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DBS Unexpectedly Reveals
the Persistence of Memory

G
enuinely groundbreaking news is hard to come by in
medicine, and especially in neurology. The accumu-
lation of new scientific knowledge typically takes
place as a slow, steady accretion. So you can imagine
the impact that a quantum leap might have. Did we

just experience one? That may be the case with a study in last
month’s Annals of Neurology1 that found deep brain stimulation
could unlock memories that had been dormant for decades, potentially opening
the floodgates of new research into memory loss and how to treat it. 

As with many breakthroughs, this one came about serendipitously. Researchers
were implanting a neurostimulator with the intention of suppressing appetite as a
means of reducing obesity. But during the procedure, the patient unexpectedly
recalled a memory, long forgotten, of being in a park 30 years ago with his friends.
There was even a dose response. As researchers increased the level of stimulation,
the memory became more vivid. Andres Lozano, MD of Toronto Western
Hospital in Ontario, who conducted the study, told UK publication The
Telegraph, “As we turned the current up, we first drove his memory circuits and
improved his learning. As we increased the intensity of the current, we got spon-
taneous memories of discrete events.” The patient also improved in his ability to
learn lists of paired objects after three weeks of stimulation. “We hopefully have
found a circuit in the brain which can be modulated by stimulation, and which
might provide benefit to patients with memory disorders,” says Dr. Lozano. 

Not surprisingly, the media wasted no time in jumping to conclusions.
“Discovery Could Make Alzheimer’s a Memory,” trumpeted one headline.
Certainly, the news is tailor-made for public consumption—and misinterpreta-
tion. The concept of brain implants to improve cognitive ability is popular in sci-
ence fiction, and this is just the sort of news that families of Alzheimer’s patients
dream about. Internet discussion boards lit up at the news, with repeated posts of
“Where do we sign up?” by anxious family members and caregivers. Despite my
natural skepticism about such things, I too fell prey to wishful thinking, wonder-
ing what such a technique could do for my 92-year-old grandmother, who’s suf-
fering from Alzheimer’s. The only family member she now recognizes is her
daughter (my mother), and not without difficulty. We are one of the millions of
families that has had to watch a loved one fade away in a rather tragic way. The
sobering fact is that DBS won’t help my grandmother, but maybe the research that
follows in its wake will one day be able to help her daughter, or grandson.

The phenomenon is now being formally studied in a small trial of six patients.
Make sure your Alzheimer’s patients know that this finding—innovative and
enticing though it may be—is probably a decade away from clinical application,
and that DBS for millions of AD patients is an impractical goal to strive for. Still,
the news is a much-needed shot in the arm, so family members of Alzheimer’s
patients can be forgiven for a little daydreaming. Even skeptics should enjoy “the
audacity of hope” (as a presidential candidate likes to say) once in a while. PN

1. Hamani C, McAndrews MP, Cohn M, Oh M, Zumsteg D, Shapiro CM, Wennberg RA, Lozano AM. Memory Enhancement Induced by
Hypothalamic/Fornix Deep Brain Stimulation. Annals of Neurology, January 2008.


