Magnetic Stimulation Of Brain Shows Promise For Schizophrenia 
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LONDON (AP) - Schizophrenics who hear voices could gain some relief from magnetic stimulation of the brain, preliminary research suggests. 

A study outlined this week in The Lancet medical journal found that when patients were given magnetic therapy on the part of the brain responsible for perception of speech, they experienced less frequent and quieter vocal hallucinations than when they had a fake treatment that felt the same. 

If confirmed in subsequent studies, the findings may advance understanding of how the hallucinations occur and how they can be curtailed. 

About 1 percent of people worldwide have schizophrenia and about 50 percent to 70 percent of them hear voices. In about 20 percent of cases, drugs do not help to silence the voices. 

Dr. Anthony David, a professor of cognitive neuropsychiatry at the Institute of Psychiatry in London who was not connected with the study, said the findings were "promising." 

Scientists have found that the part of the brain that governs the perception of speech can become activated when schizophrenics are hearing voices. 

Also, low frequency magnetic pulses, with electrodes strategically placed on the head, have been found to dampen activity in areas of the brain targeted. 

Doctors have used the technique to ease the symptoms of depression, but it had not previously been applied to vocal hallucinations. 

The idea that it could work to stifle imagined voices makes sense, based on what is known about the brain, David said. 

The study led by Dr. Ralph Hoffman, medical director of Yale University's Psychiatric Institute, involved 12 schizophrenics who had heard voices in their head every day for six months. 

They were all on anti-psychotic medication and five were also taking drugs to help reduce convulsions. 

Hoffman tested the difference between getting the magnetic stimulation and getting a sham treatment that felt the same. That involved the same contraption on the head but angled the electrodes away from the skull so that the patient would get a scalp massage but no brain stimulation. 

The magnetic treatment was stepped up from four minutes of repetitive pulses on the first day to 16 minutes on the fourth, final day. 

All the schizophrenics were given both treatments for four days, with a gap of two or three days between the two tests. 

When their brains were stimulated for 16 minutes at a time, all except one of the patients said their voice hallucinations were less severe. The improvement was significant for eight of them. 

The loudness and frequency of the voices varied within the group, so improvement was assessed on an individual basis. The treatment did not change what the voices were saying. 

"It would seem to support the idea that these hallucinations arise from speech perception areas of the brain," Hoffman said. "When we saw an effect, it would be immediate." 

The effect lasted anything from a day to seven weeks, he said. The five patients who were on anti-convulsant drugs didn't respond as well. Hoffman said they probably would need a higher dose to compensate for the drugs they were taking. 

Nobody reported a reduction in the voices in their head with the fake treatment. 

Other than mild headaches experienced by two of the people, there appeared to be no side effects, the study said. 
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