
Psychiatric Consultation to Primary Care  
     A behavioral health integration partnership program of Vista Hill, funded by San Diego County 

Department of Behavioral Health Services          Call PC2 at (858) 880-6405 or email us at pc2@vistahill.org or 

submit consults at www.sdcmstars.com  

                               E-Weekly                                         

     July 30, 2014 
                                                         

Brain Scans and Behavioral  
Health Care  
For all the attention that sophisticated brain scanning and 

other neuroimaging gets in the media and in the research 

arena, we have yet got-a ways-to-go before these 

techniques become a relevant clinical tool in behavioral 

healthcare practice.   That said- there is lots of relevant 

information for us to know and to share with patients and 

their families.  Following are quick summaries of five 

research studies in the neuroscience arena with significant 

implications informing clinical practice. 
 

1) ADHD & Cortical Thinning in Adolescence:   During 

adolescence, extensive reorganization of the neural 

networks occurs in a process known as pruning, which 

can be seen in thinning of the cortical regions of the 

brain.   As a group, for adolescents with ADHD, this 

process proceeds irregularly.  Youth with ADHD, who 

are receiving treatment, show more typical 

neuroimaging findings than youth not receiving 

treatment.    
 

2) Early Childhood Trauma & Limbic Circuit Abnormality:   

While not all children exposed to trauma and 

maltreatment have major behavioral health problems, 

many do struggle with dysregulated affect and 

behavioral difficulties.   Recent imaging studies note 

that hippocampal and amygdala volumes can be found 

in this cohort of children, demonstrating that childhood 

maltreatment can be associated with altered brain 

development in a manner that helps our appreciation 

for the potential long term impacts of trauma. 
 

3) Mind over (Gray) Matter:  We often tend to that 

biology trumps psychosocial influence but a wide range 

of research has demonstrated brain changes resulting 

from psychotherapeutic interventions do occur.  This 

has been known in adult populations for quite some 

time.  Recent research with very young children (18-30 

months) with Autism Spectrum Disorder demonstrates 

the impact that intensive behavioral intervention can 

have on electroencephalographic measures.  

4) Binge Drinking and the Brain: No need for fancy studies 

to demonstrate that substance abuse has grave risks for 

teenagers but recent studies of adolescents who drink 

to excess episodically (but are not otherwise substance 

abusers) indicates changes in white matter integrity 

that may have significant impact on their health and 

functionality over time.   
 

5) Not everyone is Bipolar!:   In recent years there has 

been a dramatic increase in the use of bipolar disorder 

as a diagnosis in psychiatry, with a concomitant increase 

in the public’s use of the terminology.  Recent 

neurobiological studies provide evidence that 

differentiates children with bipolar disorder from those 

with other psychiatric conditions such as mood 

dysregulation syndrome, even though there may be 

significant overlap in symptomatic manifestations—

irritability, outbursts, etc.  Activation patterns in the 

amygdala are substantially different between these two 

conditions, suggesting different underlying neurologic 

mechanisms of action in these two complex conditions.  

 

Take Homes:   We have a long, long way to go before we 

directly connect the dots between brain and mind in clinical 

practice, and routine use of high tech studies is still 

somewhere over by the horizon.   Nonetheless, awareness 

of findings coming from research activity can provide us, our 

patients and their parents different perspectives on how to 

think about the problems we are dealing with and the 

solutions that we can utilize clinically. 

 

Reference:  Leslie A. Hulvershorn, MD, MsC, “Five 

Neuroimaging-Informed Topics…”, JAACAP Connect, volume 

1, edition 1, Summer 2014   
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