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Electroconvulsive Therapy (ECT),
what is it?

ECT is a treatment for a number of mental
illnesses but mainly severe depression. It is
given by sending a small electric current through
the brain. If your medication has not improved
your condition, or if your illness is very severe,
or if the treatment has worked in the past, your
psychiatrist may recommend the treatment for
you. ECT could help you but this may only happen
after a number of treatments over a few weeks.

Is ECT safe?

ECT has been used for many years and is
considered by doctors to be very safe. There is
no medical evidence that the brain is damaged.

Will it hurt?

ECT is always given under a general anaesthetic.
Before any treatment your doctor will examine
you to make sure you are fit to have an
anaesthetic. As you are unconscious during the
treatment you will feel no pain.

What are the side effects?

When you wake up you may feel a bit confused
and some people get a headache. The confusion
will wear off and you can be given medication for
the headache.

Some people complain about having a poor
memory for a while after the treatment, but this
does not usually last.

Can a voluntary patient be forced to
have ECT?

If you are a voluntary patient ECT cannot be
given to you without your consent. If, because
of your illness you are unable to give consent, or
if you refuse to give consent, your psychiatrist
may decide that you should become an
involuntary patient.

Can an involuntary patient be
forced to have ECT?

Even as an involuntary patient your psychiatrist
must discuss the treatment of ECT with you and
ask you if you consent to the treatment. If you
consent, another psychiatrist must also see you
to make sure that ECT is necessary and that
you understand what you are giving your consent
to.

If you do not give consent, a second psychiatrist
must see you to provide another opinion about
whether the ECT should be given. If that
psychiatrist agrees that ECT should be given
then you could be treated without your consent.

If the second psychiatrist does not agree that ECT
should be given, then the treatment will not be
allowed. The first psychiatrist may then refer
your case to the Mental Health Review Board.
The Board cannot insist that ECT takes place
but they may suggest other treatments or the
transfer of your care to another psychiatrist, or
order that you are no longer an involuntary
patient.

The only time the steps above are not followed is
when you require ECT in an emergency
situation.

How will I be told about ECT?

Your doctor will talk about the treatment with
you. If you want more information ask your
doctor to suggest some reading and other sources
of information. Once you are fully informed the
doctor will ask for your consent.

You can have someone like a friend, relative or
Official Visitor present when the doctor is talking
to you about the treatment.

If you have questions later, staff on the ward can
talk with you.

How will I be prepared for ECT?

As you will be given an anaesthetic, you must
not have anything by mouth for several hours
before the treatment. ECT is usually given in
the morning and you will be asked not to eat
anything from midnight.

You should go to the toilet shortly before the
treatment and it is important to wear loose-
fitting, comfortable clothing.

Remove jewellery, except for wedding rings, and
lock it away for safekeeping.

If you wear dentures, the nurse will ask for them
just before the treatment and return them to you
when you wake up.

What happens during treatment?

Two doctors and two nurses will be with you all
the time during the treatment. The treatment
will be given to you while you are under
anaesthetic. When you wake and have
recovered from the anaesthetic, you can have
something to eat.

What are my rights, and who can
help?

If you are an involuntary patient and unhappy
about any aspect of your treatment, you have the
right to:

® Ask for a second opinion from another
psychiatrist about your treatment.

® Ask for a review of your case by the Mental
Health Review Board.

® Ask to be visited by an Official Visitor.
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