Antidepressants could help heal brain injuries 

Study of mice finds antidepressants improved function, memory after brain trauma 
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While antidepressants are often prescribed after a traumatic brain injury to help patients deal with the emotional fallout from their ordeal, new research suggests these medications could also help the brain itself heal. 

A new study found that antidepressants can help brain cells grow and survive after brain trauma, and can even lead to improved memory and brain function.

Injured mice given the antidepressant imipramine (known commercially as Tofranil) had 70 percent more brain cells after four weeks than mice not treated with antidepressants, said study researcher Dr. Jason Huang, an associate professor of neurosurgery at the University of Rochester Medical Center and chief of neurosurgery at Highland Hospital in New York. 

The mice treated with antidepressants also showed, through behavioral tests, improved memory skills, Huang said. 

The finding is especially important because as many as half of patients who suffer from 
traumatic brain injury
 also have depression, and therefore take antidepressant medications, Huang said. The study suggests the antidepressants could provide a benefit beyond just treating depression — they could also help the brain heal. 

"What we propose in this study is that if you give [the drugs] right after the injury, in addition to the other treatments the patient is getting, we think additionally it could improve their cognitive function," Huang told MyHealthNewsDaily. 

The study was published online this month in the Journal of Neurotrauma. 

