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MORE NEWS
Scientists have recognized for some time that people suffering from
depression often experience a substantial reduction in symptoms when - - -
given aplacebo. In fact, this observation has led some researchersto ’H\ .H.
propose that up to 75 percent of the apparent efficacy of antidepressant 2 1
medicine may actually be attributable to the placebo effect. Determining o B % 3
the cause of a patient'simprovement under such circumstancesis no easy B | I A T
task. But the results of a new study may shed light on the matter. " ; -
According to areport in the January issue of the American Journal of
Psychiatry, depressed patients who respond to placebo treatment do
exhibit a change in brain function, but one that differs from that seenin 'i‘ﬁ! : g \F
patients who respond to medication. K [ s

{ & [
Using so-called quantitative electroencephal ography imaging, ateam of s i %
researchers at the University of Californiaat Los Angeles studied % L
eectrical activity in the brains of 51 depressed patients receiving either -
placebo treatment or active medication. Patients who responded
favorably to the placebo, the investigators found, showed increased Image: Courtesy of Andrew Leuchter et al.
activity in aregion of the brain known asthe prefrontal cortex. Those
who responded to medication, in contrast, exhibited suppressed activity in that area. The image shown here illustrates changesin
prefrontal cortex activity over timein the placebo responders group (top row ) and the medication responders group (bottom
row ), with red indicating an increase in activity and blue-green representing a decrease. "Both treatments affect prefrontal brain
function,” the researchers write, "but they have distinct effects and time courses."

-

These results "show us that there are different pathways to improvement for people suffering from depression,” team member
Andrew Leuchter notes. “Medications are effective, but there may be other ways to help people get better," he adds. "If we can
identify what some of the mechanisms are that help people get better with placebo, we may be able to make treatments more
effective.” —Kate Wong
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