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Episode 221 Electroconvulsive Therapy Part 2: A current conversation
This week, we’re picking up where we left off last episode in our exploration of ECT by examining how this therapy is administered, which conditions it’s used for, and what we know about why it works. To start off, we take you through the procedure step-by-step, including prep and what someone might experience in the days or weeks that follow. We then examine the situations for which ECT might be recommended as well as the barriers preventing its wider use, which include issues with both access and stigma. How on earth does an electric shock improve symptoms of depression or catatonia? That burning question is one we do our best to answer. To help us present an accurate and comprehensive perspective of this important but underutilized therapy, we bring on an expert. Dr. Leonardo Lopez, Associate Professor of Psychiatry at Weill Cornell Medicine and Vice Chair of Inpatient Services in the Department of Psychiatry, works alongside NewYork-Presbyterian to expand access to ECT across multiple hospitals (check out the Advances in Care podcast episode featuring his work, The Positive Impact of Electroconvulsive Therapy for Severe Psychiatric Illness). Dr. Lopez shares with us a remarkable story of a young girl whose rare condition (anti-NMDA receptor encephalitis) was treated in part with ECT (watch the video of her journey). He also shines a light on the current limitations facing ECT as well as his hopes for the future. Tune in for a truly fascinating episode!
History
- Sadowsky, Jonathan. Electroconvulsive therapy in America: The anatomy of a medical controversy. Routledge, 2016.
- Shorter, Edward, and David Healy. Shock therapy: a history of electroconvulsive treatment in mental illness. Rutgers University Press, 2020.
- Berrios, German E. “The scientific origins of electroconvulsive therapy: a conceptual history.” History of psychiatry 8.29 (1997): 105-119.
- Buday, Jozef, et al. “Electroconvulsive therapy portrayal in contemporary video games.” Frontiers in psychiatry 14 (2024): 1336044.
- De Anta, L., et al. “Assessment of beliefs and attitudes about electroconvulsive therapy posted on Twitter: an observational study.” European Psychiatry 66.1 (2023): e11.
- de Mangoux, Gonzague Corbin, et al. “History of ECT in schizophrenia: from discovery to current use.” Schizophrenia bulletin open 3.1 (2022): sgac053.
- Endler, Norman S. “The origins of electroconvulsive therapy (ECT).” The Journal of ECT 4.1 (1988): 5-23.
- Euba, Rafael, and Monica Crugel. “The depiction of electroconvulsive therapy in the British press.” The Journal of ECT 25.4 (2009): 265-269.
- Fink, Max. “Convulsive therapy: a review of the first 55 years.” Journal of affective disorders 63.1-3 (2001): 1-15.
- Griffiths, Chris, and Alex O’Neill-Kerr. “Patients’, carers’, and the public’s perspectives on electroconvulsive therapy.” Frontiers in psychiatry 10 (2019): 304.
- Kalinowsky, Lothar B. “History of Convulsive Therapy a.” Annals of the New York Academy of Sciences 462.1 (1986): 1-4.
- Lebensohn, Zigmond M. “The history of electroconvulsive therapy in the United States and its place in American psychiatry: a personal memoir.” Comprehensive psychiatry 40.3 (1999): 173-181.
- Matthews, Avery Madeleine, Peter B. Rosenquist, and William Vaughn McCall. “Representations of ECT in English-language film and television in the new millennium.” The Journal of ECT 32.3 (2016): 187-191.
- McDonald, Andrew, and Garry Walter. “The portrayal of ECT in American movies.” The journal of ECT 17.4 (2001): 264-274.
- Sienaert, Pascal. “Based on a true story? The portrayal of ECT in international movies and television programs.” Brain stimulation 9.6 (2016): 882-891.
Biology
- Kellner, C.H., 2012. Brain stimulation in psychiatry: ECT, DBS, TMS and other modalities. Cambridge University Press.
- Livingston, R., Wu, C., Mu, K. and Coffey, M.J., 2018. Regulation of electroconvulsive therapy: a systematic review of US state laws. The journal of ECT, 34(1), pp.60-68.
- Merkl, A., Heuser, I. and Bajbouj, M., 2009. Antidepressant electroconvulsive therapy: mechanism of action, recent advances and limitations. Experimental neurology, 219(1), pp.20-26.
- Kritzer, M.D., Peterchev, A.V. and Camprodon, J.A., 2023. Electroconvulsive therapy: mechanisms of action, clinical considerations, and future directions. Harvard review of psychiatry, 31(3), pp.101-113.
- Fosse, R. and Read, J., 2013. Electroconvulsive treatment: hypotheses about mechanisms of action. Frontiers in psychiatry, 4, p.94.
- Kellner, C.H., Obbels, J. and Sienaert, P., 2020. When to consider electroconvulsive therapy (ECT). Acta Psychiatrica Scandinavica, 141(4).
- Kellner, C.H., Greenberg, R.M., Murrough, J.W., Bryson, E.O., Briggs, M.C. and Pasculli, R.M., 2012. ECT in treatment-resistant depression. American Journal of Psychiatry, 169(12), pp.1238-1244.
- Fink, M., 2001. Convulsive therapy: a review of the first 55 years. Journal of affective disorders, 63(1-3), pp.1-15.
- Jelovac, A., Kolshus, E. and McLoughlin, D.M., 2013. Relapse following successful electroconvulsive therapy for major depression: a meta-analysis. Neuropsychopharmacology, 38(12), pp.2467-2474.
- Sackeim, H.A., 2014. Autobiographical memory and electroconvulsive therapy: do not throw out the baby. The journal of ECT, 30(3), pp.177-186.
- Lloyd, J.R., Silverman, E.R., Kugler, J.L. and Cooper, J.J., 2020. Electroconvulsive therapy for patients with catatonia: current perspectives. Neuropsychiatric Disease and Treatment, pp.2191-2208.
- Ren, J., Li, H., Palaniyappan, L., Liu, H., Wang, J., Li, C. and Rossini, P.M., 2014. Repetitive transcranial magnetic stimulation versus electroconvulsive therapy for major depression: a systematic review and meta-analysis. Progress in Neuro-Psychopharmacology and Biological Psychiatry, 51, pp.181-189.
- Singh, A. and Kar, S.K., 2017. How electroconvulsive therapy works?: understanding the neurobiological mechanisms. Clinical Psychopharmacology and Neuroscience, 15(3), p.210.
- Pagnin, D., de Queiroz, V., Pini, S. and Cassano, G.B., 2004. Efficacy of ECT in depression: a meta-analytic review. The journal of ECT, 20(1), pp.13-20.
- Slade, E.P., Jahn, D.R., Regenold, W.T. and Case, B.G., 2017. Association of electroconvulsive therapy with psychiatric readmissions in US hospitals. JAMA psychiatry, 74(8), pp.798-804.
- Deng, Z.D., Robins, P.L., Regenold, W., Rohde, P., Dannhauer, M. and Lisanby, S.H., 2024. How electroconvulsive therapy works in the treatment of depression: is it the seizure, the electricity, or both?. Neuropsychopharmacology, 49(1), pp.150-162.
- Shin, H.R., Kim, M. and Park, K.I., 2023. Electroconvulsive therapy and seizure: a double-edged sword?. encephalitis, 3(4), p.103.
- Hirjak, D., Rogers, J.P., Wolf, R.C., Kubera, K.M., Fritze, S., Wilson, J.E., Sambataro, F., Fricchione, G., Meyer-Lindenberg, A., Ungvari, G.S. and Northoff, G., 2024. Catatonia. Nature Reviews Disease Primers, 10(1), p.49.
- Grözinger, M., Smith, E.S. and Conca, A., 2015. On the significance of elektroconvulsive therapy in the treatment of severe mental diseases. Wiener klinische Wochenschrift, 127(7), pp.297-302.
- Frid, L.M., Kessler, U., Ousdal, O.T., Hammar, Å., Haavik, J., Riemer, F., Hirnstein, M., Ersland, L., Erchinger, V.J., Ronold, E.H. and Nygaard, G., 2023. Neurobiological mechanisms of ECT and TMS treatment in depression: study protocol of a multimodal magnetic resonance investigation. BMC psychiatry, 23(1), p.791.
- Chigareva, Oxana, Daria Smirnova, Darya Astafeva, Anna Gradinar, Olga Izmailova, Mikhail Sheyfer, Paul Cumming, Alexander Sack, and Arseny J. Gayduk. “Comparing the anti-depressive effect of electroconvulsive therapy (ECT) versus transcranial magnetic stimulation (TMS) in the treatment of patients with depression.” Psychiatria Danubina 35, no. S2 (2023): S48-S55.
- Cusin, C. and Dougherty, D.D., 2012. Somatic therapies for treatment-resistant depression: ECT, TMS, VNS, DBS. Biology of Mood & Anxiety Disorders, 2(1), p.14.
- Lopez, L.V., Hartzell, G., Lowet, D., Samuels, S. and Popeo, D.M., 2025. Electroconvulsive Therapy for Catatonia in NMDA Receptor Encephalitis Unresponsive to Immunotherapy in a Five Year Old. Pediatrics, 156(4), p.e2024070580.
- Kraiter, F.G., May, D.T., Slauer, R.D., Abburi, N., Eckstein, C., Shah, S., Komisar, J.R. and Feigal, J.P., 2024. Catatonia in anti-NMDA receptor encephalitis: a case series and approach to improve outcomes with electroconvulsive therapy. BMJ Neurology Open, 6(2), p.e000812.
- Leiknes, K.A., Schweder, L.J.V. and Høie, B., 2012. Contemporary use and practice of electroconvulsive therapy worldwide. Brain and behavior, 2(3), pp.283-344.
- Tørring, N., Sanghani, S.N., Petrides, G., Kellner, C.H. and Østergaard, S.D., 2017. The mortality rate of electroconvulsive therapy: a systematic review and pooled analysis. Acta Psychiatrica Scandinavica, 135(5), pp.388-397.
Disclaimer: This post may contain affiliate links. If you buy something through one of these links, you won’t pay a penny more, but we’ll get a small commission which helps us keep things running. Thanks!
https://i0.wp.com/thispodcastwillkillyou.com/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/220-221-Shock-Talk.png
This article was downloaded on Oct 8, 2026 at 10:42 PM EDT.
SEP 8, 2026, 6:55 PM EDT | PODCAST | EPISODE PAGE
Episode 220 Electroconvulsive Therapy Part 1: A charged history
For many, a mention of electroconvulsive therapy (ECT) conjures images of torture or mind control from popular media like One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest or Requiem for a Dream. Comparatively few know that ECT is not only still used today but is an incredibly safe and effective treatment for an array of psychiatric conditions. In this and next week’s episode, we explore this stigmatized and misunderstood therapy from its questionable origins to its current uses. We start by diving into the history of ECT and placing its discovery in the broader context of psychiatric medicine and leading notions of the causes of mental illness. We learn that ECT’s troubling reputation is not entirely unearned but is a relic of the past, as substantial advancements in safety and administration have established this as a truly powerful therapy that has stood the test of time. Tune in for a big picture view of one of our oldest and most effective psychiatric treatments.
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Special Episode: Clayton Page Aldern & The Weight of Nature
Already this summer, heatwaves are causing thousands of deaths across the world, catastrophic flooding threatens millions, wildfires rage across enormous swathes of the globe, many regions face extreme drought conditions, and a very strong El Niño is predicted for later this year, leading to further climate chaos. It’s a lot to take in. The devastating consequences of climate change can be measured any number of ways, and in this week’s book club episode, we delve into some of the more insidious and less explored impacts: those on our cognition, our mental health, our brains, and our behavior. In The Weight of Nature: How a Changing Climate Changes our Brains, author Clayton Page Aldern, neuroscientist and journalist who leads the data journalism program at Grist, presents a compelling and sweeping examination of the many unseen ways that climate change is changing us. Why do we have a shorter fuse when it’s hot outside? How are our memories and language impacted by our changing climate? What pathogens pose a greater threat to our brains as the planet warms? And most importantly, how can we begin to process these effects on our inner selves? Tune in to find out.
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Episode 219 The Brown Recluse: Fearsome foe or slandered spider?
Few spiders hold the dubious honor of name recognition among the general public. Most that do, like black widows, Australian funnel-web, the Goliath birdeater, are renowned not for their cute colors or weaving skills but for being fearsome, dangerous predators. The brown recluse is no exception. A bite from one of these arachnids can send someone to the hospital with a painful necrotizing wound and weeks of recovery. But do these spiders actually deserve all the hatred they get? In this week’s episode, we argue no. Breaking down not just the bite of the brown recluse but also its behaviors, its distribution, and its lore, we present a more complete picture of this vilified arachnid. Tune in for the low down on this shy spider.
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Episode 218 The Lowdown on Statins
Last week, we set the stage by breaking down the science behind cholesterol: how it moves through our body, why it causes disease, and when we discovered the link between LDL and atherosclerosis. This week, armed with that knowledge, we’re asking the big question: what do we do about high cholesterol? Statins emerged as a highly effective intervention but one that is not without its share of controversy and misinformation. We delve into the story and science of statins and other cholesterol-lowering drugs, from their brilliant discovery to early promising trials, from barriers preventing their use to the heaps of misinformation abounding on the internet. How do statins actually work? What does penicillin have to do with their discovery? What’s the deal with side effects? Tune in for all this and more.
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Episode 217 The High Stakes of Cholesterol
So your latest blood test results have come in, and you see a couple of numbers for cholesterol. What do those numbers mean, and why do we care about them? In this first part of our cholesterol miniseries, we break down the science behind this compound and trace how we made the link between certain types of cholesterol and heart disease. First, we follow the path that cholesterol takes in our bodies and what LDL and HDL mean in the context of heart disease. Then we delve into the history of this compound, which involves an over 2 billion year journey back in time, fascinating experiments that revealed the stubborn nature of medicine, and a terrible – but hopefully memorable – baseball analogy. Tune in for the low down on cholesterol.
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Episode 216 Cyclospora: Explosive Diarrhea Everywhere
You’ve seen the headlines: a food-borne parasite is infecting people across the US, leaving them chained to the toilet sometimes for weeks on end, as they are ravaged by wave after wave of gastrointestinal upset. What the heck is cyclosporiasis and where did it come from? How scared should we be of our raspberries or lettuce or cilantro? To dish out the answers as fast we could, we put together this fact-filled episode about the biology of Cyclospora cayetanensis, how this parasite makes you sick, when we first learned about it (more recently than you might think), and what we know about this current outbreak (or outbreaks). We also probe how recent changes to foodborne pathogen surveillance on a national scale are contributing to the challenges in understanding the scope and origin of outbreaks such as this. You don’t want to miss this one!
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Special Episode: Alev Scott & Cash Cow
Social media ads for egg freezing. A craigslist-like site for breast milk. Fertility fairs featuring IVF clinics alongside shamanic nutritionists. Surrogacy contracts offering a discount for multiple embryos. The rapidly-growing global fertility industry promises hope, fulfillment, and control, as long as you can afford it. Participating in this industry can be empowering. All parts of reproduction are commodified these days, so why not use your free will to take advantage of that, whether through selling breast milk or freezing your eggs? But the global fertility industry is also blatantly exploitative, preying on those who are desperate and vulnerable in order to maximize profits. In Cash Cow: How the Maternal Body Became a Global Commodity – and the Hidden Costs for Women, author and journalist Alev Scott explores that blurred line between empowerment and exploitation in this globally varied industry. Her reporting takes her through the underbelly of the breast milk market, the complicated world of fertility tourism, and the legal and emotional turmoil of surrogacy. As she describes, the morality, legality, and expenses of different procedures are a moving target across the globe, reflecting the struggle to attach moral judgment when science and circumstances change so rapidly. Tune in for a truly fascinating conversation.
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Episode 215 The Hidden Depths of Earwax
In keeping with last week’s theme of “bodily excretions that are kinda gross that you don’t really think about but are actually really important”, we’re devoting this episode to earwax, aka cerumen. In one hour, we somehow manage to weave together stories of earwax impaction, misadventures in ear candling, glimpses of earwax in art history, and a whale of a tale as revealed by cetacean cerumen. The biology and history of earwax proves to be surprisingly rich and revealing and will have you second-guessing yourself as you reach for that cotton swab. Armed with this week’s episode on earwax and last week’s on boogers, you’ll be ready to take on even the most daunting office icebreaker.
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Episode 214 Boogers: Digging for treasure
Hard and crusty. Green and gloopy. Clear and watery. Boogers come in a veritable rainbow of colors and a full spectrum of textures from liquid to solid. They’re really quite impressive if you think about it. Which, of course, few of us do, besides adding tissues to our shopping list or cursing the dagger-like boogers that emerge during a trip to a particularly dry locale. But boogers deserve a lot more credit, and this episode is our attempt at righting that wrong. What are boogers, and what purpose do they serve? How long have handkerchiefs been around, and when did mucus evolve? How many of us are nose-pickers, and how do other species deal with their boogers? More stuffed with snot facts than a nose during flu season, this episode has all the best tidbits to share at your next dinner party.
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