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ECT & Memory 

Most people having electroconvulsive therapy (ECT) have Major Depressive Disorder 
or are in a Major Depressive Episode.  Many have had the disease for a long time and 
have tried many kinds of other treatments without relief. 
ECT is a series of treatments in the hospital, usually 2-3 times a week for several 
weeks in a row.  Sometimes maintenance ECT, a treatment once every 1-13 weeks, is 
needed for years or for life. 
 

The disease: 

Depression shrinks the size of key memory centers.  Depression reduces the number 
of connections between nerve cells in memory centers.  Depression negatively affects 
memory: mostly short term memory.  The ‘tape recorder’ does not work properly.  
Depression negatively affects memory. 
 
Depression negatively affects concentration.  Concentration is like the microphone for 
memory recording.  The ‘microphone’ does not work properly.  Depression negatively 
affects memory. 
 
Depression negatively affects sleep.  Trouble sleeping negatively affects memory. 
 
Depression negatively affects energy.  Low energy negatively affects memory. 
 
Depression causes a release of ‘stress’ hormones and steroids.  Long term release of 
these substances negatively affects memory centers.  Depression negatively affects 
memory. 
 
Many people with depression have anxiety, sometimes very severe anxiety.  Anxiety 
negatively affects memory. 
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What is the natural response of the body when it is sick?  To rest.  People often ‘push’ 
themselves to do too much when they are sick with depression.  Low energy and low 
rest negatively affect memory. 
 
What is the natural response of the body when it is sick?  Changed appetite, reduced 
healthy food.  Depression is tricky because some people eat more food, some people 
eat less food.  Almost always the quality of what people eat gets worse.  People need 
to feed their brains healthy foods, regularly.  Even if it is just a piece of fruit – 
something healthy to feed the brain.  Changed amount of food and changed frequency 
of food can negatively affect memory. 
 
What is the natural response of the body when it is sick?  Changed appetite, reduced 
fluids.  Depression is tricky because some people eat more food, some people eat 
less food.  Almost always the amount and the quality of what people drink gets worse.  
People need to give their brains proper hydration – something healthy to help fuel the 
brain, 2-3 litres of water a day.  Changed amount and frequency of fluids can 
negatively affect memory. 
 
What is the natural response of the body when it is sick?  Changed appetite, reduced 
intake of essential vitamins and minerals.  People need to feed their brains healthy 
foods.  People need to feed their brains regularly.  Vitamin D3, B Vitamins, Zinc, 
Magnesium, Iron, and other minerals and vitamins can be forgotten or be too low.  
This can cause blood cells to be less – less oxygen to the brain, less memory.  This 
can also cause vitamin deficiency syndromes that cause loss of memory.  Reduced 
amounts of needed vitamins and minerals negatively affects memory. 
 
People with depression often forget to take their medications regularly.  Forgetting 
medications negatively affects memory. 
 
Many people with depression have other problems such as substance misuse.  
Alcohol negatively affects memory.  Smoking affects the persons medications and 
smoking will eventually negatively affect memory.  Many street drugs negatively affect 
memory.  Substance Use negatively affects memory. 
 
People with depression often have other medical problems.  Those problems, such as 
diabetes, negatively affect energy, sleep, concentration, appetite, etc.   Sometimes 
other medical conditions directly negatively affect memory.  Other conditions often 
negatively affect memory. 
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The treatment: 

There is natural, expected, anxiety with and before any hospital treatment of any kind.  
Anxiety negatively affects memory.  ECT is a repeated procedure, people don’t 
normally get their hip operated on 2 to 3 times a week for several weeks in a row.  
Treatment-related anxiety can temporarily affect memory during the course of 
treatment. 
 
There is natural, expected, trouble sleeping the night before before any hospital 
treatment of any kind.  Trouble sleeping negatively affects memory.  .  Remember that 
this is a repeated procedure people don’t normally get their hip operated on 2 to 3 
times a week form several weeks in a row.  Treatment-related sleeping issues can 
temporarily affect memory during the course of treatment. 
The treatment involves creating a temporary medically controlled and monitored 
generalized seizure.  A generalized seizure affects memory during the seizure, for a 
brief period of time after the seizure, and often for some of the moments before the 
seizure.  The treatment itself can temporarily affect memory during the course of 
treatment. 
 
There is purposeful amnesia for the treatment.  Medication is purposefully given to 
prevent the person from remembering being temporarily paralyzed and having the 
treatment.  A general anesthetic affects memory during the treatment, for a brief 
period of time after the treatment, and can also affect memory for some of the time 
that morning before the treatment.   The anesthetic medication purposefully but 
temporarily affects memory during the course of treatment. 
People having ECT cannot eat or drink for several hours before the treatment.  As 
they recover from the anesthesia they gradually are more interested in eating or 
drinking.  They need to ‘make up’ for the missed fluids and nutrients. 
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The results: 

ECT increases the size of key memory centers back to or towards normal.  This takes 
a lot of energy – the brain is ‘working out’ but no one sees that (including the person 
having ECT).  Being tired negatively affects memory but ECT improves memory in the 
long run just not for this time.  People having ECT need to rest. 
 
ECT increases the amount of connections between nerve cells in key memory 
centers.  This takes a lot of energy – the brain is ‘working out’ but no one sees that 
(including the person having ECT).  Being tired negatively affects memory but ECT 
improves memory in the long run just not for this time.  People having ECT need to 
rest. 
 
People underestimate how important it is to have proper nutrition, proper hydration, 
and proper rest during the treatment process. 
 
People having ECT need to rest properly. 
 
People having ECT need to feed their brains regularly. 
 
People having ECT need to feed their brains healthy foods. 
 
People having ECT need to give their brains proper hydration – mostly water and 
gradually though the day, not all at once. 
 
Brains take a long time to heal.  People having ECT and their loved ones need to 
exercise patience with the treatment process.  Sometimes mood improves before 
energy, or sleep, or memory.  People can stop ECT too soon, or try to do too many 
things, or get back to their normal routines too soon.  Just because the surgical wound 
from your hip operation has healed does not mean it’s time to run marathons again.  
There’s a rehabilitation process to follow with depression, just like with many other 
medical problems.  Brains take a long time to heal. 
 
Some people say that their memory is better after ECT because their depression is 
better. 
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Conclusion: 

ECT improves memory in the long run but the person having ECT and their family 
should never expect them to have made normal memories before they have ECT, or 
during the treatment period, and for some time after during their rehabilitation. 
 
A person having ECT should expect to never have made normal memories from 
before ECT due to the disease.  A person having ECT should expect to not make 
normal memories during the treatment process.  It can take several months to fully 
return to normal no matter what treatment plan is used for depression. 
 
Brains take a long time to heal. 
 
Recovery is supported in the medical literature. 
 
When Depression is better memory from now on is better. 
 
 
 


