difference in medicine. I said that I suspected I could and said I was interested in nutrition and 
lifestyle changes to help patients.  

A week later I was called in for an appointment with the Dean of Students, Dr. Fraser 
Nicholson, an open-mined psychiatrist and a true gentleman. He told me my third-year interview 



Future Health Now!: Module 49 

Visit the Doctor of the Future: www.drcarolyndean.com 
 

4 

did not go well. The interviewers thought I would not make a good doctor. They felt I was naïve 
with a Pollyanna approach to medicine because I thought I could help people. Dr. Nicholson and 
I laughed! It was fortunate that he saw medicine the way I did with the possibility of educating 
people to take better care of their health.  

If the third-year medical students that interviewed me had their way, I would never have set 
foot into medical school. I would probably never have trained in naturopathy, acupuncture, 
homeopathy, herbalism, nutrition, and Chinese medicine, all of which were invaluable tools in 
my medical practice, and continue to be priceless in my consulting and writing. I would never 
have developed an understanding of how natural medicine and allopathic medicine work. And I 
would never have written a current total of thirty books and created Future Health Now! In fact, 
I’ve never waivered from what I told the third year Med students that the best way to help people 
and solve our health care crisis is with an improved lifestyle and good nutrition. 

The Death of Hope 
I realized later, as I went through the agonizing, soul-destroying grind of medical school, that by 
third year, medical students are so beaten down by the system and have seen so many sick people 
in hospital-based settings, none of whom seemed to be getting "cured", that they know medicine 
is no place for hope – and no place for healing!  

Fortunately, that didn’t happen to me. I did an elective in acupuncture in my second year and 
saw the incurable get cured! Also I spent 2 months during my third year in Los Angeles on an 
elective at the UCLA Pain Control Clinic with Dr. David Bresler learning acupuncture, guided 
imagery and nutrition. 

Natural medicine practitioners are sometimes accused of giving their patients “false hope.” A 
skilful doctor, however, is able to find the right balance of factors to help their patient. They 
offer hope; assess the motivation of their patient; help the patient weigh the benefits of modern 
medicine and natural medicine; and try not to add the burden of doubt and hopelessness.  

If you say to someone, this needle (drug, test, surgery, therapy) isn’t going to hurt at all…and 
it does, you’ve made them apprehensive of the next jab they will receive. However, if you say, 
this will pinch but it will be over soon, then you’ve properly stated the situation and not created a 
future negative reaction. 

The Worst is Over 
I recommend the book The Worst Is Over: What to Say When Every Moment Counts--Verbal 
First Aid to Calm, Relieve Pain, Promote Healing, and Save Lives. Your first reaction when you 
come upon an accident scene might be “Oh my goodness, this person is going to die.” Or you 
might tell the lie that “you’re going to be just fine.” But you don’t know if either is true, so 
instead you train yourself to say to them: “The worst is over, help is on the way.”  

Somehow those simple words allow a person to calm down a few notches and stop panicking. 
You help negate the nocebo apprehension that the worst is yet to come and allow the placebo 
effect to kick in. It helps turn down the adrenal glands and the wired feeling of adrenaline 
surging. Less panic means the heart rate slows down and stops pumping blood that may be 
exiting from wounds. It means they breathe deeper and get more oxygen to injured areas.  

That’s what you do in an emergency situation, now let’s look at what you can do on a daily 
basis to negate the nocebo. 
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Not in My Universe  
I’ve mentioned the phrase “not in my universe” many times in my blog and also in Module 15. It 
may sound too simple a solution but it can be very powerful. 

Remember my doctor friend who felt he “caught” lymphoma from his patient. If he could 
have immediately said “not in my universe” he would have dismissed the idea from his mind that 
he could have that disease. He could have had a very different outcome. As it was, the disease 
did kill him. 

When you hear about the next hurricane that’s heading straight for you or the newest disease 
that’s sweeping the nation – like the H1N1 virus – just say: “Not in my universe.”  

By "universe" I mean your "reality" or your experiences. Use whatever word works for you 
or your situation. For example: "Not in my world." "Not in my lifetime." "Not in my family." 

Yes, horrible things happen on our planet. But they don't happen to everybody. Even in the 
worst catastrophes and wars many people survive unscathed. 

Look at all the major catastrophes that have fizzled: Chicken Little where the sky never fell 
(or maybe it just fell on him). Y2K when the world's computers would not compute the year 
2000 (which never happened). Or the next dire predictions of what awaits us in 2012 (which is 
almost over as I edit this piece and it’s been a very good year). Just say: “Not in my universe.”  

To Smile or to Frown 
I remember reading once that it takes less energy to smile than it does to frown. The following 
research may give you a way to negate the nocebo just by smiling. 

Let me explain. “Facial expression” researchers wanted to document the effects of facial 
expressions on the emotions. Volunteers were hooked up to heart rate and temperature monitors 
to measure the physiological signals of emotions (anger, sadness, fear). Half of the volunteers 
were directed to relive a particularly stressful experience in their minds. The other half were 
taught how to create and act out on their faces, the exact expressions that are associated with 
anger, sadness and fear.  

The second group, the actors, showed the very same physiological responses, the same 
heightened heart rate and body temperature as the first group who were reliving their stress.  

That’s why I say to clients, “Act, as if you are happy, healthy, holy, wealthy and wise and 
your mind and body will soon catch up with you.”  

When you smile while walking down the street you will gather smiles to you – that can only 
make you smile more! 

Glass Half Full 
Those that always think of their glass as being half empty instead of half full, is that the 
explanation for the nocebo effect? 

Are those who are pessimistic more susceptible or inclined to negativity? Are they the ones 
that will hear something negative about anything and talk about that negative situation all day 
long? It makes sense that they are in the glass half empty category. If so, that’s another clue to 
negating the nocebo.  

1. Imagine your glass half full.  
2. Appreciate what you have. 



Future Health Now!: Module 49 

Visit the Doctor of the Future: www.drcarolyndean.com 
 

6 

3. Don’t put any attention on what you don’t have. 
4. Say “My life if perfect as it is, I love and appreciate all that I have, and I’m ready for 

more.” 

Be Vigilant 
The first step to overcoming the nocebo effect is to be aware of it. It really is amazing how many 
negative thoughts we have each day. How many times we've already condemned something 
before we've even given it enough time or attempted it at all. 

Maybe there are modules in my Future Health Now! series where a part of you said, "Oh, 
that's never going to work for me. Or I can't do that. Or that's too hard." And you never even 
tried the strategy. Maybe now is the time to go back and give them a try and see how wrong you 
were. 

Doubt Not 
Now, I'm not saying not to use your discrimination. But until you know something won't work, 
don't condemn it. You may decide it not worth trying. That's fine. But until you've experienced 
the results, firsthand, why not assume the best? 

Most importantly, though, make sure you are positive about things you are doing for you 
health. There's no point in eating healthy but all the while thinking it's not helping you. Or taking 
a supplement that you really don't believe is doing anything. 

So if you've decided to do something – do it with all you heart. Don't let doubt creep in. Be 
positive. Be hopeful. And see what happens. 

So watch your thoughts. As if you were listening in on one someone else’s mind. 
And even more importantly – watch what you say. If you live with someone or have a co-

worker you can confide in – ask them to point out anytime you are a being "nocebic." Your voice 
and what words it says each day leaves a major imprint on our mind. 

Love or Fear 
In India there is saying that all actions and thoughts stem from either love or fear. The nocebo 
affect would fall into the fear category. 

Therefore another major step to overcoming the nocebo effect is to understand what it is you 
are fearing. 

In regards to improving your health here are some common fears that generate the "I don't 
think it'll work" state of mind: 

• I fear I'm wasting my money (e.g. on a supplement, course, consultation). 
• I fear I'm wasting my time (e.g. reading Future Health Now!, getting a massage, 

exercising). 
• I fear I'll be unhappy or bored with a new lifestyle change (e.g. changing your diet, 

watching less TV, going to sleep early). 
• I fear that if I get healthier more will be expected of me. 
• I fear that I won't stick to the program and I’ll feel like a failure. 
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So when you find yourself being pessimistic about something… ask yourself what it is you 
fear? Simply being aware of your fear and that you are allowing yourself to be guided by fears 
will help. Take it a step further by feeling love for what you want to accomplish and the positive 
reasons you are doing it and the process of doing it. 

Make It Happen 
1. Review Module 15. The last several sections of Placebo Power give you several ways of 

making placebos work and making nocebos go away as you navigate Future Health Now! 
and your commitment to lifestyle change. 

2. Turn the negativity around. Catch yourself when you start to say “Nah” and say “OK” or 
"Let's see" instead. 

3. Practice the phrase “Not in my universe.” as often as possible. 
4. Determine what fear or fears are causing you to be pessimistic. Face those fears and 

they'll probably lose their power. 

Until Next Time! 
Remember, if you don’t think you can do EVERYTHING that I outline in the Future Health 
Now! modules, don’t worry. I don’t expect you to! Even if you just do 20% you’ll probably see 
80% of the results you are looking for. So, just pick two out of the ten things I’ve suggested in this 
module and watch your mind develop before your very own eyes! 

Coming Up in Module 50 (RAFIQUE: LINK With MODULE 50) 
Here’s the next module in my Future Health Now! series. You may want to jump into it right 
away or any one of the other 103 modules I have lined up for you. See the whole list above in the 
Introduction. 

In Module 50 I tackle Gargling and Snorting. Yes, it’s time for Pillar 2: Personal Care. You 
may not realize that we breathe in most of the allergens and infections that can make our lives 
miserable.  

Some judicious gargling and snorting can keep your nasal passages, sinuses and throat safe 
and healthy. It’s usually something we never do. You don’t see TV ads for gargling and snorting, 
do you? So, it’s up to me to educate you on some simple home remedies that can save you a lot 
of grief. 

 
 

 
 

Disclaimer: The entire contents of this document are based upon the opinions of Dr. Carolyn Dean – unless otherwise noted. This 
document is not intended to replace a one-on-one relationship with a qualified health professional and is not intended as medical advice. It 
is a sharing of information from the 40+ years of research and experience of Dr. Dean. Dr. Dean encourages  you to make your own health 
care decisions based upon your own research and in partnership with a qualified health care professional. 
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not mean you are allowed to make copies for other people. That is considered an act of piracy (whether you ask for money or not – though 
asking for money is super-piracy).  You do, however, have permission to share this module with members of your household.  


