
Brit. J. Psychiat. (1980), 137,8-16

ECT: I. Patients' Experiences and Attitudes

By C. P. L. FREEMAN and R. E. KENDELL

SUMMARY One hundred and sixty-six patients who had ECT in either
1971 or 1976 were interviewed. The 1976 sample represented 89 per cent
of those available for interview. Their experiences of ECT and their
attitudes to it are described. They found ECT a helpful treatment and
not particularly frightening, but side-effects, especially memory
impairment, were frequent.

We have not found any systematic attempts
in the literature to assess patients' experience or
views of ECT. Gomez (1975) looked at side-
effects but confined questioning to a period 24
hours after the treatment. A number of other
studies which compared the effects of unilateral
and bilateral ECT on cognitive function in-
cluded questions on side-effects. There have been
some anecdotal reports in the general press,
usually along the lines that ECT was a terrifying
or damaging treatment. Following a Panorama
(BBC TV) programme on ECT in 1977 Julian
Mounter wrote in The Listener "I spoke to more
than 50 ECT patients, and almost all of them
said they dreaded it more than anything else
they had ever experienced". Bird (1979) attemp-
ted to assess the effect this programme had on
patients' attitudes.

In view of the increasing number of adverse
anecdotal reports we felt it would be useful to
interview a representative sample of patients
who had had a course of ECT and find out what
they thought.

Methods
Sample—We attempted to interview all the

patients under the age of 70 who had had ECT
during one year (1976) in the Royal Edinburgh
Hospital. We tried to interview people approxi-
mately one year after their last ECT, but some
had had a second course of treatment during
the year and were interviewed within six
months while others, being difficult to contact,
were not interviewed until 18 months after their

last course. The interviewing took place
between February 1977 and October 1978.

Because the study was conducted alongside
another investigation concerned with epilepsy
following ECT, a number of patients were
interviewed who had had ECT in 1971, i.e. six
years earlier. No attempt was made to contact
everyone who had had ECT in 1971 but it was
felt useful to include this group to see if attitudes
changed with the passage of time.

Each patient of the sample was sent a letter
explaining the nature of the study and asking
them to come for an out-patient interview.
Those who did not respond were sent a second
appointment enclosing a small questionnaire and
a stamped addressed envelope. The few who still
did not come were visited at home, where
possible with prior telephone contact.

Interview schedule—Patients were given a
semi-structured interview based on a question-
naire. They were allowed to talk spontaneously
about their views and experience of ECT for
about five minutes and then asked for specific
details about the number and timing of their
treatments, why they were given ECT, their
psychiatric symptoms at the time, why the
treatment was stopped, their experience of the
treatment sessions themselves, the side-effects
that they experienced, whether the treatment
helped them, whether they would have it
again, and whether they gave consent to the
treatment. Finally, they were asked to respond
to a number of statements by either agreeing,
disagreeing or saying 'don't know'. Further
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