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ORIGINAL ARTICLE

The Effects of Electroconvulsive Therapy
on Memory of Autobiographical and Public Events

Sarah H. Lisanby, MD; Jill H. Maddox, BA; Joan Prudic, MD; D. P. Devanand, MD; Harold A. Sackeim, PhD

Background: Retrograde amnesia is the most persis-
tent cognitive adverse effect of electroconvulsive therapy
(ECT): however, it is not known whether ECT has dif-
ferential effects on autobiographical vs impersonal memo-
ries. This study examined the short- and long-term ef-
fects of differing forms of ECT on memory of personal
and impersonal (public) events.

Methods: Fifty-five patients with major depression were
randomly assigned to right unilateral (RUL) or bilateral
(BL) ECT, each at either low or high electrical dosage.
The Personal and Impersonal Memory Test was admin-
istered by blinded raters at baseline, during the week af-
ter ECT, and at the 2-month follow-up. Normal con-
trols were tested at matched intervals.

Results: Shortly after ECT, patients recalled fewer events
and event details than controls, with the deficits most
marked for impersonal compared with personal events.

Bilateral ECT caused more marked amnesia for events
and details than RUL ECT, and especially for imper-
sonal memories. These effects were independent of elec-
trical dosage and clinical outcome. At the 2-month follow-
up, patients had reduced retrograde amnesia, but
continued to show deficits in recalling the occurrence of
impersonal events and the details of recent impersonal
events.

Conclusions: The amnestic effects of ECT are greatest
and most persistent for knowledge about the world (im-
personal memory) compared with knowledge about the
self (personal memory), for recent compared with dis-
tinctly remote events, and for less salient events. Bilat-
eral ECT produces more profound amnestic effects than
RUL ECT, particularly for memory of impersonal
events.
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HE COGNITIVE adverse ef-

fects of electroconvulsive

therapy (ECT) limit its use.

The most persistent ad-

verse effect is retrograde
amnesia.! Shortly after ECT, most pa-
tients have gaps in their memory forevents
that occurred close in time to the course
of ECT, but the amnesia may extend back
several months or years.*® Retrograde am-
nesia usually improves during the first few
months after ECT. Nonetheless. for many
patients, recovery is incomplete, with per-
manent amnesia for events that occurred
close in time to the treatment.®”

It is not known whether our knowl-
edge of ourselves (autobiographical events)
or our knowledge of events in the world
(public or impersonal events) is more vul-
nerable to the amnestic effects of ECT.
For several decades, it has long been
thought that ECT exerts its most pro-
found adverse effect on autobiographical
memory."*'* Theoretically, such a pat-

tern would support a dissociation in the
memory systems subserving the recall of
autobiographical and public events."!?

See also page 591

It seems counterintuitive that ECT ex-
erts a greater effect on autobiographical
compared with impersonal information.
Autobiographical events should gener-
ally be subject to deeper encoding, more
extensive elaboration, more frequent re-
trieval, and have greater affective intona-
tion and personal significance, making
them more memorable.'** Nonetheless,
there are reports that medial temporal
lobe damage results in more extensive
retrograde amnesia for autobiographical
than public events (see Nadel and Mos-
covitch!® for a review), with the amnesia
for autobiographical events extending
further back in time.*'** However, amne-
sia for autobiographical and impersonal
events has rarely been compared in ECT
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