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A Unique Non-Drug Therapy

What is CES?

Cranial Electrotherapy Stimulation (CES) is a process which utilizes extremely small levels of electrical stimulation across the head for therapeutic treatment of  anxiety, depression, insomnia and chronic pain.

CES is approved in the United States by the Federal Drug Administration (FDA) within a category for medical devices using microcurrent levels of electrical stimulation across the head via transcutaneous electrodes for the treatment of anxiety, depression, and insomnia.

CES was originally developed in the Soviet Union in 1949, its primary focus being the treatment of sleep disorders—hence, its original designation as “electrosleep”. The treatment of insomnia was soon overshadowed by psychiatric application for anxiety and depression. 

The treatment of anxiety and depression with CES began in the United States in the early 1960s and it is currently prescribed  rountinely by a few thousand physicians and mental health practitioners in the US and Canada for a variety of brain-related psychiatric conditions, although it has yet to achieve full acceptance as a mainstream treatment. This is possibly because sufficient information has not been made available to the majority of medical practitioners regarding the safety and efficacy of CES. 

While there are over 160 published scientific research studies generally supporting the safety and efficacy of CES in the treatment of psychological disorders— particularly anxiety, depression and insomnia— the  majority of physicians in general medical practice are simply unaware of them. Unlike pharmaceuticals, there is no large industry promoting CES to physicians.
How does CES work?

CES is a relatively simple treatment employing a small, battery-powered device that is similar in size and appearance to transcutaneous electrical nerve stimulators (TENS) devices commonly used in physical therapy for pain relief, but produce very different waveforms at a much lower current level. The CES device sends pulses of very low amperage (i.e., less than 1.0 milliampere) electricity through thin wires attached to electrodes clipped to the ear lobes or stuck to the skin over the mastoid (i.e., the bony prominences just behind each ear). The frequency of the electrical pulses can be adjusted— usually from 0.5 Hz to 100 Hz— depending on the treatment effect desired.

As with most medications for psychological problems, the actual mechanism by which CES works is not yet fully understood. Research to date suggests a number of possible mechanisms of action, including direct action on the brain at the level of the limbic system, the reticular activating system and the hypothalamus, increased release of various neurotransmitters and endorphins in the brain, increased parasympathetic nervous system dominance, and changes in blood flow and the electrical rhythms (EEG) of the brain. Some researchers have reported rapid increases in serotonin, a brain neurotransmitter associated with relaxation and calmness, and decreases in cortisol, one of the primary stress-related hormones in patients treated with CES. As well, CES is known to increase levels of the brain neurotransmitters norepinephrine and dopamine, both associated with alertness and feelings of pleasure. Interestingly, serotonin, norepinephrine and dopamine are the same neurotransmitters that most antidepressant medications attempt to effect.
What does CES feel like?

Applied to the ear lobes or to the mastoid, just behind the ear, CES causes the patient to experience nothing more than a faint tingling sensation. As the treatment continues, most patients begin to feel less anxious, less distressed, and relaxed and, yet, more mentally alert and focused. Patients with positive outcomes generally sleep better and report improved concentration, increased learning abilities, enhanced recall and a heightened state of well-being after one or a series of CES treatments. Most people can resume normal activities immediately after treatment. Some people may experience a euphoric feeling, or a state of deep relaxation that may temporarily and minimally impair their mental and/or physical abilities for the performance of potentially hazardous tasks, such as motor vehicle operation. In some cases, this may last for up to several hours after treatment.
CAUTIONARY NOTE: Until you have experienced CES for yourself and are certain of how you will react to treatment, it is best that you arrange for someone else to drive you to and from your appointment and not plan on returning immediately to work.
Most patients are left feeling relaxed and alert after a CES session— in what psychologists call an “alpha state”. This state differs from pharmaceutical treatments in that people report feeling that their bodies are lighter and more relaxed and their minds more alert and clear. The results tend to be cumulative and lasting.

What are the adverse effects of CES?

CES has a proven track record of safety, especially in comparison to alternative pharmaceutical treatments for the same conditions. There have been no reports of adverse effects, significant side-effects, or serious contraindications to CES treatment. That said, labeling of CES devices contains precautions seen in all electromedical devices against use by pregnant women and persons with implanted medical devices such as cardiac pacemakers. Due to the relaxing effect of CES treatment, patients are cautioned in the use of hazardous machinery or driving. CES treatment has not been shown to interact negatively with any medications.
What is the evidence for the effectiveness of CES?

Research studies of CES that been published to date reveal significant changes associated with relaxation responses such as reduced muscle tension, positive changes in brain wave activity, increased vasodilation, reductions in gastric acid output, and reductions in blood pressure, pulse, respiration, and heart rate. CES research has also shown significant reductions in clinical depression (Gilula & Kirsch, 2005), anxiety (Klawansky, et al., 1995) and fibromyalgia symptoms (Lichtbroun, et al., 2001). 

More than 25 clinical research studies examining the efficacy of CES for the treatment of depression have been published, with over 80% of these studies reporting significant clinical improvements in the symptoms of depression (Gilula & Kirsch, 2005). 

A recent meta-analysis of 22 placebo-controlled CES research studies involving a total of 1075 patients found that the average treatment effect beyond that attributable to placebo was 57% (Gilula & Kirsch, 2005). This compares very favourably with the often claimed 40-60% average treatment effects beyond placebo for antidepressant medications.
CES has also been shown to improve sleep and memory consolidation during sleep (Born, et al. 2006; published in Nature).
What results can I expect?

In the treatment of anxiety or depressed mood, most patients undergo CES treatment for about 30 minutes, 2-3 times a week for a period of 3-5 weeks, followed by another couple of weeks of treatments once a week or every second week as necessary. 

Individual results depend on a variety of factors, including the severity and chronicity of the condition, what medica-tion has been prescribed (if any), the presence of other concurrent medical factors and, ultimately, your level of motivation. Some disorders can be successfully treated in 8-15 sessions; others require more extensive treatment.
For some patients there is extra benefit to combining CES with other forms of neurotherapy such as Audio Visual Entrainment (AVE) therapy or certain biofeedback therapies such as Heart Rate Variability (HRV) biofeedback.

Who will be treating me?

Dr. Horst Mueller is an Alberta-registered psychologist with a practice in clinical and health psychology. He has over 30 years experience as a practicing psychologist and is listed with the Canadian Register of Health Service Providers in Psychology (CRHSPP) and is a Diplomate-Fellow of the Biofeedback Certification Institute of America (BCIA).
Is treatment covered by insurance?

CES treatment is not covered under the Alberta Health Insurance Plan. However, in those cases were CES treat​ment is provided by a registered psychologist for a diag-nosed health condition, the treatment costs  may be covered by private extended health care insurance provid-ers under their mental health benefits category or major medical benefits category. You should consult your health care insurance provider before starting treatment.
For more information on CES, go to Dr. Mueller’s website www.drmueller-healthpsychology.com 

To make a referral or book an appointment call:

Dr. Horst H. Mueller, RPsych, CRHSPP, FBCIA
Private Practice in Clincal & Health Psychology
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Green Apple Health Care
#221, 9148-23 Avenue
Edmonton, Alberta
 
780.485.9468
URL: www.drmueller-healthpsychology.com
Email: dr.mueller@miramas.com
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