
 

Deep brain stimulation linked to longer
survival for Parkinson's patients
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Richard Hutton, a patient at the Parkinson's Disease Research, Education, and
Clinical Center at the Corporal Michael J. Crescenz VA Medical Center in
Philadelphia, underwent deep brain stimulation back in 2009. Here, he gets
checked by Dr. Meredith Spindler. Credit: Tommy Leonardi

A treatment called deep brain stimulation (DBS) could extend the life of
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people with Parkinson's disease. Researchers at the Edward Hines, Jr.
VA Hospital in Illinois found that patients who received stimulation via
an implanted device had a modest survival advantage compared with
those treated with medication only.

The results appeared in the Nov. 18, 2017, issue of Movement Disorders.

Previous studies have shown that DBS can improve motor function in
people with Parkinson's disease. The treatment involves electrodes
surgically inserted into specific areas of the brain. An impulse generator
battery—similar to what is used in pacemakers—is also implanted, under
the collarbone or in the abdomen. The battery creates electrical impulses
that the electrodes deliver to the brain tissue.

Dr. Frances Weaver, lead author on the study, explained the benefit of
DBS: "Overall, DBS surgery has been viewed quite positively by both
patients and providers. There is an immediate effect on patients who
have DBS on their motor function—the dyskinesia [involuntary muscle
movements] is either gone or greatly reduced. The patient can move
around and do things they hadn't been able to."

While deep brain stimulation may improve function compared with
those who do not receive it, little evidence exists on whether the
treatment has any benefits to life expectancy. To answer that question,
the researchers looked at data for 611 Veterans with Parkinson's disease
who had a deep brain stimulation device implanted. They compared this
with data on 611 Veterans with Parkinson's but without the device. The
data came from VA and Medicare administrative files from between
2007 and 2013.

The researchers found that patients treated with deep brain stimulation
survived an average of 6.3 years after the surgery, versus 5.7 years for
the non-DBS patients after the date they might have gotten surgery based
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on their match to a surgery patient—a difference of eight months. The
researchers had paired each DBS patient with a clinically and
demographically similar non-DBS patient—for example, in terms of age
and symptom severity—and tracked survival from the date when surgery
either took place, for the DBS group; or might have theoretically taken
place, for the non-DBS group.

The average age of veterans in the study was 69, reflecting the higher
prevalence of Parkinson's among older people. The older age of the
study group could have led to more deaths from age-related conditions,
but the researchers point out that a majority of the causes of death for
those who died during the study period were related to Parkinson's
disease.

While the survival edge in the DBS group is modest, the researchers
point out that quality of life is also improved following DBS, mostly
because the treatment can help control symptoms such as tremors and
rigidity.

While the results suggest that deep brain stimulation could improve
survival rates for patients with Parkinson's disease, the researchers note a
few limitations to the study. They explain that it is possible that deep
brain stimulation patients were healthier than their counterparts in the
medication-only group. Patients with the implanted surgical device were
more likely to have been monitored closely, so other chronic conditions
may have been diagnosed and treated earlier. The study group was also
mostly male—because the veteran population is majority
male—meaning that the results cannot necessarily be generalized to
women with Parkinson's disease.

Parkinson's disease is a neurodegenerative disorder. It affects neurons in
the brain that produce dopamine. Its cause is currently unknown, and so
far there is no cure. Parkinson's itself is not fatal, but complications
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related to the disease often lead to death. Common symptoms of
Parkinson's disease include tremor, slowness of movement, limb rigidity,
and walking and balance problems. People with Parkinson's disease have
a shorter life expectancy than those without the disease.

While medication can manage symptoms of the disease, it has not been
shown to improve survival for those with Parkinson's. As Weaver
explains, patients usually undergo DBS surgery when the medication is
no longer effective. "The surgery may get patients back to where they
were when the medication was effective. That is, DBS is typically as
effective as the medication—if the medication was still working," she
says.

The researchers believe that more research is warranted into whether
DBS can extend life expectancy in Parkinson's disease. It remains
unclear whether the treatment modifies the actual disease, or just helps
control the related conditions that may shorten life. According to
Weaver, the improved quality of life after DBS may improve survival. It
is also possible that the ongoing monitoring required with DBS means
that patients are getting more medical attention in general, leading to
better care. More research is needed to see what direct effect DBS has
on neuroplasticity or brain function.

Provided by Veterans Affairs Research

Citation: Deep brain stimulation linked to longer survival for Parkinson's patients (2017,
December 21) retrieved 26 June 2024 from https://medicalxpress.com/news/2017-12-deep-brain-
linked-longer-survival.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/tags/life+expectancy/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/disease/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/patients/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/brain/
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2017-12-deep-brain-linked-longer-survival.html
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2017-12-deep-brain-linked-longer-survival.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

