
RTMS: NEW TREATMENT FOR
DEPRESSION HITS THE UK
A radically new treatment for depression, rTMS 
(repetitive Transcranial Magnetic Stimulation), 
has now become available in the UK.
Researchers looking for alternative ways of 
stimulating the brain found that applying fast 
magnetic pulses to the frontal part of the 
scalp for half an hour every day for a number 
of weeks, has a very powerful antidepressant 
effect, even in those who hadn’t responded 
to any other treatments before. It is very well 
established in America where there are already 
hundreds of mental health providers offering 
this treatment, but it is only now starting to 
become known in the UK.

Depression is, according to the World Health
Organization (WHO), the leading cause of
disability worldwide and yet the tools we have at 
our disposal to combat it don’t always seem to be
up to the challenge. Psychiatrists use the term
“treatment-resistant depression” to refer to those 
cases of depression that don’t fully respond to 
standard pharmacological treatment and
psychotherapy. Given that we have been
developing treatments for this disorder for many 
decades, one would be forgiven for assuming
that treatment-resistant patients constitute
only a small minority, but that’s not the case.
In fact, two-thirds of those who are started 
on an antidepressant medication by their GPs 
will remain depressed to a signifi cant extent, 

despite the pills. And getting better often comes 
at a price: side-effects such as weight gain or a 
reduced libido may be part of the bargain.

The treatment of depression is not all about
medical interventions, of course. There is also 
psychotherapy, the most popular variety of which 
at the moment is CBT, diet, exercise, and lifestyle 
changes, such as reducing alcohol and avoiding 
stresses. Classical medicine texts, from antiquity 
to the eighteenth century, recommended good 
food, music and other pleasurable activities
when one is trying to overcome melancholia.

But if one is signifi cantly depressed, music
and other pleasures are not always - or even
frequently - enough. And if pills and therapy
haven’t helped either, then there is a need
to consider other options.

For those who are very ill, there is Electroconvulsive 
therapy (ECT). But you have to be very ill to
benefi t from ECT and you may fi nd the prospect 
of going under a general anaesthetic and
receiving an electrical charge unpalatable.
Plus the very diffi cult image of ECT, underlined
by Jack Nicholson’s character having it as a
punishment in One Flew Over the Cuckoo's Nest, 
will never help its popularity. The intuitive belief 
that magnetic energy could be used to treat the 
mind has been with us for a very long time. Back 
in 1902, two enterprising individuals called Adrian 

Pollacsek and Berthold Beer, working in Vienna at 
the same time as Sigmund Freud, fi led a patent 
for an electromagnetic device to treat depression 
and neurosis, amongst other disorders. It didn’t 
catch on, simply because the technology of the 
time wasn’t sophisticated enough to produce
a useful therapeutic effect.

A century on, we now fi nally have at our disposal 
advanced machines that are able to reach the 
surface of the brain and stimulate its cells. This 
is achieved by positioning a coil on the patient’s 
head, but unlike ECT, the patient is fully awake 
and there is no need for needles, electricity, or 
sedation. One simply sits comfortably and lets 
the machine do the work. The rTMS device then 
makes a series of clicking noises, the result of 
magnetic pulses being delivered through the 
treatment coil.

A course of rTMS is short but intense. Five sessions 
each week are required for three to six weeks. 
Each session lasts for about half an hour. Patients 
use their time under the magnet to daydream, 
chat with the nurse, or read the paper.

Several clinics in America and Europe, including 
ours, have reported that up to two thirds of their 
patients get well after a course of rTMS, even 
though most patients seeking this treatment had 
already tried others and failed. It isn’t normally a 
fi rst line intervention, simply because it demands 

so much time and commitment from patient and 
therapist, and prescribing an antidepressant pill is 
so much easier and cheaper. The effectiveness
of rTMS has been proven by a multitude of
rigorous peer-reviewed studies and it is now
fully approved by the American and European 
regulatory authorities.

Another signifi cant advantage of rTMS is that it is 
virtually side-effect free, unlike antidepressants 
and ECT. rTMS has not been found to have any 
detrimental effect on brain function either at the 
time of the treatment or in the longer term.

Specifi cally, it does not affect the patient’s
memory or induce confusion at all which are 
problems commonly associated with ECT.

In fact, rTMS has been used to stimulate the 
memory of patients whose cognitive abilities had 
suffered as a result of a chronic mental illness or 
brain injury with good results. In fact, our patients 
often tell us that they feel intellectually sharper
after treatment.

If you are depressed and pills haven’t helped you, 
it’s time to consider rTMS.
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I GOT MY MIND ON MY MUSIC & MY MUSIC ON MY MIND
Quick! Answer this question - fi rst thought that 
comes to your mind, seriously… What is a G 
scale? Is it an ascending or descending order
of musical notes, organised based on a
Western music theory, which fi ts into an 
accepted progression of whole steps and half 
steps within the key of G? Or is it a ranking
system from 0 to 10 that determines how 
much of a cold hard gangsta you are? Well,
if you answered the former, studies would
hold that you have a more advanced cognitive 
development than an individual without this 
musical knowledge. (Sorry, G.)

It’s true. While many studies show that simply
listening to music triggers multiple areas of 
your brain simultaneously, actually playing and
understanding music can create an explosive
symphony of nearly all the cortices in the left 
and right hemisphere.  It’s like the difference 
between a quartet and an orchestra (for all 
those music minded individuals out there).
In fact, regular practice can strengthen certain 
brain functions, allowing musicians to solve 
problems more effectively, both academically 
and socially. This can be applied to many
cognitive activities, such as attempting to
understand the string theory, or spitting hot 

game at your local pub. So, why is playing
music more benefi cial than just listening to 
music?  It has to do with the addition of fi ne 
motor skills, which playing music requires, and 
combines the logical left hemisphere functions 
with the creative right. This dual weight
training of sorts increases the activity of the 
corpus callosum. And NO, that isn’t a Harry 
Potter spell; it is the neurological bridge
between the two sides of your brain.

Strengthening the corpus callosum has been 
shown to increase the ability to analyse both 
cognitive and emotional aspects of a situation, 
improve planning and strategising skills, boost 
an individual’s attention to detail, and even 
enhance a person’s memory system! That can 
come in handy when trying to remember the 
name of that girl you met last night at
the pub… Was it Hannah or Natasha? This
connection between playing music and
advanced cognitive function can be traced 
back to the dawn of human existence (insert 
track “Also Sprach Zarathustra” from 2001: A 
Space Odyssey). Some of the earliest human
artefacts to ever be found are in fact musical 
instruments. For survival, this does little (unless 
you want to hit a saber-tooth tiger over the 

head with a guitar). But in aiding the
development of abstract ideas to help come up 
with creative solutions to everyday problems, 
this is where music shines.

Pretty heady stuff, right? And that is only a tiny 
spark of the incredible explosion of benefi ts 
music has on the brain. But despite this
connection to advanced cognitive
development, music and arts programmes 
around the world are in constant threat
of being cut. This issue could have a huge
effect on future generations, who would learn 
maths and science skills, but lack the ability
to apply their knowledge in a creative and
abstract manner.  So do something positive 
about it! Spread the word, take a stand, and 
contact your local MP to let them know how 
you feel. Oh, and encourage your child
to pick up an instrument today, and
fulfi l that long overdue desire to
learn one yourself. It’s never too
late and chances are it would
make you one pretty cool G.
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ARE YOU
OUT OF
CONTROL?

When life crowds in on you, how 
do you respond?  
Whether you are currently being challenged 
by the positive thing happening for you, or 
the painful things, the way in which you
handle your stress, fear and frustration is the 
key to protecting your health, wellbeing and 
relationships. When we feel overwhelmed,
it is easy to spiral into aggression, anxiety,
defensiveness and depression. The shame 
that follows close behind prevents people 
from seeking help - this cycle of overwhelm 
and the dangerous shame/blame game that 
accompanies it can be devastating.

It is more socially acceptable to ask for
support when a loved one’s behaviour is
spiralling out of control and you are on the 
receiving end. But what if you are the one 
who is losing control? Since our culture 
associates being in control as evidence of 
strength, it is likely to feel a lot harder to ask 
for help, which can result in secrecy, guilt
and self-hatred. In my experience, many 
adults and children need help with managing 
their behaviour when life feels out of control, 
ranging from passive shut down to extreme 
outbursts, violence, addiction, over spending, 
self-harm and obsessive compulsive

tendencies. Self-sabotage is a relentlessly 
familiar experience for many people, and one 
of the loneliest concealments kept. So many 
of the individuals I work with in my practice 
judge themselves as being particularly 
fl awed, when in actual fact they are simply
experiencing part of the human struggle.

We face our internal saboteurs both when 
we stumble into nightmare situations, and 
also when our dreams come true. If we land 
a great job, or enter a wonderful relationship, 
we may feel terrifi ed by the prospect of
failure, and the thought of trusting good 
things that come our way. Likewise, during 
bleak periods when nothing seems to be
going right, our frustrations and fear, which 
we usually try to suppress, can feel
impossible to take control of. Self-sabotage 
also thrives on boredom and lifestyle
cul-de-sacs when we chug along wondering 
if this is all there really is to life. In other 
words, our saboteur is with us most of the 
time, either as background wallpaper or
foreground bullying. And learning to deal 
with it is one of the most useful things we 
can do to fi nd peace.

Why are human beings such 
complex creatures?   
Psychology, psychiatry, psychotherapy and 
analysis have argued for many decades over 
the origins or our inherent self-destructive 
tendencies. With advances in neuroscience 
and brain scans, we now have much clearer 
information as to how our brain systems and 
chemistry affect our moment to moment 
experiences. Our brains are made up of three 
major sections - either they behave in a
coordinated way, or one part dominates
over the other two, causing dysregulation.  
Broadly speaking, the ‘oldest’ part of our 
brain is the lower, reptilian system, which 
triggers primitive impulses of defence and 
attack. The second part of the brain that 
evolved is the mammalian brain; the
emotional limbic system, which has almost 
the same chemical make up as other
mammals. This part of the brain both helps 
to control the primitive fi ght and fl ight
impulses of the reptilian system and enables 
us to relate to others and belong. It can 
also trigger strong emotions that need to 
be managed by the third part of our brain to 

evolve; the rational brain, or in other words, 
the higher brain or frontal lobes. This is the 
newest part of the human brain amounting 
to about 85% of the total brain mass and
enveloping the older reptilian and mammalian 
parts. Note that 90% of the brain develops 
in the fi rst fi ve years of life when billions of 
neurological connections are formed, directly
infl uenced by a child’s experiences.

As children and adults, our relationships 
and life experiences can support us to feel 
at ease with heightened emotions, such as 
excitement and passion, enabling a steady 
waterfall of oxytocin and other opioids,
supported by neural pathways dug between 
our rational frontal lobes and our more 
archaic survival. If as children we weren’t 
helped to deal with our intense feelings, we 
may create an overactive stress response
system leading to pathological states
of depression, anxiety, passivity, or encounter 
hyper extremes of anger and craving for 
over-stimulation. Too much survival response 
and emotional reaction without rational 
thought leads to acting out, and too much 
rational thought without access to a survival 
instinct and emotional nuances leads to an 
arid inability to relate in a meaningful way.  
And so, whatever our upbringing, we must 
continue to create connections between 
these three major parts of our brain, digging 
roads of communication between them to 
create physical, fi nancial and emotional
consistency in our lives.

How can my mind start to work 
in harmony?  

Self-acceptance, compassion and
self-soothing are three of the hardest but 
most rewarding disciplines to cultivate. I use 
the word ‘discipline’ intentionally, as it takes 
practice to cultivate these qualities, despite 
the cacophony of sabotaging voices within 
us saying we should give up, that we’re not 
worth loving and that nothing good lasts,
whilst bad things last forever.

These responses must be developed
alongside the cynical saboteur, not in an 
attempt to drown it out, but to balance it
out, providing a supportive perspective
alongside the fearful touchstones we can’t 
let go of. This is not the same as thinking

positively or trying to replace the dark 
thoughts that haunt us. Developing
compassion for ourselves means cultivating 
acceptance of our complex extremes. It is 
soothing to accept that we are hard-wired 
for both light and dark thoughts and feelings, 
and that in any given moment we are likely 
to have a fair mixture of both. Reducing
feelings of shame and guilt around simply 
being human, through compassionate
acceptance is one of the single most
effective things we can do to increase
wellbeing in our lives.

Any method of self-refl ection that supports 
us to observe what we feel, think and
experience from a neutral perspective is 
effective in building neurological pathways 
between the survival, reptilian part of the 
brain, the emotional mammalian brain
and the rational frontal lobes.

   My Top Tips for Self-refl ection:  
•  Keep a diary and ruminate
•  Do physical exercise
•  Creative expressions of all kinds
•  Practice mindfulness and meditation
•  Be in nature
•  Engage in supportive dialogue with others
•   Therapy can help us to accept the complex 

parts of ourselves by exploring more fully
and having compassionate witnessing
modelled for us. If you seek therapy, fi nd
a therapist who you feel relates to you.
Figuring out who you are and how to be
in the world is a tussle, and you want
someone beside you, who lets you know
that they are there.

   Books to read around
this subject:  
‘What every parent needs to know’ by Margot
Sutherland.  Great for understanding brain
development in children.

‘Anger Kills’ by Redford Williams and Virginia
Williams, which explores strategies for
controlling the hostility that can harm
your health.

‘Care of the Soul’ by Thomas Moore. Understand 
how to add depth and meaning to your life.

To fi nd a counsellor look up ‘fi nd a therapist’ on the 
BACP on www.bacp.co.uK

To fi nd a psychotherapist look up ‘fi nd a therapist’ 
the UKCP on www.psychotherapy.org.uk

BALANCE’S Resident Psychotherapist,
Stacey Millichamp, sheds light on what 
causes us to press the ‘self-destruct’
button and explores how we can begin
a dialogue with our inner saboteurs. 

See www.northlondonpsychotherapist.com
to contact Stacey or for more information.


