
 

New therapy gives hope for very severe
depression
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The doctors implanted electrodes in the nucleus accumbens of their patients.
They were thus able to stimulate this important part of the reward system. As a
result, the depressive symptoms in half of the patients improved significantly.

Thanks to a new method there is a reason for hope for patients with very
severe depression. German physicians at the University Clinics of Bonn
and Cologne have treated ten patients with deep brain stimulation. This
involved implanting electrodes in the patients' nucleus accumbens. This
centre has a key role in as the brains reward system, whose function may
be impaired in depressive people. Subsequent to this treatment, the
patients' depression improved significantly in half of the patients. All
patients had suffered from very severe depression for many years and
did not respond to any other therapies. The results of the study will be
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published in the journal Biological Psychiatry.

In deep brain stimulation, doctors specifically target the impaired
function of certain areas of the brain with an electric brain pacemaker.
For the purpose of this study, they implanted electrodes in what is
known as the nucleus accumbens. That is an important part of the
'reward system' which ensures that we remember good experiences and
puts us in a state of pleasant anticipation. Without a reward system we
would not forge any plans for the future as we would not be able to
enjoy the fruits of these plans. Inactivity and the inability to experience
pleasure are two important signs of depression.

A total of ten patients with very severe depression participated in the
study. In all patients, symptoms did not improve despite many therapies
using psychotherapy or pharmacotherapy. Overall, all participants
showed signy of improvement, in half of them symptoms of depression
improved significantly. Initial effects could sometimes be seen just after
a few days. 'Thus, inter alia we observed increasing activity of the
patients,' Professor Thomas E. Schlaepfer from the Bonn Clinic of
Psychiatry and Psychotherapy explains. 'This was so successful that
some of them were even able to work again, after having been
incapacitated for many years. None of our patients had ever responded
to any other therapy to a comparable extent before.'

Hardly any side effects

Five patients' well-being improved considerably and in a sustained
fashion. Even after a year, the stimulation of the nucleus accumbens still
had the same efficacy as at the beginning of the study. During the study,
the scientists also observed distinct anxiety-relieving effects which had
not been observed in studies on deep brain stimulation to date. 'Severe
anxiety is often an accompanying effect of depression,' the primary
author of the study Dr. Bettina Bevernick explains. The overall brain
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function of the participants was not impaired by the treatment, some
neurophysiological functions even improved. Overall, the scientists only
noticed minor side effects, e.g. as a consequence of the operation or
after changing the electrical parameters of stimulation. However, these
effects always wore off after short periods of time.

Stimulation changes the brain metabolism

But what is the exact effect of the stimulation of the nucleus
accumbens? 'We were able to show using functional brain imaging
methods that the stimulation changes metabolic rates of different areas
of the brain,' Thomas Schlaepfer says. 'What is very important is that the
metabolic changes do not just affect the nucleus accumbens itself but
also other regions of the limbic system, where the brain processes
emotions and that are known to be dysfunctional in depression.

Due to the small number of patients in this and similar studies, the
scientists warn against exaggerated hopes. Moreover, with brain surgery
in psychiatric patients specific ethical issues have to be considered very
carefully, not least because such an operation is always associated with
risk. 'However, our study definitely shows that deep brain stimulation
can help some patients with extremely severe forms of depression,'
Thomas Schlaepfer stresses. 'That even goes for cases which were
thought to be absolutely therapy-resistant up to now.'

More information: Biological Psychiatry, doi:
10.1016/j.biopsych.2009.09.013

Provided by University of Bonn (news : web)

3/4

https://medicalxpress.com/tags/depression/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/biological+psychiatry/
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.biopsych.2009.09.013
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.biopsych.2009.09.013
http://www.physorg.com/partners/university-of-bonn/
http://www1.uni-bonn.de/startseite/jsp/index.jsp?lang=en


 

Citation: New therapy gives hope for very severe depression (2009, November 2) retrieved 20
March 2024 from https://medicalxpress.com/news/2009-11-therapy-severe-depression.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

4/4

https://medicalxpress.com/news/2009-11-therapy-severe-depression.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

