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a b s t r a c t
Cognitive–behavioural interventions have been shown to change brain functioning. We used an emotional
linguistic go/nogo functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) design to determine changes of brain activation
patterns of panic disorder (PD) patients following short-term psychodynamic inpatient treatment. Nine PD
patients underwent fMRI before and after treatment; 18 healthy controls were scanned twice at the same interval
(4 weeks). In the go/nogo design, responses to panic-speciﬁc negative words were compared with linguistically
matched positive and neutral words. According to hypotheses, patients rated affective words more strongly than
controls and selectively recalled negative vs. positive/neutral words. Before treatment, high limbic (hippocampus
and amygdala) activation was accompanied by low prefrontal activation to negative words. Inhibition-related
activation patterns indicated difﬁculties of behavioural regulation in emotional context. At treatment
termination, panic-related symptoms had improved signiﬁcantly, and fronto-limbic activation patterns were
normalized. Our results indicate that short-term psychodynamic treatment leads to changes in fronto-limbic
circuitry not dissimilar to previous ﬁndings on cognitive–behavioural treatments.
© 2010 Elsevier Ireland Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction
In recent years, a growing number of functional neuroimaging
studies have demonstrated the impact of cognitive–behavioural
treatments on brain functioning (Linden, 2006). Thus, it seems also
plausible to expect psychodynamic treatments to normalize frontolimbic circuitry (Beutel et al., 2003; Leichsenring et al., 2004). In a
controlled functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) study, we
therefore aimed to determine the effects of psychodynamic shortterm treatment (based on Milrod et al., 1997) on brain functioning in
patients with panic disorder.
Panic disorder (PD), a prevalent and debilitating disease (Jacobi et al.,
2004), is characterised by recurrent, unexpected panic attacks, followed
by persistent concern about future attacks, their implications for mental
or general health, and avoidance of situations related to the occurrence
of panic. A panic attack is deﬁned by intense fear or discomfort
accompanied by rapidly evolving symptoms of palpitations, accelerated
heart beat, sweating, etc. (American Psychiatric Association, 2000).
The fear network consists of the amygdala and its projections to the
hypothalamus and brain stem areas, the ventromedial prefrontal
⁎ Corresponding author. Klinik für Psychosomatische Medizin und Psychotherapie,
Universitätsmedizin Mainz, Untere Zahlbacher Str. 8, D-55131 Mainz, Germany.
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cortex and the hippocampus (LeDoux, 1998; Isenberg et al., 1999;
Büchel and Dolan, 2000; Davis and Whalen, 2001; Critchley et al.,
2002; Etkin and Wager, 2007). An amygdala hypersensitivity to subtle
or unconscious sensory and visceral stimuli has been hypothesized to
trigger fear responses in PD patients without sufﬁcient top-down
regulation by the prefrontal cortex (PFC) (Sakai et al., 2005). Yet,
amygdala hyperactivation has rarely been found in panic patients. In a
positron emission tomography (PET) study (Bisaga et al., 1998), a
heightened level of glucose metabolism of panic patients was found in
the left hippocampus and parahippocampus under resting conditions.
Confronting fear-inducing stimuli (Bystritsky et al., 2001), PD patients
showed increased activation in hippocampal, prefrontal areas (inferior frontal cortex, anterior (ACC), and posterior cingulate cortex
(PCC)) and the orbitofrontal cortex (OFC) compared with healthy
controls. Similar to Bisaga et al. (1998), Bystritsky et al. (2001)
postulated an increased functional connectivity between cingulate,
OFC, hippocampus and amygdala, promoting quick and robust
associations between emotionally salient experience and later recall.
The PET-ﬂuorodeoxyglucose (FDG) study Sakai et al. (2005) reported
higher glucose utilization in the bilateral amygdala, along with
hippocampus, thalamus, midbrain (periaqueductal gray (PAG)),
brainstem areas, and cerebellum among PD patients vs. controls.
To date, neuroimaging studies probing differential functional preand post-treatment effects have been rare in PD patients. A PET study
(Praško et al., 2004) found similar changes of brain metabolism
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(increases in left prefrontal, temporoparietal, occipital regions; and
decreases in the right hemisphere) after treatment with cognitive
behavior therapy (CBT) and selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors
(SSRIs), but FDG uptake in limbic areas remained unchanged. After 10
sessions of CBT, Sakai et al. (2006) found that glucose utilization
decreased in the right hippocampus, left ACC, left cerebellum, and
pons, and increased in the bilateral medial PFC among successfully
treated PD patients.
In the present study, we used an emotional linguistic go/nogo task to
investigate the interaction of cognitive and emotional processes, which
plays an important role in emotion regulation. The design consisted of a
go/nogo task (cognitive process) to be performed within the context of
neutral, negative, and positive words as stimuli (emotional processes).
With the same design, we recently found shortest RTs for positive and
longest RTs for negative context in healthy subjects (Dietrich et al.,
personal communication). Inhibition-related activity for the three
context types was observed in different areas of the lateral PFC.
Additionally, deactivations were found in limbic (neutral context) and
striatal (positive and negative context) areas, indicating a concurrent
pattern of activation in control-related prefrontal areas with deactivation in emotion-related areas as postulated in the reciprocal suppression
system (Drevets and Raichle, 1998).
We investigated the interaction of cognitive and emotional processes
in three emotional contexts in PD patients before and after psychodynamic treatment in order to determine 1) how PD patients differed from
normal controls regarding cerebral activation and behaviour, and 2) how
processing of affective word stimuli changed following psychotherapy.
We hypothesized that inhibition-related activity would differ in PD
patients before treatment compared with activity in controls, reﬂecting a
disturbance in the reciprocal suppression of the lateral PFC and emotionrelated limbic areas (amygdala, hippocampus, anterior insula, and striatal
areas). Given panic patients' hypersensitivity to threat (Williams et al.,
1996), we expected that patients would rate negative valences of
stimulus words more intensely and have a better recall of negative vs.
neutral/positive words. We anticipated increased limbic (amygdala) and
reduced prefrontal activation related to emotional (esp. threat) processing. We further expected reduction of these differences after improvement of panic symptoms.

2. Methods
2.1. Subjects
Out of 12 consecutive PD patients from the University clinic for
psychosomatic medicine in Gießen (Germany), who had completed
scanning at intake, nine patients were rescanned after treatment
(mean age 32 years; range: 20–45; 6 females). All patients were
diagnosed as panic disorders (ICD-10, F41.0), and two were
additionally diagnosed with agoraphobia (F40.01). Dropouts did
not differ signiﬁcantly (P b 0.05) from study completers regarding
sex, age, education, and anxiety scores (ASQ, BSQ) before and after
treatment. Five patients were free of psychotropic medication, and
four continued their previous medication with antidepressants (2
SSRI; 2 tri-/tetracyclical antidepressants). One patient currently on
benzodiazepines was excluded. Eighteen healthy subjects (mean
age 29 years; range: 21–40; 9 females) without psychiatric
disorders (screening of the Structured Clinical Interview for DSM
IV (Wittchen et al., 1996)) were recruited through advertisements
and paid for participation. One subject was on an antidepressant as
migraine prophylaxis. All participants were right-handed and gave
informed consent prior to participation. Controls and patients did
not differ regarding age (two-sample t-test, P = 0.27), gender (Chi2,
P = 0.41) and education (Chi2, P = 0.42). Patients' trait anxiety
(State Trait Anxiety Inventory, STAI-T) mean score was in the
pathological range (M = 54.6, S.D. = 14), 2 S.D.'s above the popula-

tion norm (Laux et al., 1981), and signiﬁcantly higher than controls'
score (M = 37.06, S.D. = 6.99; t = −3.54, df = 10.1, P = 0.005).
2.2. Psychodynamic inpatient treatment
The focus of the intensive 4-week inpatient treatment programme
(Beutel et al., 2005) was on the patient's experience of panic and
agoraphobic and underlying unconscious conﬂicts. Treatment was
conceptualised according to panic-focused psychodynamic psychotherapy, a manualised short-term treatment with established efﬁcacy
(Milrod et al., 1997; 2007), consisting of the following three phases:
(a) treatment of acute panic (evaluation, psychodynamic conﬂicts), (b)
treatment of panic/vulnerability (working through conﬂicts in the
transference; conﬂictual relationship patterns), and (c) termination
working through central separation and anger themes in the transference. In the multimodal setting, psychodynamic individual therapy,
group therapy, body-oriented therapy, and art therapy were combined.
2.3. Study procedure
2.3.1. Measures
At intake, patients were diagnosed for PD according to the ICD-10
Diagnosis Checklist (Hiller et al., 1995) by trained raters. Main
outcome measures were the Agoraphobic Cognitions Questionnaire
(ACQ) assessing the frequency of panic-related cognitions (e.g., fear of
heart attack), and the Body Sensations Questionnaire (BSQ) measuring the extent of anxiety in regard to bodily sensations (e.g., sweating
and palpitations) (Chambless et al., 1984) at intake and discharge.
Anxiety was further assessed in patients and controls by the StateTrait Anxiety Inventory (STAI; Laux et al., 1981) as trait (pretreatment) and state (before and after each scan).
2.3.2. Activation paradigm
Patients were scanned during performance of an emotional linguistic
go/nogo task based on Goldstein et al. (2007) before and after
treatment; correspondingly, controls were scanned 4 weeks apart.
Behavioural response was cued orthographically: Subjects were
instructed to perform a right index ﬁnger button press immediately
after reading a word appearing in normal font (go trial) and to inhibit
this response after reading a word in italicized font (nogo trial).
We used two linguistically matched and carefully pretested
wordlists with words of neutral, negative, and positive valence.
Negative words from a large pool of anxiety-related words from the
literature (DSM IV research criteria (American Psychiatric Association,
2000), Dresden anxiety dictionary (Berth, 1998)) were rated by
experts for suitability and valence. Negative words reﬂected salient
concerns of PD patients (e.g., dying, infarction, and helpless). Positive
and neutral words were matched to the negative words according to
part of speech (noun vs. verb/adjective), word length (number of
syllables), and relative frequency of usage in German speech (Institute
for German Language, Mannheim). Each of the two wordlists
consisted of 60 words per valence (48 for presentation, 12 distractors
each for use in a recognition task). In a pilot study with PD patients
and healthy controls, the two lists did not differ regarding reaction
time, valence, and recognition rate.
At each scan one of the two wordlists was used for each
participant. The order of the two wordlists was alternately assigned
to the ﬁrst and second scan for each participant, counterbalanced
across group (controls and patients) and sex.
The task consisted of six main conditions (NeutralGo, NeutralNogo, NegativeGo, NegativeNogo, PositiveGo, and PositiveNogo),
presented as blocks in a pseudo-random order in four runs (total of
24 blocks), in order to control for order and time effects. Each block
consisted of 12 different words of the same valence in order to
manipulate the emotional context (Fig. 1).
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anatomical MRI scan (160 slices; 1 mm × 1 mm × 1 mm; no gap;
FOV: 250 mm, 256 × 256 matrix; TR: 1900 ms; TE: 4.18 ms; ﬂip
angle = 15°) was acquired prior to the functional measure. T2
weighted echo planar imaging (EPI) was used to obtain blood oxygen
level dependent (BOLD) contrasts (TE: 60 ms; ﬂip angle = 90°; FOV:
190 mm, 64 × 64 matrix), and each volume contained 30 transversal
slices (5 mm thick, no gap), covering the whole brain. A total of 306
volumes (TR: 3000 ms) were acquired over 15 min.
2.3.4. Image processing and data analysis
The MRI data were analyzed using customized SPM software
(Wellcome Dept. of Imaging Neuroscience, London, UK) implemented
within MatLab (Mathworks, Inc., Sherborn, MA, USA).

Fig. 1. Word presentation in the emotional go/nogo design illustrated by the examples
of NegativeGo and NeutralNogo. Each block consisted of 12 different words of the same
valence. Each word was presented in white letters on black background in a white
frame for 1.5 s followed by a 0.75 s inter-stimulus interval. A resting period of 10 s
followed each block.

In go blocks all the words were presented in normal font (100% go
trials) in order to induce a pre-potent motor response. Nogo blocks
contained 50% nogo trials (words in italicized font) and 50% go trials,
requiring the inhibition of the motor response.
Stimulus presentation and response acquisition (button press)
were performed with the software “Presentation” (Neurobehavioural
Systems, Inc., Albany, CA). Stimuli were projected on a screen at the
head side of the scanner, where subjects could see them on a mirror
mounted on the head coil. Task instructions (to respond as fast as
possible with a button press at the appearance of a word unless it was
in italicized font) were given to the subjects individually before
entering the scanner room and at the beginning of the experiment via
the projection screen. Subjects were not informed about the existence
of separate blocks (go/nogo and emotional). A practice run (NeutralNogo) preceded the experiment in order to ensure comprehension
of the task instructions and engagement in the task.
After each imaging session, half of the consecutive subjects were
instructed to complete a word recognition task. Based on the respective
wordlist (144 presented and 36 distractor words), they were asked to
decide for each word if they had seen it in the experiment or not. One
half of the subjects completed the recognition task after the ﬁrst, the
other half after the second scan. This procedure was used in order to
avoid confounding the task with memorizing effects at the second scan
(subjects who completed the task at ﬁrst scan were told that they would
not be asked this again immediately before the second scan). Then all
subjects rated the valence of each word on a 7-point Likert scale,
followed by a short debrieﬁng.

2.3.3. Image acquisition
Imaging data were acquired with the 1.5-T Siemens Magnetom
Symphony (Erlangen, Germany) at the Bender Institute of Neuroimaging (BION), Gießen, Germany. A high-resolution T1 weighted

Table 1
Comparison of panic-related anxiety at pre- and post-treatment in panic disorder
patients (n = 9).

ACQ-score
BSQ-score

S1

S2

Mean (S.D.)

Mean (S.D.)

2.04 (0.67)
3.00 (0.83)

1.62 (0.57)
2.20 (0.72)

t-value

P

Effect
size d

3.07
2.27

.015
.053

0.68
1.03

ACQ: Agoraphobic Cognitions Questionnaire; BSQ: Bodily Sensations Questionnaire; S1:
pre-treatment measure; S2: post-treatment measure; S.D.: standard deviation.

2.3.4.1. Image processing. The anatomical T1 images were reoriented to
the AC-PC line, subsequently deskulled using BET 1.1 (Brain Extraction
Tool implemented in FSL 3.2; http://www.fmrib.ox.ac.uk/fsl) and
inhomogeneity corrected. The EPI images were 1) corrected for
sequential slice timing, 2) reoriented to the AC-PC line, 3) realigned to
the ﬁrst image of the ﬁrst session of the corresponding subject to correct
for slight head movements between scans, 4) coregistered to the
individual anatomical T1 image subject, and 5) spatially normalized to
the Montreal Neurologic Institute (MNI average 152 T1 brain) version of
the standardized coordinate space (Talairach and Tournoux, 1988)
based on the preprocessed T1 image of the subject, and spatially
smoothed with a 9 mm full width at half maximum isotropic Gaussian
kernel to increase the signal to noise ratio.
2.3.4.2. Data analysis. Statistical analysis of the fMRI data was
performed using the general linear model in SPM (Friston et al.,
1995). At single subject level responses were modeled for each of the
two sessions (in one analysis) for the six main conditions using a
boxcar function convolved with a prototypic hemodynamic response
function. As regressors of no interest, realignment parameters, ﬁrstorder derivatives of the regressors for the main conditions and global
signal (adjusted proportional scaling) were implemented (Andersson
et al., 2001; Desjardins et al., 2001).
Effects at each brain voxel were estimated by a least squares
algorithm, and regionally speciﬁc effects were then compared using
linear contrasts. For each subject, contrast images were generated for
condition effects at both scanning times and the differential before/after
effects between the two scanning sessions (S1–S2) as interaction terms.
To investigate the reciprocal suppression system, contrasts for inhibition-related activity were generated comparing nogo and go conditions
within each context type (e.g.: NegativeNogo–NegativeGo). To investigate emotional processing, contrasts were generated comparing
emotional (positive and negative) with neutral conditions only within
go, the condition with lowest behavioural demand load in this design
(e.g.: NegativeGo–NeutralGo). Resulting contrast images were entered
into group analyses using random-effects models (Worsley et al., 2002).
For the group analysis, two-sample t-tests comparing patients and
controls were performed, generating statistical parametric maps (SPMs)
of the t statistic (SPM{t}), which were transformed to a unit normal
distribution (SPM{z}).
Table 2
State anxiety (STAI-S) at pre- and post-treatment before and after each scan: panic
disorder patients (PD) vs. controls (C).
S1
Before scan

PD (n = 9)
C (n = 18)

S2
After scan

Before scan

After scan

Mean (S.D.)

Mean (S.D.)

Mean (S.D.)

Mean (S.D.)

49.33 (14.15)
34.28 (5.86)

42.33 (8.82)
35.17 (8.02)

41.44 (12.97)
34.06 (5.03)

34.60 (8.43)
33.11 (4.20)

PD: panic disorder patients; C: controls; S1: pre-treatment measure; S2: posttreatment measure; S.D.: standard deviation.
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Table 3
Valence ratings of positive, neutral, and negative words at pre- and post-treatment: panic disorder patients (PD) vs. controls (C).
S1

PD (n = 9)
C (n = 18)

S2

Positive

Neutral

Negative

Positive

Neutral

Negative

Mean (S.D.)

Mean (S.D.)

Mean (S.D.)

Mean (S.D.)

Mean (S.D.)

Mean (S.D.)

6.21 (0.42)
5.73 (0.41)

4.22 (0.18)
4.25 (0.20)

1.98 (0.69)
2.44 (0.53)

5.93 (0.47)
5.53 (0.43)

4.31 (0.26)
4.16 (0.17)

2.00 (0.55)
2.58 (0.42)

Valence rating: 1 — very unpleasant; 4 — neutral; 7 — very pleasant; PD: panic disorder patients; C: controls; S1: pre-treatment measure; S2: post-treatment measure; S.D.: standard
deviation.

The statistical signiﬁcance for the group-level comparisons was
assessed based on Gaussian random ﬁeld theory. In order to correct for
multiple comparisons, small volume corrections (SVCs) were performed for a priori deﬁned regions of interest. Regarding comparisons at
S1, SVCs were performed using anatomical masks (based on automated
anatomical labeling structures, AAL; Tzourio-Mazoyer et al., 2002) of a
priori regions of interest: ventral and dorsal lateral PFC (VLPFC:
opercular and triangular part of the inferior frontal gyrus and DLPFC:
dorsolateral part of the medial frontal gyrus), medial and lateral OFC
(medOFC: gyrus rectus and the orbital part of the superior frontal gyrus
and latOFC: orbital parts of the middle and inferior frontal gyrus),
supplementary motor area (SMA), ventral and dorsal anterior cingulate
cortex (the border between dorsal and ventral ACC was set at a line
between x = 0 − ± 16, y = 28, z = 14 and x = 0 − ± 16, y = 46, z = 32
following Steele and Lawrie (2004)), anterior insula (yN 0), caudate ncl.,
putamen, amygdala, hippocampus, and parahippocampus. Regarding
the analyses at S2 and the interactions with time (S1–S2), we used a
priori regions based on signiﬁcant activations in the pre-treatment
analysis (sphere of 9 mm radius, centered at the peak activation in S1) in
order to investigate if initial differences in activation persisted at S2. For
unspeciﬁed regions, P-value corrections based on false discovery rate
were used. Activations were considered signiﬁcant at P ≤ 0.05 and as
trend at P ≤ 0.08 (corrected). MNI coordinates were transformed into
Talairach coordinates using the nonlinear Yale MNI to Talairach
conversion algorithm (http://www.biomagesuite.org/). Figures display
activations with a threshold of P b 0.01 (uncorrected) to show the spatial
extent of activations.
Behavioural data and anxiety scores were analyzed with SPSS 12
(repeated measures ANOVAs; paired t-tests, two-tailed) setting the
level of signiﬁcance at P b 0.05 with Greenhouse-Geisser adjustment
for F-statistics and Bonferroni corrections for multiple comparisons in
post hoc analyses.

3.2. Behavioural data
Valence ratings revealed highly signiﬁcant differences between the
three emotional categories in the anticipated directions for the whole
group of participants (main effect of Valence: F = 432.78; df = 1.15,
28. 74; P b 0.001). Patients rated negative words as more unpleasant
and positive words as more pleasant than controls (interaction of
Valence × Group: F = 7.79; df = 1.15, 28.74; P = 0.007) (Table 3).
These differences were comparable at both times (interaction of
Scan × Valence × Group: F = 1.74; df = 1.56, 38.96; P = 0.194).
The relative recognition rates (Table 4) of the words presented during
the scans were highest for negative and lowest for neutral words (main
effect of Valence: F=60.74; df =1.83, 45.65; Pb 0.001). Patients recognized negative words better and neutral words worse than controls
(interaction of Valence×Group: F=4.99; df =1.82, 45.65; P=0.013)1.
Reaction times (RTs) were signiﬁcantly longer within nogo blocks
(512.2 ms) compared with go blocks (480.7 ms) at both scans
(F = 35.02; df = 1, 24; P b 0.001). The overall valence effect on reaction
time (RT) was signiﬁcant (F = 3.933; df = 1.68, 40.27; P = 0.034): RTs
were shorter for positive (497.3 ms) and neutral (497.7 ms) than for
negative words (506.5 ms). However, RT differences for the three
valences were observed only in go blocks (Valence × Inhibition:
F = 3.25; df = 1.89, 45.46; P = 0.051). Patients did not differ from
controls regarding valence-related RT (Valence × Group: F = 1.31;
df = 1.68, 40.27; P = 0.276). Patients' RTs tended to decrease from S1
to S2 compared with controls' RTs (Scan × Group: F = 3.06; df = 1, 24;
P = 0.093).
Mean error rates for the discrete conditions were low (omission: 0
to 1.5%; commission: 2.8 to 6.0%). Only the relative omission error rate
was higher in the nogo compared with the go condition (F = 5.63;
df = 1, 24; P = 0.026). There were no signiﬁcant Group or Scan
(treatment) effects for both error types.
3.3. fMRI data

3. Results
3.1. Treatment effects
Panic-related anxiety scores of patients declined from intake to
discharge as shown in Table 1. The frequency of panic-related cognitions
(ACQ score) declined signiﬁcantly from intake to discharge from the
pathological to normal range (Chambless et al., 1984). A similar decline
in anxiety in regard to bodily sensations (BSQ score) barely missed
signiﬁcance (P = 0.053). Effect sizes were moderate to high (ACQ:
d = 0.68; BSQ: d = 1.03).
State anxiety scores before and after each scan are shown in
Table 2. State anxiety was signiﬁcantly higher for patients vs.
controls (main effect of Group: F = 11.22; df = 1, 25; P = 0.003).
Patients' state anxiety declined from an increased level at S1 to
the level of controls at S2, while controls' anxiety scores did not
change over time (interaction of Scan × Group: F = 5.81; df = 1, 25;
P = 0.024).

Differences between patients and controls in emotion- and inhibitionrelated brain activity at intake and discharge are shown in Table 5.
3.3.1. Emotional context related activation
Compared with controls, patients showed stronger activation in the
SMA and less in lateral prefrontal areas (negative: VLPFC; positive:
DLPFC) at S1 for both emotional contexts (NegativeGo–NeutralGo and
PositiveGo–NeutralGo). Negative context related activation was further
increased for patients in the left hippocampus reaching into the
amygdala (cf. Fig. 2a) and decreased as a trend in the right putamen.
At discharge (S2), no more signiﬁcant differences between patients and

1
Note: In order to prevent subjects from actively memorizing the words instead of
focussing on the go/nogo task, each subject only performed the recognition task once
(either after the ﬁrst or after the 2nd scan), thereby ensuring the comparability of the
conditions of task execution at the two measurement times. Therefore we could not
analyze these data meaningfully with regard to Scan (treatment) effects.
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these DLPFC areas both groups showed increased inhibition-related
activations (nogo vs. go) and a different pattern in the hippocampus
with a relative increase (lesser deactivation) in patients and a
decrease in controls for nogo vs. go. No difference in hippocampal
activity was found at S2, and the interaction revealed that activation
in this area tended (P = 0.072) to decline from S1 to S2 for patients vs.
controls. Additionally we found an increased activity in the left
caudate nucleus at S2 for patients.
Inhibition-related activation in positive context (PositiveNogo N PositiveGo). Patients showed decreased activations in the left
VLPFC and lateral OFC and a trend for an increased activity in the right
amygdala compared with controls (Fig. 2d). As indicated in Fig. 5,
activation patterns were reversed for patients and controls in the
VLPFC and the amygdala, with controls showing increased and
patients showing decreased inhibition-related activation (nogo vs.
go) in VLPFC, and patients showing increased and controls showing
decreased inhibition-related activations in the amygdala. In the lateral
OFC inhibition-related activation was increased for both groups but
greater in controls. No differences in the activations between patients
and controls were observed at S2. Differences in the change of
activation were not found in interaction terms, although left VLPFC
activation only marginally failed the threshold for a trend toward an
increase for patients vs. controls (P = 0.099).
In summary, at S1, patients showed a reversed pattern of inhibitionrelated activation compared with controls in neutral and positive context
with a decrease in lateral prefrontal areas and an increase in amygdala/
hippocampal areas. Within the negative context also, an increase in the
hippocampus could be observed, but not accompanied by a decrease in a
lateral prefrontal area, especially the DLPFC, where we previously found
an activation in controls (Fig. 2b, c, d). At S2 those differences could no
longer be observed.
In order to ascertain potential effects of psychotropic medication
on brain activation patterns, additional analyses compared patients
with and without medication at S1. These analyses revealed no
differences between medicated and unmedicated patients regarding
the areas in which differences were found between patients and
controls.

Table 4
Recognition rates of positive, neutral, and negative words: panic disorder patients (PD)
vs. controls (C).

PD (n = 9)
C (n = 18)

Positive

Neutral

Negative

Mean [%], (S.D.)

Mean [%], (S.D.)

Mean [%], (S.D.)

58.33 (19.82)
58.33 (21.35)

37.96 (17.27)
45.00 (20.92)

75.00 (22.02)
65.51 (20.98)

5

PD: panic disorder patients; C: controls; S.D.: standard deviation.

controls could be found in these areas; there remained only a trend
(P = 0.085) for a decreased activation in the VLPFC related to negative
context. We found an additional increased activation for patients in the
left middle temporal gyrus (MTG) at S2. No signiﬁcant interaction
effects between S1 and S2 for patients vs. controls were found.
3.3.2. Inhibition-related activation
Inhibition-related activation in neutral context (NeutralNogo N NeutralGo) was increased for patients compared with controls
in the left amygdala and the hippocampus at S1 (Fig. 2b, left). There
were additional trends (P ≤ 0.08) toward an increase in the SMA and a
decrease in the right VLPFC (Table. 5, Fig 2b, right). Patients' activation
pattern was reversed compared with the pattern in controls (Fig. 3).
In the VLPFC patients showed decreased activation in the go
condition, and controls showed increased activation in the nogo vs.
go condition. In the SMA and the amygdala/hippocampus patients
showed increased and controls a decreased inhibition-related
activation (comparing nogo vs. go). At S2 patients and controls did
not differ in these or other brain areas, and we could not ﬁnd a
signiﬁcant interaction effect.
In negative context (NegativeNogo N NegativeGo) we found a marginal
increase (P = 0.069) in the right hippocampus (patients N controls,
Fig. 2c), without any differences in prefrontal areas, speciﬁcally the
DLPFC, where we previously found an activation for controls (controls
only analysis (n = 18), comparison of NegativeNogo vs. NegativeGo:
right DLPFC at 33 8 42, Z = 4.09, Pc = 0.054 and left DLPFC at −33 44
28, Z = 4.26, Pc = 0.034). Results depicted in Fig. 4 indicate that in

Table 5
Emotion-related and inhibition-related activations of PD patients (n = 9) vs. controls (n = 18) at ﬁrst scan (S1), second scan (S2) and for the change over time (S1–S2).
Comparison

Region

Emotion-related activity within Go
Negative-Neutral (PD N C)
SMA
Hippocampus
Amygdala
MTG
Negative-Neutral (C N PD)
VLPFC

Positive-Neutral (PD N C)
Positive-Neutral (C N PD)

Putamen
SMA
DLPFC

Inhibition-related activity (Nogo–Go)
Neutral (PD N C)
SMA
Amygdala
Hippocampus
Neutral (C N PD)
VLPFC
Negative (PD N C)
Hippocampus

Positive (PD N C)
Positive (C N PD)

Coordinates

R
L
L
L
R
R
R
R

L
L
L
R
R

Caudate
Amygdala
VLPFC

L
R
L

lat OFC

L

S1

x

y

z

z-value

3
−23
−23
− 60
51
46
29
3
32

−1
−17
−11
− 54
16
14
−15
−2
48

59
−9
−9
2
12
17
14
57
6

−8
−20
−20
51
23
26
−14
20
−43
− 43
−41

−5
−11
−14
16
−19
− 19
−15
−8
1
0
41

57
−9
−11
12
−6
−6
23
−9
24
26
−6

S2
Pca

4.00
3.73
2.88

0.017
0.034
0.075

−4.33

0.007

−3.45
3.54
−3.98

0.080
0.067
0.067

3.51
3.18
3.80
−3.71
3.48

0.053
0.035
0.027
0.052
0.069

z-value

4.78
− 3.07

4.80
3.04
−4.38

0.058
0.004

−3.73

0.031

S1–S2
Pbc

z-value

Pbc

0.050*
0.085

3.14

0.072

− 3.01

0.099

0.039*

PD = PD patients, C = controls; R = right, L = left; x y z indicate Talairach coordinates; Pc = small volume corrected P-value based on a) predeﬁned anatomical (AAL) regions of
interest and b) spheres of 9-mm radius, centered at the peak activation in S1 for regions of interest; *Indicating FDR for unspeciﬁed regions. Bold: signiﬁcant activations (Pc ≤ 0.05);
italics: trend for signiﬁcant activation (Pc ≤ 0.08).
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Fig. 2. Main results for negative context- and inhibition-related activation for patients compared with controls regarding the reciprocal limbic-prefrontal suppression system at pretreatment scan. Red/yellow: increased activation for patients vs. controls; blue: decreased activation for patients vs. controls, L = left; a) increased amygdala/hippocampal (A) and
decreased VLPFC (B) activation related to negative context for patients. Inhibition-related activation under b) neutral, c) negative and c) positive context. Increased amygdala/
hippocampal (C, E, and F) and decreased lateral prefrontal (D, G, and H) inhibition-related activations for patients vs. controls.

4. Discussion
To our knowledge this is the ﬁrst controlled fMRI study of the
effects of psychodynamic psychotherapy on brain functioning. Shortterm inpatient treatment of panic disorder patients was conceptualised based on a manual with established efﬁcacy (Milrod et al., 2007)
embedded in an intensive inpatient treatment setting. Panic patients
were scanned before and after treatment; healthy controls were
scanned at comparable intervals. We used an emotional linguistic go/
nogo task to investigate the neural systems interaction of cognitive
and emotional processes in negative, neutral, and positive contexts
taking care to select negative words speciﬁc for PD patients and to
linguistically match them to neutral and positive words.
Limitations of the study reside in the brevity of the psychodynamic
treatment which — even though effective — has not been a strict
replication of PFPP; it was rather implemented in an intensive,
multimodal inpatient treatment setting with a psychodynamic
orientation. Therefore, our results cannot be solely ascribed to the
effects of outpatient PFPP, but its implementation in a psychodynamic
psycho-therapy treatment setting. It was not possible to recruit
medication-free patients; however, we maintained medication
throughout the trial and excluded a patient on benzodiazepines.
Medicated and unmedicated patients did not differ regarding the

central behavioural and brain activation patterns. Nevertheless, an
inﬂuence of medication cannot totally be ruled out. The patient
sample was small, and the study should be replicated with more
subjects.
As expected (Beutel et al., 2005), panic patients improved
signiﬁcantly in an intensive psychodynamic treatment of 4 weeks'
duration; average scores of our main outcome measures of panicrelated anxiety (cognitions, body symptoms) signiﬁcantly decreased
from the pathological to the normal range with moderate to large
effect sizes. Initially high state anxiety scores before and after the ﬁrst
scan declined to the level of normal controls by the second scan.
Furthermore patients' RTs tended to decrease from pre- to posttreatment as compared with controls, which might reﬂect a lesser
distraction after treatment due to a reduced load by symptomatology.
For all subjects, the inhibitory demand of nogo trials was reﬂected
in increased RTs compared with go trials. According to our
hypotheses, patients rated negative and positive words more strongly
than controls. As expected, patients speciﬁcally recalled negative
words better and neutral words worse than controls, reﬂecting their
hypervigilance to threat.
As we had further expected, PD patients, as compared with normal
controls, showed a decreased activation in lateral prefrontal areas
related to negative context, accompanied by increased limbic
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Fig. 3. Inhibition-related activation patterns in neutral context for PD and C at pre-treatment scan. Displayed are the parameter estimates for the single conditions NeutralGo
(NeuGo) and Neutral Nogo (NeuNogo) for patients (PD) and controls (C) vs. baseline in prefrontal areas and the amygdala at voxels with signiﬁcantly different inhibition-related
activation for patients vs. controls.

activation before treatment. Increased hippocampus/amygdala activity may be associated with patients' preferential recall of threat words.
These ﬁndings support the hypothesis of a disturbed fronto-limbic
neural circuit underlying behavioural and emotional regulation under
threat conditions. As we had further assumed, these differences were
no longer found after psychodynamic treatment. It cannot be ruled
out that a lack of differences in the medial orbitofrontal cortex could
be due to signal loss.
Additionally, inhibition-related activation was reversed compared
with controls in the neutral and positive contexts before therapy.
Patients did not show the normal activation pattern of frontal
activation and limbic/striatal deactivation as controls did. Inhibition-

related activation as measured with go/nogo designs can serve as an
indicator for the behavioural regulation system, as response inhibition
is a basic process of behavioural control. Lateral prefrontal activations
have often been reported and seem to play a crucial role for the
inhibition process (e.g. Garavan et al., 1999; Aron and Poldrack, 2005).
Deactivations in limbic/striatal areas may be associated with the
suppression of motivational/emotional processing due to a higher
cognitive load in normal controls. Thus, our ﬁndings are likely to
indicate a disturbance of the emotional behavioural regulation,
manifested also under neutral and positive contexts. For inhibition
within a negative context, patients also showed stronger emotionrelated activity in the ventral hippocampus. As dorsolateral prefrontal

Fig. 4. Inhibition-related activation patterns in negative context for PD and C at pre-treatment scan. Displayed are the parameter estimates for the single conditions NegativeGo
(NegGo) and Negative Nogo (NegNogo) for patients (PD) and controls (C) vs. baseline in the DLPFC at voxels with signiﬁcant inhibition-related activations for controls and the
hippocampus at the voxel with signiﬁcantly different inhibition-related activation for patients vs. controls.
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Fig. 5. Inhibition-related activation patterns in positive context for PD and C at pre-treatment scan. Displayed are the parameter estimates for the single conditions PositiveGo
(PosGo) and Positive Nogo (PosNogo) for patients (PD) and controls (C) vs. baseline in prefrontal areas and the amygdala at voxels with signiﬁcantly different inhibition-related
activations for patients vs. controls.

activity was not reduced compared with controls, this disturbance of
emotion regulation may be due either to a reduced functionality of the
DLPFC or a hypersensitivity of the hippocampus to negative words or
both. Increased activations in the SMA for patients under inhibitory
demands in neutral and emotional (vs. neutral) conditions point to
altered patterns of planning and preparation of motor behaviour,
possibly associated with increased affect. It is also possible that neural
activity in cognitive-processing areas is suppressed by intense
emotional states, which has been discussed as a potential mechanism
by which anxiety or depression may interfere with cognitive
performance. Determining the causal relationships remains an
important issue for future studies (Drevets and Raichle, 1998).
Following treatment, differences between patients and controls in
the prefrontal-limbic circuit were no longer found. Normalization of
limbic function was supported by a signiﬁcant reduction of hippocampus activity from ﬁrst to second scan for inhibition in a negative
context. On the other hand, in this contrast, a new difference in
activation occurred at discharge with the caudate nucleus showing
increased activity for patients, a structure which has also been
reported as related to behavioural and emotional processing. Perhaps
increased subcortical activation may be related to increased automatic, unconscious control. Other signiﬁcant interactions between
scan and group were not found. However, it has to be considered that
interaction analysis reduces statistical power in a study with a
relatively small sample size. The lack of differences at S2 can be
considered as an indicator of normalization of function, given the
considerable clinical improvement of patients. Follow-up data on the
stability of changes are expected to identify neurobiological predictors of long-term outcome.
One of the major hypotheses on the effect of CBT on brain functioning
concerns a more effective (“top-down”) regulation of hyperexcitable
limbic structures by prefrontal control systems (Gorman et al., 2000;
Kennedy et al., 2007). Our results concur with these hypotheses
demonstrating both a frontal deactivation and an amygdala/hippocampal hyperactivation in symptomatic panic patients which were
normalized when panic symptoms and anxiety levels were reduced
following treatment. At this point it seems premature to speculate about
speciﬁc neurobiological effects of psychodynamic vs. cognitive–behavioural psychotherapy (Beutel et al., 2003).

References
American Psychiatric Association, 2000. Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental
Disorders, 4th ed. Text Revision. American Psychiatric Association, Washington, DC.
Andersson, J.L.R., Ashburner, J., Friston, K., 2001. A global estimator unbiased by local
changes. NeuroImage 13, 1193–1206.
Aron, A.R., Poldrack, R.A., 2005. The cognitive neuroscience of response inhibition:
relevance for genetic research in attention-deﬁcit/hyperactivity disorder. Biological
Psychiatry 57, 1285–1292.
Berth, H., 1998. Das Dresdner Angstwörterbuch (DAW). (Online-Document). http://
rcswww.urz.tu-dresden.de/berth/daw/daw.html1998.
Beutel, M.E., Höﬂich, A., Kurth, R.A., Reimer, Ch., 2005. Who beneﬁts from inpatient shortterm psychotherapy in the long run? Patients' evaluations, outpatient aftercare and
determinants of outcome. Psychology and Psychotherapy 78, 219–234.
Beutel, M.E., Stern, E., Silbersweig, D.A., 2003. The emerging dialogue between
psychoanalysis and neuroscience: neuroimaging perspectives. Journal of the
American Psychoanalytic Association 51, 773–801.
Bisaga, A., Katz, J.L., Antonini, A., Wright, C.E., Margouleff, C., Gorman, J.M., Eidelberg, D.,
1998. Cerebral glucose metabolism in women with panic disorder. American
Journal of Psychiatry 155, 1178–1183.
Büchel, C., Dolan, R.J., 2000. Classical fear conditioning in functional neuroimaging.
Current Opinion in Neurobiology 10, 219–223.
Bystritsky, A., Pontillo, D., Powers, M., Sabb, F.W., Craske, M.G., Bookheimer, S.Y., 2001.
Functional MRI changes during panic anticipation and imagery exposure.
NeuroReport 12, 3953–3957.
Chambless, D.L., Caputo, G.C., Bright, P., Gallagher, R., 1984. Assessment of fear of fear in
agoraphobics: The Body Sensations Questionnaire and the Agoraphobic Cognitions
Questionnaire. Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology 52, 1090–1097.
Critchley, H.D., Mathias, C.J., Dolan, R.J., 2002. Fear conditioning in humans: the
inﬂuence of awareness and autonomic arousal on functional neuroanatomy.
Neuron 33, 653–663.
Davis, M., Whalen, P.J., 2001. The amygdala: vigilance and emotion. Molecular
Psychiatry 6, 13–34.
Desjardins, A.E., Kiehl, K.A., Liddle, P.F., 2001. Removal of confounding effects of global
signal in functional MRI analyses. NeuroImage 13, 751–758.
Drevets, W.C., Raichle, M.E., 1998. Reciprocal suppression of regional cerebral blood
ﬂow during emotional versus higher cognitive processes: implications for
interactions between emotion and cognition. Cognition and Emotion 12, 353–385.
Etkin, A., Wager, T.D., 2007. Functional neuroimaging of anxiety: a meta-analysis of
emotional processing in PTSD, social anxiety disorder, and speciﬁc phobia.
American Journal of Psychiatry 164, 1476–1488.
Friston, K.J., Holmes, A.P., Worsley, K.J., Poline, J.P., Frith, C.D., Frackowiak, R.S.J., 1995.
Statistical parametric maps in functional imaging: a general linear approach.
Human Brain Mapping 2, 189–210.
Garavan, H., Ross, T.J., Stein, E.A., 1999. Right hemispheric dominance of inhibitory
control: an event-related functional MRI study. Proceedings of the National
Academy of Sciences of the USA 96, 8301–8306.
Goldstein, M., Brendel, G., Tuescher, O., Pan, H., Epstein, J., Beutel, M.E., Yang, Y., Thomas, K.,
Levy, K., Silverman, M., Clarkin, J., Posner, M., Kernberg, O., Stern, E., Silbersweig, D., 2007.
Neural substrates of the interaction of emotional stimulus processing and motor

Please cite this article as: Beutel, M.E., et al., Changes of brain activation pre- post short-term psychodynamic inpatient psychotherapy: An
fMRI study of panic disorder patients, Psychiatry Research: Neuroimaging (2010), doi:10.1016/j.pscychresns.2010.06.005

M.E. Beutel et al. / Psychiatry Research: Neuroimaging xxx (2010) xxx–xxx
inhibitory control: an emotional linguistic go/no-go fMRI study. NeuroImage 36,
1026–1040.
Gorman, J.M., Kent, J.M., Sullivan, G.M., Coplan, J.D., 2000. Neuroanatomical hypothesis
of panic disorder, revised. American Journal of Psychiatry 157, 493–505.
Hiller, W., Zaudig, M., Mombour, W., 1995. IDCL — Internationale Diagnosen
Checklisten für ICD-10 und DSM-IV. Huber, Bern.
Isenberg, N., Silbersweig, D., Engelien, A., Emmerich, S., Malavade, K., Beattie, B., Leon, A.C.,
Stern, E., 1999. Linguistic threat activates the human amygdala. Proceedings of the
National Academy of Science of the United States of America 96, 10456–10459.
Jacobi, F., Wittchen, H.U., Hölting, C., Höﬂer, M., Pﬁster, H., Müller, N., Lieb, R., 2004.
Prevalence, comorbidity and correlates of mental disorders in the general
population: Results from the German Health Interview and Examination Survey
(GHS). Psychological Medicine 34, 597–611.
Kennedy, S.H., Konarski, J.Z., Segal, Z.V., Lau, M.A., Bieling, P.J., McIntyre, R.S., Mayberg,
H.S., 2007. Differences in brain glucose metabolism between responders to CBT and
Venlafaxine in a 16-week randomized controlled trial. American Journal of
Psychiatry 164, 778–788.
Laux, L., Glanzmann, P., Schaffner, P., Spielberger, C.D., 1981. Das State-TraitAngstinventar (STAI). Theoretische Grundlagen und Handanweisung, Beltz,
Weinheim.
LeDoux, J., 1998. Fear and the brain: where have we been, and where are we going?
Biological Psychiatry 44, 1229–1238.
Leichsenring, F., Rabung, S., Leibing, E., 2004. The efﬁcacy of short-term psychodynamic
psychotherapy in speciﬁc psychiatric disorders: a meta-analysis. Archives of
General Psychiatry 61, 1208–1216.
Linden, D.E.J., 2006. How psychotherapy changes the brain — the contribution of
functional neuroimaging. Molecular Psychiatry 11, 528–538.
Milrod, B.L., Busch, F.N., Cooper, A.M., Shapiro, T., 1997. Manual of Panic-Focused
Psychodynamic Psychotherapy. American Psychiatric Press, Washington, DC,
London.

9

Milrod, B., Leon, A.C., Busch, F., Rudden, M., Schwalberg, M., Clarkin, J., Aronson, A.,
Singer, M., Turchin, W., Klass, E.T., Graf, E., Teres, J.J., Shear, M.K., 2007. A
randomized controlled clinical trial of psychoanalytic psychotherapy for panic
disorder. American Journal of Psychiatry 164, 265–272.
Praško, J., Horácek, J., Záleský, R., Kopecek, M., Novák, T., Pašková, B., Škrdlantová, L.,
Belohlávek, O., Höschl, C., 2004. The change of regional brain metabolism (18FDG
PET) in panic disorder during the treatment with cognitive behavioral therapy or
antidepressants. Neuroendocrinology Letters 25, 340–348.
Sakai, Y., Kumano, H., Nishikawa, M., Sakano, Y., Kaiya, H., Imabayashi, E., Ohnishi, T.,
Matsuda, H., Yasuda, A., Sato, A., Diksic, M., Kuboki, T., 2005. Cerebral glucose
metabolism associated with a fear network in panic disorder. NeuroReport 16,
927–931.
Sakai, Y., Kumano, H., Nishikawa, M., Sakano, Y., Kaiya, H., Imabayashi, E., Ohnishi, T.,
Matsuda, H., Yasuda, A., Sato, A., Diksic, M., Kuboki, T., 2006. Changes in cerebral
glucose utilization in patients with panic disorder treated with cognitive–
behavioral therapy. NeuroImage 33, 218–226.
Steele, J.D., Lawrie, S.M., 2004. Segregation of cognitive and emotional function in the
prefrontal cortex: a stereotactic meta-analysis. NeuroImage 21, 868–875.
Talairach, J., Tournoux, P., 1988. Co-Planar Stereotactic Atlas of the Human Brain.
Thieme, New York.
Tzourio-Mazoyer, N., Landeau, B., Papathanassiou, D., Crivello, F., Etard, O., Delcroix, N.,
Mazoyer, B., Joliot, M., 2002. Automated anatomical labeling of activations in SPM
using a macroscopic anatomical parcellation of the MNI MRI single-subject brain.
NeuroImage 15, 273–289.
Williams, J.M.G., Mathews, A., MacLeod, C., 1996. The emotional Stroop task and
psychopathology. Psychological Bulletin 120, 3–24.
Wittchen, H.U., Wunderlich, U., Gruschwitz, S., Zaudig, M., 1996. Strukturiertes
Klinisches Interview für DSM-IV (SKID). Beltz-Test, Göttingen.
Worsley, K.J., Liao, C.H., Aston, J., Petre, V., Duncan, G.H., Morales, F., Evans, A.C., 2002. A
general statistical analysis for fMRI data. NeuroImage 15, 1–15.

Please cite this article as: Beutel, M.E., et al., Changes of brain activation pre- post short-term psychodynamic inpatient psychotherapy: An
fMRI study of panic disorder patients, Psychiatry Research: Neuroimaging (2010), doi:10.1016/j.pscychresns.2010.06.005

