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Abstract:
Although it is known that a proportion of people fwd EeT distressing to receive, these adverse
psychological reactions are little understood. Twenty people who reponed having found Ecr
upsetting were interviewed about their experiences in delaiL A variety of themes emerged, including
feelings of fear, shame and humiliation, worthlessness and helplessness, and a sense of having been
abused and assaulted. This had reinforced existing problems and led to distrust of psychiatric staff.
Few had felt able to teU professionals of the strength oftheir reactions, implyinga possiblehidden pool
of trauma Implications for the practice of Ecr are discussed.

Introduction

AlthoughECf (electroconvulsive therapy)
is widely used in depression and some other
conditions, it continues to attractcontroversy.
Disagreement mainly centres around the pos­
sibility of memory loss and intellectual im­
pairment, with the generally accepted offi­
cial view being that' As far as we know, ECf
does not have any long-term effects on your
memory or your intelligence', (Royal Col­
lege of Psychiatrists, 1997.) Although the
debate about cognitive impairment has re­
ceivedmuchattention, (Breggin, 1991;Frank,
1990; Friedberg, 1976), the question of pos­
sible unwanted psychological effects has,
until recently, been almost totally neglected.
No mention is made ofthem in most summa­
ries ofadverse effects, such as that in Weiner
& Krystal (1994). The ECf handbook con­
tains a single paragraph referring briefly to

pre-treatment anxiety (Royal College ofPsy­
chiatrists, 1995). This omisSion has been
commented on both by psychiatrists: •Doc­
tors who give ECf have shown remarkably
little interest in their patients' views of the
procedure and its effects on them and only
recently has this topic received any consid­
eration in the literature' (Abrams, 1997) and
by service users: 'What is never discussed in
the literature is the profoundly damaging
psychological effects ECf can have'
(Lindow, 1992).

This is in contrast to earlier, mainly psy­
choanalytic, theorising about the psychologi­
cal impact of ECf. Psychogenic theories of
ECf's action were summarised in a review
article by Cook (1944). Earlier belief in the
therapeutic effects of fear had been largely
replaced by theories about the healing nature
of this symbolic death and re-birth. There
was speculation along Freudian lines that the
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