
Editor's Letter

Virtual Reality:
A Real Treatment Option

By Jack M. Gorman, MD

It is the task of physicians to face the cold,
hard facts of reality. We cannot always give our
patients or their families good news, make the
adverse effects of medications disappear, or con-
vince a managed care formulary to approve a
treatment that we think a patient really needs. In
this issue of CNS Spectrums, however, we pres-
ent a series of articles on a topic that may seem
like an escape from reality.

If you have visited Disney World in Orlando,
Florida, or other amusement parks across the
world, you have probably encountered virtual
reality (VR).These are "rides" in which you sit
still but feel as if you are rocketing into space or
sailing across the ocean. Some people find these
rides physically unpleasant in the same manner
as roller coasters, even though the body itself
is hardly made to move. The effects of VR are
compelling and fun, but it may come as quite a
surprise that they can also have medical utility.

I have always wondered how a behavioral psy-
chologist would approach a patient who is afraid
of flying. Graded in vivo exposure is the preferred
treatment for most phobias. Therefore, helping
someone overcome a fear of heights, the subway,
or of insects can be accomplished in an ordinary
environment. But therapists cannot commission
airplanes in which to do their work with flying
phobic patients. Naturally, the field figured out a
solution to this seeming obstacle many years ago
and introduced flight simulators, similar to those
used to train pilots, as a method of desensitizing
people with phobic avoidance of flying.

Now we learn that the possibilities for VR are
far more extensive. VR can be used to probe
brain function during a variety of tasks, to treat
psychiatric illnesses, and even to relieve pain.
Even though VR has often been the topic of sci-
ence fiction novels and movies, in which it is
sometimes used for nefarious purposes, I sup-
pose that as VR catches on for medical and sci-
entific purposes, there will also come a field of
VR ethics to prevent misuse. Various companies

will enter the field of making and marketing VR
devices; one can only imagine the displays at
our national meetings and the suitcases of com-
pany representatives visiting doctors' offices.

One of the most fascinating uses of VR reported
recently is its combination with the glycine recep-
tor agonist D-cycloserine. Our guest editor this
month, Barbara Olasov Rothbaum, PhQ,_of Emory
University in Atlanta, Georgia, is a cognitive-behav-
ioral therapy specialist who has collaborated with
Emory neuroscientists Michael Davis, PhD, and
Kerry Ressler, MD, PhD.Their research used D-
cycloserine to enhance the effect of VR in the extinc-
tion of avoidance in sufferers of acrophobia. This
study has attracted a great deal of scientific interest,
as well it should, for three reasons. First, it is one
of the most dramatic instances in which a med-
ication and a behavioral intervention have been
shown to be synergistic in treating an anxiety dis-
order. Second, it is a prime example of translational
neuroscience.The Davis laboratory, in a series of
elegant experiments, had previously shown that
glycine agonists enhance conditioned fear extinc-
tion in laboratory animals. The study is another
example of the recent successes in using glutamate
neurotransmitter modulators in the treatment of
mood and anxiety disorders. Progress in this area
was recently reviewed in the October 2005 CNS
Spectrums (guest edited by Sanjay Mathew, MD, of
Mount Sinai School of Medicine in NewYork City).

Considering the many possibilities of VR for
medicine is intriguing and we welcome your
comments and letters. Perhaps you can think of
an application of VR that has not been thought
of or tested yet. Please share your thoughts with
us and our international readership.This may be
just one way to launch this new year.

This new year, the tenth for CNS Spectrums,
brings many changes to the journal, as you
may have already noticed. These changes will,
among other things, improve overall readability.
Your suggestions have been a great asset in this
redesign process. Keep them coming.

Dr. Gorman is the editor of this journal, president and psychiatrist-in-chief at McLean Hospital, chair of Partners Psychiatry and Mental
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The same goes for this month's letter to the edi-
tor. H. Stefan Bracha, MD, at the National Center
for Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder in Honolulu,
Hawaii, and Edward P. Chronicle, PhD, at the
University of Hawaii at Manoa, comment on an
article by Bernadette M. Cortese, PhD, and K. Luan
Phan, MD, from the October 2005 CNS Spectrums
(CNS Spectr. 2005;10:820-830), adding to the ongo-
ing discussion that enriches the available data for
physicians and augments the exchange between
the journal and readers.

To continue this exchange make sure you fill

out the Business Reply Card on the cover.This will
allow you to continue receiving complimentary cop-
ies of CNS Spectrums throughout the new year.

Finally, while I am on the topic of the new year, let
me once again thank all of the peer reviewers (listed
below), authors, and editorial staff who help make
CNS Spectrums possible and successful. Special
thanks to our publisher, Darren L. Brodeur, to our
co-editors, Eric Hollander, MD, and Joseph Zohar,
MD, to our acquisition editor, Shoshana Bauminger,
and to our deputy senior editor, Jose R. Ralat. I wish
all of you a very happy and productive 2006. CNS
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