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Brain Dysfunction in Depressed Is Reversible 
Reuters Health
Tuesday, August 10, 1999; 5:45 p.m. EDT 
NEW YORK — Brain responsiveness, or 'excitability,' is slowed in depressed patients, affecting reaction times, but returns to normal after treatment for depression, according to a UK report. 

Patient brain function returned to normal "after recovery from a depressive episode or following treatment," explain researchers led by Dr. P.M. Shajahan of the Royal Edinburgh Hospital in Scotland. Their findings are published in the August 11th issue of Neurology. 

Numerous studies have suggested that the 'excitability' of the brain's cortex is significantly lower in depressed versus nondepressed individuals. This can slow reaction time — the time needed to respond to a stimulus. 

The investigators sought to determine if antidepression therapies had any impact on impaired brain excitability. They used a technique called transcranial magnetic stimulation (TMS) to compare the cortical activity of three groups of patients -- 10 medicated but still-depressed patients, 10 medicated and recovered patients, and 10 healthy, nondepressed 'control' subjects. 

In TMS, an electromagnetic coil is held close to the head and used to stimulate the brain. The technique also permits researchers to measure the brain's responsiveness to such stimulation. 

As expected, depressed patients displayed significantly reduced brain excitability in response to stimulation compared with healthy controls. 

On the other hand, treated, recovered patients had cortical responses similar to those seen in controls, indicating a 'normalization' of cortical excitability. 

Because both depressed and recovered patients took antidepressant drugs during the study, the authors believe that medication may have had little to do with cortical recovery. 

They speculate that TMS may be a useful tool for both the treatment and monitoring of depressed patients. In a statement from the American Academy of Neurology, study co-author Dr. Klaus Ebmeier said his team is investigating "how (TMS) may work as an antidepressant treatment by reversing the effects of depression" in the brain. 

SOURCE: Neurology 1999;53:644-646. 
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