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 48 

To the Editor: Atopic dermatitis (AD) treatment outcomes are often limited by poor adherence to topical 49 

treatments and behavior recommendations. Patient perception of health messages in chronic diseases 50 

such as AD can be enhanced by the use of tailoring techniques such as personalization.
1
 Personalization 51 

increases a patient’s attention to a message by communicating that the instruction has been designed 52 

specifically to suit them uniquely as an individual.
2, 3

 However, expectations of customization can also be 53 

raised without actually providing content matching with the receiver, a method termed “placebo 54 

tailoring.”
4
 This study assessed the effect that placebo tailoring of a treatment plan has on AD patients’ 55 

level of satisfaction and confidence with their treatment plan and provider. 56 

 57 

After the Institutional Review Board approved the survey-based study, 468 adult AD patients from the 58 

Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk) platform, used regularly by psychologists to recruit participants for 59 

survey-based studies,
5
 met screening criteria. Screening criteria included several questions and attention 60 

checks to exclude participants without atopic dermatitis. Patients were randomized to one of two survey 61 

groups (Tables 1A and 1B). Subjects were provided a hypothetical scenario about their regularly 62 

scheduled AD appointment where their dermatologist has provided them with a treatment plan 63 

summary – one group receiving a generic printout and the other group receiving a placebo tailored 64 

printout with circled selections alongside decoy options. Survey participants were asked about: 65 

satisfaction with the treatment plan, confidence in the treatment plan, perception that the treatment 66 

plant was individualized to them, and willingness to follow the treatment plan recommendations (all 67 

assessed with a 9-point Likert scale). The results were analyzed using Statistical Package for the Social 68 

Sciences (SPSS) 26.0 with Mann-Whitney test for significance and Cohen’s d for effect size. 69 

 70 
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Patient age ranged from 18 to 78 with a mean of 34-years-old. There were 313 females and 155 males; 71 

300 of the 468 respondents (64.1%) had at least an associate degree. No statistically significant 72 

differences were present between the two groups’ demographics. Subjects had a median length of AD 73 

diagnosis of 9 years, ranging from 1 to 65 years. Placebo tailoring may be an effective tool to improve 74 

patient satisfaction (5.0 vs. 6.0; p<0.0001; d=0.47) and confidence (5.0 vs. 6.0; p<0.0001; d=0.45) in their 75 

prescribed treatment plan. This simple intervention may help patients feel that their care has been 76 

individualized (5.0 vs. 6.0; p<0.0001; d=0.52). Patients are more willing to follow the prescribed 77 

treatment recommendations when they are presented in this format (5.5 vs. 6.5; p<0.0001; d=0.47).  78 

 79 

Currently, there is limited evidence of the effect of placebo tailoring in message satisfaction and 80 

subsequent behavioral changes.
4
 Furthermore, few studies have compared placebo-personalized 81 

materials with non-personalized materials.
4
 In this study, placebo tailoring improved patient satisfaction 82 

and confidence in the treatment plan, perception of individualization, and willingness to follow 83 

treatment plans.  84 

 85 

Unfortunately, this randomized survey study does not capture all factors involved in satisfaction of a 86 

patient treatment plan or provider. While a 1-point difference may not necessarily indicate a clinically 87 

significant result on this unvalidated scale, this exploratory result does show the direction of the 88 

differences between two items and that this small change to provider behavior has the potential to 89 

improve patient adherence and outcomes. Additionally, use of tools like MTurk may introduce selection 90 

biases. In this study, participants were skewed toward a slightly more educated and female group 91 

compared to the US adult AD patient population.  92 

 93 
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Based on our preliminary data, incorporating placebo tailoring techniques into AD treatment plans may 94 

be a potential method of improving patient satisfaction with and willingness to adhere to their 95 

treatment plan. 96 

  97 



5 

 

 

References 98 

1. Noar SM, Benac CN , Harris MS. Does tailoring matter? Meta-analytic review of tailored print health 99 

behavior change interventions. Psychol Bull 2007;133:673-93. 100 

2. Hawkins RP, Kreuter M, Resnicow K, Fishbein M , Dijkstra A. Understanding tailoring in communicating 101 

about health. Health Educ Res 2008;23:454-66. 102 

3. Noar SM, Grant Harrington N, Van Stee SK , Shemanski Aldrich R. Tailored Health Communication to 103 

Change Lifestyle Behaviors. American Journal of Lifestyle Medicine 2011;5:112-22. 104 

4. Webb MS, Simmons VN , Brandon TH. Tailored interventions for motivating smoking cessation: using 105 

placebo tailoring to examine the influence of expectancies and personalization. Health Psychol 106 

2005;24:179-88. 107 

5. Buhrmester M, Kwang T , Gosling SD. Amazon's Mechanical Turk: A New Source of Inexpensive, Yet 108 

High-Quality, Data? Perspect Psychol Sci 2011;6:3-5. 109 

  110 



6 

 

 

Table legend  111 

Table 1A. Generic Treatment Plan 112 

Table 1B. Placebo Tailored (Individualized) Treatment Plan 113 

 114 

Table 1A. Generic Treatment Plan 115 

Your Treatment Plan 

Moisturizers Emollient   

Topical Corticosteroid Triamcinolone   

Topical Corticosteroid Frequency 2x/day   

Bath Diluted bleach   

Diet Anti-inflammatory   

Other  Cool mist vaporizer   

Additional details: 

Diluted bleach bath: Combine ¼ cup household bleach (6.15% sodium hypochlorite) in a bathtub half-

full of water. Soak for 5 to 10 minutes. Rinse completely with warm tap water. 

Anti-inflammatory diet: Avoid foods high in saturated fats, refined grains, processed meat. Consume 

foods high in omega-3 fatty acids (fish), probiotics (yogurt with live active cultures), flavonoids 

(colorful fruits and vegetables). 

 116 

Table 1B. Placebo Tailored (Individualized) Treatment Plan 117 

Your Treatment Plan 

Moisturizer Emollient Humectant Occlusive 

Topical Corticosteroid Hydrocortisone Betamethasone   Triamcinolone 

Topical Corticosteroid Frequency 2x/day 4x/day 6x/day 

Bath Oatmeal Diluted bleach Regular lukewarm 

Diet Dairy-free Gluten-free Anti-inflammatory 

Other Cool mist vaporizer   

Additional details: 

Oatmeal bath: Combine 2-3 cups colloidal oatmeal (oats ground into a fine powder) in a bathtub full 

of water. Soak for 10 minutes. Rinse completely with warm tap water. 

Diluted bleach bath: Combine ¼ cup household bleach (6.15% sodium hypochlorite) in a bathtub 

half-full of water. Soak for 5 to 10 minutes. Rinse completely with warm tap water. 

Dairy-free diet: Avoid ingredients such as lactose, whey, casein, cheese powder, lactalbumin. 

Gluten-free diet: Avoid ingredients such as wheat, barley, rye, oats, bulgur. 

Anti-inflammatory diet: Avoid foods high in saturated fats, refined grains, processed meat. 

Consume foods high in omega-3 fatty acids (fish), probiotics (yogurt with live active cultures), 

flavonoids (colorful fruits and vegetables).  
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