Butterﬂy effectaims atblues

Magnetic therapy may
combat depression,
" writes Alex Wilde.

sport and socialising,

15-year-old Rebecca* struggled to.

getoutof bed. Until year 10, the
North Shore student was music

and sports captain, a peer support

leaderand had amainroleina
drama production. But when
depression struck in 2004, it all
ground to a halt.

Karen,* also from the North
Shore, was in year 9 when
depression blighted her life three
years ago. She lost her love of
reading and playing the piano,
withdrew from friends and felt so
bad she was prone to self-harm.

Rebecca and Karen, now 17, are
not alone. beyondblue, the
national depression initiative,
says about 20 per cent of young
peoplewill have experienced
depression by the time theyreach
adulthood. More than normal
sadness, clinical depression
interferes with day-to-day
functioning and is severe enough
to warrant treatment.

Both adolescentshad regular
counselling, but things didn’t
improve. Karen was prescribed
antidepressants, but medication
'was never an option for Rebecca,

“I'was anxjous about possible
side effects,” Rebecca says. “Then
Mum saw a story on the news
about a treatment being trialled
forteenagers suffering from -
depression that was drug-free ”

Known as repetitive
transcranial magnetic stimulation
TMS), the therapy uses magnetic
pulsesto alter brain activity,
Experimental rTMS trials atthe
Black Dog Institute, based at the
Prince of WalesHospital in
Randwick, have already shown
promise in depressed adults.

in 2005, the Black Dog Institute -

launched Australia's first placébo-
controlled studyto evaluate the

effectiveness of r-TMS in the 15 to

18 age group.

Trial leader Colleen Loo,
research psychiatyist at the Black
DogInstitute and associate
professor in the School of
Psychiatry at the University of
NSW; says the institute’s results”
and a few international case
reports indicate thatrTMS has
good potential for adolescents.

“We know from studies that
use r'TMS to investigate brain
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functioning that it activates
neurons and changes blood-flow
patterns and we can measure the
effects of that brain stimulation,”
Loo says. “Thisis the first trial to
test rTMS against placebo that
allows us to say whether it really
works or whether being in atrial
is making the difference.”

1TMS is delivered via a simaple,
butterfly-shaped coil held to the
leftside of the head to stimulate
part of the brain called the pre-
frontal cortex, which is thought to
be underactive in people with
depression. Participanis receive a
series of 10 magnetic pulses a

. Colleen Loo demonstrates rTMS. Photo: James Alcock

second in five-second bursts for
about 20 minutes. They describe it
as a painless tapping sensation.

Rebecca and Karen, the first
teenagers in Australia to have the
treatment, attended the Black
Dog Institute for about an hour
every weekday for six weeks.
They completed surveys that
rated their level of depression
during the study and simple
memory tests monitored any
adverse effects.

Neither knew whether she was
assigned to the placebo or the
active treatment, but both had
active rTMS during the trial
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period. Rebecca noticed she
started feeling better part way
through the trial.

“Before taking part in the trial I
didn’t want to be living,” Rebecea
says. “I didn’t want to see friends, .
Thad no feelings except being i
constantly upset and sad. There
wasn't a future.

“Itwasn’t like Iwoke one
morning and thought, ‘Ch my
God, 'm better’, it was a gradual
thing. NowI am finishing my FHSC
and Pm really excited about
travelling next year. Then I want
to donursing or medicine.”

Karen says she no longer has
deep, crippling depressions, but
feels her recovery still has some

. “Before 'TMS it had gottothe
stage where I'd cut [myself] to try

“Now my mood is probably a

immediately after the :'TMS,
butnot asbad asIwas before
the trial. e

- “Thave taken'up music again
and have a hugé pile of books by
mybedtoread. Twanttodoa

would like to study overseas.”

Loo says it is early days for
rTMS trialsin adolescentsand
the therapy needs to be tested
furtherbefore any conclusions
about its effectiveness and safety |
can be drawn. “At this stage can't |
say definitively that it does work
or doesn’t work.

“My clinical impression is that
the two adolescents we have seen |
were quickerto respond torTMS |

R

" thanadults thatwe've treated. - |

“If further trials with sufﬁmenﬂy
large numbers of participants
show rTMS to be effective and-

safe, I see no reason why it

. shouldn’t become a routine chmca,l ‘

treatment for adolescents.”

With controversy surrounding |
the use of antidepressantsin this
age group, Loo suggests tTMS may
prove useful as an alternative to
medication ~but she emphasises -
that magneticstimulationisnotan ;
alternative therapy. ?

“The advantages of r'TMS are
that it seems to be quite
acceptable to adolescentsand -
their families and there appear |
to be very fewif any associated (
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